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SOCIAL IMAGINARIES OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
EDUCATION: THE UNITED STATES AND

GERMANY, 1800–2020

R. DANIEL WADHWANI
University of Southern California

CHRISTOPH VIEBIG
Copenhagen Business School

Whileconventionalhistoricalnarrativesofentrepreneurshipeducationfocusonitsrise in
business schools since the 1970s, this paper traces its roots to the early 19th century and
chroniclesitsevolutionwithinthefieldofhighereducationmorebroadly.Usingacompar-
ativehistorydesign,weshowhowchangingsocialimaginariesofentrepreneurshipeduca-
tion inGermanyandtheUnitedStateswerebasedondivergentandevolving justifications
of entrepreneurial autonomy and its relationship to the common good. Our narrative
explores how these social imaginaries shaped themoral and political legitimacy of entre-
preneurshipandtheaims,practices,andorganizational formsofentrepreneurshipeduca-
tion.We draw out the implications of this deeper history for entrepreneurship education
today, including (a) its current social imaginary, (b) the character of entrepreneurial
knowledge, and (c) the relationship of entrepreneurship education to the modern
university.

Contemporary histories of entrepreneurship educa-
tiondate its origins to the 1970s and1980s andchron-
icle a meteoric rise in classes, students, and
university-basedprogramsover the subsequent deca-
des (Kuratko&Morris, 2018).While scholars point to
educational programs that predate this period (Katz,
2003), the widely accepted narrative takes a clear
and compelling shape: “the reality of entrepreneur-
ship education as a force in business schools began
intheearly1970s”atahandfulofNorthAmericanuni-
versities (Kuratko & Morris, 2018: 12) and grew
unabatedintheUnitedStatesandtheninternationally
beginning in the 1990s (Dana, 1992).

Business schools, according to this interpretation,
responded to soaring demand for entrepreneurship

education from students, foundations, and govern-
mentauthoritiesbylaunchingclassesanddeveloping
curricula that have institutionalized the teaching of
entrepreneurialknowledgeandskills(Solomon&Fer-
nald, 1991), which subsequently spread into other
corners of the university and even into the business
ecosystem (Gorman,Hanlon, & King, 1997).

This historical narrative serves as more than just a
colorful backdrop for entrepreneurship educators; it
shapes the self-identity of entrepreneurship as a new
andpromisingfieldandservesastheyardstickagainst
which the progress of entrepreneurship education is
evaluated. Also, it is often used, at least implicitly, as
the starting point for imagining the future aims and
methods of entrepreneurship education and its place
in the university (Kuratko & Morris, 2018; Neck &
Greene, 2011). Thus, the way we tell the history of
entrepreneurship education anchors its identity
today and shapes its ambitions and programs for the
future.

However, a richer view of the prospects and aims
forentrepreneurshipeducation’s futurecanbegained
by developing a deeper understanding of its past.
In contrast to histories of management education
(Engwall, Kipping, & €Usdiken, 2016; Khurana,
2007), historical narratives of entrepreneurship edu-
cationhavebeenlimitedtotherecentpastandfocused
on university-based business schools. As a result,
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entrepreneurship education’s deeper historical
roots—originating well before the rise of modern
university-based business schools—have been lost,
and with them the opportunity to reflect more criti-
cally on the accomplishments and limits of entrepre-
neurship education today and to imagine more
boldly its relevance for ourworld tomorrow.

In this paper, we develop a deeper historical narra-
tive of entrepreneurship education, comparing its
development in theUnitedStates andGermany since
theearly19thcenturyandtakingintoaccountbroader
developments in the field of higher education. Our
approach situates the evolution of entrepreneurship
education within what the philosopher Charles Tay-
lor (2004) has called the development of “modern
social imaginaries” of human freedom and their rela-
tionship to everyday theories of the common good.
Applied to entrepreneurship research (Dey &Mason,
2018; Laine & Kibler, 2020), the construct of modern
social imaginaries has been associated with a defini-
tion of entrepreneurship characterized by a drive for
emancipation froman existing social status quo (Rin-
dova, Barry, & Ketchen, 2009) and, hence, with the
process of social and economic change (Schumpeter,
1934). In line with this scholarship, we define
“entrepreneurship education” as the forms of busi-
ness education that prepare students for business for-
mation in ways that aim at autonomy and
emancipation froman imagined social status quo.

Toproduce thisdeeperhistoryofentrepreneurship
education, we examine the development of educa-
tional publications, courses, and programs not only
in universities, but also, more broadly, in the field of
education and knowledge dissemination. Drawing
ona richvarietyofhistorical sources,we trace theori-
gins of modern entrepreneurship education to the
declining legitimacy of apprenticeships and the
establishmentofnewhighereducational institutions:
proprietor-owned commercial colleges in the United
States and higher polytechnical schools in Germany.
These institutions embraced entrepreneurship as a
form of self-empowerment, albeit with very different
social imaginaries about its relationship to the com-
mon good. The subsequent rise of university-based
business education in the late 19th century initially
held out the promise of producing broadly educated
entrepreneurialleaders,butevolvedinawaythatmar-
ginalized this vision in favor of training in
“management” as a profession that used scientific
methods to produce, test, and codify knowledge.
Thepost-WorldWar II resurgenceofstudent andpub-
lic interest inentrepreneurshipeducationinresponse
to the perceived dangers of managerialism and the

stagnation of large corporations in the 1960s and
1970s was initially served by business associations,
government agencies, local nonprofit organizations,
and vocational schools, but again with very different
social imaginaries of entrepreneurship in Germany
in comparison to the United States. Universities, in
contrast, were relatively slow adopters of entrepre-
neurship education because their epistemic and ped-
agogical aims fit poorly into the disciplinary
conventions and standards that had evolved in the
modern research university. Understanding this lon-
ger history helps us grasp the nature and limitations
of entrepreneurship education andknowledge today,
andprovidesavantagepointfromwhichtomorefully
appreciate its promise as what we call the
“undisciplined discipline.”

THE SOCIAL IMAGINARIES OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP EDUCATION

To examine the deeper history of entrepreneurship
education,weadopt a theoretical frame thatallowsus
to identify historical variations and changes in entre-
preneurship education in relation to its social, cul-
tural, and political contexts (Welter, 2011). In
particular, we draw on the theoretical perspective
that characterizes “entrepreneurship as social
change” rather than “entrepreneurship as positive
economic activity” (Cal�as, Smircich, & Bourne,
2009: 552; Rindova et al., 2009). The scholarship that
takes such an approach—sometimes embracing the
term “entrepreneuring”—conceives of entrepreneur-
ship in terms of “efforts to create something new—a
newidea,anewthing,anewinstitution,anewmarket,
a newset ofpossibilities for the entrepreneuring indi-
vidual or group and/or for other actors in the environ-
ment” (Rindovaetal., 2009:478).Theperspectivehas
its roots in the Schumpeterian concept of entrepre-
neurship as involving human autonomy and agency
to contest a status quo to create a desired change in
themodern capitalist world (Swedberg, 2006).

Following Laine and Kibler (2020) and Dey and
Mason (2018), we see the concept of entrepreneurial
autonomynotonlyasanacademic theoryof entrepre-
neurship but also as embedded inwhat the Canadian
philosopher Charles Taylor termed “modern social
imaginaries.”Taylor(2004:23)defineda“socialimag-
inary” as a widely held conception of “moral order”
thatdefinesthewaypeople“imagine their socialexis-
tence,howtheyfit togetherwithothers,howthingsgo
on between them and their fellows, the expectations
that are normally met, and the deeper normative
notions and images that underlie all these
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expectations.” Social imaginaries, Taylor empha-
sized,may be based in but are distinct fromacademic
theories, in that theymaynot involve conscious theo-
rizing, arewidelyheldbyacommunityofpeople, and
forma commonunderstanding that legitimizes social
action. According to Taylor (2004), modern Western
social imaginaries in which self-determined humans
exchange goods and serviceswithin amutually bene-
ficial economy replaced classical and pre-modern
imaginaries in which one’s place was divinely deter-
mined and hierarchically organized.

A defining aspect of themodern social imaginaries
of entrepreneurship is the extent to which entrepre-
neurship’s conceptionof agency rests ona robust pre-
mise of human freedom. Taylor (2004: 49–50)
attributed this emphasis on freedom to the influence
of Enlightenment thought over the public imagina-
tion, and to the “great disembedding” that accompa-
nied the “unprecedented primacy” it ascribed to
the individual in moral, economic, and political
thought. Following Rindova et al. (2009), a number
of entrepreneurship scholars have come to view the
premises for treating entrepreneurship within this
line of reasoning as an act of emancipation (Alkhaled
&Berglund,2018;Cal�asetal.,2009).Mostofthisschol-
arshipdefines“emancipation,” inthecontextofentre-
preneurship, as an act of breaking free from a status
quo (e.g. Alkhaled & Berglund, 2018). But, as Taylor
(2004) emphasized, modern social imaginaries
couple theexerciseofhumanfreewill toaconception
of the common good. Entrepreneurial autonomy, like
most conceptions of freedom, is thuspremised on the
notion that there is a relationship between entrepre-
neurial action and a mutually beneficial common
good.

Focusing on the changing social imaginaries of
entrepreneurship, including their conceptions of the
relationship between entrepreneurial freedom and
their vision of the common good, provides a robust
approach to producing amore socially and culturally
contextualized history of entrepreneurship educa-
tion, for several reasons. First, as education scholar
O’Neill (2016) observed, educational institutions
explicitly or implicitly reflect the social imaginaries
of the societies and historical periods in which they
are embedded. Thus, they help us take context into
account,especiallysincetheconceptofentrepreneur-
ialemancipationonlymakessense“inrelationtoasta-
tus quo” (Rindova et al., 2009). Examining the
prevailing social imaginary of entrepreneurship in
any historical time and place hence involves asking
what social status quo is legitimate entrepreneurial
action presumed to be challenging. Second, as Laine

andKibler (2020: 2)pointedout,“social imaginations
… change over time,” thus allowing us to consider
how the meanings of entrepreneurship education
evolved over time and how these shaped educational
aims, practices, and institutions. Third, thinking in
terms of social imaginaries allows us to examine the
moral foundations of entrepreneurship education
and identify its social and ideological relationship to
a society at large.

SCOPE AND METHODS

Ourstudyisdesignedasan“analyticallystructured
history” (Rowlinson,Hassard,&Decker,2014), inthat
it uses the core construct of the “social imaginaries of
entrepreneurship” to examine the evolving organiza-
tion and practices of entrepreneurship pedagogy in
the United States and Germany between 1800 and
2020.Webeginintheearly19thcentury,asthisperiod
aligns with Taylor’s (2004) account of the origins of
modern social imaginaries, and because the decline
in traditional apprenticeships based on the legal and
social authority ofmasters and the emergence of new
educationalmodelstofillthisvoidconstitutedamajor
shift intheeducationallandscapethroughoutmuchof
theWesternworld (Aldrich, 1999). Building onGod-
leyandHamilton(2020),weuseacomparativehistory
design to identify similarities and differences in the
evolution of entrepreneurship education and to
move beyond U.S.-centric accounts. Germany repre-
sents an especially useful point of comparison
because its pioneering and influential role in the
development of business education had a strong
influence on similar developments inmuch of Conti-
nental Europe and in Japan (Engwall, 2004; Locke,
2008), and because its role in the development of
the model of the modern research university had a
moregenerallong-terminfluenceonhighereducation
(R€uegg, 2004).

Ourinterpretiveapproachisbasedontheapplication
of cultural history methods to entrepreneurship
research (Wadhwani, Kirsch,Welter, Gartner, & Jones,
2020). Specifically, we draw on a variety of primary
sources—including archival records of early educa-
tional institutions, textbooks, memoirs, regulatory
reports, and published pamphlets—and interpret
them using hermeneutic methods (Kipping, Wadh-
wani,&Bucheli,2013).Ourinterpretiveaimistounder-
stand the “social imaginaries of entrepreneurship”
within which particular authors and texts made
sense of and legitimized their educational practices.

The relationship between our theory and our
methods accounts for how we interpreted
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entrepreneurship education over two centuries, dur-
ing which language, categories, and meanings of
bothentrepreneurship andeducation changed signif-
icantly (Koselleck & Presner, 2002). In line with our
theory, we define “entrepreneurship education” as
the formsof business education that prepare students
to create businesses inways that foster autonomyand
emancipation from an imagined social status quo.
Hence, we identify sources and historical develop-
ments in 19th- and 20th-century Germany and the
United States that validate and give credence to this
definition. In line with Engwall et al.’s (2016) treat-
ment of “management,” these sources are not limited
to those produced by formal educational institutions,
but also include educationally motived publishing
and lecturing outside of formal educational institu-
tions and involving a wide array of organizations. In
interpreting these sources, we adopt a hermeneutic
stance throughwhichwe seek tounderstand thedefi-
nitions, meanings, and moral reasoning that actors
themselves ascribed to the social context for their
actions, including the language and distinctions
through which these actors saw and ascribed legiti-
macy to the aims, epistemologies, and practices of
actions (Stutz & Sachs, 2018). In short, we seek to
understand the historically situated social imaginary
of entrepreneurship inwhich entrepreneurial educa-
tors acted, especially their constructs of the character
of entrepreneurial freedom and agency and the mor-
ally legitimate ends to which it could be applied. We
developour three-periodstructurebasedonour inter-
pretationofmajorchanges in thesocial imaginariesof
entrepreneurshipanddevelopedourhistoricalnarra-
tivebasedonactors’ownaccountsof themoral illegit-
imacy of a declining social imaginary and the
legitimacy of an ascendant one (Wadhwani &Decker,
2018).

A HISTORY OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP EDUCATION

Entrepreneurial Virtues in an Industrializing
World (c.1800–1880)

Modern entrepreneurship education in the West,
with its connotations of preparing students for eco-
nomic autonomy and self-determination, can be
traced to the rise of Enlightenment political thought
about liberty. Rejecting age-old conceptions of a peo-
ple’spoliticaldependenceonchurchorstate, intellec-
tuals from JohnLocke to JohnStuartMill developeda
notionof political sovereignty thatwas closely tied to
economic self-determination. Political freedom, it
stood to reason, required economic foundations in

order for people to be capable of self-governance
(Pocock, 1972).

WithinWestern systems of training and education,
this political movement, along with the rise of wage
labor relations, led to the rejectionofhierarchical sys-
tems ofmaster and apprentice, inwhichmasters held
almost complete social and political authority over
their charges (Ruef, 2020). Economic and political
independence could not rest on an educational insti-
tution deeply embedded in dependence (Rorabaugh,
1986). These educational movements took on differ-
entmeaningsandformsinGermanyandintheUnited
States that dependedoneachnation’s specific under-
standing of both the threats to and the appropriate
ends of freedom.

United States. In the United States, the emancipa-
tory goals of “practical” education in a trade were
infused with an ascendant republican ideology that
rejected European conventions of social hierarchy in
favorofacitizenrycapableofthecharacterandvirtues
ofself-government(Pocock,1972).Asearlyasthe18th
century, but gaining considerable momentum in the
19th century, this education took the form of pub-
lished pamphlets, magazine articles, and books that
emphasized the importance of virtue and character
asmuchas theknowledgeandskills requiredin trade.
Thedecline of apprenticeshipwas replacedbypubli-
cations, public lectures, and apprentice’s libraries in
which the young could educate themselves and
acquire both the skills andmindset required to make
theirownwayintrade,avoiding theeconomicdepen-
denceassociatedwiththekindofeconomicandpolit-
ical corruption that was thought to undermine
republics since classical times (Wilentz, 2004).

No figure served as a more influential teacher and
model of that ethos than Benjamin Franklin (Reinert,
2015).Anidealtypeasmuchasanactualhistoricalfig-
ure, Franklin was both a high-minded modern man
who rejected social hierarchy basedonpolitical prin-
ciple and a practical entrepreneur who navigated
social and commercial relationships with street-
smart skills. Though Franklin lived in the 18th cen-
tury, his influence as an educator and exemplar grew
even larger in the 19th century, due to the enormous
popularity of his publications. Advice to a Young
Tradesman (Franklin, 1748) and Way to Wealth
(Franklin, 1758) were published in dozens of lan-
guages and hundreds of editions (Reinert, 2015). In
these handbooks, Franklin focused on “industry”
and “thrift” as the crucial attributes of successful
entrepreneurshipandtheessentialqualitiesofaneco-
nomically virtuous citizenry. These attributes and
practices not only built the character required to be a
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good entrepreneur, Franklin argued, but also formed
the basis of credit—and hence of access to capital—
for young entrepreneurs.

Franklin’s influence on entrepreneurship educa-
tion is difficult to overestimate and was reflected not
only in the advice and guidance he espoused but
alsoinhisownstory.Franklin’s(1793)autobiography,
whichnarrateshis rejectionofapprenticeshipandhis
experience in making his own way in the “foreign
country” of Pennsylvania as an upstart printer,
became its own textbook in entrepreneurship (Rora-
baugh, 1986). It is also arguably the most influential
of a genre that quickly becameamainstay of entrepre-
neurship education: the entrepreneurial biography.
In the decades between the 1820s and the 1860s,
publishers in the United States offered a growing
number of books and pamphlets that focused on the
lives of famous entrepreneurs as models for aspiring
businessmen. These profiles offered key lessons as a
form of pedagogical knowledge and drew on the
ancient Greek tradition of historia magistra vitae, or
history as life’s teacher (Koselleck, 2017). Freeman
Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial
Review, arguably the most important publication for
young American businessmen around the mid-19th
century, published regular profiles of founders of
notable institutions (e.g., Hunt, 1854).

Entrepreneurial knowledge was disseminated in a
number of new forms. First, the publication of advice
books andmanuals for those looking to become inde-
pendent tradesmen or merchants emerged as an
industryuntoitself.Mostofthese,publishedinFrank-
lin’s shadow, combined practical and moral advice
and intimated a close relationship between business
success and personal virtue. Among other topics,
they addressed how to seek commercial advice and
partners and the high failure rate among those who
ventured on their own (Rorabaugh, 1986: 160). Sec-
ond, “mechanics libraries” and “apprentice’s
libraries”were established inmost commercial cities
as a means not only of providing access to practical
andmoral knowledge to aspiring tradesmen, but also
as a form of community building. Finally, lectures
on commerce and the trades reflected the values of
the American Lyceum Movement, which sought to
cultivate self-improvement through free public lec-
tures. As one lyceumorator explained:

Where liberty is given to each one to act freely for him-
self, andbyall lawfulmeans tobetterhis condition, the
consequence is inevitably what we see—an universal
and unprecedented activity among all the classes of
society, in all the departments of human industry.
(Dewey, 1838: 10)

By the middle of the 19th century, a number of small
private schools were established for tradespeople
and merchants in the major commercial cities of the
NortheasternandMidwesternUnitedStates.The first
of these appear to have been founded as early as the
1820s as essentially little more than tutoring busi-
nesses, but some of them had grown intomodest pri-
vate academies by the time of the Civil War (Conn,
2019). Their curriculum was typically divided into
“theoretical” classes in business law, accounting,
penmanship, and political economy, as well as an
extensive“practical”curriculumthat involvedelabo-
rate simulations inwhichstudentsestablishedabusi-
ness by making initial investments, engaged in
transactions with suppliers and customers, and pur-
sued strategies involving leveraging banks, the post
office, the telegraph, and insurance companies. The
educationwas often rounded out with invited public
lectures by political, commercial, or religious leaders
as part of the LyceumMovement.

Thehistory of EastmanBusinessCollege illustrates
well the trajectory of the commercial college move-
ment as a whole. H. G. Eastman was a lawyer, aboli-
tionist, and the nephew of a prominent commercial
college proprietor from Rochester, New York, who
setuphis firstschool inOswegoin1855.Eastmanpio-
neered thedevelopment of a simulatedmarket aspart
of his curriculumand incorporated an impressive set
of public lectures on political, literary, and moral
topics that featured some of the country’s leading fig-
ures. Sensing the opportunity for business education
in the West, Eastman decamped to St. Louis in 1858,
but,while his newschoolwas commercially success-
ful, his list of speakers, which included strong aboli-
tionists and founders of the newly established
Republican Party, generated a political firestorm in a
city edging toward the Civil War. Eastman retreated
back East to Poughkeepsie to design a business
college that was “a fitting finale to such a curricu-
lum as that of Yale, Harvard, Hamilton, or Union
(Eastman Business College, 1875: 10).”

The curriculum was divided into three stages that
lasted approximately fourweeks each.The first stage,
designated “preparatory” or “theoretical,” intro-
duced students to bookkeeping, commercial law,
political economy, and penmanship in a lecture-
basedformat.TheEastmanCollegestudentguidebook
introduced the remaining, practical phases of the
curriculum, labeled “junior” and senior,” by empha-
sizing: “You are here enabled to gain a knowledge of
men and things” (Eastman Business College, 1866:
3). In an elaborate college-wide simulation, the
school’s main building was laid out as a small
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economy, completewith simulated banks, insurance
companies,postoffices,andtelegraphoffices,toteach
students to navigate the practical and competitive
world of commerce. In the school’s simulated mer-
chant business, students purchased and resold cloth-
ing inventory, real estate, and stock in addition to
managing all other aspects of their business. Students
then rotated through other positions in the school’s
simulated offices and companies (Eastman Business
College, 1866).

By the late 19th century, however, the character of
commercial colleges like Eastman’s was changing
dramatically. Responding to the rapidly growing
demand for skilled office workers—telegraph opera-
tors, clerical assistants, and office managers—many
of them reoriented their curricula to focus on specific
technical skills and clerical occupations. Some—like
Bryant and Stratton College—expanded rapidly,
using franchise operations and highly standardized
curricula designed to credential graduates for entry-
level positions (Gulski, 1973). This rapid expansion
andstandardizationleft littletimefor thebroaderedu-
cation Eastman had initially promoted. The business
colleges “mayqualify a youngman to be a good clerk,
but they do not prepare him to be merchant in the
wider and nobler meaning of the word,” complained
James Hodges (1887: 465), the cofounder of the
HodgesBrothers trading firmandmayorofBaltimore.
“They give a technical, but not a liberal education …

to look beyond the limited horizon of his personal
occupation and interests.”

Germany.Nineteenth-centuryGermanyhadavery
different social imaginary shaping entrepreneurship
education. In contrast to the United States, German
entrepreneurship education was largely organized
and funded by state governments and set up as part
ofabroaderpoliticalagendathatpromotedindustrial-
izationandultimatelyaimedatstrengthening theeco-
nomic position of the German states (Kocka, 1975).
Shaped by the historical experience of a set of loosely
affiliated states facing growing foreign competition
fromBritishmanufacturing in the wake of the Indus-
trialRevolution,Germanentrepreneurshipeducation
was oriented toward cultivating emerging industry
and bolstering national economic autarky (K€onig,
1990). The focus on the strength of the state and the
economic independence of the nation reflected the
historical influence of “Cameralism,” a German ver-
sion of mercantilism that conceived the state as the
prime beneficiary of economic activity (Wakefield,
2009). However, state officials influenced by Adam
Smith’s idea of a free-market economy rejected the
old cameralist notion that the statemust be the prime

initiator of entrepreneurial activities and encouraged
private entrepreneurs to establish industrial firms.
Hence,educational initiatives setup inGermanstates
in the early 19th century focused on new industrial
technologies, engineering skills, and commercial
competencies to prepare entrepreneurs who were
free tomake profits and decide what to produce, but,
in the process, contributed to the economic strength
of the German states (Mieck, 1965).

The German authorities identified a lack of techni-
cal and commercial competences as the prime obsta-
cle for industrialization. As the Humboldtian
universities, delivering an education predominantly
in classics and humanities for the elite, refused the
idea of integrating technical and commercial educa-
tionintotheircurricula, theGermanauthoritiesestab-
lished commercial schools (Gewerbeschulen), which
varied substantially in terms of curricula (e.g., some
included languages, natural sciences, commerce,
and administration), educational quality, and educa-
tionalaims(K€onig,1990). Inadditionto formaleduca-
tion, state authorities promoted exhibitions and
competitions for technical innovations to strengthen
thetransmissionoftechnical–commercialknowledge
and to create incentives for entrepreneurial action.
The emphasis on industry creationwas picked up by
liberal media (“Kaufmann und Fabrikant,” 1856),
which promoted the social imaginary of an economi-
cally strong Germany based on the idea of a unified
nation (Kocka, 1975).

From the 1820s onwards, many of the commercial
schools were transformed into higher polytechnical
schools, the birthplaces of early modern entrepre-
neurship education in Germany. The curriculum of
the new schools initially entailed a combination of
technical and commercial subjects, such as political
economy, commercial geography, commercial his-
tory, bookkeeping, commercial correspondence,
commodity composition, and calligraphy (Passant,
2019). More than that, the higher polytechnical
schools evenofferedcourses specialized in industrial
entrepreneurshipwith topics such as founding, staff-
ing,financing,organizing,andmanaginganindustrial
company (Emminghaus, 1868; Haushofer, 1874).

The higher polytechnical school in Carlsruhe
(Karlsruhe) established in 1825 served as a role
model for higher polytechnical schools in Germany
(Passant, 2016). In its early years, the school offered a
two-year program for aspiring “manufacturers and
entrepreneurs” (Fabrikanten und Unternehmer),
which entailed a variety of technical subjects as
well as classes on general commerce and trade
(Polytechnische Hochschule Karlsruhe, 1832). After
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a curriculum reform in 1865, the school added
commercial courses to all civil engineering pro-
grams—among them, an entrepreneurship course
called “General Industrial Commercial Doctrine”
(AllgemeineGewerkslehre)taughtbyArwedEmming-
haus (Polytechnische Hochschule Karlsruhe, 1865).
Considered one of the intellectual pioneers of
German business economics (Betriebswirtschaft-
slehre) (Klein-Blenkers, 1996), Emminghaus pub-
lished a textbook,Allgemeine Gewerkslehre, in 1868
that included not only an overview of the rationale
andcontentofanearlymodernentrepreneurshipedu-
cation course, but also defined the role, rewards, and
responsibilities of industrial entrepreneurs in Ger-
many. The book depicted the industrial entrepreneur
as a man of character and virtue, who, in his pursuit
of profits, also contributes to economic progress and
societal prosperity. This role required a combination
of comprehensive theoretical education in technology
andentrepreneurialknowledgeandskills,suchasfind-
ing and combining resources, managing workers, and
understanding entrepreneurial finance, in addition to
practicalwork experiences (Emminghaus, 1868).

However, in the 1870s, the higher polytechnical
schoolsabandonedtheircurriculumonentrepreneur-
ship in favor of a narrower focus on engineering as an
academic discipline and profession (Passant, 2019).
This shift was motivated by the schools’ “teaching
staff, who aspired towards full recognition by the
established universities” (Berghoff & Moller, 1994:
271). To improve their academic status, technical
courses became increasingly theoretical and scien-
tificwhile commercial and entrepreneurship courses
were either eliminated or replaced with economics,
a well-established discipline (Locke, 1984). At the
polytechnical school in Carlsruhe, all commercial
courses were shut down in 1873 and it was more
than a hundred years before students could take an
entrepreneurship course again (Karlsruhe Institute
of Technology, 1999; Polytechnische Hochschule
Karlsruhe, 1865).

Rise of University-Based Business
Education (c.1880–1950)

Inthelate19thcentury,educationreformersinboth
the United States and Germany began to articulate
new social imaginaries for entrepreneurship educa-
tion that sought to take into account the increasing
scale of domestic and international trade and the
emergence of complex corporations. They rejected
olderconceptionsofentrepreneurshipbasedonsmall
business or industrial start-ups as antiquated dogma

that had itself become part of a social status quo, hin-
dering the pursuit of entrepreneurial opportunities
for better organizational coordination and control in
service of the common good. In doing so, they reima-
gined entrepreneurial freedom in a way that rejected
classical liberalism’s emphasis on the autonomous
individualinfavorofamoralvisionbasedinthesocial
sciencesofpragmaticexperimentation,groupdynam-
ics, andmutualism.Andthey looked to theuniversity
as the only institution that could prepare such entre-
preneurial leaders broadly enough to pursue such a
vision.

United States. Joseph Wharton, the benefactor of
what is considered the first freestanding business
school within a university, heralded from a long line
ofPhiladelphiamerchants steeped inclassical repub-
lican moral values. But his vision for the Wharton
School was forged through his own entrepreneurial
experience in the increasingly complex industrial
world ofmetal mining, processing, and international
trade (Yates,1987).The trade innickel andsteelalone
required knowledge of developments in an increas-
ingly globalized world as well as the ability to lobby
skillfully to shape trade policy (Sass, 1982: 19). The
commercial colleges’ narrow focus on technical
knowledge and clerical skills, he argued, made them
incapable of preparing modern entrepreneurs for
this increasingly complex world. Ambitious young
businesspeople needed a university-based business
education steeped in “broad principles deduced
from all human knowledge, and ground in science,
as well as in art, pupils who are thereby fitted both to
practicewhat theyhave learned and to become them-
selves teachers and discoverers” (Sass, 1982: 22). As
Stephen Sass has explained in his careful history of
theWhartonSchool, JosephWharton sought to create
a “newmarket for an entrepreneurial service—amar-
ket for entrepreneurial education” (Sass, 1982: 19).

The contention that a broad university-based busi-
ness education was the best way to cultivate well-
rounded leaders capable of becoming entrepreneurs
as well as political leaders and effective managers
emerged in the late 19th century. At Wharton, this
meant a course of study that introduced students to
accounting and commercial law in their later under-
graduate years but especially to political economy,
whichincludedelementsofwhatwewouldtodaycat-
egorize as moral philosophy, economic history, and
logic, inadditiontoclassicalandheterodoxeconomic
thought. “Students of the economy did not unfold a
chainofrulesandreasonsasdidaccountantsandlaw-
yers,” Sass (1982: 37) noted, “They had to use the
apparatus of scientific investigation: induction and
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deduction—theinterpretationofevidenceandlogical
reasoning.”

Though Penn was the only one to establish a sepa-
rate school, many other late 19th-century American
universitiesrevisedtheircurricula tointroducesocial
science courses that prepared students broadly for
entrepreneurship and business. Explaining how uni-
versities had adjusted to the needs of their students,
a 1903 conference report of business educators
explained:“Justasmodernconditionshavemadenec-
essary specialpreparation for thedirectionofmodern
industry in theschoolofengineering, somodernbusi-
ness demands preparation of young men to act as
entrepreneurs, employers, and supervisors of busi-
ness” (Loos, 1903: 548). Indeed, for nearly two deca-
des after its founding in 1881, Wharton was the only
separateschoolofbusiness;universitiessimplyincor-
porated business-relevant education as an extension
of a liberal arts education designed to produce well-
rounded citizens for theworld they encountered.

The social imaginary underlying the new vision of
university-based business education was based on a
fundamentallynovelmoralformulationoftherelation-
ship between human freedom and the common good.
Moral philosophers like John Dewey questioned anti-
quated formalist conceptions of individual human
freedom as solipsistic and articulated an alternative
conceptbasedin“thedevelopmentofasharedculture”
(Dewey& Tufts, 1906: 129).Meaningful entrepreneur-
ial freedom, in this vision, took apragmatic bent in the
human capacity for inquiry and experimentation
across a broad range of areas of knowledge. A liberal
education could play a central role in deepening this
intrinsically social character of freedom because it
“trained powers of initiative and reflection requisite
for free preference and for circumspect and far-seeing
desires” (Dewey& Tufts, 1906: 438).

Yet, theactualpracticeofuniversity-basedbusiness
education soon drifted away from this social imagi-
nary of entrepreneurship education after the turn of
the century. Between 1900 and 1913, 25 universities
established separate schools of business based on the
premise of training professional salaried managers
ratherthanliberallyeducatedentrepreneurial leaders.
While the liberal artsmodel persisted in some places,
university administrators increasingly treated busi-
ness as a distinct and specialized form of education.
Growingnumbersofstudentssawemploymentoppor-
tunities in the emerging occupations that technologi-
cal changes and corporations had created and sought
classes and programs that could be relevant to these
goals. Corporations not only sought employees capa-
ble of staffing such positions, but also came under

increasing public scrutiny for the concentrations of
wealth and power they were accumulating and con-
trolling,andlookedforwaystopoliticallyandmorally
legitimize their power over labor andmarkets. Caught
between theseshiftingpressures,universities increas-
ingly introducedtheseparatebusinessschoolasaway
to legitimize university-based business education
based on the premise that management was a
“profession,” and that management education
requiredaprofessionalschoolanalogoustothoseserv-
ingmedicine and the law (Khurana, 2007).

The shift in the focus of university-based business
educationwas clearly reflected in the curricula of busi-
ness schools by the 1920s, including the one Joseph
Wharton had funded. Emory Johnson,Wharton’s dean
from 1919 until 1933, pushed the school’s programs to
specialize by occupation and industry. Fully reversing
Wharton’sidentityasaschoolsteepedineducatingbusi-
nessleaderswithinaliberalartstradition,Johnsonintro-
ducedcommerciallysuccessfulprogramsinaccounting
andinsuranceandfragmentedthegeneralcurriculumto
emphasize specializations in finance, marketing, and
production. Economics classes embraced neo-classical
orthodoxy and an essentially value-free technical
stance, fundamentally rejecting the political economic
premises onwhichWhartonwas founded. Taking over
Wharton in themid-1930s, its newdean JosephWillits
pondered a question that ended up being repeatedly
asked for the remainder of the century: “Have we not
put toomuchemphasis on turning out business techni-
cians alone, andpaid too little attention to the develop-
ment of business men with a sense of statesmanship?”
(Khurana, 2007: 183).

Germany. In Germany, entrepreneurship educa-
tion reappeared in the higher education system of as
a response to a legitimacy crisis of German business-
men. Thecountry’s economy, thanks inpart to earlier
generations of German entrepreneurs, had come to
rival Britain’s and inmanyways surpassed its former
competitor in the high-technology industries of the
Second Industrial Revolution (Fear, 1997). Yet, Ger-
man entrepreneurs continued to be looked down
upon by social elites as self-interested actors focused
narrowlyon thepursuit of personalwealth (B€ohmert,
1897). Envying lawyers and doctors for their status as
“legitimate” members of the middle class and
confrontingan increasinglywell-organizedandpolit-
ically recognized working class, German business-
men pursued the creation of a university degree to
secure their social status and moral standing in the
country’s corporatist political order (Redlich, 1957).
This social imaginary not only shaped the
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reappearance of entrepreneurship education but also
would also eventually lead to its demise.

EntrepreneurshipeducationreappearedinGerman
higher education with the formation of the higher
trade schools (Handelshochschulen), established
between1898and1920.Fundedprimarilybythebusi-
ness community, the higher trade schools initially
aimed at educating entrepreneurs and business lead-
ers with a combination of broad humanist subjects
and practical business knowledge (Meyer, 1998).
Their early curricula included courses in established
academicdisciplinessuchaslaw,economics,history,
and geography, and more practical subjects such as
bookkeeping, commercial technique, arithmetic,
and correspondence (Tribe, 1994). The idea was that
humanist subjects ensured academic and social legit-
imacy,whilecommercialonesprovideduse-value for
practice.However, the focus on educating a civic and
virtuous entrepreneur, equipped for high society and
businessalike, soonvanished in favorofaneducation
for the employedmanager based on codified and spe-
cializedbusinessknowledge(Locke,1984),muchasit
did in the United States.

The higher trade school in Leipzig, Handelshoch-
schuleLeipzig (HHL), the first of its kind inGermany,
serves as a good example to illustrate the shift from
entrepreneurship to management education. Estab-
lishedin1898, theschoolaimedtoeducatethose“that
willbepartof thebusinessclass” (Ehrenberg,1897:1).
Eugen Schmalenbach, a graduate of HHL and, later,
one of the founding fathers of business economics,
specified:

We wanted to educate the future entrepreneur at the
higher trade school [which meant not] to fill his head
with information [but] to impart on him the entrepre-
neurial way of thinking in the best sense of the word;
which means to think in a collective way. (Schmalen-
bach, 1920: 106)

This aimcouldbe reached,heposited,withacurricu-
lum that consisted of broad liberal subjects such as
law, economics, geography, literature, history, and
philosophy taught by professors from the University
of Leipzig and practical courses in commercial arith-
metic, bookkeeping, andmerchants’ correspondence
supplied by teachers from a vocational commercial
school in the city (Handelshochschule Leipzig,
1898). Like commercial colleges in the United States,
HHLhadamodelbureau(Musterkontor) forexperien-
tiallearninginwhichstudentspracticedbusinesspro-
cesses (Franz, 1998: 73–74). Over the first decades,
HHL gradually replaced the liberal and practical
courses with theoretical business subjects

(HandelshochschuleLeipzig,1914).Thefocusshifted
from educating well-rounded entrepreneurs to edu-
cating specializedmanagers.

Thetransformationwasparalleledbytheformation
of business economics as a discipline. Faculty at the
higher trade schools pushed toward the formation of
a businessdiscipline,whichhelped to fulfill the aspi-
ration of the business class for a university degree
equal to those of doctors and lawyers. The university
degree (Diplom-Kaufmann) brought social prestige
while also establishing business as a morally sound
disciplinethatcontributestosociety.Aftersignificant
scholarly debate about its aim and purpose (Method-
enstreit), thenewdisciplinecenteredonthecompany
as an extant entity for which questions of efficiency
became the paradigm (Locke, 1984). Business effi-
ciency was understood as a contributor to common
welfare and not only to individual profit making
(Kieser, 2004). Itwas argued that there should no lon-
ger be a difference between a business education for
entrepreneurs and one for employed managers, as
botharecommandersofcodifiedbusinessknowledge
and scientific principles (Thieß, 1914).

The higher trade schools fulfilled their mission to
socially legitimize the business class by establishing
aspecializeddiscipline,andtheywerealsosuccessful
at educating entrepreneurs. In a statistic of trade
school graduates from 1924, independent business-
men formed the largest group (Walb, 1927, as cited
inLindenfeld,1990).Bytheendofthe1920s,business
economicswas a legitimate academicdisciplinewith
a “self-recruiting, orthodox elite comparable in train-
ing and outlook to the elite that held faculty positions
in older university disciplines” (Locke, 1985: 234).
Thus, the higher trade schools were either integrated
into the universities or closed down entirely by
1945, while business economics programs were
established in almost all German universities (Franz,
1998). In many ways, the higher trade schools
followed the same path as the polytechnical schools
in the earlier period; both started outside of the estab-
lished universities with a rather broad and unscien-
tific curriculum, gave birth to their respective
disciplines, and became integrated into the German
university system (Tribe, 1994).

During the Third Reich (1933–1945), business eco-
nomics and its focus on large corporations “came
under attack for installing a liberal, capitalist spirit,
and prioritizing self-interest” (Engwall et al., 2016:
103). Instead, the Nazis rhetorically celebrated the
“Mittelstand,” referring to independent, owner-
managed companies (von Saldern, 1979). Business
economics as a discipline survived this time and
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continued its development path after World War II.
Theyearsafterthewaruntil1970wereaperiodofinte-
grationofexistentresearchareasandgradualaddition
of new fields influenced by U.S. business schools
under the scope of business economics (Klein-
Blenkers & Reiß, 1993). The pedagogy and general
aim of higher business education in Germany
remained unchanged.

The Rebirth of Entrepreneurial
Education (c.1950–2020)

The growth of entrepreneurship education in the
lastquarterof the20thcenturyismostoftenattributed
to theeconomiccrisis ofbig business in the1970sand
theneedforbusinessstudentstofindsalariedemploy-
ment.Butitsoriginsalsolayinagrowingcritiqueofbig
business,andofmanagementasaprofessioninpartic-
ular, thathadbegunbrewingmuchearlier.Socialcrit-
ics charged that management as a profession had
failed to deliver on its promise of making business
more rational andsocially just andhad in fact system-
atically constrained the humane qualities of individ-
ual salaried managers to judge and act for
themselves. Economic critics added that the ethos of
managerialismandplanninghadconstrainedcompe-
tition, stifledinnovation,andunderminedindividual
liberty. The economic crisis of the 1970s hence only
servedaspowerful confirmationofanewsocial imag-
inary of entrepreneurship that had begun to seeman-
agement careers—along with management
education—as a constraint on a more authentic
human capacity to innovate and compete, free from
the contrived hierarchies of corporations.

United States. In contrast to common narratives,
government and private business organizations, and
not the American business schools, were the first to
re-introduce entrepreneurship education in the
United States. The Small Business Administration
(SBA), establishedunder theEisenhower administra-
tion in1953,was the frontrunner in thisdevelopment
and revived entrepreneurship education as a way to
strengthen individual economic autonomy and the
creation of small businesses (Bean, 2001). In opposi-
tionto“bigbusinessdogma,” itwastheSBA’smission
toprovidesupportforsmallbusinessentrepreneursin
forms of capital, contracts, and counseling (Schoen,
1957). Eugene Foley, the administrator of the SBA
from 1963 to 1965, pointed out that the term
“counseling” “covers a tremendous range of topics
and a variety of activities including educational
courses” (Foley,1965:2). Inresponsetogrowinginter-
estanddemandinthe1970sand1980s,theSBAsetup

numerous entrepreneurship education programs.
The courses and programs, often jointly offered with
chambers of commerce and trade or local community
colleges, were broad and practical, covering a wide
array of business subjects such as taxation, strategy,
market research, and production, andwere delivered
withavarietyofpedagogiesranging fromlecturesand
discussion-based formats to forms of experiential
learningsuchasroleplaysandsimulationsofconcrete
business situations (Luchsinger & Luchsinger, 1977;
Solomon& Carney, 1985).

When American business schools integrated
entrepreneurship education into their curricula in
the 1970s and 1980s, the focus shifted from small
businesses to entrepreneurship for high-growth
companies, a narrative that aligned much better
withthebig-business focusofbusinessschools (Car-
land, Hoy, Boulton, & Carland, 1984). In light of the
economic stagnation of large corporations of the
1970s, business students increasingly demanded
courses and programs providing an alternative
career path that corresponded to their need for
authenticity and purpose. Business students in the
United States, tired of the big-business orientation
that favored analytics and tools over skills and
mindset, demandedentrepreneurshipcourses (Sol-
omon & Fernald, 1991). Within higher education in
the United States, entrepreneurship education
courses and programs have seen unprecedented
growth since the 1980s (Katz, 2003; Kuratko,
2005). This most recent wave of entrepreneurship
education in the United States has embraced a
neoliberal social imaginary in which entrepreneur-
ial freedom in the form of start-ups has disrupted
the status quo of corporate stagnation and
managerial complacency to once again stimulate
innovation and economic growth for the common
good.

Even though entrepreneurship education is com-
paratively well established within higher education
in the United States, it has still suffered from skepti-
cism regarding its character as a legitimate discipline
(Finkle & Deeds, 2001). Critics of early entrepreneur-
shipeducationbelievedthatentrepreneurship lacked
the distinct domain of knowledge required to form a
legitimate and independent discipline at business
schools, which underwent a notable process of
“scientification” after the 1960s (Khurana, 2007).
Seekingacademiclegitimacyasadiscipline,entrepre-
neurship scholarsdevised themetaphysicalnotionof
“opportunity” as the distinctive domain of entrepre-
neurship (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). At the
sametime,entrepreneurshipeducatorsmovedfurther
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awayfromteachingcodifiedscientificknowledgeand
toward teaching the entrepreneurial process. More
recently, they have adopted cognitive and methodo-
logical conceptions of being and acting entrepreneur-
ially (Neck & Greene, 2011). Nevertheless,
entrepreneurship at business schools today remains
in a paradoxical position of drawing strong interest
fromstudentswhilestillfacingskepticismfromschol-
arsfromotherbusinessdisciplines(McMullen,2019).

Germany. As it did in the United States, entrepre-
neurship education reemerged in post-World War II
Germany in collective and public efforts to support
small- and medium-sized businesses, rather than in
universities. In the “miracle years” of the 1950s and
1960s, German policy-makers and public officials
sought to navigate a “third way” between unfettered
free-market capitalism and socialism by pursuing
the notion of a “social market economy” that could
capitalize on the advantagesof themarketswhilehar-
nessing them to ensure balanced development
(Giersch, Paqu�e, & Schmieding, 1994). A central
aspectoftheordoliberalimaginaryofthesocialmarket
economy was re-envisioning the role of Mittelstand
firms, Germany’s historically vibrant small- and
medium-sized enterprises, as those embracing an
ethos of independent ownership and societal respon-
sibility and opposed to the excesses of big businesses
controlled by salariedmanagers (Welter, 2018).

Alarmed by the decline of Mittelstand firms
throughoutthe1960sand1970s,chambersofindustry
and trade (Industrie- und Handelskammer)
re-introduced entrepreneurship education programs
in the 1970s. The chambers identified anegativepub-
lic image of the entrepreneur and a lack of business
knowledge as themain barriers for entrepreneurship.
In response, they created educational programs—
some of them inspired by those of the SBA (Naujoks,
1978)—that entailed basic business knowledge and,
occasionally, elements of personality development
(Vogel, 1979). The chambers’ attempts were rein-
forced by increased interest in entrepreneurship
from the Germanmedia (Rosellen, 1984), which pro-
moted the societal shift from the entrepreneur as a
man of yesterday toward the image of an important
figurecontributingtosocietyandtheeconomy.Inpar-
ticular, younger generations began to see entrepre-
neurship as an authentic, exciting, and purposeful
path to self-fulfillment (B€ogenhold, 1999).

Besides the chambers of industry and commerce, it
wasmostnotablyGermanbanks thatofferedentrepre-
neurship education. The German banks, especially
the government-sponsored Sparkassen (savings
banks), had a long tradition of supporting the small-

and medium-sized companies of the Mittelstand
(Lubinski, in press). Seeing how quickly many of the
small Mittelstand firms transformed into profitable
clients during the post-war boom, banks provided
guidance, planning tools, and educational seminars
for new entrepreneurs (Deutsche Bank, 1981).

German universities were hesitant to integrate
entrepreneurship education into their curricula.
Whilethemorepractice-orienteduniversitiesandcol-
leges (Fachhochschulen) began with entrepreneur-
ship education in the 1980s (Uni- und Berufswahl,
1981), itwasnotuntil1997that the firstentrepreneur-
shipchairwasestablishedatauniversity.Priortothat,
influential scholars of business economics, such as
Horst Albach (1979: 538), argued that studying busi-
ness economics was the ideal preparation for entre-
preneurs and salaried managers alike. Others openly
admitted that the focus on functional business pro-
cesses in large companies was ill suited to educate
entrepreneurs (Szyperski, 1980). Critics pointed to a
societalandeconomicneedforentrepreneurshipedu-
cationaswellas to theprecedentssetbyU.S.universi-
ties, but business economics scholars still remained
weddedtoprovidingcodifiedknowledgefor theman-
agement of established businesses (Kipping, 1998).
Unsurprisingly, the establishment of the first univer-
sity chairs for entrepreneurship in the late 1990s and
early 2000s was grounded not so much in scholarly
interest as in political considerations and push from
the business community.

Since the turnof thecentury, entrepreneurshipedu-
cation has proliferated rapidly in higher education in
Germany. As in the United States, entrepreneurship
education courses can be found at almost all German
universities, while its research struggles to gain legiti-
macy within the business economics discipline
(Klandt, 2018). Large numbers of accelerators, incuba-
tors,consultancies,andotherprivateentrepreneurship
supportorganizationsenteredthescenebyprovidinga
mixofeducationalformatsrelatedtoentrepreneurship
(Zinkeetal.,2018).However,entrepreneurshipeduca-
tion focusedonhigh-growth firms—amodel imported
from the United States—stands in some opposition to
the GermanMittelstand tradition of entrepreneurship
as an ethos around the responsible owner–manager
contributing to the social good.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Table 1 provides an overviewof selected aspects of
our historical narrative. For each period and country,
we identify an ascendant social imaginary that theo-
rized a relationship between the exercise of
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entrepreneurial freedom,ononehand, andavisionof
the common good on the other. In all cases, the rela-
tionship between entrepreneurship and the common
good was premised on the contention that entrepre-
neurial autonomywas justified because it challenged
the status quo in a way that was mutually beneficial.
However, each social imaginary articulated a unique,
historicallysituatedmoralvisionofthecommongood
and of the central challenge posed by the status quo.
Hence, early 19th-century entrepreneurship educa-
tion in the United States was shaped by republican
political theories of individual economic indepen-
dence as essential to the challenge of self-governance
in a new democratic nation, whereas, in Germany, it
was shaped by the promise of developing strong
industrial states capableofcompeting internationally
against the ascendant economic might of the United
Kingdom. As our historical narrative shows, these
social imaginaries in turn shaped the design of entre-
preneurship education in eachperiod, includingper-
ceptionsoftheideal-typeentrepreneurwhowasbeing
trained, thechoiceofcurricularcontentandmethods,
andtheorganizational formsthroughwhichentrepre-
neurial actionwas pursued.

The remainder of this discussion draws out the
implications of this deeper history for entrepreneur-
ship education today, including (a) how entrepre-
neurship education evolves, (b) the nature of
entrepreneurial knowledge, and (c) the relationship
between entrepreneurship education and the
university.

The Social Imaginary of Entrepreneurship Today

Ourhistoricalnarrativedemonstratesthatentrepre-
neurshipeducationdoesnotevolveinalinearfashion,
but, rather, experiencesperiodsofpunctuatedchange
whennewsocial imaginariesarise thatchallengenew
understandings of the status quo. As Table 1 shows,
the end of the 19th century and the 1970s to 1980s
weremoments of significant changewhennew forms
of entrepreneurship education linked to new social
imaginarieswere introduced that challenged theedu-
cational institutions and practices of the previous
period. Historically, the conditions for these punctu-
ated changes in entrepreneurship education arose
because of the apparent success—not the failure—of
existing institutions and practices.

Basedonthesepatterns,weposit thatentrepreneur-
shipeducationhasitsowninternaldynamicofchange
inwhicheachwaveofeducationalreformcreatescon-
ditions for its own potential demise. As the entrepre-
neurial imaginaries of today become part of the
status quo of tomorrow, existing institutions and
forms of education come to be seen as constraints on
the meaningful exercise of entrepreneurial freedom.
Over time, educational institutions and practices
can become routinized and detached from the social
imaginary on which they were initially based. Like-
wise, a historically situated vision of the common
good or understanding of the status quo can seem
less morally pressing as perceived challenges to the
common good change. The growth of entrepreneur-
ship education institutions and standardization of

TABLE 1
Social Imaginaries and Emergent Forms of Entrepreneurship Education in the United States and Germany, 1800–2020

Early Modern Period
(c.1800–1880)

Modern Period
(c.1880–1950)

Rebirth Period
(c.1950–2020)

United States
Social imaginary Republicanism Corporate liberalism Neoliberalism
Challenge Self-government Coordination and control Corporate stagnation
Initial aim Independent businessman Well-rounded entrepreneurial

leader
Business founder

Organizational form Commercial bolleges, Lyceums
& Magazines

University-based business
schools and departments

SBA, community colleges (later)
universities, and business
schools

Germany
Social imaginary State industrialism Corporatism Ordoliberalism
Challenge Foreign economic competition Legitimacy crisis of business

class
Domestic economic competition

Initial aim Industrial entrepreneur Well-rounded business class Mittelstand / independent
entrepreneur

Organizational form Polytechnical schools,
exhibitions, and
competitions

Higher trade schools Chambers of industry & trade,
(later) university colleges,
and universities
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practicescanhencecometo formtheirownstatusquo
and become a target for educational reformers with a
new andmore compelling social imaginary.

Ourhistoricalviewofhowentrepreneurshipeduca-
tion evolves has important implications for how we
evaluate the status of entrepreneurship education
today. From this point of view, the rapid expansion
of entrepreneurship education in recent years can be
seen asmuch as a cause for concern as a reason to cel-
ebrate. On one hand, the growth of programs and stu-
dents since the 1970s and 1980s provides strong
evidence for the relative strength of entrepreneurship
education today (Kuratko & Morris, 2018). On the
otherhand,itraisesquestionsaboutwhethertheprob-
lems of corporate and economic stagnation that ini-
tially motivated this wave of growth remain themost
important challenges for a compelling social imagi-
nary of entrepreneurship education in our own time.
Critics argue that they do not (H€agg & Sch€olin, 2018;
Lack�eus, 2017), and that the neoliberal view of entre-
preneurship education has itself become a threat to
freedom by producing “useful unreflective citizens”
(H€agg & Sch€olin, 2018: 656) who are capable of
advancing their own wealth and happiness at the
expense of freedoms available to others (Lack�eus,
2017). The growth of student interest in social entre-
preneurship (Pache & Chowdhury, 2012), with its
focus on addressing inequality, poverty, environ-
ment, and health (Kickul, Janssen-Selvadurai, & Grif-
fiths, 2012; Lyons, Hamlin, &Hamlin, 2018), can also
been interpretedasa critique rather thananextension
of the social imaginary of mainstream entrepreneur-
ship education.

Ourviewis that the futureofentrepreneurshipedu-
cation lies in the field’s ability to articulate a morally
compelling social imaginary at a larger societal scale
once again. Just as previous periods of change led
reformerstoreimaginethemoralandpoliticalfounda-
tions of entrepreneurial freedom and its relationship
to a mutually beneficial vision of the common good,
the vitality of entrepreneurship education in the
future will be determined by educators’ ability to
reimagine entrepreneurship education in response
to the challengeswe face today.

Moral Reasoning as Entrepreneurial Knowledge

Ournarrativealsohas implicationsforhowwecon-
ceive of “entrepreneurial knowledge” today.Muchof
the scholarship on entrepreneurship education
focuses on one of two “epistemic stances” (Bhatia &
Levina, 2020) regarding the nature of entrepreneurial
knowledge. The first views entrepreneurial

knowledgeasbasedinthecoresocialsciencesofman-
agement (i.e., economics, sociology, psychology) but
evolving to create a distinct field focused on a core
body of scientific knowledge on how entrepreneurs
pursue opportunities (Shane & Venkataraman,
2000). For example, Kuratko and Morris (2018: 16)
articulated that the “content ofmodern entrepreneur-
ship program[s]” that has matured over the last few
decadesincludes“(1)businessbasicsinanewventure
management context; (2) core entrepreneurial con-
tent; and (3) the entrepreneurial mindset.” A second
view of entrepreneurship knowledge sees it as based
in personal experience and practice. For example, in
calling entrepreneurship education a “method,”
Neck andGreene (2011: 62) described going “beyond
understanding, knowing and talking” to “using,
applying, and acting.” Neck and Greene (2011) also
located their notion of pragmatic, experiential entre-
preneurship knowledge in relation to the recent his-
tory of entrepreneurship education as the “new
frontier” of entrepreneurship education that moves
beyond the “analytical–functional” conceptions of
entrepreneurial knowledge.

Our historical narrative reveals that both these
forms of knowledge contributed to important aspects
ofentrepreneurshipeducationdatingbacktotheearly
19th century, but so did a third form of entrepreneur-
ship epistemology that plays a farmoremarginal role
today: moral reasoning. Whereas modern business
schools based on social sciences embrace an essen-
tially value-free concept of knowledge, viewing it as
akin to knowledge in the physical sciences, 19th-
century entrepreneurship education was steeped in
moral reasoning, which included both logical and
political reasoning from philosophy and empirical
reasoningfromhistory.Indeed,manyprogramsaimed
at entrepreneurship included courses in “political
economy,”which, in the 19th century, was seen as a
branch of moral philosophy and included logic, his-
tory, and economics. Early business schools, such as
Wharton or HHL, that viewed business education as
part of the liberal arts in fact elevatedmoral andpolit-
icalreasoninginrelationshiptotechnicalskillas inte-
graltobusinesspractice(Sass,1982). Itwasonlywhen
university-basedbusinessschoolsintheUnitedStates
and higher trade schools in Germany truly embraced
the premise that management was a science focused
on training professionals for business occupations
thatmoral reasoningwasmarginalized,andlaterrein-
vented as a separate subject called “business ethics.”

Before the “professionalization” of modern busi-
ness education, moral reasoning was understood as
essential for educating entrepreneurs because it gave
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purpose to the scientific and experiential aspects of
entrepreneurship knowledge. Given that entrepre-
neurship education involved the disruptive notion
of emancipation from an existing status quo, it raised
questions of “freedom from what” and “freedom to
what” thatmadeentrepreneurship just and justifiable
(Laine andKibler, 2020). AsTable 1 shows, the ideol-
ogiesthatunderlayentrepreneurshipeducationinthe
UnitedStatesandGermanyall entailedentrepreneur-
ial freedom,buteachalsoespouseduniqueandhistor-
ically situated conceptions of the societal challenges
that justified that freedomand themoral andpolitical
ends that entrepreneurial freedom was designed to
achieve. While the German social imaginaries of
entrepreneurship have been more collectively ori-
ented than theAmericanones, both involved theoriz-
ingabouthowavisionofmutuallybeneficialcommon
goodcouldbe achievedbyentrepreneurs challenging
an existing status quo. Without this foundation of
moral reasoning, the promise of emancipation and
agencywouldhaveseemeddirectionless;therewould
have been no shared understanding about those
aspects of the status quo worthy of challenge nor a
vision of the positive ends of entrepreneurial action.

Today,moral reasoning, in the formof both philos-
ophy and history, is rarely understood as an essential
form of entrepreneurial knowledge with anything
near the same standing as objective social scientific
orexperientialknowledge.Yet,thepremisethatentre-
preneurship knowledge, or any form of social scien-
tific knowledge, can be value free is questionable at
best (Sandel, 2013). Our ability to effectively teach a
subject that is premised on human freedom and the
exercise of human agency without careful attention
to the development of the skills involved inweighing
thepurposesofthatfreedomareatbest incomplete.As
John Dewey pointed out, “experiential education”
that allows students to learnbydoing isof little prom-
isewithout theskills to reflectonthemoral justifiabil-
ity of its ends (Dewey& Tufts, 1906).

A future that integrates moral reasoning back into
entrepreneurship education, in our view,would nec-
essarily require incorporatinghumanistic thinking as
a fundamental and practical entrepreneurial skill
rather than as part of a general education. It would
include moral and political philosophy—the ability
to critically reason about not only the justifiability of
entrepreneurialmeans but also the just ends of entre-
preneurial agency—asessential to reflexively consid-
ering the social imaginary of entrepreneurship in
which one is embedded. And, second, it would
include history as a way to grapple with and take
into account alternative social imaginaries of

entrepreneurship. In effect, studying entrepreneurial
history would allow entrepreneurs to learn to judge
the ends and consequencesof entrepreneurial action,
andtounderstandboththecontext inwhichentrepre-
neursareoperatingandthechangetheyseek tocreate.

The Undisciplined Discipline

Our history of entrepreneurship education also
sheds light on the fraught relationship betweenentre-
preneurship education and the modern university.
Today, these tensions are often ascribed to entrepre-
neurship’s status as a new field, and hence to uncer-
tainty over if and how it fits within the classification
system of disciplines and professions that constitute
higher education. After all, entrepreneurship educa-
tion today may be housed in a variety of different
departments within a business school or at a variety
ofotherschoolswithinauniversity(Kuratko&Morris,
2018). Our historical narrative, however, highlights
that entrepreneurship education can be seen to pre-
date themodern researchuniversity and itsdisciplin-
ary conventions. From this historical point of view,
the issue of the relationship between entrepreneur-
shipeducationandtheuniversitycanberecast; rather
than asking how entrepreneurship education can fit
within the existing disciplinary structure of the uni-
versity, we might ask instead how the modern
research university evolved in such away as to strug-
gletoincorporatearobustconceptionofentrepreneur-
ship education, and how contemporary
entrepreneurshipeducationmightservetoreintegrate
the disciplinary fragments that universities have
created.

As our historical narrative demonstrates, efforts to
incorporate entrepreneurshipeducation intomodern
research universities beginning in the late 19th cen-
tury faltered as universities themselves engaged in
efforts to establish themselves as value-neutral insti-
tutions organized along specialized lines of scientific
and professional knowledge (Reuben, 1996). For
example, German higher polytechnical schools in
the 19th century and higher trade schools in the 20th
century jettisoned their initial visions of training
entrepreneurs as a form of liberal education in favor
of a much narrower, formalized, and value-free con-
ception of engineering education and business eco-
nomics. American universities likewise increasingly
categorizedbusinesseducationasprofessionaleduca-
tion founded in social scientific knowledge, separat-
ing it from the liberal arts and cutting off the
possibility of a broadly conceived entrepreneurship
education that considered entrepreneurial autonomy
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and action in relationship to questions of the just
exercise of freedom. In both cases, the disciplinary
classification that came to constitute themodern uni-
versity served to legitimize its identity as a place of
highly specialized knowledge and learning at the
cost of excluding a broad-minded vision of entrepre-
neurship education that integrated scientific, embod-
ied, and moral inquiry. In doing so, the modern
university seems to have repeatedly failed to create
the foundations for amore broad-minded conception
of entrepreneurship and its role in a free and just
society.

From this historical perspective, entrepreneurship
education’s ongoing identity as an “undisciplined
discipline” can be seen not as a problem to be over-
come but an unfulfilled opportunity to be pursued.
Disciplinarycategories—likeanysystemofclassifica-
tion—are not immutable structures but can be recon-
stituted through strategic and entrepreneurial action
(Pontikes&Rindova,2020).Theyaresubjecttochange
and reclassification by historically reflective actors
over time (Khaire & Wadhwani, 2010). Unencum-
bered by the status quo of disciplinary categories,
entrepreneurship education holds the potential to
free the university of its conventions. Practical and
theoretical, scientific and humanistic: entrepreneur-
ship education’s deeper roots provide it thehistorical
stance to make the university into its own entrepre-
neurial project. That social imaginary for entrepre-
neurship education cannot be charted from the
trajectory of its recent past, but requires amuchmore
reflexive and critical examination of the time before
modernuniversity disciplines to understand the pos-
sibilities it creates for the future.
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