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1. Introduction 

When surveying the academic scholarship on corporate purpose, it becomes evident 

that two perspectives have dominated and structured the field’s intellectual boundaries.1 The 

first, shareholder primacy, maintains that the corporation’s purpose is to maximize value for its 

owners, rendering corporate purpose a residual expression of shareholder interests.2 The 

second, stakeholder governance, contends that corporations are embedded in webs of social 

and economic relationships, and therefore corporate purpose should be understood as an 

articulation of the interests of multiple stakeholders.3 Although these binary perspectives have 

produced a rich and enduring debate, they have also narrowed the conceptual frame through 

which scholars evaluate the origins, functions, and evolution of corporate purpose. By treating 

purpose primarily as a normative allocation of priority (either to shareholders or to multiple 

stakeholders) existing scholarship often tends to overlook the institutional, historical, and 

transactional conditions that structure the corporation’s purpose at the point of formation. It is 

within this overlooked space that the present study intervenes. 

In this chapter, I offer a novel perspective: corporate purpose reflects, in part, the state’s 

asking price paid for the privileges of the corporate form. Drawing on a large corpus of 

historical UK royal charters and employing a mixed-methods research design, I examine why 

early corporate charters articulated public-facing, functionally specific, and legally enforceable 

 
1 Afra Afsharipour, ‘Redefining Corporate Purpose: An International Perspective’ (2017) 40 Seattle University 
Law Review 465; Edward B Rock, ‘For Whom Is the Corporation Managed in 2020? The Debate over 
Corporate Purpose’ (2021) 76 The Business Lawyer 363; Edward B Rock, ‘Business Purpose and the Objective 
of the Corporation’ Research Handbook on Corporate Purpose and Personhood (Edward Elgar Publishing 
2021) <https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollchap/edcoll/9781789902907/9781789902907.00008.xml> accessed 
5 February 2026; Judith C Stroehle, Kazbi Soonawalla and Marcel Metzner, ‘Through the Looking Glass: Tying 
Performance and Materiality to Corporate Purpose’ (2022) 10 Journal of the British Academy 87; Ruth V 
Aguilera, ‘Corporate Purpose in Comparative Perspective: The Role of Governance’ (2023) 8 Strategy Science 
193. 
2 Leo Strine Jr., ‘Corporate Power Is Corporate Purpose I: Evidence from My Hometown’ (2017) 33 Oxford 
Review of Economic Policy <https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/faculty_scholarship/1722>; Stephen Bainbridge, 
‘Corporate Purpose in a Populist Era’ (2020) 98 Nebraska Law Review 543; Lucian A Bebchuk and Roberto 
Tallarita, ‘The Illusory Promise of Stakeholder Governance’ (2020) 106 Cornell Law Review 91; Brian R 
Cheffins, ‘The Past, Present and Future of Corporate Purpose’ (2024) 48 Del. J. Corp. L. 387. 
3 Nadelle Grossman, ‘Turning a Short-Term Fling into a Long-Term Commitment: Board Duties in a New Era’ 
(2010) 43 University of Michigan Journal of Law Reform 905; Martin Petrin, ‘Beyond Shareholder Value: 
Exploring Justifications for a Broader Corporate Purpose’ (Social Science Research Network, 1 November 
2020) <https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3722836> accessed 4 February 2026; Veronica Root Martinez, ‘A 
More Equitable Corporate Purpose’ [2021] SSRN Electronic Journal <https://www.ssrn.com/abstract=3772872> 
accessed 4 February 2026; Colin Mayer, ‘The Future of the Corporation and the Economics of Purpose’ (2021) 
58 Journal of Management Studies 88; Colin Mayer, ‘What Is Wrong with Corporate Law? The Purpose of Law 
and the Law of Purpose’ (2022) 18 Annual Review of Law and Social Science 283; Massimiliano Vatiero, 
‘Varieties of Capitalism, Competition, and Prosocial Corporate Purposes’ Research Handbook on Competition 
and Corporate Law (Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd 2025). 
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statements of purpose, whereas modern corporations largely do not. In their initial years 

(coinciding with a period when incorporation was a privilege conferred sparingly by the 

Crown), UK royal charters, as the only mechanism to attain legal personality, routinely 

embedded obligations directed at broader social, economic, or infrastructural objectives. The 

analysis of this chapter shows that these obligations were not incidental: expropriation clauses, 

revocation clauses, or oversight authority clauses were instilled in specific charters to ensure 

that the Crown retained ultimate control over the activities of the chartered entity. Petitioners 

accepted these constraints as the implicit “asking price” for access to the corporate form’s 

distinctive benefits. 

Machine-learning evidence both corroborates and extends these findings. A random 

forest classifier trained to predict whether a charter contains expropriation or revocation clauses 

identifies geographic scope and charter length as among the strongest predictors of such 

clauses. Drawing on descriptive-statistical summaries and correlation trends, the analysis 

documents a coherent empirical pattern: clauses that embody the Crown’s leverage tend to co-

occur (positive pairwise correlations), whereas temporal dimensions have negative correlations 

between various variables, highlighting the distinctiveness of each charter and the Crown’s 

diminishing influence. For example, a very strong positive association (ρ ≈ 0.96) indicates that 

charters that confer monopoly status almost always included a penalty clause that affords the 

petitioner tools to protect its monopoly status; on the other hand, a negative correlation (ρ ≈ 0.3) 

exists between time and the expropriation clause indicating that the older the charter, the more 

likely it is to contain an expropriation clause. As incorporation became more accessible thanks 

to legal reforms that took place in the 19th century,4 such latter correlation is understandable, 

reflecting the diminishing leverage the Crown could exercise once incorporation ceased to be 

a scarce privilege. 

A custom-built Charter Value Index (CVI), constructed as the sum of seven key charter 

features that indicate institutional advantages, quantifies the overall “value” of each charter; its 

in-depth analysis reveals a decline in the value of royal charters over time. Temporal statistical 

tests show that mean CVI scores for charters issued before the major nineteenth-century 

incorporation reforms are substantially and statistically significantly higher than for charters 

issued afterward. Crucially, the analysis shows that this temporal decline in CVI is not merely 

 
4 Harold J Laski, The Early History of the Corporation in England (Harvard Law Review Association 1917) 
<https://lawcat.berkeley.edu/record/279699> accessed 4 February 2026; R Harris, ‘The Private Origins of the 
Private Company: Britain 1862-1907’ (2013) 33 Oxford Journal of Legal Studies 339. 
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an artefact of drifting drafting norms but is, at least, partly driven by selection dynamics 

introduced by legal liberalization of the corporate form. I therefore argue that a significant 

component of the observed decline is selection bias: the liberalization of the corporate form 

altered which corporations sought out royal charters, thereby reducing the Crown’s leverage to 

extract a “high asking price” in the form of enforceable public obligations. In the contemporary 

institutional context, where access to corporate privileges requires only routine statutory 

compliance, the predominance of broad or boilerplate purpose clauses in modern corporations 

should be read, in part, as a signal of how little the modern “asking price” of the state has 

become.  

My findings provide an alternative understanding of how corporate purpose was and 

continues to be conceptualized. This chapter reframes purpose not solely as a normative choice 

among competing constituency claims but as an outcome shaped by the institutional price of 

entry into the corporate form. Rather than viewing purpose as a purely ideological battleground 

between shareholder and other stakeholders’ priorities, this perspective restores attention to the 

legal conditions under which the benefits of the corporate form are conferred. Historically, 

incorporation was scarce and highly negotiated, leading the state (in my study, represented by 

the Crown) to be demanding towards the purpose of the corporation. Today, when incorporation 

is routine and effectively costless, purpose clauses have become broad, relatively meaningless, 

and largely symbolic. This shift underscores that corporate purpose cannot be fully understood 

without accounting for the institutional governance mechanisms embedded at the moment of 

organizational creation, a point that has gained significant traction in recent years thanks to 

new legal forms of incorporation.5 

Finally, the findings speak directly to interdisciplinary conversations about the modern 

function and the future of corporate purpose. Today’s dissatisfaction that is often waged against 

vague or aspirational purpose clauses can be partly explained thanks to the radical changes in 

the institutional landscape when it comes to incorporation. In this sense, the historical analysis 

 
5 One such example is the public benefit corporation in the United States.  
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offers a clarifying lens for ongoing corporate purpose debates in finance,6 management,7 and 

law.8  

The rest of the chapter is as follows. Section 2 describes the data in detail, outlining the 

steps taken to digitize and standardize archival documents to ensure validity and measurement 

quality. Section 3 presents the core empirical analysis, integrating descriptive statistics, 

correlation structures, and machine-learning results with the legal developments that reshaped 

incorporation practices in the nineteenth century. Section 4 discusses the findings, highlighting 

contemporary implications. Section 5 concludes.  

2. Data  

The starting point for my data is the Privy Council Office, which maintains a list of all 

the royal charters that have been granted.9 In its entirety, the list comprises 1045 royal charters, 

issued from 1155 to 2024. Building on my work in Chapter 110, I conducted detailed archival 

research at the London City Archives, the UK National Archives, the Edinburgh City Archives 

and exchanged correspondence with archivists at each institution that was granted a charter. I 

was able to collect 316 charters in total, yielding a 30% coverage of all the UK royal charters. 

One of the main challenges that one faces when doing archival research is the quality 

of the preserved records. Given the aim of the study to focus on textual analysis, having access 

 
6 Raghuram Rajan, Pietro Ramella and Luigi Zingales, ‘What Purpose Do Corporations Purport? Evidence from 
Letters to Shareholders’ (National Bureau of Economic Research 2023) w31054 
<http://www.nber.org/papers/w31054.pdf> accessed 8 February 2026. 
7 Mayer, ‘The Future of the Corporation and the Economics of Purpose’ (n 3); Alex Edmans, ‘How Great 
Companies Deliver Both Purpose and Profit’ (2023) 21 Journal of Chinese Economic and Business Studies 465; 
Gerard George and Simon JD Schillebeeckx, ‘Digital Transformation, Sustainability, and Purpose in the 
Multinational Enterprise’ (2022) 57 Journal of World Business 101326. 
8 Jill E Fisch and Steven Davidoff Solomon, ‘Should Corporations Have a Purpose?’ [2020] SSRN Electronic 
Journal <https://www.ssrn.com/abstract=3561164> accessed 4 February 2026.; Elizabeth Pollman, ‘The History 
and Revival of the Corporate Purpose Clause’ (Social Science Research Network, 12 March 2021) 
<https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3803604> accessed 5 February 2026; Leo Strine Jr., ‘Corporate Power Is 
Corporate Purpose I: Evidence from My Hometown’ (2017) 33 Oxford Review of Economic Policy 
<https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/faculty_scholarship/1722>; Jens Dammann, ‘Publicly Traded Public Benefit 
Corporations: An Empirical Investigation’ [2024] SSRN Electronic Journal 
<https://www.ssrn.com/abstract=4766678> accessed 4 February 2026.; Patrick M Corrigan, ‘The Corporate 
Governance Trilemma’ (2025) 17 Journal of Legal Analysis 141. 
9 In its website, The Privy Council Office (PCO) lists its functions, among which it includes “the arrangements 
leading to the making of all Royal Proclamations and Orders in Council.” 
https://privycouncil.independent.gov.uk/privy-council-office/. There is debate among scholars whether the list is 
exhaustive; for the purposes of this research, I assume the Privy Council Office – as an official government 
institution – has the most accurate data available.  
10 The work can also be accessed in the SSRN version. Fatjon Kaja, ‘Reframing Corporate Purpose: A Historical 
Perspective’ (Social Science Research Network, 11 December 2024) 
<https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=5052314> accessed 4 February 2026. 
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to the transcript of the charter became paramount, surpassing even the joy of being able to 

locate a charter to begin with. Access to the charter did not necessarily translate into access to 

a transcription of the charter; often, access to the charter meant looking at the document itself 

or having a picture of a nicely framed document, as shown in Figure 1.  

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. 1988 The College of Ophthalmologists royal charter 

In order to overcome such challenges, I took several steps to improve access to and 

analysis of historical documents. First, I relied on modern digital tools such as Transkribus, a 

platform that leverages artificial intelligence and machine learning tools for the recognition 

and transcription of historical documents. Using handwritten text recognition (HTR) models, 

the platform converts scanned images of charters into searchable text, drastically reducing the 

time required for manual transcription. After an initial attempt by Transkribus, I manually 

double checked the accuracy of the transcription for each charter. Second, when charters lacked 

full text or were partially damaged or were written in Latin (adding an additional layer of 

complexity to the transcription challenge), I relied on secondary sources to supplement my 

primary research. This involved consulting published editions, historical calendars, archival 

inventories or in-depth conversation with the institution’s archivist; the aim of such attempts 

was to determine whether an official or authoritative copy of the charter had already been 
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transcribed and recorded. Lastly, when the accuracy of a charter could not be verified, I chose 

to exclude it from the dataset, resulting in a total of 260 charters, which represents 

approximately 25 percent of the overall UK royal charters.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The distribution of charters across centuries 

Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of charters across centuries in both the sample and 

the full population. A preliminary examination of the histogram indicates that the sample 

charters closely mirror the temporal distribution of the entire corpus. Each century is 

represented in the sample, and the overall pattern of charter issuance aligns with that of the full 

population. This correspondence suggests that, despite covering only approximately 25% of all 

charters, the sample is reasonably representative in terms of chronological distribution, 

providing a solid foundation for subsequent analysis and interpretation. Table 1 also confirms 

a relatively similar trend. 
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Table 1. Summary statistics for variable “Year”  

When comparing the summary statistics of Table 1 with the summary statistics of the 

overall population (as highlighted in Chapter 1 of the dissertation), one can safely conclude 

that the two datasets exhibit similar ranges and upper-quartile behavior, but differ in their lower 

quartiles and overall spread. This is understandable due to survivor bias.11 To ensure that the 

similarities between the sample and the population are not only temporal but also geographical, 

I repeat the spatial analysis conducted in Chapter 1, where I use the Google Maps API to 

geocode the locations associated with each successful petitioner in the sample and in the 

population. Figure 3 represents their geographical distribution in the British Isles, buttressing 

my claims that the sample is relatively representative of the full population.  

 

 
11 Survivor bias refers to the distortion of statistical inference that arises when observations are conditioned on 
having survived a selection process, leading to overrepresentation of cases with characteristics associated with 
persistence and underrepresentation of earlier or failed cases. For the purposes of this chapter, survival bias is 
associated with the fact that older, peculiar charters are harder to locate nowadays. From my perspective, the 
spread in data is another key reminder that the UK royal charter remain a popular mechanism of incorporation 
even in modern times, which is something I will elaborate later on in Section 3 and Section 4. 

Year Value

Oldest 1155

1st Quartile (Q1) 1607

Median 1862

Mean 1790

3rd Quartile (Q3) 1958

Newest 2021
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Figure 3. The geographical distribution of charters in the British Isles12 

After confirming the accuracy of the sample, the next step was implementing a textual 

analysis of each charter in the sample. Based on it, I created the following variables: (1) 

geographic scope, (2) colonial endeavor, (3) length of charter, (4) monarch, (5) expropriation 

clause, (6) administrative clause, (7) revocation clause, (8) timeline of charter, (9) timeline 

length, (10) language, (11) monopoly status, and (12) penalty clause. Depending on the 

information available some of the variables were coded as categorical, numeric, or binary. 

 

 
12 In Figure 3, please note that “Full Data” is not actually the entire population of charters but the entire 
population of charters with headquarters in British Isles, so 957 of the 1045 total. Then “Select Data” are the 
ones with complete “key variables” and also in British Isles, so 239 of the 260 collected charters. 
“Count” shows how many charters are located in that particular area; the higher the count, the stronger the color 
on the map.  
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Figure 4. Description of variables 

Of particular interest (and to show the complexity of such charters and their 

transcription) is the variable that captures the length of each charter. Looking at Table 2, one 

notices the wide discrepancy on length.  

 

 

Table 2. Summary statistics of variable “Length of the Charter” 

The variation seen in Table 2 most likely suggests that the Crown did not treat all the 

charters equally, nor did it simply issue them as a standardized, ‘rubber stamp’ procedure. A 

more detailed analysis of the charters shows that longer charters, in particular, often contain 

detailed narratives, explicit conditions, or elaborate justifications, indicating that the Crown 

was attentive to the specifics of the petitioner’s case rather than relying on formulaic 

Statistics: Length of the Charter

Statistic Length of Charter (words)

Minimum 213
1st Quartile 1616
Median 2413
Mean 2983
3rd Quartile 3531
Maximum 17339
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language.13 Moreover, another implication drawn is that charter length may serve as a proxy 

for the level of Crown interest or oversight in the endeavor that was granted the charter. When 

a charter is unusually long, it frequently reflects the Crown’s desire to articulate obligations 

clearly, manage complex circumstances, or safeguard significant political, economic, or legal 

stakes. For instance, the charter granted to the East India Company in 1600 is nearly three times 

longer than the mean length in Table 2, reflecting the Crown’s heightened interest in the 

enterprise. In this sense, the more extensive the charter, the greater the likelihood that the 

Crown had a vested interest in how the petitioner would operate or behave.  

 

Figure 5. The classification of the charters based on industry 

Figure 5 shows the classification of charters based on industry. As seen, higher 

education comprises the biggest chunk, followed by associations and companies, which often 

are composed of guilds.14 The classification of industries can potentially reflect some survivor 

bias: educational institutions (particularly universities) founded over time are substantially 

more likely to have survived to the present day, and thus to have preserved and accessible 

charter records, whereas many short-lived commercial corporations dissolved early and left 

 
13 The only thing in common for all the charters is the starting language, which usually starts with the name of 
the monarch and followed with the following words “by the Grace of God”. 
14 Sheilagh Ogilvie, ‘The Economics of Guilds’ (2014) 28 Journal of Economic Perspectives 169. 

Associations/Professions (56)

Banking (5)Company (45)

Cultural Institutions (24)

Education (107)

Government / Civic Bodies (10)
Healthcare (9)
Religious Institutions (4)

Industry Breakdown of Complete Charters
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fewer surviving archival traces. If one is to look at the overall classification of the entire 

population of UK royal charters, then every industry represented on Figure 5 has a fraction of 

roughly 30% of the overall classification of all UK royal charters.15   

 
3. Empirical results  

3.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlational trends 

Once the dataset was complete, some additional exploration was necessary. Figure 6 

represents a word cloud, generated from the full text of the document after a deliberate 

preprocessing stage designed to foreground meaningful concepts rather than stylistic or 

formulaic language.16 In addition to removing standard stopwords (such as “the,” 

“a,” and “and”), an expanded custom stopword list was applied. This list included recurrent 

legal and documentary terms such as “said,” “aforesaid,” “shall,” and references to the king, 

which are frequent in historical legal texts but contribute little to thematic interpretation. Words 

were then tokenized and counted by frequency, with visual prominence in the word cloud 

corresponding to relative frequency. This approach ensures that the visualization reflects 

conceptual emphasis rather than the conventions of legal draft. 

 
15 Unfortunately, one limitation of the data is that not all the industries of the population of UK royal charters 
are represented in the sample and therefore in Figure 5.  
16 In text analysis, stopwords refer to high-frequency function words (e.g. articles, conjunctions, and common 
legal formulae) that carry little independent semantic content and are therefore routinely excluded to prevent 
them from dominating frequency-based analyses. Tokenization denotes the process of segmenting a text into 
discrete units (tokens), typically individual words, which enables systematic counting and comparison of term 
frequencies. Both procedures are standard preprocessing steps in computational text analysis. I employ them 
here to ensure that observed patterns reflect substantive thematic content rather than grammatical structure or 
drafting conventions. 
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Figure 6. The word cloud of the texts 

The resulting word cloud in Figure 6 highlights two key aspects: (1) institutional 

continuity and (2) legal structure. On the one hand, in clustering the most prominent terms 

together (for example, successors, company, time, members, council, and society), one notices 

that the language of the charter is primary concerned with the long-term existence and the 

stability of an organization. On the other hand, words such as successors, heirs, one body, 

and for ever point to legal language intended to secure permanence, inheritance of authority, 

and an uninterrupted corporate identity. More importantly, the visualization emphasizes 

internal organization and collective self-governance (for example, wardens, members, and 

president), revealing the text’s primary function as the construction and regulation of an 

enduring corporate body.  

A more detailed analysis of the charter language confirmed some of my initial coding 

assumptions. For example, the administrative clause and a publicly oriented clause that I had 

initially coded seemed to be obsolete endeavors in the long run because all the charters in the 
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sample have them. Such finding is in line with the work of Ciepley17, who has argued that 

initial corporations (particularly chartered ones) emulated governmental administrative duties. 

The ubiquity of these clauses suggests that they constituted baseline features of chartered 

incorporation rather than meaningful sources of variation, which is the central point of 

exploration. This initial result prompted a reconsideration of how the remaining variables relate 

to one another and of which dimensions of charter design meaningfully differentiate cases. 

 

 

Figure 7. The correlation matrix of the variables 

Figure 7 presents the correlation matrix of the variables, with 0 indicating no 

association and 1 (−1) indicating positive (negative) association. From Figure 7, two major 

patterns emerge. First, when a charter grants monopoly status, it is frequently accompanied by 

explicit enforcement mechanisms, such as penalty clauses, exclusivity guarantees, or 

authorizations for legal or administrative intervention. For instance, in the case of livery 

companies, monopoly protections were often territorially explicit: charters defined the City of 

 
17 David A Ciepley, ‘Corporate Directors as Purpose Fiduciaries: Reclaiming the Corporate Law We Need’ 
[2019] SSRN Electronic Journal <https://www.ssrn.com/abstract=3426747> accessed 5 February 2026; David 
Ciepley, ‘The Corporation as a Chartered Government’ (2023) 51 Hofstra L. Rev. 815. 
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London as the exclusive domain of the trade and stipulated penalties for unauthorized practice, 

enforced either directly by the company or through Crown-backed legal mechanisms. Second, 

the relationship between time and many variables is negative, indicating that the inclusion of 

certain provisions (such as expropriation clauses, monopoly status, and penalty clauses) 

declines over time. One potential explanation could be the gradual simplification of charter 

design as incorporation became more routinized. There is also a positive relationship between 

charter length and the presence of other variables, albeit modest, indicating that longer charters 

tend to bundle a greater number of substantive provisions rather than merely expanding stylistic 

or formulaic language. 

  

Figure 8. Graphical representation of 3 main clauses over time 

 Given the latter findings, Figure 8 provides a cumulative count of the individual clauses 

over time. In interpreting this graphical representation, one can notice that the monopoly clause 

and the expropriation clause follow a relatively similar trend initially but plateau after the 

1800s, suggesting that such provisions stopped being included in more modern charters. This 

pattern aligns with historical developments: as the British Empire’s colonial and commercial 

activities evolved, the need for Crown-sanctioned monopoly protections and expropriation 

powers diminished over time. Selection effects may also play a role, as truly commercial or 

profit-driven entities increasingly opted not to seek royal charters, once other options of 

incorporation became available. By contrast, the revocation clause maintains a relatively 

positive upward trajectory, reflecting the Crown’s desire for oversight and for policing. Figure 

9 support such findings as well.  
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Figure 9. Trends of Expropriation and Revocation Clauses Over Time 

To examine how the inclusion of different clauses evolved over time, I fitted logistic 

regression curves to the binary indicators for each clause type. Because logistic models 

estimate the probability of a clause being present rather than treating the 0/1 values as 

continuous data, this approach allows me to trace how the likelihood of adopting expropriation 

and revocation clauses changed across years. In interpreting the graph in Figure 9, I deduce 

that Crown’s ability to expropriate goes down over time, but its ability to revoke charters 

remains relatively constant, suggesting that the historical and selection factors discussed above 

may provide a valid explanation for these trends. Further examination of expropriation and 

revocation patterns uncover their connection to industry in Figure 10 and Figure 11, consistent 

with prior expectations that profitable ventures would most likely be expropriated the most or 

facing the threat of charter revocation.18 

 
18 Here, I define “profitable ventures” as entities whose primary purpose was the generation of economic profit, 
such as banks, commercial corporations, or trading companies. By contrast, “unprofitable ventures” include 
institutions that were primarily educational, charitable, or religious in nature, such as universities, hospitals, and 
grammar schools. This distinction reflects differences in the economic stakes associated with the charter and 
may help explain why provisions like expropriation or revocation clauses were more prevalent for profit-
oriented entities than for non-commercial ones. 
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Figure 10. Expropriation Clause Trends by Industry 

 

Figure 11. Revocation Clause Trends by Industry 

Cultural Institutions Education Government / Civic Bodies Healthcare

Religious Institutions Company Banking Associations/Professions

12001400160018002000120014001600180020001200140016001800200012001400160018002000

0.00

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

0.00

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

Year

Pr
ob

ab
ilit

y

Expropriation Clause Trends by Industry (Ordered by Variability)

Education Government / Civic Bodies Healthcare Religious Institutions

Associations/Professions Banking Company Cultural Institutions

12001400160018002000120014001600180020001200140016001800200012001400160018002000

0.00

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

0.00

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

Year

Pr
ob

ab
ilit

y

Revocation Clause Trends by Industry

PROEF_PS_Fatjon Kaja BW.job_05/06/2026_45B



 

 91 

3.2. Machine learning explorations 

As royal charters are complex legal texts that intertwine numerous clauses at once, it 

becomes crucial to evaluate the importance of such clauses to be able to make more accurate 

overall predictions about the charters. As such, I employ a random forest model, a machine 

learning method that builds many decision trees and then combines their predictions to make a 

more accurate overall prediction.19 The benefit of such approach is that it can capture complex, 

non-linear relationship among charter characteristics without requiring prior assumptions about 

the form of these relationships. Given the earlier empirical results, my interest in this model is 

to be able to predict the presence of an expropriation clause or a revocation clause based on the 

other variables of my dataset.  

A note of caution is warranted. Prediction here should not be interpreted as a claim 

about causal mechanisms. The UK royal charters are complex legal instruments that reflect 

prolonged negotiation among political, economic, and legal actors whose relative leverage 

varies substantially across time and institutional context. In such a setting, isolating a single 

causal pathway over a timespan of nine centuries seems almost unrealistic. Instead, I believe, 

predictive modelling could serve as a structured way to summarize patterns of association 

across many interrelated clauses and to assess which features consistently co-occur with 

expropriation or revocation provisions. In this sense, prediction is used as an exploratory tool, 

appropriate for a first systematic analysis of this type of dataset. 

Focusing on the two industries (Company and Banking) 20, the model evaluates variable 

importance using Mean Decrease in Accuracy (MDA), which measures the reduction in 

predictive performance when a variable’s values are randomly permuted, as the primary 

metric.21 Mean Decrease in Gini (MDG), which captures the total reduction in node impurity 

attributable to a variable across the forest, is reported as a supplementary indicator.22 As Mean 

 
19 Put simply, a decision tree works by asking a sequence of yes/no questions about a charter (for example: does 
it grant a monopoly?, does it mention penalty clauses?, and so on) and using the answers to group similar 
charters together. If charters that look alike tend to include an expropriation or revocation clause, the model 
learns this pattern and uses it to classify other charters. A random forest repeats this process many times for 
different randomly-chosen subgroups and combines the results, which helps avoid drawing conclusions from 
any single, potentially misleading pattern. 
20 From Figure 10 and 11 above, these two industries are pooled since those are the only ones with interesting 
variation. 
21 Mean Decrease in Accuracy (MDA) is a permutation-based measure of variable importance in random 
forests, defined as the expected reduction in out-of-bag predictive accuracy resulting from randomly permuting 
the values of a given predictor, thereby disrupting its association with the outcome variable. 
22 Mean Decrease in Gini (MDG) is a split-based measure of variable importance in random forests, defined as 
the cumulative reduction in Gini impurity attributable to splits on a given predictor, aggregated across all trees 
in the forest. 
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Decrease in Accuracy and Mean Decrease in Gini can be sensitive to correlations among 

predictors or to variable scale, I mitigate these concerns by rescaling all continuous variables 

to the [0,1] interval. This, along with fact that the majority of predictors are binary, reduces 

biases associated with variable cardinality. The results for the expropriation clause and the 

revocation clause are presented in Figure 12 and Figure 13 respectively. 

  

 

 

Figure 12. Random forest results for expropriation clause 
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Figure 13. Random forest results for revocation clause 

 

Figure 12 shows that for the expropriation clause, geographic scope and colonial are 

two of the most important predictors, whereas Figure 13 shows that geographic scope and 

length of charter are two of the most important predictors for the revocation clause. A plausible 
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sought royal charters for endeavors with a global geographic scope/colonial scope were most 

likely engaged in profitable trade ventures and the Crown figured out it can have a high asking 

price for the benefits of the corporate form.23 Similarly, distance could present an issue for the 

Crown to assert its authority on such petitioner; as such, a revocation clause that states 

explicitly that failure to abide with the provisions of the charter is grounds for losing the charter 

is a credible tool to instill a certain purpose on a corporation and expect it to abide to it. The 

latter is particularly revealing, considering that the Crown usually implemented a strong 

language in revocation clauses; being explicit about all the details undoubtedly also led to 

greater length, which could explain the importance of the length of the charter variable.  

 
23 In the charters examined here, expropriation clauses typically grant the Crown the right to ask for assets, or 
other resources under specified conditions, particularly in cases of noncompliance, public necessity, or just for 
granting the monopoly. The most common form of expropriation is payments of gold or silver in return from 
granting the charter. 
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3.3. The liberalization of the corporate form  

Legal reforms in the nineteenth century fundamentally changed the process of 

incorporation in the UK, ensuring that the royal charter was no longer the only means that 

allowed petitioner to attain the corporate form.24 As pointed out in Chapter 1,25 the process of 

incorporation became bifurcated, thanks to a series of legal reform that took place.26 

 

 

Figure 14. Relation between laws passed by Parliament and availability of corporate form  

Butler27 contends that the process of incorporation has not changed much since 1856, a 

finding supported elsewhere as well.28 As prior to 1856 the Crown could have a high “asking 

price” for the benefits of the corporate form (including expropriation clause and revocation 

clauses as highlighted above), it is understandable why potential petitioners, and the upcoming 

business community welcomed the opportunity to attain more freely the benefits of the 

corporate form. One can even envision an exodus of potential profit-driven corporations that 

opt for the administrative charter instead of attaining the royal charter in order to avoid a high 

asking price.  

 
24 Samuel Williston, ‘History of the Law of Business Corporations before 1800. I’ (1888) 2 Harvard Law 
Review 105; Henry N Butler, ‘General Incorporation in Nineteenth Century England: Interaction of Common 
Law and Legislative Processes’ (1986) 6 International Review of Law and Economics 169; Henry N. Butler, 
‘Nineteenth-Century Jurisdictional Competition in the Granting of Corporate Privileges’ (1985) 14 The Journal 
of Legal Studies 129.; John D Turner, ‘The Development of English Company Law before 1900’ Research 
Handbook on the History of Corporate and Company Law (Edward Elgar Publishing 2018) 
<https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollchap/edcoll/9781784717650/9781784717650.00013.xml> accessed 4 
February 2026. 
25 Kaja (n 10). 
26 Three developments were particularly consequential: the repeal of the Bubble Act in 1825, which subjected 
joint-stock companies to common law; the Registration Act of 1844, which introduced incorporation by 
registration; and the Limited Liability Act of 1855, which allowed firms to obtain limited liability through 
administrative procedures. Cheffins (n 2); Ian Snaith, ‘Recent Reforms to Corporate Legal Structures for Social 
Enterprise in the UK: Opportunity or Confusion?’ (2007) 3 Social Enterprise Journal 20; Kaja (n 10). 
27 Butler (n 24). 
28 Helen J Paul, The Bubble Act: New Perspectives from Passage to Repeal and Beyond (1st ed, Springer 
International Publishing AG 2023); Paul A Pickering, ‘“The Hearts of the Millions”: Chartism and Popular 
Monarchism in the 1840s’ (2003) 88 History 227. 

2025

2025

Royal Charter

Administrative Charter

18561155

PROEF_PS_Fatjon Kaja BW.job_05/06/2026_47B



 

 95 

Unfortunately, the latter interpretation is necessarily conjectural and cannot be tested 

directly within the present framework. Following the mid-nineteenth-century reforms, the 

number of firms incorporated through administrative procedures expanded dramatically, far 

exceeding the number of royal charters, which also continued to increase due to broader 

exogenous forces such as industrialization and expanding capital markets. As a result, observed 

differences in incorporation pathways cannot be straightforwardly attributed to avoidance of 

Crown-imposed constraints alone. 

While this interpretation cannot be tested directly, it can be examined indirectly by 

assessing whether the characteristics of royal charters evolved in ways consistent with 

declining Crown-imposed constraints. To this end, I construct a Charter Value Index (CVI) as 

the unweighted sum of seven indicators that I derived from the various variables of my dataset. 

Each component is coded as a dichotomous variable reflecting whether the charter contains a 

“value-enhancing” attribute.29 Specifically, I assign a value of 1 if the charter has global 

geographic scope, pertains to a colonial venture, is relatively short in length (fewer than 1,500 

words), lacks an expropriation clause, lacks a revocation clause, includes monopoly rights, or 

includes a penalty clause; otherwise, the component takes the value 0. In determining such 

value attributes, I relied on the empirical findings done earlier in this work.  

The underlying rationale for treating these attributes as proxies for “value” is grounded 

in the substantial costs and constraints historically associated with obtaining a royal charter. 

Because petitioners incurred significant financial, political, and reputational costs in securing 

incorporation, a more valuable charter can reasonably be understood as one that grants broader 

rights while imposing fewer Crown-imposed restrictions. Charters with global geographic 

scope or pertaining to colonial ventures generally conferred access to wider commercial 

opportunities and revenue streams, thereby increasing their economic potential relative to 

narrowly defined domestic enterprises. Similarly, charters that had monopoly rights vested in 

them enhanced expected returns by shielding the petitioner from competition; such charters 

were deemed highly valuable and worth pursuing. Conversely, clauses permitting expropriation 

or revocation introduced uncertainty and potential losses, thereby reducing the effective 

security of the granted privileges; as the previous analysis indicated, shorter charters are more 

likely to contain fewer clauses, conditions, or oversight mechanisms. This, in turn, would 

 
29 The seven components included in the Charter Value Index are the only charter attributes that I consistently 
observed and coded across the full sample. Other potentially relevant features either apply only to specific 
industries, appear only in particular historical periods, or are missing for a substantial subset of charters, making 
them unsuitable for inclusion in a summary index intended to be comparable across time and sectors. 

PROEF_PS_Fatjon Kaja BW.job_05/06/2026_48A



 

 96 

translate more “freedom” for the petitioner, directly increasing the value of the charter, given 

the fact that fewer restrictions are associated with it. Taken together, these features reflect the 

degree to which a charter expanded commercial opportunity and reduced institutional 

constraint, making them reasonable indicators of the relative value of the grant to its petitioner. 

The resulting index equals the simple sum of these seven indicators, yielding a measure 

that ranges from 0 to 7, with higher values representing charters that embody more favorable 

or advantageous institutional characteristics for the petitioner of the charter. This unweighted 

construction follows standard practice in the literature where each dimension is treated 

symmetrically, and it allows the index to capture broad cross-sectional variation in charter 

structure without imposing parametric weighting assumptions.30 Figure 15 presents the results.  

 

Figure 15. Graphical representation of Charter Value Index 

The figure plots the Charter Value Index against the year of promulgation for all the 

royal charters in my dataset; individual observations are shown as jittered points. I apply a 

LOESS-smoothed trend line, a nonparametric regression technique that estimates the 

 
30 The unweighted construction of composite indices is standard in studies summarizing multidimensional 
features while avoiding subjective weighting. For example: Victor DeMiguel, Lorenzo Garlappi and Raman 
Uppal, ‘Optimal Versus Naive Diversification: How Inefficient Is the 1/N Portfolio Strategy?’ (2009) 22 The 
Review of Financial Studies 1915. 
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conditional mean. The smoothed curve indicates the estimated average value of the index at 

each point in time, while the shaded band represents the confidence interval around this 

estimate. 

The graph reveals substantial variation in charter value across time but also suggests a 

general downward trend from the early modern period through the present day. Before 1856, 

charter values fluctuate considerably, but the distribution seems to be shifted to the right, as 

higher values are represented quite often. On the other hand, after 1856, the smooth line 

indicates a gradual decline, with highly-valuable charters diminishing significantly in 

frequency.   

To statistically confirm that there is an observed difference in charter values prior to 

1856 and post 1856, I conduct a Wilcoxon rank-sum test, which is an adequate tool considering 

the dataset at hand.31 The test shows a highly statistically significant difference in the 

distribution of the charter value index between the pre-1856 and post-1856 periods. Because 

the p-value is effectively zero, one can reject the null hypothesis that the two periods have the 

same central tendency. In practical terms, the test indicates that the observed change in charter 

values across the 1856 threshold is far too large to be explained by random sampling variation 

alone. 

To explore whether the observed pre/post 1856 pattern is robust, I further conducted a 

Wilcoxon rank-sum test for every candidate split year in the sample. Across most splits, the 

post-split charter value index is lower than the pre-split median, with the 1856 split 

corresponding to one of the largest negative differences. This systematic check confirms that 

the decline in charter values is not an artifact of the chosen threshold. 

Furthermore, summary statistics of the dataset support this. Charters issued before 1856 

have a substantially higher average index value (mean = 2.77) compared to those issued after 

1856 (mean = 2.12), as shown in Figure 16. Variation in the index is also greater in the pre-

1856 period (SD = 0.934) than afterward (SD = 0.547), suggesting that earlier charters were 

not only more valuable on average, but also more heterogeneous. After 1856, charters appear 

more standardized and consistently lower in index value, which merits an elaborate discussion 

in the next section. 

 
31 The Wilcoxon rank-sum test is appropriate because the Charter Value Index is bounded (0–7), likely non-
normally distributed, and the sample size is moderate, making non-parametric tests more reliable than 
parametric alternatives such as a t-test. 
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Figure 16. Value of Charter Index Before and After 1856 

4. Discussion 

Although the empirical results may be influenced by survival and selection biases, the 

findings can still shed light on broader debates about corporate purpose.32 For starters, the lack 

of a precise definition on corporate purpose that all scholars agree upon has significant 

implications for the academic debate on corporate purpose.33 This persistent conceptual 

ambiguity creates difficulties for both descriptive and normative accounts of corporate 

purpose.34 Even so, two shared understandings emerge from the existing scholarship: first,  

 
32 Selection bias occurs when the process by which observations enter the dataset is not random. In this context, 
potential petitioners may have chosen whether or not to apply for a royal charter, which could systematically 
influence which charters exist in the sample. Survivor bias arises when the available sample overrepresents 
cases that have survived over time. Here, many charters may have been lost or destroyed, meaning the dataset 
disproportionately reflects documents that happened to endure. 
33 Anna Jasinenko and Josephina Steuber, ‘Organizational Purpose: Definition, Measurement and the 
Ambivalent Effect on Employee Wellbeing’ Academy of Management Proceedings (Academy of Management 
Briarcliff Manor, NY 10510 2022);  Holger Spamann and Jacob Fisher, ‘Corporate Purpose: Theoretical and 
Empirical Foundations/Confusions’ (Social Science Research Network, 4 November 2022) 
<https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=4269517> accessed 5 February 2026. 
34 Cheffins (n 2). 
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most of the existing scholarship sees purpose as the fundamental reason for a corporation’s 

existence;35 and, second, scholars agree that corporations historically possessed a more publicly 

oriented sense of purpose than their modern counterparts.36 These shared points of agreement 

provide an important backdrop against which the present study intervenes, arguing that 

corporate purpose was closely linked to the economic and political leverage embedded in the 

incorporation process. 

Previous research on the UK royal charters reveals that, from a historical perspective, 

corporate purpose was not seen as an aspirational or moral notion, but it was rather envisioned 

as a restriction of the range of activities a firm can engage in. Purpose, in this earlier framework, 

delineated the corporation’s permissible sphere of activity, and it did so with a level of 

specificity that allowed the Crown to monitor compliance. For example, royal charters 

routinely included expropriation clauses, revocation clauses, or provisions granting the Crown 

direct supervisory authority over corporate affairs. These clauses enabled the Crown to 

discipline, reshape, or even dissolve corporations that strayed from their enumerated 

purposes.37 Corporate purpose, in other words, carried tangible legal consequences. 

With this in mind, the contrast with modern incorporation practices is striking. The 

contemporary incorporation process (what I call the administrative process in Figure 14) is a 

largely procedural and perfunctory process; it does not impose any comparable scrutiny by a 

wide margin. Because they are not legally required to be detailed, purpose clauses nowadays 

are boilerplate provisions; their language is often so broad it is impossible to decipher which 

industry a company is part of or what range of activities it entertains.38 As incorporation became 

an administrative formality, the incentives for corporations to articulate or internalize 

substantive purpose commitments, diminished, whereas access to the corporate form is on a 

constant trajectory to become easier than ever.  

 
35 A few definitions exist that try to elaborate on what the fundamental reason for being is. For example, Mayer 
defines purpose as follows: “Purpose is therefore about finding ways of solving problems profitably where 
profits are defined net of the costs of avoiding and remedying problems.” (Mayer, 2021), whereas Gartenberg 
(2024) states that “corporate purpose can loosely be understood as a shared and often values-laden  
understanding of why the organization exists”. Mayer, ‘The Future of the Corporation and the Economics of 
Purpose’ (n 2); Claudine Madras Gartenberg, ‘Corporate Purpose and Firm Strategy’ (SSRN, 2025) 
<https://www.ssrn.com/abstract=5080065> accessed 4 February 2026. 
36 Fisch and Solomon (n 8); Darrell West, ‘The Purpose of the Corporation in Business and Law School 
Curricula’ (2011) 19 Governance Studies at Brookings; Cheffins (n 2); Michael Galanis, ‘Corporate Purpose 
Swings as a Social, Atheoretical Process: Will the Pendulum Break?’ (2024) 44 Oxford Journal of Legal Studies 
702. 
37 Kaja (n 10). 
38 Pollman (n 8). 
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Indeed, the shift toward liberalized incorporation has created a global “race to the 

bottom” in corporate entry standards.39 Jurisdictions take pride in facilitating rapid, low-cost 

incorporation, and the decline in the difficulty of attaining the corporate form is often 

celebrated as a marker of modernization, particularly as it relates to developing economies. Yet, 

this ease of access seems to contribute to a collective amnesia about the historical logic of 

incorporation, where the state would relinquish the benefits of the corporate form in exchange 

for an enforceable, public-oriented sense of corporate purpose. Put differently, the state’s 

asking price for the benefits of the corporate form has been reduced to a mere administrative 

fee, something unimaginable just 150 years ago.  

A high-asking price for the benefits of the corporation form where petitioners have 

multiple ways of incorporation faces a significant hurdle: there would be no petitioner willing 

to pay such a high asking price when there are alternatives. Take, for example, the UK royal 

charter. Theoretically speaking, it grants the petitioner the same legal benefits as an 

administrative incorporation process, but one of the main criteria to attain a royal charter in our 

present time remains that of having a publicly-oriented sense of purpose.40 In exploring the list 

of petitioners who attained a royal charter after 1856, one can hardly notice any corporation 

that one would automatically assume are the “typical profit-driven corporations” that 

proponents of shareholder primacy have in mind.  

One plausible explanation for this is the idea that a rational modern corporation would 

not be willing to pay such a high asking price, where it would be subject to revocation clauses, 

enforcement mechanisms, and an obligation to have a publicly oriented sense of purpose. The 

ones that would be willing to pay such a high asking price are probably corporations that 

already have embraced a publicly-oriented sense of purpose, which is exactly what the 

exploration of UK royal charters in Chapter 1 and earlier in Chapter 2 suggests.41 This could 

help explain why the average of the Charter Value Index in Figure 15 drops after 1856; as the 

index is influenced substantially by the presence of expropriation clauses, monopoly/penalty 

 
39 Marco Becht, Colin Mayer and Hannes F Wagner, ‘Where Do Firms Incorporate? Deregulation and the Cost 
of Entry’ (2008) 14 Journal of Corporate Finance 241. 
40 Privy Council Office, ‘Royal Charters’ (The Privy Council Office) 
<https://privycouncil.independent.gov.uk/royal-charters/> accessed 5 February 2026. 
41 Kaja (n 10). Specifically, as shown in Chapter 1, UK royal charters historically include explicit public-benefit 
obligations, and revocation clauses tied to deviation from stated public purposes. The analysis of Chapter 1 
demonstrates that charters granted in the modern period are disproportionately associated with professional 
bodies, educational institutions, and organizations pursuing charitable or quasi-public functions, rather than 
purely profit-maximizing enterprises. Hence, looking back, one can see enough support for the claim that 
contemporary charter recipients already embody a publicly oriented institutional purpose and chose to pursue 
the charter route of incorporation. 
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clauses, and revocation clause, most profit-driven corporations that coveted highly valued 

charters in the past probably decided to no longer pay such a high asking price, after the 

corporate form became available through the administrative route.  

The logic linking these clauses to the “asking price” of the Crown rests on the idea that 

a royal charter functioned as a negotiated institutional contract rather than a purely symbolic 

and boilerplate text. Clauses such as revocation provisions, expropriation mechanisms, and 

enhanced oversight rights limited the autonomy of the petitioner, thereby reducing the expected 

private returns from the incorporation. From the petitioner’s perspective, accepting such 

constraints amounted to paying a higher non-monetary price in exchange for the prestige and 

legal advantages conferred by the charter. Conversely, charters that granted monopoly 

privileges, broad geographic scope, and fewer intervention rights provided greater commercial 

certainty and profit potential, and therefore embodied higher net value. When the general 

incorporation regime became available through the administrative route after 1856, profit-

oriented firms could obtain limited liability and corporate personality without accepting these 

discretionary constraints. As a result, only organizations willing to internalize stronger public-

purpose obligations remained in the chartering channel, which mechanically lowers the average 

Charter Value Index observed in Figure 15. 

This institutional transformation on how access to incorporation has shifted has broad 

implications for contemporary debates on corporate purpose. If purpose was historically a 

negotiated condition tied to incorporation, then the contemporary weakening of purpose is not 

merely a philosophical drift but the predictable result of structural deregulation. It should come 

off as no surprise that the “watering down” of incorporation criteria has been accompanied by 

a parallel dilution of purpose.  

Understanding this evolution offers a more historically grounded framework for 

assessing contemporary proposals to reinvigorate corporate purpose. Numerous legal reforms 

that allow for new forms of incorporation (such as public benefit corporation in the United 

States and their functional equivalents elsewhere) are being touted as the solution for 

reinvigorating corporate purpose, particularly how well social entrepreneurs have embraced 

them.42 These hybrid legal forms typically impose dual obligations, requiring firms to pursue 

 
42 Blanche Segrestin, Armand Hatchuel and Kevin Levillain, ‘When the Law Distinguishes Between the 
Enterprise and the Corporation: The Case of the New French Law on Corporate Purpose’ (2021) 171 Journal of 
Business Ethics 1; Dammann (n 8); Marie-Agnes Arlt and others, ‘The Societas Europaea in Relation to the 
Public Corporation of Five Member States (France, Italy, Netherlands, Spain, Austria)’ (2002) 3 European 
Business Organization Law Review 733. 
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both profit and specified public benefits.43 Proponents argue that such structures create legal 

“space” for managers to prioritize social or environmental objectives without fear of 

shareholder litigation, thereby restoring a normative commitment to the public good that many 

perceive to have eroded in traditional corporate law.  

Yet, these reforms often remain voluntary or another opt-in alternative that coexists 

alongside the dominant administrative incorporation process; one can argue that the demand 

for such forms is minimal in comparison to the general administrative incorporation. As a 

result, the broader ecosystem of corporate governance remains largely untouched: benefit 

corporations may embody purpose more explicitly, but they do not fundamentally alter the 

incentive structures that dilute purpose in the vast majority of firms. 

While it is still early to gauge the efficacy of such new legal forms,44 some key points 

are worth highlighting. These new forms of incorporation differ in critical ways from the 

historically enforceable purpose frameworks observed in early royal charters. While public 

benefit corporations articulate public-oriented aims, enforcement mechanisms tend to be 

limited, and sanctions for purpose abandonment are comparatively weak. For example, as a 

rule of thumb, there are no revocation clauses associated with such new legal forms of 

incorporation. Furthermore, a controlling shareholder could, theoretically, always convert a 

public-benefit corporation (one of the new legal forms in the United States) into a business 

corporation and renege on the commitment to purpose.45 This is in stark contradiction with the 

chartering process, where reneging on commitments would lead to charter revocation. As such, 

it becomes clear that the state – as the only party that grants the benefits of the corporate form 

– does not play the gatekeeping role it once did, as the consequences for a corporation that opts 

for using the public benefit legal incorporation but that does not follow through with its purpose 

are rather low.  

As such, these new legal reforms may be better understood as symptomatic of a deeper 

structural problem: the erosion of purpose in the traditional incorporation process has created 

a need for alternative vehicles that explicitly reintroduce commitments once embedded in the 

corporate form itself. Whether these hybrid forms can meaningfully reshape corporate behavior 

 
43 Dana Brakman Reiser, ‘Benefit Corporations-a Sustainable Form of Organization’ (2011) 46 Wake Forest L. 
Rev. 591. 
44 Dammann (n 8). 
45 Ibid. 

PROEF_PS_Fatjon Kaja BW.job_05/06/2026_51B



 

 103 

without restoring stronger ex ante scrutiny or ex post enforcement remains an open and 

contested question. 

5. Conclusion  

The historical perspective offered in this chapter contributes to the modern debate on 

corporate purpose, offering fresh insights that often were overlooked. Instead of focusing on 

the profit maximization or stakeholderism as the primary focus of the academic debate on 

corporate purpose, this chapter concludes that corporate purpose reflects, in part, the asking 

price paid for the privileges of the corporate form. 

Drawing on a large corpus of historical UK royal charters and employing a mixed-

methods research design, the findings suggest that the purpose of the corporation is strongly 

linked with the chartering process it pursued in its emergence. The results of the study indicate 

that early corporations accepted detailed and sometimes onerous obligations because 

incorporation was scarce, discretionary, and strategically valuable. Legal personality was a 

privilege, not a default status, and petitioners internalized the costs of purpose-bound 

governance as a prerequisite for access to corporate privileges. 

Understanding this evolution offers a more historically grounded framework for 

assessing contemporary proposals to reinvigorate corporate purpose.46 It suggests that 

meaningful reform requires revisiting the incorporation process itself, not merely redefining 

purpose in the abstract or creating multiple, new ways of incorporation. Finally, these findings 

underscore the need for renewed scholarly attention to the institutional mechanisms through 

which corporate purpose can be operationalized today. While history does not dictate 

contemporary policy, it does reveal the extent to which purpose once functioned as a legal, 

enforceable governance tool rather than a rhetorical ideal. Reconsidering the structural 

foundations of incorporation may offer a more promising route for restoring substantive 

purpose commitments in the modern corporate economy. 

The need for a more-detailed analysis on the various mechanisms through which 

corporate purpose can be enforced in modern legal and governance framework remains present. 

Comparative studies across different jurisdictions could reveal how corporate purpose has 

 
46 Jonathan Hardman, ‘Corporate Law as Public Policy’ (2025) 21 Journal of Institutional Economics e37. 
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evolved differently historically. As access to historical data increases, new insights on corporate 

purpose could be derived, contributing to a robust academic debate.  
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