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The Sociology of Entrepreneurship

Abstract

The sociology of entrepreneurship is a blossoming field of research, but its scholarly contribution
has been critiqued for its lack of coherence and intellectual distance from the sociological
mainstream. In this article, we critically examine the theoretical presuppositions of the field, trace
its historical origins, and attempt to situate the sociology of entrepreneurship within the sociological
canon. We place special emphasis on the contribution of Max Weber, whose early work provides
a useful template for a comprehensive approach to understanding the context, process, and effects
of entrepreneurial activity. We conclude by locating contemporary approaches to entrepreneurship

— including the contributions in this volume — within this neo-Weberian framework.



Introduction

The sociology of entrepreneurship analyzes the social context, process, and effects of
entrepreneurial activity. Within this perspective, “entrepreneurship” can be construed either
narrowly as purposive action leading to the creation of new formal organizations, or more broadly
as any effort to introduce durable innovations in routines, technologies, organizational forms, or
social institutions. Research in the sociology of entrepreneurship tends to differ from related work
in industrial psychology and economics in three basic respects. First, it often targets levels of
analysis beyond the individual entrepreneur, addressing the role played by interpersonal networks,
organizational structure, population and field-level processes, as well as the broader institutional
environment. Second, it balances the common emphasis on material aspects of venture formation
(e.g. market conditions and financing) with attention to the symbolic and cultural dimension of
entrepreneurial activity. Third, it seeks to understand entrepreneurship in a diverse set of contexts,
including arenas -- such as science, health care, and the fine arts — that tend to elude simple market-
based accounts.*

During the last few years, sociologists have produced a rapidly growing body of research
on entrepreneurship, including a number of noteworthy efforts to survey this nascent field (e.g.
Aldrich, 2005; Keister, 2005; Thornton, 1999). In this prolific context, the jaded reader may well
ask why there exists a need for “yet another” review article on the sociology of entrepreneurship
and another volume highlighting current empirical work on the topic. While we could offer any
number of self-serving explanations, it seems sufficient to acknowledge that the promise of
sociological research on entrepreneurship has thus far been tempered by a number of factors.
Unlike other subfields of the discipline that have experienced explosive growth, such as economic
sociology, there is little intellectual cohesion in research on entrepreneurship. Few scholars appear
to agree on a common sociological conception of entrepreneurship, much less on a canonical

history of work on the topic. The geographic myopia often maintained by existing research is

LIt must be acknowledged, of course, that sociologists do not have a monopoly on a perspective that addresses
contextual, non-material, and non-market aspects of entrepreneurship. To name just two prominent counter-
examples, consider the work of Annalee Saxenian (1994, 2006), an urban geographer, on regional advantage;
or the interest displayed by institutional economists (e.g. Nelson, 1993) in national innovation systems.



equally problematic. Mirroring the parochialism of organizational studies more generally (see
March, 2004, for a critique), American scholars tend to ignore relevant studies of entrepreneurship
by their international counterparts, while international scholars feel rebuffed by Anglo-American
publications.?  Compounding issues of intellectual fragmentation, sociological observers of
entrepreneurship have sometimes spilled a disproportionate amount of ink on phenomena that are
peripheral to the experiences of “average” entrepreneurs and startups. For instance, a large number
of recent studies have emphasized venture capital investments (Sorenson and Stuart, 2001;
Podolny, 2001), even though this funding source comprises a meager three percent of the first-stage
financing for nascent entrepreneurs in the United States (Kim et al., 2004), and even less elsewhere.
Meanwhile, the principal exchange mechanisms supporting new ventures — e.g. resource pooling
among teams of entrepreneurs — have received far less attention in mainstream sociology journals.

Taken together, these considerations paint an image of a subfield that is somewhat adrift,
with little sense of its own intellectual history, international research community, and core
substantive problems. In this overview, therefore, we do not offer another synoptic review, but,
rather, attempt to trace the origins of the field and to suggest a blueprint for progress in the future.
We begin with a brief history of the sociology of entrepreneurship, placing emphasis on the
scholarship of Weber and, in particular, his often forgotten dissertation on the History of
Commercial Partnerships. We explore the evolution of the subfield after Weber on an inductive
basis, using a JSTOR search of journals pertaining to sociology and organizational theory. Next,
we consider whether the sociology of entrepreneurship appears to be a marginalized subfield of
economic and organizational sociology. We attend to the international reception of
entrepreneurship research, theoretical dissension concerning definitions, and ideological opposition
outside the subfield. Finally, we turn to contemporary work in the sociology of entrepreneurship,
introducing the empirical papers in this volume. In the interest of fostering collaboration in the
field, we suggest how these contributions inform a common multi-level framework for the study of

entrepreneurial phenomena.

2 Recent efforts at cross-national data collection, such as the GEM (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor) project
initiated in 1999, may serve to mitigate the geographic fragmentation of scholarly work, though their
sociological impact is not yet clear.



A Brief History of the Sociology of Entrepreneurship

Concepts related to entrepreneurship appear with some frequency in the sociological
canon. Weber’s (1930 [1904-05]) Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism is perhaps the most
well-known exemplar, with its provocative thesis that worldly asceticism among certain Protestant
sects (particularly, Calvinists) yielded an ethic of calculability, efficiency, and self-control that was
essential to the rise of entrepreneurial capitalism in the 16™ and 17" century.® Simmel’s essay on
“The Stranger” highlighted the relationship between outsider status and middleman entrepreneurs,
who made a living from intermediate trade between otherwise closed societies (Simmel,
1990[1907]; see also translation in Wolff, 1950: 402-404). And Durkheim’s (1984 [1893])
evolutionary account of the division of labor could be rendered as a contribution to the sociology
of entrepreneurship, given its explanation of the decline of occupational generalism and the
proliferation of autonomous, specialist producers (under conditions of organic solidarity).

A more critical examination of the canon, however, fails to yield a systematic theory of
entrepreneurship and, in some cases, an outright avoidance of entrepreneurs as distinctive subjects
of sociological inquiry. For instance, in their discussion of the middle class (petty bourgeoisie),
neither Marx nor Engels distinguished between its “entrepreneurial” faction (e.g. small business
owners, artisans, independent professionals) and elements of the “new middle class” (clerical,
technical, and administrative workers, largely employed in bureaucracies) (Bottomore, 1991).
Simmel referred often to entrepreneurs in his empirical examples, but readily interchanged the
category of entrepreneur with that of capitalist/owner (e.g., see his discussion of triads and the
tertius gaudens in Wolff [1950]). Even Weber, who presented the most extensive treatment of
entrepreneurship in the classic sociological literature, offers only sporadic attention to the topic in
his magisterial Economy and Society (Swedberg, 2005). All of this may leave the contemporary

scholar with some doubt as to whether the any of the classic sociological works exhibit a deep

3 Notably, one major inspiration for the Protestant Ethic was an empirical study of the relationship between
occupational stratification and religious denomination, conducted by his student, Martin Offenbacher.
Examining statistics for the German state of Baden around 1900, the study revealed that a disproportionate
number of Protestants owned capital and were involved in entrepreneurial activity (Ké&sler, 1988: 75).



interest in entrepreneurship, rather than broader phenomena such as capitalism, rationalization, and
modernity.

We argue, to the contrary, that Weber in particular did lay the foundation for a sociology
of entrepreneurship. To appreciate his contribution, however, one should begin not with the usual
suspects — the Protestant Ethic, Economy and Society, or the General Economic History — but with
his earliest work, the History of Commercial Partnerships (hereafter, HCP; Weber, 2003 [1889]).
The HCP was Weber’s J.D. dissertation and has often been ignored by contemporary scholars, for
a number of reasons: pragmatically, because it was only recently translated from German;
biographically, because it has been linked to Weber’s “lost decade” prior to the appearance of the
Protestant Ethic (Kasler, 1988); and, substantively, because its interdisciplinary orientation
entailed a mixture of sociology, history, law, and political economy. Nevertheless, the HCP
initiated many of the theoretical themes that would be central to Weber’s lifetime of work. Here
we find the first traces of his theory of rationalization, with a discussion of the historical separation
of household and business (HCP, Chapter 3). And also key elements of his economic sociology,
especially an emphasis on the construction of ‘modern’ forms of organization and authority that
would later culminate in his ideal-type of bureaucracy. But the core narrative in this work revolves

around a comparative-historical approach to entrepreneurial activity.

[ Insert Table 1 About Here ]

Weber’s substantive interest in the HCP was a comparison of Roman and Germanic
commercial law, with an emphasis on their historical development and influence on the formation
of commercial partnerships among medieval entrepreneurs. Weber based his analysis on a
systematic review of Italian and Spanish legal charters and statutes from the 11" through the 16"
centuries, with detailed case studies of Pisa’s Constitutum Usus and commercial law in Florence.
In simplified form, his argument in the HCP can be summarized as the first three rows of Table 1.
Beginning with a discussion of Roman property law, Weber (2003: Chapter 1) argues that the legal
differentiation of partnerships (societas) from individual entrepreneurs participating in them

(socius) is largely nominal in this legal form: “the partnership, as merely a complex of obligatory



relations among the socii, is of no concern to third parties; in its legal consequences, a transaction
a socius makes on the account of the partnership is no different from any transaction made on a
personal account” (2003: 54). This differentiation between individual and corporate personhood
strengthened, however, with the growing needs of maritime and overland trade during the Middle
Ages. Two new organizational forms — the societas maris and societas terrae — relied increasingly
on a cash fund that was separate from the assets of entrepreneurs participating in the venture (2003:
Chapter 2). As discussed in the HCP, a further development in corporate personhood was the
emergence of the “joint household” in Germanic law. This organizational form introduced the
concept of solidary liability, whereby the debt of a family or community member “encumbers the
joint assets” of that community (2003: 98). The concept was quickly generalized in the Middle
Ages to commercial partnerships, as joint households were not only defined in terms of kinship
ties, but also in terms of cohabitation and “communities of labor” (e.g. craft guilds).

In broad strokes, then, what Weber was identifying theoretically in the HCP were a set of
institutional conditions that would allow for the social construction of corporate persons:
partnerships that had a legal, economic, and social existence apart from the entrepreneurs that

constituted them. These conditions include:

o Separable Identity: the identity of a corporate actor may be different than
that of the participating entrepreneurs (a contemporary example is “assumed name”

certificates for proprietorships).

e Separable Resources: the assets of a corporate actor are separated (in an

economic and legal sense) from those of participating entrepreneurs.

e Solidary Liability: the entrepreneurs qua participants commit to joint

responsibility for the actions and debts of a corporate actor.

e Separable Liability: the responsibilities (debts and obligations) of the
corporate actor are separated from the personal responsibility of the participating

entrepreneurs.



While Weber did not analyze the last institutional condition in detail (and, thus, the basis
for the modern corporation), he did emphasize that medieval conceptions of partnership based on
solidary liability continued to insist that “members are personally liable, as debtors, for one
another” (2003: 98). As this notion of liability, grounded in communal labor, was replaced by a
notion of joint liability, grounded in communal investment, the legal conditions emerged for
corporate actors that were fully separate from the “natural” persons that created them (Coleman,
1974).

The sociological issues raised in the HCP should be ones of central concern to the sociology
of entrepreneurship. Many of us — especially those raised in an Anglo-American context — take it
for granted that individuals can readily construct autonomous, organizational entities to act on their
behalf. But, consistent with the intuitions of contemporary neoinstitutional scholars (Meyer and
Jepperson, 2000; Hwang and Powell, 2005), Weber’s comparative analysis suggests that societies
differ greatly in the amount of agency they accord to entrepreneurs and their organizational
ventures. Institutional frameworks strongly influence whether collective enterprises are short-lived
affairs that are tied closely to the fates of their creators, or whether they are able to develop as
independent and, potentially, perpetual legal fictions.*

In addition to studying the context affecting entrepreneurial activity, Weber’s scholarship
in the HCP also addressed variation in entrepreneurial processes and organizational forms. One
rich exemplar is his comparison of the unilateral commenda, where investment capital is only
provided by a single party, and the bilateral commenda, which entails investment from (at least)
two parties. Each organizational form involved both a commendator (or passive investor) and an
entrepreneur known as a tractator (see Figure 1). The unilateral commenda differed, however, in
that all of the financial risk was born on the part of the passive investor, who contributed to a fund
that would be managed by the tractator, serving as his or her agent. In contrast to prevailing legal
wisdom, Weber (2003: 135-136) argued that the lack of a separate corporate fund in the unilateral

commenda (rather than a fund that simply contained personal assets of the commendator) meant

4 Not surprisingly, the strongest imprint of this Weberian legacy can often be found in contemporary work
on the sociology of law and entrepreneurial organizations (e.g. Suchman et al., 2001).



that it was not an institutional precursor of modern partnerships. In fact, the weak organizational
foundation that the unilateral commenda provided for entrepreneurial ventures (cf. Table 1) led to
its replacement by simpler forms of financing, such as commercial loans. The bilateral commenda,
by contrast, allowed for the existence of a fund that was separate from the assets of investors and
entrepreneurs and, therefore, served as a legal template for a distinctive organizational form (the

limited partnership).®

[ Insert Figure 1 About Here ]

A final topic addressed by Weber in the HCP, albeit briefly, concerned the consequences
of entrepreneurship. In surveying the differences between the limited and general partnership,
Weber speculated about the implications that these organizational forms held for inequality among
participants. He thought that “the commenda and its derivative forms, including the limited
partnership later on, derived from an association of people who were economically and, as one
could say, socially unequal” (Weber, 2003: 146-147). By contrast, joint liability “developed out
of associations among equals and people who had an equal right to dispose of property” (ibid: 147).
Weber thus raised the possibility that different organizational forms had distinct implications for
the ‘democratization’ of capital, a theme soon picked up and debated by students of corporate
governance (Berle and Means, 1932; see Mizruchi, 2004 for a review). More generally, he initiated
a linkage between the sociology of entrepreneurship and research on stratification, an idea that has

only recently regained scholarly currency (Lippmann et al., 2005).

5> Naturally, medieval entrepreneurial organizations developed on this basis (such as the societas maris) did
not have many of the features that we expect to see in modern corporate forms. They were intended to be
run for particular mercantile and trading purposes, not as continuous enterprises. Moreover, they lacked the
legal elements of joint liability (see Table 2). For a recent analysis of the origins of a more durable partnership
form, see Padgett and McLean (2006).



The Sociology of Entrepreneurship after Weber

How did the sociological literature on entrepreneurship evolve after Weber? To provide a
systematic overview, we conducted an examination of six journals in JSTOR, beginning in 1895
with the first publication of AJS. We grouped the journals into three general categories, including
top journals in organizational sociology and management (Administrative Science Quarterly and
the Academy of Management Journal), in American sociology (the American Journal of Sociology
and American Sociological Review), and in European sociology (the European Sociological Review
and British Journal of Sociology). We began by assessing explicit references to entrepreneurial
processes in the titles or abstracts of journal articles. The first three columns of Table 2 provide a

guantitative summary of article counts over time.

[ Insert Table 2 About Here ]

During the period before World War |1, the sociological literature on entrepreneurship was
relatively barren. Several key works relevant to the topic — including Weber’s Protestant Ethic and
Schumpeter’s (1934) Theory of Economic Development — were not translated from the original
German until the 1930s (Swedberg, 2000). Moreover, the subfield of organizational sociology
itself, which would provide much of the impetus to the study of entrepreneurship in the post-war
years, existed only as a vague amalgam of scientific management and human relations thinking
(Scott, 2003). Those desiring a dedicated introduction the sociology of entrepreneurship would
need to seek it in an unlikely source: a short, 52 page book published by the Austrian political
economist Eugen Schwiedland in 1933. Entitled “Toward a Sociology of Entrepreneurship” (Zur
Sociologie des Unternehmertums), Schwiedland’s monograph was primarily a policy tract favoring
organized support for entrepreneurs under the auspices of a central state authority (see Hughes,
1934, for a critique). It was never translated and had no appreciable scholarly impact.

The post-war years witnessed a number of developments that were more favorable to
sociological research on entrepreneurship. First, the burgeoning field of organizational theory

contributed to the founding of Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ) in 1956 and the Academy

10



of Management Journal (AMJ) in 1959. Starting with Heinz Hartmann’s (1959) pathbreaking
article, contributors to these journals began to examine the tension between formal authority and
entrepreneurial tendencies in established bureaucracies (e.g. Litzinger, 1963; Becker and Gordon,
1966; Davis, 1968). What was perhaps most noteworthy about this research stream is that scholars
quickly abandoned Joseph Schumpeter’s well-known emphasis on the innovative function of
entrepreneurship in favor of a Weberian approach, in which entrepreneurs were defined as holding
a special relationship to formal bureaucratic authority. Hartmann, for instance, maintained that
Weber’s “sociological differentiation between the manager and the entrepreneur [was] a useful
replacement for Schumpeter’s scheme” (1959: 436). Empirical work highlighted the distinctive
features of the entrepreneurial role (independence, non-conformity, attention seeking, etc.) and the
difficulties inherent in transitioning from entrepreneurial to bureaucratic leadership in maturing
organizations (Litzinger, 1963; Davis, 1968). Around the same time, members of the Tavistock
group in Britain began to investigate structural differences between entrepreneurial and
bureaucratic organization (Burns and Stalker, 1961; see Sine et al., 2006, for a critical appraisal).

A second propitious development was that the core sociology journals in the United States
(AJS and ASR) also began to pay some attention to entrepreneurial phenomena. For instance, in
her article on adaptation by Chinese immigrants, Lee (1949) documented the changing
organizational structure of Chinatown businesses in Butte, Montana, thus initiating a productive
research stream on enclaves of ethnic entrepreneurs. Other authors emphasized the distinct position
of entrepreneurs in the status structure of occupations (e.g. Sarapata and Wesolowski, 1961),
linking studies of entrepreneurs to mainstream sociological research on stratification. Still,
entrepreneurship remained a peripheral topic for sociologists and much of the research invoking
the label was merely metaphorical. The assessment of Everett C. Hughes (1952), that the object of
sociological study ““is more likely the slum-dwelling employee of the trader and the entrepreneur
than the entrepreneur himself [sic]”, appeared to ring true.

By the mid-1970s, sociological research that explicitly identified with the topic of
entrepreneurship slowed to a trickle. The newly emerging paradigms in organizational analysis —
especially, population ecology and neoinstitutional theory — downplayed attention to innovative or

disruptive participants in organizations in favor of an emphasis on the environment. The earlier
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research stream that had highlighted the role distinctions between entrepreneurs and managers was
reformulated at the individual level, largely as a topic of social psychological inquiry (e.g. Ondrack,
1973; Brockhaus, 1980). Sustained attention to entrepreneurship within organizational sociology
persisted primarily in the study of creative industries (e.g. popular music, movie production, etc.),
leading to what is now known as the “production of culture” perspective (Peterson and Berger,
1971; Hirsch, 1972; see Peterson and Anand, 2004, for a review). A notable feature of this literature
was its open rejection of a purely psychological view of entrepreneurial activity. As Peterson and
Berger (1971: 98) argued, “entrepreneurship does not emerge automatically[;] persons with the
psychology and motivation necessary for entrepreneurship must be in the strategically appropriate
locations”.  This literature also called attention to the routinized nature of most cultural
entrepreneurship — rather than generating radical cultural innovations, the enterprises that persist in
this arena filter out a large number of songs, films, books, and the like in order to offer a steady
stream of mundane “hit” products (Hirsch, 1972).

In the United States, sociological research on entrepreneurship proliferated in the 1980s,
but appeared to suffer from a lack of definitional coherence and common substantive foundation.
Influenced by the ecological thrust in organizational theory (e.g. Aldrich, 1979), some scholars
sought to explain different rates of startup activity in terms of the regional environment confronting
entrepreneurs (Pennings, 1982). Others, continuing lines of thought initiated by Hartmann or Burns
and Stalker, focused on the problem of intrapreneurship and organizational change (e.g.
Burgelman, 1983; Hambrick and Schecter, 1983). To some extent, these lines of research
converged in work that rediscovered Stinchcombe’s (1965) early statement on the propensity of
organizations to retain the structural features adopted by entrepreneurs at their time of founding.
For instance, Boeker (1989) found that the functional background of entrepreneurs who had
founded semiconductor firms many years ago continued to affect the contemporary staffing and
top-management structure of those organizations.

Around the same time, work in mainstream sociology began to show a renewed
appreciation of the Weberian legacy of entrepreneurship research, especially with respect to
comparative / historical scholarship (Collins, 1980). In this context, Eisenstadt (1980) and

DiMaggio (1988) separately coined the term “institutional entrepreneurs” to refer to elites who
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were in a position to influence the culture and institutional structure of societal sectors or even
entire societies. In developing this concept, DiMaggio drew on his earlier empirical work, which
had explained the creation of high culture — with particular reference to art museums and symphony
orchestras — in the U.S. during the late 19" century (DiMaggio, 1982a, 1982b). His emphasis on
societal (rather than narrowly organizational) effects of entrepreneurship remains a prominent
feature of sociological scholarship.

Through the following decade, the sociology of entrepreneurship continued to exhibit a
highly eclectic range of topics. However, sustained research programs began to emerge in a number
of key areas, which we highlight as central themes in this volume. First, many sociologists
recognized that mobility into and out of entrepreneurship was an important feature of stratification
in modern societies (Granovetter, 1984), including those societies that were just beginning their
transition to capitalism (Rona-Tas, 1994; Nee, 1996; see also Inkeles and Smith, 1974). Hout
(1984) highlighted the intergenerational transmission of entrepreneurial attitudes and organizing
skills as being of special relevance to stratification processes. Second, a number of scholars
extended the emphasis on enclaves of immigrant entrepreneurs, as pioneered by Lee in the 1940s
and Light in the 1970s (see Light, 2005, for a useful review). Modern empirical debates in the area
often centered on the question as to whether the segregation and solidarity entailed by enclaves
generated economic benefits for immigrants and whether these benefits differed between
entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs (Sanders and Nee, 1987; Portes and Jensen, 1989; Portes and
Zhou, 1996). Third, organizational and economic sociologists began to display considerable
interest in the impact of interorganizational networks on entrepreneurial activity, including
entrepreneurs’ ties to suppliers and distributors (Uzzi, 1997), banks (Uzzi, 1999), venture capitalists
(Stuart et al., 1999), and academia (Louis et al., 1989). The university-industry interface emerged
as a particularly promising locus for scholars interested in high-tech entrepreneurship (Owen-Smith
et al., 2002). Finally, a number of entrepreneurship scholars sought to transcend developments at
the organizational level to understand the ecological, institutional, and social movement processes
affecting the emergence of new forms of organizations (Romanelli, 1991; Ruef, 2000). Examples
in the literature highlighted forms that were initially perceived as deviant cases, such as pro-choice

groups (Staggenborg, 1988) and consumer watchdog organizations (Rao, 1998), but which were
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transformed by entrepreneurs to adapt to — and influence -- the cognitive and normative
expectations of their audiences. Such cultural entrepreneurship has become a key theme in research
on institutional change and how entrepreneurs mobilize resources (e.g., Lounsbury and Glynn,

2001).

Is Entrepreneurship a Marginal Subfield?

Given our brief history, how should entrepreneurship studies be viewed in broader
intellectual context? Despite the trend toward an increasing prevalence of research on
entrepreneurship in American sociology, there is also considerable quantitative and qualitative
evidence that suggests it remains a parochial — and, perhaps, even marginal — area of scholarly
interest. With respect to the issue of parochialism, the attention of European sociologists, serves
as an instructive international contrast to the American case. As seen in Table 2 (column 3), very
little sociological scholarship in Europe has explicitly been coded as concerning “entrepreneurs”.
We could not find any instances in the British Journal of Sociology before 1973, when Javillonar
and Peters (incidentally, both American sociologists) published an article on entrepreneurs in
Northern India. The more recent British scholarship treats the term “entrepreneur” with some
suspicion (e.g. Hickox, 1995); and the European Sociological Review has yet to publish any article
that refers to entrepreneurial processes in its title or abstract. European management journals that
tackle sociological topics are fairly recent in their vintage and, thus, less amenable to historical
analysis. But even these publications exhibit fairly limited explicit coverage of entrepreneurship
by the standard shown in Table 2 — for instance, the EGOS journal Organization Studies only
published half-a-dozen articles with explicit reference to entrepreneurship in their title or abstract
between 1980 and 1999.

Further evidence for the parochial status of the entrepreneurship subfield can be gleaned
through a critical examination of the article counts in Table 2. At first glance, the nearly seventy
articles published in the top management and American sociology journals appear to represent a
respectable total. But a more detailed examination suggests that entrepreneurship is a minor topic

in a significant number of the articles included in this total, often appearing only as a broad
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metaphor for instances of organizational or societal change. More importantly, many of the articles
that could topically be identified with the entrepreneurship area invoke alternative terminology,
mentioning “founders” rather than “entrepreneurs”, for example; and “founding” or “economic
development” rather than “entrepreneurial” processes (see last three columns of Table 2). While a
small subset of these articles cover issues that are genuinely distinct from entrepreneurship (e.g.
references to “founding” figures in sociology), many of the remaining number offer significant
contributions to the sociology of entrepreneurship, especially those written from an ecological or
institutional perspective (e.g. Hannan and Freeman, 1987; Baum and Oliver, 1992). Notably, very
few of the articles that discuss founding processes also include mentions of entrepreneurship in
their titles or abstracts.

In recent years, the bulk of work on entrepreneurship that can broadly be defined as being
sociological has appeared in specialty journals, including the Journal of Business Venturing (JBV),
Journal of Small Business Management (JSBM), Small Business Economics (SBE),
Entrepreneurship and Regional Development (E&RD), and Entrepreneurship: Theory and
Practice (ET&P). For instance, an ABI search reveals that ET&P has featured 95 articles that make
reference to “sociology”, since the inception of the journal in 1988. When one considers the
proliferation of academic entrepreneurship journals — Katz (2003) identified nearly fifty — this
suggests that there may be a fairly large amount of recent scholarship that is pertinent to the
sociology of entrepreneurship. Unfortunately, quantity cannot be equated with quality. The sheer
numbers of specialized journals contribute to the publication of many papers that do not meet the
highest standards of methodological or conceptual rigor. The marginal status of such work is
reflected in the meager citation impact of the specialty journals. Only four — JBV, JSBM, SBE,
and E&RD -- are listed in the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) and their impact ratings (all
under 0.6 in 2000) are low compared to those of the top American management and sociology
journals (above 2.3 in 2000 for all those listed in Table 2).

What accounts for the limited impact of scholarship on entrepreneurs, considered in the
context of American sociology and management theory, as well as the international field of
sociology? While concrete instances of marginalization remain elusive, two mechanisms might

suggest why entrepreneurship research lacks a mainstream presence in the discipline: (a)
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theoretical dissension concerning the definition and dynamics of entrepreneurship; and (b)
ideological opposition to the study of entrepreneurial phenomena. Below, we argue that there is

only weak evidence for the first of these mechanisms and very little for the latter.

Defining Entrepreneurship

“Entrepreneur” is a vague and often elusive concept. According to Webster’s, the
etymology of the term links it to the French verb “entreprendre” (to undertake) and leads to its
common definition as someone “who organizes, manages, and assumes the risks of a business or
enterprise”. While the concept was originated by the French political economists Cantillon and
Say, John Stuart Mill lamented the absence of an Anglo-American equivalent and helped introduce
it into the English language.® Consistent with the term’s French origins, Mill (1994 [1848]) and a
number of later economists (e.g. Knight 1921) emphasized the dual role of risk-taking and
enterprise management as central features of entrepreneurship.

Not surprisingly, given its emphasis on rational, risk-calculating individuals, Mill’s
characterization of the entrepreneur has made only limited in-roads among sociologists (see Xu and
Ruef [2004] for an empirical critique). At least five other conceptualizations of entrepreneurship
can be identified in the sociological literature.” First, as noted in Table 2, sociologists have
maintained a sustained emphasis on entrepreneurship as a process of organizational founding
(Carroll and Khessina, 2005). In an effort to focus on environmental conditions of founding, much
of this literature makes only limited reference to individual entrepreneurs. Second, an even older
literature on economic development (e.g. Hoselitz, 1952, 1960; Landes, 1965 [1951]; Lipset, 1967)
draws on the work of Parsons and McLelland to argue that entrepreneurship could be studied
through regional variations in values, culture, and economic growth. This emphasis on culture and
personality was advanced especially by Leland Jenks (e.g., 1965 [1950]) through his affiliation

with the Research Center on Entrepreneurial History at Harvard University, founded with a

® Despite Mill’s serious appropriation of the term “entrepreneur”, it also had a somewhat light-hearted
connotation in late-Victorian Britain, as someone who organizes “entertainments” or directs a “musical
institution” (Cole, 1999).

7 By no means are these are intended to be exhaustive. See Hoselitz (1952) for an early typology of
definitions and Aldrich and Ruef (2006: Chapter 4) for a recent treatment of the entrepreneurship literature.
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Rockefeller Foundation grant in 1948. With the aggregation of entrepreneurial outcomes to the
regional or national level, the individual often fades into the background, perhaps even more so
than in accounts of organizational founding processes (but see Inkeles and Smith [1974] for an
important exception).

Two other conceptions of entrepreneurship —which might be designated the Schumpeterian
and Weberian definitions — have already been discussed. The Schumpeterian definition focuses on
the innovative capacity of the entrepreneur, while the Weberian version emphasizes the
entrepreneurial role as a counter-balance to managerial bureaucracy (see also Burnham, 1941;
Hartmann, 1959; Swedberg, 2005: 87-88). Contemporary empirical work that relies on these
definitions tends to be more micro-oriented than those that emphasize organizational founding or
economic development. For instance, Ruef (2002) uses a Schumpeterian perspective to predict
business innovation based on the interpersonal networks and enculturation of entrepreneurs.
Lounsbury (2001) deploys a Weberian framing in distinguishing between status creation, where a
new role is constructed from scratch by organizational entrepreneurs, and role accretion, where
roles gradually accumulate rights and obligations as a function of bureaucratic development.

A final sociological conception of entrepreneurship jettisons both the methodological
individualism of Mill’s entrepreneur and his restricted emphasis on organizational and economic
processes. As described by DiMaggio (1988), institutional entrepreneurs are self-interested and
resource-endowed agents with the capacity to develop new social institutions. Inspired by the early
work of DiMaggio and Bourdieu, empirical studies of institutional entrepreneurship have examined
a wide range of outcomes (see review in Battilana, 2006). These include the adoption of new
technological standards (Munir and Phillips, 2005), regulatory and normative changes in
organizational fields (Scott et al., 2000), the establishment of new industries (Lounsbury, Ventresca
& Hirsch, 2003), and the emergence of the EU common market (Fligstein, 2001). A unifying theme
in these studies is an emphasis on the cultural products of entrepreneurship, conceived as new
concepts, meanings, cognitive frames, rules, and the like.

Considering the diversity exhibited by these five sociological conceptions of
entrepreneurship, the lack of cohesiveness of the entrepreneurship subfield may seem unsurprising,

and even expected. For example, in a citation analysis of the Journal of Business Venturing over
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the period of a year, Carroll and Khessina (2005) find that only 2.7% of all references are articles
or books on organizational ecology, which emphasizes startup activity as an industry-level rather
than individual-level phenomenon. More generally, our own qualitative impressions of the articles
identified in Table 2 suggest limited patterns of co-citation among articles that emphasize either
different theoretical or topical features of entrepreneurship. Given deep divisions in the level of
analysis employed (individual, organization, industry, region), the types of outcomes considered
(e.g. material versus cultural), and underlying philosophical assumptions about human agency, one
might well ask how a more unified sociology of entrepreneurship might be developed. We return
to this issue shortly.

For the time being, however, it is worth emphasizing that the subfield of entrepreneurship
is hardly alone in its lack of cohesiveness. The general balkanization of organizational sociology
has long been recognized by both American (Pfeffer, 1993) and European (Burrell and Morgan,
1979) scholars. What is instructive about this parallel is that the proliferation of different theoretical
conceptions of organizations has not led to the marginalization of this field of scholarship; to the
contrary, organizational sociology remains one of the most vibrant and influential sections in the
discipline. Consequently, the link between a lack of cohesiveness within the entrepreneurship field
and its own marginalization appears somewhat tenuous. An alternate explanation for this outcome
turns to external factors, considering the place of the sociology of entrepreneurship within the

politics of the discipline
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Ideology and the Sociology of Entrepreneurship

The argument for ideological opposition to research on entrepreneurship hinges on the
assumption that many sociologists have historically viewed such work as validating a paradigm of
self-sufficient individualism, to the neglect of structural constraint or heritable skills and resources.
Empirical evidence for such ideological opposition is hard to find in written form. One source we
considered were book critiques that sociologists have written for monographs and edited volumes
on entrepreneurship, including those undertaken by scholars outside the discipline. During the
early postwar years, William Miller’s (1952) edited volume, Men in Business: Essays in the History
of Entrepreneurship, would have seemed a suitable lightning rod for sociological critique. Still, it
was reviewed favorably by both C. Wright Mills and Everett C. Hughes. Mills (1952: 505), never
one to shy from controversy, concluded that the “work displayed in this volume is everything that
one could now expect of historical work on the sociology of business”. Hughes acknowledged that,
in the past, “there has been a tendency to obscure, by the opposition of enterprise and socialism,
the problems in this field,” but went on to stress the importance of sociological scholarship on
entrepreneurship:  “the enterprising [i.e. entrepreneurial] way of working is a thing to be
understood, as in distinction from the ritualistic or bureaucratic, from the resistant and unwilling
way ...” (1952: 517).

Arguably, the 1950s provide a less-than-ideal period for capturing opposition to
entrepreneurship research. By the 1960s and 1970s, sociologists had a greater intellectual
understanding of management ideologies, including the “entrepreneurial ideology” that emerged in
Weber’s work on the Protestant Ethic (Winter, 1974). Still, there is limited evidence that this
translated into personal opposition to a sociology of entrepreneurship. AJS book reviews from the
period were often glowing, with special praise for David McLelland’s (1961) influential study of
need-based achievement and economic development (Hoselitz, 1962). Evans (1971) offered a
more critical perspective on a study of nearly 100 Midwestern independent entrepreneurs, which
was largely aimed at a non-academic audience. Nevertheless, his critique was entirely analytical,
emphasizing the authors’ failure to engage the extant literature on entrepreneurship more seriously,

rather than the evident ideological biases of the monograph being reviewed. Even in an era of
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popular protest movements and misgivings about capitalism, sociologists saw value in “looking at
the way in which small business and the entrepreneurial role fits into contemporary social

structures” (Evans, 1971: 618).

Contemporary Research on Entrepreneurship

Contemporary scholarship on the sociology of entrepreneurship is sufficiently eclectic and
voluminous as to defy simple categorization. Rather than attempt a broad survey of the recent
literature (see Aldrich and Ruef [2006] for an organizational perspective), we devote this section
to the more modest task of presenting a neo-Weberian schema that helps to highlight sociological
contributions at different levels of analysis and with different substantive foci. We then introduce
the empirical articles found in this volume as exemplars of contemporary research streams and
place them within the schematic framework.

The schema begins with four sociological perspectives on entrepreneurial behavior that
were hinted at in Weber’s work: (a) the contextual perspective, which emphasizes the role of the
material and cultural environment in influencing individual orientations toward entrepreneurship;
(b) the behavioral perspective, which examines the structure and process of entrepreneurial activity
at a micro-level; (c) the constructivist perspective, which addresses the implications that
entrepreneurial decisions have for an organizational startup, an industry, a community, or society
as a whole; and (d) the ecological perspective, which analyzes the direct impact of the material and
cultural environment on economic and institutional development, considered apart from the actions
of individual entrepreneurs. Applied across levels of analysis, these perspectives yield the familiar
macro-micro-macro linkages introduced by James Coleman (1990: Chapter 1) in his discussion of
Weber’s Protestant Ethic. For instance, a contextual perspective might consider the impact of
Protestant religious doctrine and culture on the tendency of individuals to acquire values oriented
toward calculation, predictability, efficiency, and self-control (macro-micro link). In turn, a
behavioral perspective would analyze the how these values translate into economic activity that is
entrepreneurial in character, such as breaking rank with traditional guild organizations or founding

mercantile partnerships (micro-micro link). A constructivist perspective could then address how
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such individual activities, in the aggregate, yield a systemic transformation in society, from feudal
to capitalist organization (micro-macro link). Finally, scholars employing an ecological lens might
argue that the reference to individual entrepreneurs in this account is superfluous; instead, Weber’s
thesis could be studied more directly as a correlation between the historical predominance of
Protestantism within a society and its level of capitalist development (macro-macro link) (see

Delacroix and Nielsen, 2001, for a critique).

[ Insert Figure 2 About Here ]

A simple schema for the sociological analysis of entrepreneurship emerges if we
differentiate the micro- versus macro-level distinction further into multiple levels of analysis and
separate the material aspects of entrepreneurial activity from its cognitive and institutional
dimensions (see Figure 2). W.ithin this rubric, a contextual perspective addresses the social
antecedents of entrepreneurship in the left-hand side of the figure, with special emphasis on the
guestion of who becomes an entrepreneur and why. A behavioral perspective follows the process
of entrepreneurship highlighted at the bottom of the figure, answering questions concerning the
social psychological basis of entrepreneurship, the timing of entrepreneurial activities, the
formation of entrepreneurial teams, the definition of task and membership boundaries, and the like.
A constructivist perspective follows the upward arrow in the right-hand side of the figure, attending
to the effects of entrepreneurship on interpersonal networks, organizational populations, and
communities, as well as the startup venture itself. An ecological perspective may propose a causal
association between the left- and right-hand sides of the figure at any level beyond the individual.
As we noted in our review of definitions of entrepreneurship, a common tack in sociological
theories of modernization has been to conceptualize entrepreneurship in terms of economic
development at the highest level of aggregation. A second ecological approach, found in
organizational ecology, is to explain organizational founding rates (aggregated at the population
level) as a direct function of the size and distribution of organizational populations.

The papers represented in this volume exemplify the wide array of levels and causal

mechanisms that can be invoked in the sociology of entrepreneurship. The articles in Part | employ
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a contextual perspective to understand entry into entrepreneurial activity. Aldrich and Kim couch
their argument at the level of individual entrepreneurs and their distinct life course stages,
addressing whether entrepreneurial parents pass on privilege — i.e. genetic inheritances, human
capital, financial resources, social capital, and motivation — to their children. Surveying a range of
empirical studies, as well as preliminary findings from the Panel Study of Entrepreneurial
Dynamics (PSED), they argue that there is strong evidence for genetic inheritance and value
socialization during childhood, moderate evidence for adolescent reinforcement of socialization
patterns, and weak evidence for parental transfers of financial resources or social capital to adult
entrepreneurs. Sorensen offers a complementary analysis of entry into self-employment, but draws
instead on new Danish data set. Consistent with our distinction between material-resource and
cognitive dimensions of entrepreneurship, he differentiates two mechanisms of intergenerational
transmission: occupational closure, which emphasizes the propensity of parents to pass on tangible
financial and social capital, and occupational exposure, which addresses the impact of parental
socialization on aspirations and skills. Like Aldrich and Kim, he finds that there is little evidence
for occupational closure, but considerable support for the intuition that exposure to entrepreneurial
parental role models before adulthood can drive entry into self-employment.

While a contextual perspective is perhaps the most common framework for understanding
entry into entrepreneurship, the topic can also be pursued from a behavioral approach. Xu and
Ruef take the existence of a startup and focal entrepreneur as given, and then ask how members of
that focal entrepreneur’s support network are sorted into organizational “insider” roles (owner-
managers) and “outsider” roles (passive investors and advisors). The question of transition into
entrepreneurial activity is thus reframed as a behavioral process of drawing membership boundaries
within an emergent organization. Analyzing the PSED data set, they find that the cognitive aspects
of boundary formation, which emphasizes trust among startup participants, are generally more
salient than material-resource aspects, which emphasize considerations such as asset specificity
and non-redundancy of participant contributions.

Part 11 of the volume turns to the topics of immigrant entrepreneurship and enclaves. Portes
and Shafer revisit a path-breaking study of Cuban immigrants twenty years later to understand

changing patterns of ethnic enterprise in Miami. Contrary to common intuitions among labor
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economists, who often argue that ethnic enclaves represent mobility “traps” for immigrants, they
find that self-employed Cubans in the Miami enclave enjoy considerable benefits from
entrepreneurial activity, provided that they can tap into the extensive social networks and
legitimacy of the pre-Mariel generation of Cuban immigrants. Portes and Shafer conclude that
most of the previous arguments against upward mobility within ethnic enclaves have rested on
faulty measures of the enclave concept or inadequate understanding of enclave history. In a parallel
paper on ethnic commercial precincts, Pang and Rath employ a “multiple embeddedness”
perspective to understand the effects of immigrant entrepreneurship, tracing entrepreneurial agency
back to the community level. While much of the literature has focused on ethnic networks and
culture, they argue that this focus must be balanced with attention to the regulatory environment.
Focusing on Washington D.C.’s Chinatown as an illustrative case, Pang and Rath show how ethnic
enclaves can persist — at least, symbolically — even when they are challenged by the encroachment
of non-ethnic enterprises.

The studies in the first two parts of the volume address both the micro-level context and
process of entrepreneurship, as well as some macro-level consequences. Within these perspectives,
formal organizations make a somewhat tentative appearance, either as emergent entities or as part
of the infrastructural background of a community. In the next two parts of the volume,
organizations assume center stage. Part 11l emphasizes academic entrepreneurship within specific
organizational settings. Colyvas and Powell offer a detailed historical study of the emergence and
spread of biomedical entrepreneurship at Stanford University between 1970 and 2000. They
demonstrate that the engagement of faculty members in invention disclosure is not simply a matter
of individual predilection, but depends to a considerable extent on the structure and content of
organizational networks linking scientists into research clusters. The article by Evans provides a
complementary constructivist perspective, showing how academics in molecular biology plant
laboratories opened a new field of entrepreneurial activity. Analyzing all scientific publications on
Arabidopsis thaliana, a plant whose genetic structure has extensive commercial implications,
Evans argues that the novelty of these scientific contributions was tied to the funding diversity of

the laboratories where they were produced. Like Colyvas and Powell, he makes a case for the

23



theoretical and methodological importance of studying entrepreneurs outside of traditional business
organizations.

The last part of the volume addresses explicit entrepreneurial efforts to construct and
defend new organizational forms. Caronna studies how the founders and members of Kaiser
Permanente, an early prepaid group practice in the United States, sought to legitimate the
organizational form that would come to be known as a health maintenance organization. She
demonstrates how common concepts in the sociology of entrepreneurship — including those
pertaining to individual entrepreneurs, organizational identities, and human capital — can be recast
at a meso-level to understand the process whereby an organization “founds” a new organizational
form. Following a detailed case study that applies these concepts to Kaiser Permanente, from its
origins in the 1930s through the present, Caronna concludes that shifting the study of
entrepreneurship upward in level of analysis offers both promises and pitfalls over individualist
(i.e. behavioral) perspectives. Continuing this theme, Solari engages the literature on the legitimacy
of new organizational forms, with specific attention to the informative case of gray and black
market organizations. Noting that the existing literature on organizational legitimacy has
overwhelmingly emphasized forms that are widely viewed as legal and appropriate, Solari calls our
attention to a black market form (the mafia), a gray market form (“sexy” shops in Italy), and a form
that has traversed the spectrum from black to white markets (Samba schools in Brazil). In all three
cases, he finds that entrepreneurs could not draw on the general social legitimacy accorded to
traditional businesses and, instead, negotiated a difficult path between endorsing audiences and

opponents.

Conclusion

Taken as a whole, the chapters in this volume highlight how the sociological imagination
emphasizes the need for a richly nuanced, multi-level perspective on entrepreneurship. Unlike
economic and psychological approaches to the phenomenon, sociological analyses suggest that
entrepreneurship cannot be adequately understood outside of its socio-cultural context. To make

further progress in creating a unified framework for a sociology of entrepreneurship subfield, we

24



believe that it would be useful to acknowledge the Weberian foundations of much of the research
to-date and explicitly build upon those foundations to create a shared theoretical emphasis.

Following the implications of the chapters in this volume, three lines of inquiry may be
especially fruitful. First, sociological studies can follow Weber’s lead in attending to the social and
institutional environment of entrepreneurship. Whether the environment is defined at a micro-level
of analysis — as in Sorenson, Aldrich, Kim, and Xu’s studies of parental and network influences on
entry into entrepreneurial activity — or at a more macro-level — as in Portes, Shafer, Pang, and
Rath’s studies of ethnic enclaves, an emphasis on context leads sociologists away from the
individualist emphases of other disciplines. Sociological studies of entrepreneurship can also
reveal how the institutional environment is constructed in the first place, through the lens, for
instance, of academic entrepreneurship (Colyas, Powell, and Evans) or the literature on the
emergence of organizational forms (Caronna and Solari).

Second, sociological scholarship can draw attention to tensions between material and non-
material influences on entrepreneurial activity or the interplay of these factors. As revealed by this
volume’s chapters on entry into entrepreneurship, the predominant economic concern with material
resources seems overdrawn and should be complemented by attention to factors such as social
networks, human and social capital, trust, and even genetic inheritances. At the same time,
sociologists should remain open to the possibility that the structure of material resources may affect
the nature and novelty of non-material entrepreneurial outcomes (Evans); and that some symbolic
communities of entrepreneurs may only persist with the material and regulatory support of outsiders
(Pang and Rath).

A third line of inquiry follows from an emphasis on entrepreneurship outside of a
“traditional” business context. Examples in this volume are drawn from ethnic enterprise, academic
entrepreneurship, and form development in healthcare. These cases demonstrate that mechanisms
of organizational creation in these sectors share a number of features in common with traditional
industry. At the same time, sociologists must confront important questions concerning the
legitimacy of entrepreneurial activity outside of the business mainstream, especially when such
activity falls under the auspices of the informal economy (Solari). As Weber recognized over a

century ago, entrepreneurial activity undertaken in the absence of institutional support may
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generate severe liabilities for the organizational actors that emerge in the process. Of course, such
“illicit” entrepreneurship also represents one of the most profound possibilities for institutional

change.
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Table 1. A Comparison of the Legal Forms of Entrepreneurial Ventures (based on Weber’s, 2003
[1889] History of Commercial Partnerships)

Legal Characteristics of the Form

Contemporary Early Separable Separable Solidary Separable
Legal Forms Exemplars Identity Resources Liability Liability
Proprietorship, Roman Maybe No No No
Contractual Property Law,
Affiliation Societas
Limited Societas Maris, Yes Yes No No
Partnership Societas
Terrae,
Commenda
General Joint Yes Yes Yes No
Partnership Households,
Craft Guilds
Corporation Joint Stock Yes Yes Yes Yes
Merchant
Companies
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Table 2. The Sociological and Management Literature on Entrepreneurship (1895-1999)

Articles referring to Entrepreneurial Articles referring to Founding
Processes ' Processes *

Source ASQ, AMJ AJS, ASR BJS, ESR ASQ, AMJ AJS, ASR BJS, ESR
1890 — 1945 n/a 0 n/a n/a 9 n/a
1946 — 1969 7 5 0 0 1 0
1970 - 1979 4 3 1 1 2 0
1980 — 1989 10 14 1 5 5 2
1990 — 1999 16 10 1 22 10 1
Total 37 32 3 28 27 3

G

¥ We enumerate all articles that have the keywords “entrepreneur(s)”, “entrepreneurial”, or

“entrepreneurship” in their titles or abstracts.

I We enumerate all articles that have the keywords “founder(s)” or “founding” in their titles or
abstracts, excluding the verb form of “founder”.
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Figure 1. The Organizational Structure of Two Medieval Forms of Entrepreneurial Partnership
(based on Weber’s, 2003 [1889] History of Commercial Partnerships)
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Note: Positive percentages correspond to financial contributions and shares of profit.

Negative percentages correspond to losses borne by each partner.
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Figure 2. A Multi-Level Framework for the Sociology of

Entrepreneurship
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