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Entrepreneurs in Business History

The focus of this issue is on recent work highlighting various aspects
of entrepreneurship in business history. The scope of the articles is

wide, from colonial America to modern Brazil, from the self-made
small businesses of former slaves to the business empires of the Rock-
efellers and the Guggenheims. Although the authors employ diverse
approaches, they share a common interest in trying to identify the
significance of entrepreneurs within the wider context of economic
and institutional structures.

The study of entrepreneurship has had a checkered recent history.
In the 1950s, Harvard's Research Center in Entrepreneurial History
sought to develop a conceptual model of entrepreneurship as a way
of reorganizing and revitalizing economic history. Subsequently,
however, entrepreneurship retreated from center stage. One stream
of historians moved toward quantitative theoretical models derived
from neoclassical economic theory, while another current developed
the so-called organizational synthesis with a primary emphasis on
organizational innovation rather than entrepreneurship itself as the
driving force of business change.

The first article in this issue, by Harold Livesay, attempts to rekindle
some of these debates. In the late 1970s, in articles published in the
Business History Review and elsewhere, Livesay staked out a position
on the importance of entrepreneurial individuals rather than organiza-
tional structures at a time when the scholarly trend was strongly in
the other direction. More than a decade later he returns to the theme,
arguing that the organizational synthesis leaves many recent business
phenomena "unexplained and inexplicable" and that in particular
it fails to deal with the persistent centrality of creative individuals.
Business history in recent years, he alleges, has "acted like a neutron
bomb, wiping out the people and leaving the buildings intact." Live-
say's provocative and suggestive essay provides a fruitful stepping-ofF
point for new perspectives on the role of entrepreneurs.

The two articles that follow explore the early history of black
entrepreneurs in the United States, a theme that has been the sub-
ject of important previous work in this journal. (See the articles by
David O. Whitten in the Summer 1971 Business History Renew, by Juliet
E. K. Walker in Autumn 1986, and by Alexa Benson Henderson in
Summer 1987.) Loren Schweninger provides an overview of black bus-
iness in the South before 1880, as blacks emerged from slavery free
but often materially little better off than as slaves. Schweninger's study
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illustrates the remarkable determination and persistence of individuals
in overcoming problems of economics and racial oppression, but also
goes beyond case studies by using quantitative evidence, derived primar-
ily from census data, to compare and contrast different regional, eth-
nic, and rural-urban patterns and how they changed over time.
Schweninger locates the roots of black entrepreneurship in the "inter-
nal slave economy" and in the patterns of emergence of free blacks
in different regions in the antebellum period, and he identifies a shift
in the balance of advantage for black entrepreneurs from the Lower
South to the Upper South under the impact of war and reconstruction.

Robert Kenzer's detailed regional study of black entrepreneurs in
North Carolina complements this work through its focus on 126
individual black businesses. Against a background of continuous
problems of entry and failure, Kenzer identifies the importance of the
geographical distribution of the black population, the leading role
of mulattos who gained their freedom before the Civil War, and the
hitherto little-recognized importance of connections between county
politics and office and black economic advancement.

In striking contrast to the history of these black entrepreneurs
are the giant entrepreneurial empires of the Rockefeller and the Gug-
genheim families, which form the subject of the next two articles.
Elizabeth Cobbs focuses on Nelson Rockefeller's use of his inherited
wealth and power in an ambitious attempt to link entrepreneurship
and diplomacy to nurture a new middle class and an "enlightened
capitalism" in post-Second World War Brazil. Following the intellec-
tual development models of his day, he pioneered new financial insti-
tutions for development that he hoped would generate wealth and
liberal institutions and at the same time demonstrate a model of the
responsible business leader. But the implementation of this liberal
developmental project proved problematic, and even insofar as it was
effective, it seemed to be less closely linked to democracy or widespread
prosperity than Rockefeller expected.

Thomas O'Brien's study of the Guggenheims in Chile has links
to the debates on the multinational enterprise featured in the Autumn
1988 Business History Beview. He stresses the need to incorporate
entrepreneurship and organizational structure as well as factors such
as technological advantage and business-government relations in the-
ories of the multinational enterprise. The Guggenheims used their
technical expertise in mining and smelting and their financial power
to shift the center of their business successively from Mexican silver
to Chilean copper to Chilean nitrates, in each case simultaneously
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revitalizing previously moribund industries and exploiting political
advantages. This required at times wrenching decisions that caused
deep splits within the family and stretched to the full the organiza-
tional capacity of the entrepreneurial family.

The final article in this issue presents a broad historiographical
survey of entrepreneurship in the colonial era of U.S. history, an area
that is now receiving sustained attention from business historians.
Edwin Perkins stresses the pervasiveness of entrepreneurial attitudes
and aspirations across nearly all occupational groups in this period
and rejects the notion of colonial America as a "communal" or
precapitalist society. Instead he insists on the need to relocate the
widespread dissemination of market values in the pre-revolutionary
years. His article points toward numerous opportunities for business
historians to shed light on current lively debates in kindred fields of
economic and political history.

-ST.
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