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Few individuals have done more to popularize the notion of “entrepreneurship” in the
United States than the Austrian-American management scholar and consultant Peter Drucker. An
explicit emphasis on entrepreneurship, however, arose relatively late in Drucker’s thinking. The
central focus of Drucker’s first publications, in the 1940s and early 1950s, was the promotion of
social cohesion and what he called the “plant community.” Why did Drucker shift his focus from
the plant community to the figure of the “innovative” entrepreneur starting in the 1950s? Despite
his intellectual and practical influence, Drucker has received scant attention from academic
historians, and the problem of the evolution of his thought and his management prescriptions has
suffered even more neglect. Historians such as Daniel Immerwahr and Nils Gilman who have
examined Drucker’s career in detail have focused on one side or the other of his late 1950s
transition. My work on Drucker, which will form the third chapter of my dissertation on the
history of the “entrepreneurship” concept in the twentieth-century U.S., places this question front
and center.

The Early-Career Scholars Research Fund will enable me to travel to the Drucker
Archives on the campus of the Claremont Graduate University, near Los Angeles. Archival
research will allow me to explore two dimensions of the emergence of entrepreneurship in
Drucker’s thought. First, access to correspondence will allow me to understand Drucker’s
engagement with other intellectuals, and especially with other scholars who grappled in the
1950s with automation and the possible advent of a “post-industrial” society. Intellectuals as
diverse as Hannah Arendt, Herbert Marcuse, and C.L.R. James wondered openly if there would
be any work left in the automated economy of the future. I hypothesize that the concepts of
entrepreneurship and innovation allowed Drucker to characterize the kind of work that
automation could never touch, what he called “knowledge work.” Entrepreneurial knowledge
work, according to Drucker, was a process of ceaseless learning, adaptation, and innovation,
requiring the worker to identify themselves on a subjective level with their work. This personal
stance could then, in theory, immunize knowledge work against replacement through
automation. Access to manuscripts and notes will help me examine the way that Drucker’s
language, especially the concepts of knowledge work and entrepreneurship, evolved alongside
one another, and the relationship of Drucker’s conceptual thinking to his engagement with his
day-to-day reading, communication, and consulting activities.

Costs would include approximately $200 for a round-trip flight between Boston and Los
Angeles; approximately $700 dollars for lodging for seven nights; $350 for food for seven days;
and $200 for transport to and from the airport and other incidental transportation costs. I have not
applied for any other funding to cover the cost of this research.
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