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Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.


—Unknown


If you lose your job and need to start a business, reading Elon Musk’s biography isn’t going to teach you shit.


—Michael Sax














Introduction


A FEW YEARS ago I saw two things that changed how I look at my life.


The first revelation appeared to me from the magazine rack of a Hudson News store in Montreal’s airport. Amid the sports, news, and cooking publications, the cover of Maxim stopped me in my tracks. The magazine was dominated by a black-and-white photograph of Heidi Klum, the forty-five-year-old German supermodel, who appeared completely nude from the waist up. Klum’s eyes gazed down seductively, and her streaked blond hair fell just enough over her perfect breasts to obscure her nipples. But it wasn’t Klum’s flesh that held my gaze and had me pull out my phone to snap a picture (regardless of how creepy I looked). It was the words that appeared atop it. There, splashed across her bosom in bright red script, read the headline:


Heidi Klum 
Inimitable 
Entrepreneur


A few days later, back home in Toronto, I drove to a cemetery with my wife, Lauren, to visit her father Howard’s grave on the eighth anniversary of his death. After a few minutes of standing there, I spotted the gravestone of a man named Freeman, who was buried in the row behind Howard’s. The engraving on his stone listed the usual details; the dates of Mr. Freeman’s birth and death, and the fact that he was a devoted husband, father, and grandpa, who made the world a better place. But below that, permanently etched in black granite, was the sentence that had me reaching for my phone again:


Brilliant salesman and entrepreneur until the end.


I have spent half of my life so far working for myself. Writing stories and books. Giving talks to whoever will pay me. Working from home, in shorts or sweatpants. Shaving once a week, unless I have to meet someone. I have no idea where the next payment is coming from, or how much money I will make this year, or what I am going to do the day after I finish writing this book. I haven’t seen a regular paycheck or had a boss since I held a brief, miserable office job as a copy boy during the summer of 1999, and the only other jobs on my résumé are stints as a ski instructor and camp counselor (qualifying me for roles in an ’80s comedy, but nothing else). I am certain that I will never work for anyone but myself for the rest of my life.


This is my reality. I am my own boss. A freelancer. Self-employed.


I am an entrepreneur.


A few years ago I doubt I would have used that term to describe myself. I employ no one, have never invented anything, or really innovated in any way. But something changed the week I saw that same word splashed across Ms. Klum’s bosom and Mr. Freeman’s grave.


I began to realize that something crucial was happening with entrepreneurs at this moment in time, which these two wildly contrasting visions of entrepreneurship represented. On the one hand, you had the sexy public image of entrepreneurship in the form of a celebrity who had parlayed runway, advertising, and television success into several clothing brands, ranging from baby wear to lingerie, turning her from a multi-millionaire into a multi-multi-millionaire. On the other you had the grave of an octogenarian businessman, whose legacy was forgotten except to his family and those who knew him, one of countless entrepreneurs in my city and in this world who identified with that title so much, that it followed him to the grave. Here was the tomb of the unknown entrepreneur.


I have always been fascinated by entrepreneurs. The articles I’ve written over the years almost exclusively focus on people who work for themselves, from a cohort of young bankers who went out on their own during the financial crisis (starting yoga studios, robotic toy companies, and solar finance firms), to the tribe of freelancers who plug their laptops into a Brooklyn café every morning. My books all focus on entrepreneurs. Save the Deli, which chronicles the rise and fall of the Jewish delicatessen, isn’t as much about pastrami sandwiches as it is about the men and women who built the businesses that served them. The Tastemakers, which is about food trends, is told through the eyes of the dreamers who passionately believed that their cupcake shop, food truck, or new breed of apple was going to change the way people ate. The Revenge of Analog is riddled with analog entrepreneurs, from the plucky bookstore owners who faced down Amazon, to a pair of half-crazy Italians revitalizing a mothballed film factory.


I rarely wrote about big corporations and organizations, and when I did, I regretted it. They were cold and impersonal, and the people who worked there were always worried about saying the wrong thing. I was drawn back to entrepreneurs again and again; their stew of personal passion and hustle, a work life inseparable from their self, and a sense of purpose to everything they did.


Was it surprising? Not when I thought about it. After all, I was the product of entrepreneurs, from the immigrant ancestors who found their way into some corner of Montreal’s garment trade a century ago, to my grandfathers, who both owned their own businesses. My paternal grandfather, Poppa Sam Sax, had a series of never quite successful companies in the schmatte business, while my mother’s father, Stanley Davis, built a hardware company with his brother that continues to supply screwdrivers, pliers, and other tools across Canada. My father has spent his entire career since law school working for himself as a lawyer and investor, and even my mother ran a side business with her best friend Paula, selling wholesale women’s clothing twice a year out of our basement for nearly two decades.


My wife Lauren’s family was no different. On her father’s side were Polish immigrants who founded a truck parts distribution business, while her mother’s parents were Holocaust survivors who’d arrived with nothing and dabbled in everything, from stationery stores to feather collecting. My beloved mother-in-law, Fran, may hold one of the first MBAs in the country awarded to a woman, but she has spent her professional life at folding card tables in hospitals and at flea markets, selling all sorts of things: macramé planters, rattan furniture, and whatever inexpensive women’s accessories China’s sweatshops can churn out that season.


Each month I had friends leaving careers and steady jobs to build branding agencies, law firms, software startups, rug stores, cafés, bike shops, yoga studios… even a chopped liver company. My brother Daniel recently quit his job at a mortgage brokerage to launch his own real estate investment company in Canada’s booming cannabis industry, while Lauren began her own career coaching business, after working as a corporate headhunter for a decade.


Outside my own world, something bigger was happening with entrepreneurs that drove my curiosity. There was already an inescapable buzz in the air about entrepreneurs: the crowded coffee shops packed with laptop wielding dreamers working on their ideas, the blossoming of coworking spaces to house all sorts of freelancers and new companies, the decline of the steady job and the eagerness of younger generations, like the Millennials, to go out on their own. And of course, the inescapable startup fever, which had spread far beyond Silicon Valley to inspire millions around the world to launch businesses like never before.


There was a noticeable change in the entrepreneur’s value to society, which altered the way we spoke about them as a group. Entrepreneurs were cool. Entrepreneurs were brilliant. Entrepreneurs were in demand. Entrepreneurship had entered the core of the zeitgeist, not just in the contained world of business and economics, but out in the wilds of popular culture.


Newspapers and magazines regularly featured entrepreneurs on their covers, spinning exciting tales about their transformational businesses and thrilling lifestyles. They published endless lists of the top entrepreneurs to watch: the fastest-growing ones, the most inspiring, those who would change the world, the twenty under twenty, thirty under thirty, and so on. Headlines proclaimed entrepreneurs as the new rock stars, a group who were downright sexy, even if they weren’t actually posing topless.


The bestseller lists became dominated by heroic books about the most famous entrepreneurs: biographies of Elon Musk, Richard Branson, Steve Jobs, Peter Thiel, Jeff Bezos, Nike’s Phil Knight, and others, while airport bookstores featured a rotating selection of how-to books on entrepreneurship, ranging from online wine pitchman turned motivational guru Gary Vaynerchuk (Crush It! and Crushing It!), to less recognizable names like Miki Agrawal, a media fixture of New York’s startup scene who had started a pizzeria, an underwear company, a bidet toilet seat company, a series of early morning raves, and whose book, Do Cool Sh*t: Quit Your Day Job, Start Your Own Business, and Live Happily Ever After, boldly sold the dream of entrepreneurship for all.


Who wouldn’t want to do cool shit, especially when social media entrepreneur influencers like Agrawal were cheering you on, posting inspirational quotes and streams of advice on Instagram, lists of instructions on LinkedIn (Five Secrets to Hack Growth You Need NOW!), Snapchat videos filmed in cars, and a growing series of hashtags, from #startuplife and #founder to #entrepreneur and more specific ones, like #solopreneur, #serialentrepreneur, #mompreneur, or those meant to encourage entrepreneurs through the slog ahead: #wontstop, #beyourownboss, and the endlessly deployed #hustle (or its less committal sibling #sidehustle).


Podcasts? How about Startup, The Foundation, The Introvert Entrepreneur, Eventual Millionaire, All In, Ambitious Entrepreneur Show, and Entrepreneur on Fire, to name a few of the thousands out there. Turn on your TV and you could spend all night watching shows about cake-making entrepreneurs and matchmaking entrepreneurs, storage locker hustlers and bounty hunters out to grow their businesses. Willie Robertson, the star of Duck Dynasty, even authored a book called American Entrepreneur, a history of American entrepreneurship, told from the perspective, mostly, of Duck Commander’s journey, while Kylie Jenner, of Keeping up with the Kardashians fame, was declared the youngest “self-made” female billionaire by Forbes at age twenty-one, following the success of her makeup company.


Then there is Shark Tank, the American version of the global franchise Dragons’ Den (airing in more than thirty countries), where a panel of aggressive investors are pitched business ideas by a series of budding entrepreneurs, in the hopes of securing coveted funding. Shark Tank is over the top, as you’d expect of a show where Jeff Foxworthy is being pitched a Mafia-inspired money clip called the Broccoli Wad, but it has become so successful that Sharks like Barbara Corcoran and Chris Sacca have become household celebrities, on par with Hollywood actors like George Clooney and Jessica Alba, who now sell their own tequila and diapers, and Drake, who not only hawks clothing through his OVO brand, but joined forces with Canada’s largest bank to host his own entrepreneurship conference (one of thousands put on every year around the world).


In the public mind, entrepreneurs had become a force for unquestionable, unalloyed good in the world. They brought the necessary innovation and disruption that made economies competitive, spurning growth, creating jobs, and giving birth to whole “ecosystems” of startups around them. Entrepreneurs were hailed as creative and agile, able to think outside the box and tackle any problem with more efficiency and determination than even the most well-funded and experienced incumbent. “We don’t know what the problem is, but the solution is entrepreneurship,” joked Howard Stevenson, an entrepreneurship professor at Harvard, when I asked him to characterize this cultural shift, which he had witnessed in recent years. In a way he was right. The entrepreneur had come to symbolize the loftiest angel of our human nature.


Social and Economic Inequality, Labor Relations, Hunger, Homelessness, Public Transit, Incurable Disease, Climate Change, Failing Schools, Gun Violence… suddenly these intractable issues that had dogged our brightest political leaders and institutions were best tackled by young, eager entrepreneurs, who were rightly celebrated for their efforts. I never fully realized the extent of this shift until I was walking in the hallway of a conference center a few years ago, which featured framed portraits of inspiring leaders and their quotes. Alongside the faces of Albert Einstein, Winston Churchill, Mother Teresa, and Martin Luther King Jr. were those of Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, and Peter Thiel. The more entrepreneurs we encouraged, embraced, and set forth, the better we would all be… economically, but also socially, politically, and most important, personally.


Entrepreneurship studies were already transforming education, as universities rushed to set up and expand entrepreneurship departments, producing a growing trove of research on every aspect of the topic, while simultaneously encouraging students to start companies, with investment funding available from their in-house network of venture capitalists, and freshly built incubators, accelerators, and innovation zones to house those companies. To prepare your child for this future, there were now courses on entrepreneurship being offered in high schools and elementary schools, and if those were insufficiently motivating, you could send them to Young Entrepreneur learning labs, which taught children how to start businesses far more disruptive than a lemonade stand, then pack them off to Camp Inc. for the summer, where they could roast marshmallows and write business plans!


From nonprofits and arts organizations to government agencies, word went out across the land that acting, thinking, and working like an entrepreneur was the only thing standing between success and failure. Reid Hoffman, the CEO and founder of LinkedIn, suggested that every career should be treated as its own startup. Corporations, previously seen as the antithesis of entrepreneurs and all they stood for, eagerly embraced the importance of entrepreneurship with a vigor not seen since they discovered the open office. Suddenly blue chip firms like General Motors and Deloitte created official entrepreneur jobs (Entrepreneur in Residence, Disruptor in Chief), with offices, staffs, and executive salaries to match.


I got why this cultural shift made sense. Thanks to innovations ranging from cloud computing and smartphones, to coworking spaces, crowdfunding, overseas manufacturing, and social media, it was now easier to start your own business than anytime in history. Technology had put the tools of scale at everyone’s fingertips, and drastically reduced the time and cost of market entry for any firm. At the other end of things, the allure of the nine-to-five salaried job was rapidly dissolving, especially in the decade following the Great Recession. Job security was a relic. The jobs that existed were being stripped down to the bare minimum in terms of upward mobility, benefits, and engagement. Was it any wonder that the Millennials were widely predicted to become the most entrepreneurial generation of all time?


“There are more entrepreneurs operating today than at any time in history,” wrote Eric Ries, in his bestselling book The Lean Startup. “The side hustle is the new job security,” wrote Chris Guillebeau, in Side Hustle. “You’re lucky because you live in an age of unmatched opportunity for anyone with enough hustle, patience, and big dreams,” wrote Gary Vaynerchuk in Crush It!, extolling readers, in his next book, Crushing It!, to “eat shit as long as you have to” in order to grasp the “brass ring of adulthood” (entrepreneurship) because there has never been a better time to… (wait for it)… Crush… It! The Freelancers Union, a newly formed group that provided benefits to self-employed workers, predicted that the majority of American workers would be freelance in some capacity by 2027. We were living in the midst of a golden age for entrepreneurs and I wanted to chronicle what that looked like.


But when I began looking at the data on entrepreneurship and speaking with the academics who studied it, what I found stood in complete contrast to everything I had assumed to be true. There are fewer people going into business for themselves today than there were twenty or thirty years ago. When Ronald Reagan was in office, two out of ten Americans worked for themselves in some capacity. Today that number is one in ten. This counted for individuals going out to work as unincorporated and self-employed (like me), as well as those starting up formally incorporated businesses.


But what about the Millennials? Turns out that the group that gave us Mark Zuckerberg is the demographic least likely to start a business and work for themselves in nearly a hundred years, a phenomenon that a US Small Business Administration report dubbed “The Missing Millennials.” One study found that college graduates with advanced degrees were half as likely to start a business that employed at least ten people in 2017 as they were in 1992. In fact, the density of startups around the country (the number of new businesses created in a given time period, for every thousand businesses that already exist) was down by more than half of what it was in 1977, when those statistics were first compiled. The data were riddled with all sorts of incomplete information, and these studies contradicted each other regularly, but even the best-case scenario had entrepreneurship flatlining in America and in much of the developed world. Entrepreneurship was not ascendant. In fact, it was declining and had been doing so for years.


Expecting to chronicle the golden age of entrepreneurs, I now found myself reckoning with something far more complicated. How could entrepreneurship be more revered, romanticized, and valued on a broad economic, political, and cultural level, yet when measured by the numbers that mattered (people going into business for themselves), it was stagnant, and in many areas, appeared to be dying? How had we come to revere entrepreneurship so highly, yet gotten it so wrong?


I started asking questions, beginning with academic experts on entrepreneurship. But within a few interviews, I noticed something at the start of these conversations that deepened my curiosity. “What do you mean by an entrepreneur?” they would ask me. I was surprised to learn that there was no single universally accepted definition of the word. An entrepreneur can be described as broadly as anyone who works for themselves. Or it can be as specific a definition as the founder of a business based around a particular kind of innovative technology that they personally invented, with a minimum number of employees, specific rates of growth, and particular financial structures. Some believed that being an entrepreneur had nothing to do with self-employment and described a series of behaviors that could take place anywhere, even in a salaried job. Others cast the word as a mold for a hero of modern-day capitalism, an Übermensch whose goals were nothing short of saving the world through business.


I quickly realized that this one question—What is an Entrepreneur?—was the key to understanding the seeming divide between our rosy perception of entrepreneurs and the more complicated reality of their decline.


And what I saw from the answers was an echo of the inequality of wealth and opportunity present in the rest of the economy. At the top, you had the popular image of entrepreneurship that had inspired all that “entrepreneur porn,” a wonderful term from a 2014 Harvard Business Review article used to describe the way the media pushed an idealized lifestyle about entrepreneurs well past its reality. This was the startup myth forged in Silicon Valley, a well-oiled machine of entrepreneurship with defined roles and rules, sources of investment, and paths to success. This myth drove the headlines, captivated the public consciousness, and made household names out of its icons.


The startup myth dominated discussions of entrepreneurs in the media, institutions, government, and academia, and increasingly defined what an entrepreneur was supposed to look like, how they behaved, and what they did. It established that entrepreneurs were brilliant and young, mostly male and white, highly educated lone geniuses who frequently dropped out of college because they were so singularly focused on a brilliant innovation that would transform industry, and maybe even the world, through economic disruption driven by blitzkrieg growth and fueled by venture capital. These entrepreneurs were deemed the most valuable, because they held the promise of quickly creating the greatest economic benefits… jobs, investment returns, and new lines of business.


But like that airbrushed cover of Heidi Klum, Silicon Valley’s entrepreneurship was far from reality for most of the entrepreneurs I knew. My entrepreneur was someone starting a business that ranged vastly in size, spanned every conceivable industry, and was inherently personal. It was the entrepreneurship of my father, grandparents, friends, and neighbors. It was more often self-financed and grew at a variety of speeds. It was entrepreneurship over the long term, sometimes spanning generations, and it wasn’t captured in slogans or hashtags.


None of this fit into Silicon Valley’s narrow definition of an entrepreneur. Not businesses run by women or minorities or immigrants or seniors. Not people in poor neighborhoods or rural areas, making things with their hands, or selling services that served a local market. Not someone who wanted to stay small so they could pick up their kids from school every afternoon, provide for a family, realize their values, or to scratch a need to do their own thing, in their own way. That was a problem, because out in the real world this broader group of entrepreneurs still made up the overwhelming majority of people going into business for themselves. They fixed holes in my roof and baked my bread, designed my website, changed my tires, and cut my hair. For men and women like Mr. Freeman and the hundreds of millions like him around the world, who toiled in relative obscurity running all sorts of businesses, and yet rightly saw themselves as entrepreneurs until the end, there was a deeper, more meaningful truth to being an entrepreneur that the popular mythology missed.


I came to realize that the way you define an entrepreneur has meaning. It establishes the story we tell ourselves about the inherent promise of economic opportunity and sets us up with the metrics by which we measure success. If that definition is becoming increasingly narrow and rarefied, and casts out the majority of the people in this world who are their own bosses, then what you get is an inequality of entrepreneurship that makes being an entrepreneur less accessible, realistic, or desirable. The system becomes rigged and exclusionary. The benefits and glory accrue to those at the top, and dangerous resentment builds below. The illusion of economic opportunity gives way to the reality of hopelessness. The so-called golden age becomes a veneer.


Over the months that I began having these conversations, my own thoughts about being an entrepreneur were rising to the surface. My wife, Lauren, had finally launched her career coaching business and, for the first time, was completely on her own. I was now witness to an individual’s transformation from a salaried employee comfortably earning six figures, to an entrepreneur starting from scratch, who had to be taught during her first week of working from home that she no longer had to eat a can of sardines by her computer (Self-Employment 101: lunch is sacred). At the same time my brother Daniel worked to launch his own business, with much higher financial risks, in an industry on the cutting edge of uncertainty, and I watched the two of them weather the initial thrills of starting up together.


And then there was me. Nearly two decades into being my own boss, and still figuring it out. Still unsure about where that next check was coming from. Still nauseated by the fear of not enough work, or the stress of having too much. Always chasing that nagging question “What the hell am I doing with my life?” day in and day out. And now… “Am I really an entrepreneur? And if not, then who am I?”


This book is my search for the soul of an entrepreneur, and what that soul looks like today. If you are an entrepreneur, a family member of an entrepreneur, or just someone interested in entrepreneurship, I hope you get a sense of what that soul looks like, the different forms it can take, and why nurturing it across a wide spectrum of entrepreneurship is crucially important now. Because no matter what kind of entrepreneur you are, from the modest side hustler to the most ambitious captain of industry, entrepreneurship is a constant process of soul searching.


Unlike most books on entrepreneurship, I’m not at all concerned with the How (how to become an entrepreneur, start a company, or get rich), but Why.


Why do entrepreneurs do it? Why do they keep at it, even in the face of tremendous odds, and the daily personal sacrifices, and the imminent threat of financial failure? Why does the entrepreneur matter, why do different types of entrepreneurs matter, and what’s at stake if we lose sight of their value?


My search for the soul of the entrepreneur led me to read stacks of books, articles, and research papers on seemingly every aspect of entrepreneurship, in addition to interviewing countless academic experts around the world. But at its heart were the conversations I had with more than two hundred different entrepreneurs over the past two years, on the phone and in their businesses and homes, when times were good and times were bad. I chose these entrepreneurs because their lives and experiences covered a wide diversity of backgrounds, industries, and economic circumstances. This book is a result of those conversations, and the journey that drove them.


Of course, every entrepreneur has her own story, and I found that each person’s idea of entrepreneurship was closely tied to her identity. My own definition of the word evolved over the course of researching this book, and I’ve tried to replicate that experience in its pages. The first group of entrepreneurs described here were those just starting out: an immigrant story about beginning a new life; a woman who built her business around the life she wanted, rather than the other way around; and someone who found success, then turned it to the benefit of the community she came from. The second group was wrestling with their growth: a business owner who discovered what was important to him long after he started his venture; a family dealing with a legacy across generations; and an individual struggling with the personal cost of entrepreneurship for himself and those around him. Finally, I sought out someone reflecting on a life defined by bringing his entrepreneurial ideas into the world, and what that ultimately meant for entrepreneurs everywhere.


Yet I also found it nearly impossible to make sense of these stories without dealing with the singular narrative that still dominates our collective obsession with entrepreneurship: Silicon Valley’s startup myth. This myth had so skewed our understanding of who an entrepreneur was, and what they did, that we had lost sight of its very essence. Before I could move beyond Silicon Valley to search for the entrepreneur’s deeper soul, I needed to face the startup myth head-on. I wanted to understand what it looked like and why it had grown so prominent, what the startup myth’s complications were, and why the imbalance between the myth and the greater truth of entrepreneurship mattered. So I began my journey in the valley, town, and campus where entrepreneurship has a particular name and meaning, defined by its own models and heroes, where the transformational act of becoming an entrepreneur is simply called starting up.














PART I


THE MYTH














CHAPTER 1


Starting Up


“OH MAN, WE’D better hurry,” Nikhil Aggarwal said to his best friend Andrew Chizewer, as they walked up to Stanford University’s NVIDIA Auditorium, and saw hundreds of bikes jammed together near the entrance. “I hope we can get a seat.” They were too late. The 342 spots in the lecture hall had already filled up, so the three of us quickly grabbed a table in the lobby that faced a large television, which would broadcast the talk. Within five minutes, another hundred students surrounded us, sitting on the floor, and even standing against the wall.


Aggarwal and Chizewer were business partners in the startup Scheme, a new software platform that matched students with internships at different companies, mostly Silicon Valley tech startups. They tried to attend the Entrepreneurial Thought Leaders (ETL) lecture every week, which had brought the top entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley to speak at Stanford for twenty years. “Mindset matters,” said Tom Byers, an entrepreneurship professor in the engineering school, introducing the lecture. “There’s so much entrepreneurship and innovation going on in this world, and it’s time to talk about it positively!”


Today’s featured entrepreneur was Maureen Fan, a Stanford alumni in her early forties who cofounded the virtual reality animation company Baobab Studios. Dressed in a black leather jacket, Fan took the stage and recounted her professional life story with an easy command of the audience. “I’m going to tell you about my path to becoming an entrepreneur,” Fan said. “I never expected to become an entrepreneur.”


Fan quickly humblebragged through her journey from reluctant computer science major to discovering a love of animation, which she studied at night in community college, despite the protestations of her Chinese “tiger parents” that she would “be poor and destitute if I followed my dreams.” They convinced her to get a job at eBay, even though she wanted to go to Hollywood, and then get an MBA from Harvard Business School, which led to a job at Pixar, where she refused an accounting position to work on Toy Story 3.


“The point is to always ask for what you want because people in general want to make you happy and want to help you,” Fan said. Aggarwal and Chizewer rolled their eyes at this suggestion and returned to their laptops. They were half-listening to the lecture, while toggling between Excel spreadsheets (economics homework) and Google docs (formatting an email blast to send to possible companies who might want to be early adopters of Scheme).


Fan worked at Zynga after Harvard, where she managed the successful game FarmVille, became a vice president, and slept four hours a night. “It was traumatic but I learned so much about what it meant to be an entrepreneur and what it took to start a company,” she said. “Because in business school they teach you to be a certain type of leader, which is very different from what it takes to be a startup leader.”


Fan and some Pixar friends made a short film on weekends that won an Oscar, but kept wondering if she could turn her love of animation, and of virtual reality, into a viable business. She got the cofounder of Dreamworks animation to be her mentor by befriending his wife, then convinced the cofounder of Pixar to be her advisor by showing him the power of virtual reality in a crepe shop. “So it’s about persistence and constantly asking,” she said, moving on to investors and how she raised funding in four weeks, which felt like an eternity, until one connection led to a $6 million series A round, and then another few connections (via Stanford, Harvard, her old boss at Zynga, and the Taiwanese tech diaspora in the Bay Area), landed her in the arms of Peter Thiel, the famous venture capitalist.


“You should be honored that I’m even talking to you,” she told the audience, pantomiming the overconfident tone she took with potential investors to convince them to back her. “You should be honored to give me money!”


Chizewer laughed out loud. “Oh man,” he told me, “they’d laugh Nikhil and I out of their offices if we took that attitude.”


Fan joked that her company was “poor,” because it had raised a measly $31 million.


“No, we’re poor,” Aggarwal said to Chizewer, not looking up from his laptop, as Fan went on about persistence and connections and leveraging Stanford, stopping to apologize for using the word “asshole,” then saying it was okay to curse, because one study showed that successful entrepreneurs cursed more.


“The mission of our company ultimately is to bring you back to that five-year-old self that you have inside you, to bring out your sense of wonder and inspire you to dream again,” Fan said, playing videos of her company’s virtual reality animations, which we couldn’t actually see on the TV outside the auditorium, even though we heard the crowd oohing and ahhing inside. “Because then you would all go for your dreams, you would realize how much potential you have, actually go for it rather than being scared that you can’t achieve your dream and what an awesome place the world would be if everyone actually pursued their dreams.… Thank you.”


Cue rapturous applause.


“Same old same old,” Aggarwal told me, as he and Chizewer zipped up their backpacks. “It’s inspiring to hear the success stories, but it would be more fulfilling to know how they figured out how to jump through the hoops that other entrepreneurs faced.” The two had a lot of hoops to jump through before Scheme was off the ground, and they headed off to Starbucks to work for the next few hours on their company… just one startup among many being born in Silicon Valley that day.


Most of us tend to think about Silicon Valley when we talk about entrepreneurs. Silicon Valley is a catchword for an industry, built on a foundation of computers, which now touches nearly every facet of our economic and personal lives. And Silicon Valley is shorthand for the way that industry works. A mindset. The way it creates and values companies and the technologies at their core, but also the entire system of organizing, financing, and operating those companies, which is a model now deployed around the world, across industries. Silicon Valley is also a place in Northern California, stretching from San Francisco to San Jose; a string of towns, cities, and exurbs, punctuated by freeways, office parks, and dots of natural beauty. At Silicon Valley’s geographic, financial, and spiritual center is the city of Palo Alto, built at the feet of Stanford University’s expansive campus.


Silicon Valley is Stanford, and Stanford is Silicon Valley. This campus, and the world that grew up around it, largely defines what we think of when we talk about entrepreneurs today. The particular model of entrepreneurship cultivated at Stanford is rich with its own history and heroes, ideas and rules, benefits and drawbacks. All of this forms the heart of the Silicon Valley startup myth, a narrative around a particular kind of entrepreneurship that has come to dominate our conception of the word far beyond this place. To understand that myth’s origins and evolution, its inherent business model, and the problems that presents for entrepreneurs and the wider world, I began my search for the soul of the entrepreneur at Stanford, by witnessing the process of starting up in its most fertile ground.


Chizewer and Aggarwal first conceived of Scheme in late 2017, when they were living together in a fraternity house during their sophomore year. Neither fit the typical computer science student startup archetype (Chizewer majored in political science, Aggarwal in economics), and neither was particularly interested in entrepreneurship when they got into Stanford. Both did well at school (but not exceptionally so), had social lives, extracurricular interests (Chizewer ran the debate team), and career prospects in the business world. Neither wanted to be cast as the “evil tech bros” in my book, in Chizewer’s words, which was a simple task, because they are both very thoughtful, considerate young men, with a strong sense of skepticism about the world they are living in. The pair are reluctant entrepreneurs, in a place where that word is ripe with meaning.


“I didn’t want to become the guy who starts a company at Stanford. I still don’t!” said Chizewer, who grew up in a Jewish family in Chicago and has a fair complexion dotted with freckles.


“Even in high school, the stereotype about Stanford is that everyone here is trying to start a company,” said Aggarwal, who is from an Indian family in Fort Wayne, Indiana, and is slightly taller than Chizewer. “I didn’t just want to start a company just because everyone did.”


Like most startups, Scheme began as a problem its founders personally experienced: the competition for summer internships. “What do you have lined up for next summer?” their friends asked them during the first week back from summer vacation of their sophomore year. Next summer? It was September. Chizewer had just completed an internship at a hedge fund, and Aggarwal one at a software development firm in Palo Alto. But many Stanford students had already secured the top internship spots for the following summer… internships that Chizewer and Aggarwal had no idea existed, let alone how to apply for.


The students who were ahead of this game seemed to be the same ones whose families had deep connections at Stanford or in the very corporations offering these coveted positions. “It’s hypercompetitive,” Aggarwal said. “Everyone here who is connected already has stuff.” That seemed unfair, but also a tremendous missed opportunity. Students needed valuable work experience, while companies (especially smaller startups), needed young talent to help them grow. Many companies already offered internships, or wanted to create them, but lacked the resources to attract Stanford students. If Aggarwal and Chizewer could connect those willing students with the companies that wanted to put them to work, wouldn’t everyone be better off?


“It was an opportunity to solve this problem,” Aggarwal said. They began talking late into the night about ideas, surveying students and companies, sketching out a business plan, and coming up with a name (“scheme” is apparently slang for hooking up with someone, which they adapted to hooking up a job). Quickly, Andrew Chizewer and Nikhil Aggarwal went from students to founders, the particular term Silicon Valley applies to startup entrepreneurs.


BEFORE WE GET TOO FAR into the startup myth, it is important to know how we got there. Entrepreneurs are not a new phenomenon. There were merchants, traders, property speculators, and private businessmen in ancient Babylonia, Sumeria, and other market societies that set the stage for modern civilization. The word “entrepreneur” originated in France, and was based on a thirteenth-century verb meaning “to do something.” It was used widely for all sorts of people doing all sorts of things, from an undertaker (a quite literal translation), a battlefield commander, or the director of a musical performance. The French/Irish economic scholar Richard Cantillon is credited as the first to describe the entrepreneur as something specific in the 1730s. Cantillon’s entrepreneur occupied a wide range of businesses, from manufacturers and merchants, to small farmers and bakers. The central thing that linked all of Cantillon’s entrepreneurs was the fact that they bore a personal financial risk, regardless of their profession, not knowing when or how much they would be paid, or whether they would make a profit or a loss. “The entrepreneurs are on unfixed wages while the others are on fixed wages as long as there is work,” Cantillon wrote in chapter 13 of his posthumously published book An Essay on Economic Theory (Essai sur la Nature du Commerce en Général).


In the United States, the entrepreneur entered the foundational mythology of a society. The defining characteristic of America was commercial, rather than aristocratic. Each settler, from comfortable Londoners to poor Dutch fishermen, set off across the Atlantic with the same acceptance of risk and hope of the reward that Cantillon wrote about at the time. America’s founding fathers (many of who, such as Ben Franklin and John Hancock, were themselves entrepreneurs) enshrined the importance of starting a business into America’s laws.


America’s entrepreneurial myth grew with the country, typified by the industrious merchants of New England and the hopeful pioneers seeking riches out west. By the later half of the nineteenth century, the American entrepreneur had become a fixture of popular culture. He ranged from self-promoting businessmen like ringleader P. T. Barnum (author of The Art of Money-Getting), to Ragged Dick, the namesake protagonist of Horatio Alger’s largely forgotten 1867 novel about a loveable New York bootblack who persevered by working hard, finally befriending a wealthy young man who gave him a chance to make a decent living.


“There’ve been a great many boys begin as low down as you, Dick, that have grown up respectable and honored,” Dick’s patron says, after bringing Dick off the streets and buying him a new outfit. “But they had to work pretty hard for it.”


“I’m willin’ to work hard,” said Dick, who quickly rose from poverty to the respectable middle class by sheer pluck. Hurray for Dick!


Alger’s bootstrap pulling, get-rich-quick American fantasy was a myth, of course. A miserable street urchin like Dick was likely going to die a street urchin during that “gilded age” of inequality, but the fact that many of the robber barons such as Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and John D. Rockefeller came from humble origins cemented the core American fairy tale of endless possibility for the entrepreneur.


“There was no higher goal for a young American male to pursue during this period than to become a ‘self-made man,’” wrote Yale historian Naomi Lamoreaux. The examples of people rising up in society by starting businesses were so strong, she wrote, it was almost seen as wasteful not to become an entrepreneur. Hard work and the success it brought were a sure sign of a man’s moral worth. “Indeed, in the late 19th century, to be an employee (even a genteel, white-collar employee) was to forsake a life of striving for a condition of ‘dependency,’” wrote Lamoreaux, “itself a moral failing.” Entrepreneurship became the core of the American Dream.


That dream was challenged as the twentieth century dawned. Financial crises led to labor unrest, rising inequality, and poverty. The shared sacrifice of World War I, the crushing poverty of the Great Depression, and finally the mass mobilization required for World War II put America’s entrepreneurial myth on ice. There were famous entrepreneurs throughout these decades, but the mythology increasingly rang hollow. Instead there was collective achievement and sacrifice, including political movements like women’s suffrage, and the birth of a military industrial complex that would invent the terrible and wonderful, from hydrogen bombs to Tang. This era belonged to the corporation, to Ford, IBM, GE, Westinghouse, and Bell Labs; teams of professional managers in crisp suits and their scientific methods for improving efficiency and performance. Innovation was the purview of university research departments and corporate campuses. Entrepreneurs were cast as loners and misfits.


The roots of the current entrepreneurial myth began on those campuses, especially at Stanford. In 1939, Frederick Terman, the dean of Stanford’s engineering school, encouraged his students Bill Hewlett and David Packard to start their electronics business in a garage near campus (HP was Silicon Valley’s original startup), and in 1951 Terman helped create Stanford Industrial Park, leasing university land to young high-tech firms, whose work was often funded by the Department of Defense. Many developed Cold War technologies in radar and aerospace, including computers and the silicon semiconductors that powered them, which gave the region its famous nickname.


By the end of the 1970s, Silicon Valley’s culture was changing from one built around teams, research, and government contracts, to a place increasingly focused on individual entrepreneurs. As it did, Silicon Valley’s startup myth emerged. That myth’s central promise was that anyone, regardless of their background, could invent the future and be rewarded for it, if they had the right invention or ideas and the strength of character to see it through.


The hero of that myth has different names, but he shares the same characteristics. He is a singular brilliant individual, with the power (alone) to invent and inspire, a willpower to make the impossible possible, and a bit of an antisocial streak. He is the lone genius. The creator. The founder. The model for all other entrepreneurs out there. He is a he. He is young. He is a misfit. He went to Stanford or another top university, but didn’t graduate. He doesn’t care about the rules. He has something to prove and zero deference to those who stand in his way.


According to journalist Adam Fisher, author of the oral history Valley of Genius, the prototype Silicon Valley entrepreneur was Nolan Bushnell, who cofounded the video game company Atari. “He was a pop cultural entrepreneur,” Fisher said. “The first entrepreneur out of Silicon Valley who actually affected and wanted to affect the culture. Before that Silicon Valley was making parts for the war machine and was dominated by guys with pocket protectors and short-sleeve button-up shirts and crew cuts working out of the NASA base.” Bushnell changed that. Not by developing the most powerful technology, making the most money, or outlasting the competition, but by creating Pong and Pac-Man, giving us a reason to actually care about computers.


There are many entrepreneurs who have fallen into this heroic archetype in the four decades since Bushnell came around. These titans include Microsoft’s Bill Gates, Oracle’s Larry Ellison, and Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, whose fortunes, inventions, and impact on technology, business, and day-to-day life are immeasurable. But the church of the Silicon Valley entrepreneur is dominated today by the holy trinity of Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, and Mark Zuckerberg.


Jobs: “The searingly intense personality of a creative entrepreneur whose passion for perfection and ferocious drive revolutionized six industries: personal computers, animated movies, music, phones, tablet computing, and digital publishing,” wrote Walter Isaacson in his relentlessly bestselling biography Steve Jobs. Jobs, the Silicon Valley kid that was Bushnell’s protégé, who dropped acid, ate wildly restrictive diets, and combined hippie counterculture attitudes with Japanese aesthetics to personalize the computer. Jobs, who emitted a “reality distortion field” that convinced people to do the impossible. Jobs, who became the first genuine celebrity of Silicon Valley, with four movies made about him. The guy who got fired from his own company, returned to bring us the iPhone, died, and was reborn as “the greatest business executive of our era,” to quote Isaacson. Black turtleneck. Loose jeans. Round glasses. Gray New Balances. Steve Jobs: the entrepreneur’s messiah.


Musk: “The most daring entrepreneur of our time,” according to Ashlee Vance, bestselling author of Elon Musk. “He’s the possessed genius on the grandest quest anyone has ever concocted.” Musk, the peerlessly brilliant inventor who personally made ecommerce possible (PayPal), revived the electric car (Tesla), and reignited the space race (SpaceX). Musk, who wants to take us to Mars, have us zipping underground in hyperloops, and save humanity. Musk, the media darling who inspired Robert Downey Jr.’s Iron Man. Musk, who is so efficient with his time that he slept beneath his desk and pees in three seconds flat. Musk, whose rabid fans (dubbed Musketeers) personally attack his critics online, and get his face tattooed on their bodies. Black t-shirt. Tight jeans. Hair that has magically grown back. Elon Musk, the patron saint of serial entrepreneurs.


Zuckerberg: The dorm room hacker who commanded legions to “move fast and break things.” Zuckerberg, the programmer who ushered in the social media age and a wave of startups that chased it. Zuckerberg, the socially awkward, quasi-recluse. Zuckerberg, the billionaire in his twenties who sought to change philanthropy, education, communications, and the world. Zuckerberg, the antihero of the Social Network movie, who made a generation believe that a billion dollars really is cooler than a million dollars. Zuckerberg, who said, “In a world that’s changing really quickly, the only strategy that is guaranteed to fail is not taking risks.” Zuckerberg, who connected the world, at the cost of our privacy, and democracy. Jeans. Sneakers. Hooded sweatshirt. Mark Zuckerberg, the prophet of disruption.


How many aspiring entrepreneurs have cited at least one of this holy trinity as their hero? How many have copies of their biographies on their slim bookshelves? How many style themselves in their image, from their mannerisms and extreme diets, to their dress and conduct, berating employees, breaking norms (and laws), and casting themselves in their mold, in order to play a role they believe they need to?


“More crimes have been committed in the name of Steve Jobs than anyone in the Valley,” said Kent Lindstrom, the former CEO of Friendster who hosts the Silicon Valley podcast Something Ventured. “To extract pieces of his personality—‘I yell at people because Jobs did or wear black turtlenecks’—is insane,” he said. “I met Steve Jobs. You’re no Steve Jobs.”


Leslie Berlin, a historian who oversees Stanford’s Silicon Valley archives, noted that the myth of the lone genius entrepreneur was a purposefully created one. Most digital technology companies and their inventions are the product of group efforts across industries and borders. But savvy PR firms, journalists, and the public found it easier to associate complicated, disparate technology with the face and personality of a single individual. “The Horatio Alger thing is key,” Berlin said, over lunch in Palo Alto. “The notion of an individual striving to be rewarded just fits perfectly.”


The entrepreneurs who rise from the Valley’s floor to the top of the public’s imagination tend to share similar characteristics: They appear accessible and relatable, even if they are actually supernaturally intelligent and socially awkward; they are young, because youth and beauty and a whiff of scandal are a magnet for attention; and they are rich and famous. “That’s the big difference,” Berlin said. “Entrepreneurs here used to be highly successful businesspeople, including Steve Jobs before he left Apple the first time. By 2011, when he died, he was a celebrity. That didn’t used to exist. No one put posters of Gordon Moore [Intel’s founder] on their wall,” said Berlin, causing me to instantly recall the big poster of Jobs my old roommate Adam hung above his bed, how Musk dates actresses and rock stars, or that Zuckerberg once made a guest appearance on Saturday Night Live.


More than build technology, mythmaking is what Silicon Valley does best. It tells stories about commerce and science. The people there aren’t just engineers and executives; they are dreamers, visionaries, and thought leaders… something you can be, too, if you just start up. When venture capitalist Tim Draper created a private college teaching entrepreneurship south of San Francisco, no one batted an eye when he named it the Draper University of Heroes. But like most good stories, Silicon Valley’s fable of entrepreneurship is largely a myth.


“The Jobs/Musk model is taken to represent the category, when in fact it’s a very very small subset,” said noted venture capitalist, economist, and Cambridge professor Bill Janeway. “Most of the people who generate reality distortion fields are so divorced from reality they fall off their ass.”


And yet Silicon Valley’s startup myth persists, because it’s irresistible. We love the story of the wunderkind, inventing the future in their dorm room. In her book Valley of the Gods, Alexandra Wolfe chronicled the first class of Peter Thiel’s eponymous fellowship, which coerced bright young minds under twenty to defer college, move to Silicon Valley, start a company, and become the next “boy CEO.” Its first celebrity was James Proud, a dough-faced British lad who pitched an asteroid mining operation, then blew through more than $40 million to create a sleep tracking machine that never went anywhere, even though the company was valued, at its peak, at more than a quarter of a billion dollars. “The young, aspiring entrepreneurs were seduced by the lifestyle, by the oddity of it all,” Wolfe wrote of the Valley’s startup scene. “They were the new waiters and waitresses on Sunset Boulevard trying to win Oscars in Hollywood.”


The result is often a homogenous culture ripe for parody, which a show like HBO’s Silicon Valley nails so perfectly. “There’s a hive mind mentality,” said Matt Ruby, a comedian who cofounded the software platform Basecamp and now skewers Silicon Valley’s startup myth through Vooza, a fictional startup. Ruby saw a cultlike mode of thinking, acting, and living in the “startup ecosystem” in the Bay Area and beyond. Young tech company founders dressing the same (Allbirds sneakers, tight jeans, and a t-shirt, hoodie, or Patagonia zip-up with their startup logo printed on it), eating the same weird diets (Soylent meal replacement shakes and “brain hacking” cocktails of supplements and microdoses of psychedelics), living together with other founders, going to Burning Man together, then using the same word salad to pitch similar companies to the same pool of venture capitalists, combining the same technologies and markets with a slight twist (“It’s an AI powered e-scooter blockchain solution driven by big data”). They did this because that is what the myth dictated entrepreneurship looked like, but it all added up to something that was so derivative, Ruby saw it as contrary to the spirit of genuine entrepreneurship. “Anytime you’ve got a mass of people who completely agree with each other on anything,” he said, “well, that is the opposite of innovation or being counterintuitive.”


Just as surely as it was for the robber barons a century and a half ago, most of Silicon Valley’s startup myth was rooted in astronomical wealth. Steve Jobs became a household name after Apple’s record-breaking IPO, Elon Musk was the same after his PayPal payout, and that was before Mark Zuckerberg broke the bank. “When you get a twenty-three-year-old becoming a billionaire, the culture snaps its fucking head,” said Fisher. “It’s an impossible, rags-to-riches story.” But each year it gets retold with a new overnight sensation: Uber’s Travis Kalanick, the Stanford alumnus who formed Instagram and Snapchat, and on and on, until you have a collection of names whose rapid catapult into the top 0.1 percent of global wealth forms the characters in an impossibly compelling fairy tale. Who could resist that?


Perhaps the story that best captures the seductive power of Silicon Valley’s startup myth is that of Elizabeth Holmes, whose scam blood testing company Theranos raised more than $700 million from investors before collapsing. Holmes is infamous now, a cautionary tale about the gap between the myth of entrepreneurship we want to believe and the reality that underlies it, but what stood out for me as I read journalist John Carreyou’s book Bad Blood in my Palo Alto Airbnb was how skillfully Holmes sold her nonexistent technology to the world since dropping out of Stanford at nineteen, based on nothing but the entrepreneurial myth everyone wanted to hear.


Holmes worshipped Steve Jobs from a young age and modeled her life on his. Carreyou claimed that Theranos workers could pinpoint which chapter of Isaacson’s biography she was reading based on the period of Jobs’s career she was impersonating, down to the black turtleneck, the design of her “mini-lab,” the choice of Apple’s preferred ad firm Chiat\Day, the diet of green drinks, and the way she tore into people who “failed” her. A few saw through Holmes’s charade, but for wealthy investors, ranging from top venture capitalists like Tim Draper, business moguls including Robert Kraft, Carlos Slim, and Rupert Murdoch; corporate partners such as the Cleveland Clinic and Walgreens; and nearly every global media outlet that placed Holmes’s face on magazine covers, what they saw in Holmes was everything they had been taught to see by Silicon Valley’s startup myth. President Obama even appointed her a global ambassador of American entrepreneurship.


When Theranos came crashing down, the world was aghast. How could this happen? How did so many bright, successful people fall for this con? But when you think about it, Holmes delivered exactly the product she promised: not pinprick blood testing, but the heroic entrepreneur we all wanted. Innovative. Young. Attractive. Bold. Unapologetic. In that respect, Elizabeth Holmes succeeded beyond her wildest dreams. Jennifer Lawrence is cast to play her in a film adaptation. She even won the Horatio Alger award. Ragged Dick would have been proud.


“EVERYONE KNOWS SOMEONE WHO IS being an entrepreneur at Stanford,” Aggarwal said, as we met up with Chizewer outside the student union building the day after Fan’s lecture and walked over to a career fair set up nearby. Companies big and small were lined up in small booths and tents around the paths near the campus bookstore. Chizewer and Aggarwal planned to walk around and ask companies about any internship opportunities and gauge their potential interest in Scheme.


“Come on,” Aggarwal said, “let’s split up and start taking down names to contact later.”


Chizewer approached a tent for Robby, a company making a small self-driving delivery robot, which was founded by Stanford graduates who had gone through Y Combinator, the pioneer of startup incubators, where young entrepreneurs receive office space, advice, and guidance from seasoned investors, in exchange for a piece of their company. He began asking the founder about the internship process at the company. “What’s the interview like? Where do you find candidates? How big is your team?” The man asked Chizewer why he wanted to know all this, and he explained that he and his friend were trying to solve recruiting problems for companies.


“What kind of problems?”


“Internship problems,” Chizewer said, with a hopeful smile.


“What’s the name of your company?”


“Scheme.”


Oh, the man said, we’d already done work like that with another company. Chizewer kept the smile up. “Cool!” he said. “Well, do you have a contact?”


Scheme wasn’t the first company working on campus internships. Part of the reason for coming today was to learn just where Scheme could fit into the market, but it was difficult. Chizewer and Aggarwal didn’t yet have business cards (though they had printed a few t-shirts), and once people found out what they really wanted (and that they weren’t engineering PhDs), they either brushed them aside or mocked them outright.


“Oh great!” a man who ran a chip company in Southern California told Aggarwal. “I was just looking for someone to disrupt the recruiting process… hahaha!” Interns cost more than they were worth, he said. It was glorified babysitting.


“Well, we focus on project specific, nontechnical roles,” Chizewer said. “Our thesis is that small company internships can be valuable.”


Later, back at Starbucks, the two of them talked about what they had learned. “I think we validated some parts of our process,” Aggarwal said, “but I think we need to focus on a pivot to consider after this.”


“Honestly,” said Chizewer, “maybe we look beyond Silicon Valley. Beyond startups and Stanford, to other companies and even community colleges. Not elite jobs.” Every type of business could benefit from summer interns. Just imagine what an accounting student could do to help a local restaurant owner clean up her books. Scheme could democratize the internship beyond the top schools and companies, so that every student had a chance to learn and every business got the help they needed.


If Chizewer and Aggarwal needed help with Scheme, they had limitless resources at their disposal. Stanford offered dozens of programs in entrepreneurship, from summer certificates to graduate degrees, in areas as diverse as journalism, environment, engineering, law, and medicine. There were campus incubators and accelerators where students could gain office space and advice from seasoned founders, various Stanford venture capital funds available to invest in their companies, and even something that described itself as “an incubator for incubators.” Students could join a growing number of entrepreneur clubs to suit every potential interest in the topic, gaining access to like-minded peers, professors, and outside contacts, including one that was only open to students who had already created and sold a company worth $1 million or more. Or they could live in the entrepreneurship-themed eDorm, which opened in 2012, attending regular lectures and helping their neighbors with their startups. Other students went further, starting business with their professors, many of whom were successful entrepreneurs outside of campus. A student could spend their entire time at Stanford taking classes, attending lectures, and going to meetings on entrepreneurship, and they would never exhaust all the options the school offered. And if that didn’t satisfy them, they could put their studies on hold for several years, without penalty, to pursue their startup full-time.


Surprisingly, this focus on educating the entrepreneur is a relatively new phenomenon, not just at Stanford, but at universities around the world, which have done more to propagate the startup myth than almost any other institution, with real consequences in academia and beyond.


The formal study of entrepreneurship in America began in 1947, when a professor at Harvard Business School named Myles Mace created a course called “The Management of New Enterprises,” because he wanted to help GIs returning from overseas to start companies. “Mace said, ‘We need to teach these guys how to make a living,’” said Howard Stevenson, a professor emeritus at the Harvard Business School, who helped pioneer its modern program on entrepreneurship.


At the time, entrepreneurs had a stigma around them. “This was the era of riding the escalator up as far as you can go and living on that floor until you retire,” said Stevenson, and Harvard Business School’s curriculum focused on training professional managers for corporations. Since business schools had tight relationships with large corporations, who funded them, provided them with research, and gave jobs to graduates, the notion of studying what amounted to small businesses was a nonstarter. Entrepreneurs were characterized as disruptive and deceitful loners, misfits, hustlers, and nobodies… think Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman, a schmo who failed to make it into respectable corporate society. Others said teaching entrepreneurship was impossible, because entrepreneurs were simply born with innate personality traits.


“When I began studying entrepreneurship in the late 1970s, my colleagues said, ‘You’re basically studying people in polyester suits. Going into entrepreneurship studies will ruin your career,’” said William Gartner, a professor at Babson College, outside Boston, a school that devotes itself exclusively to entrepreneurship. “‘There’s no money there. Nothing to study.’”


Things began to shift around the middle of the 1980s. Economically, the United States was cycling through recessions, and the cultural grip of the once-indominable American corporation was slipping, as inflation, competition from Japan, and a sense of stagnation took a toll. This coincided with the first big tech startup boom, built around the personal computer, and the rapid success of companies like Microsoft and Apple, driven by a new species of founder. President Reagan cast Silicon Valley’s digital entrepreneurs as America’s “pioneers of tomorrow” in his 1983 State of the Union address. Universities suddenly woke up to realize that wealthy entrepreneurs had money and might be willing to fund the education of future entrepreneurs.


As resources grew, the field of entrepreneurship studies increasingly embraced Silicon Valley’s startup myth and wove it into their core. A key shift was in the academic definition of an entrepreneur, from Richard Cantillon’s broad example of someone who bears a risk in return for a potential future reward (which could encompass any small business or self-employed individual), to something narrower. The field found its intellectual anchor in the writing of Joseph Schumpeter, an Austrian political economist and failed banker, who eventually taught at Harvard, until his death in 1950. Schumpeter’s core idea was that the entrepreneur was capitalism’s key change agent, a “Man of Action” rather than a “Static Person,” who breaks out of the equilibrium with tremendous energy, to create “new combinations” of ideas and inventions that drive economic development to new heights. But it was Schumpeter’s theory of Creative Destruction, which he arrived at near the end of his life, that forever shaped the study and perception of entrepreneurs.


“This process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism,” Schumpeter wrote in his seminal 1942 work, Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy. The entrepreneur’s role was “to reform or revolutionize the pattern of production by exploiting an invention or new commodity, or producing an old one in a new way, by opening up a new source of supply of materials or a new outlet for products, by reorganizing an industry and so on.” Creative Destruction was driven by innovation. Innovation brought turbulent change, establishing new winners and losers, but ultimately pushed everyone forward. The entrepreneur’s ideas didn’t matter. What mattered was action, or as Schumpeter put it as eloquently as Elvis, “getting things done.”


The tidal change to this definition of an entrepreneur was monumental. It shifted the paradigm from ownership and risk, to one that was process oriented. Entrepreneurship was now focused on innovation and disruption, therefore anyone who did that was an entrepreneur, including teams of managers and researchers earning salaries in large corporations, who bore little personal risk, but reaped the rewards nonetheless. The entrepreneur became an exceptional, visionary individual, and this excluded most of the people who had previously considered themselves entrepreneurs.


“Schumpeter provided heroes,” explained Louis Galambos, a business historian at Johns Hopkins University. “We want to have heroes and leaders who inspire us. Something powerful professionally, but also powerful in a public way.” Schumpeter’s ideas, which really only gained widespread traction in the 1980s and 1990s, blended together very neatly with neoconservative ideas in economics. “Thatcher, Reagan, the whole Chicago school… Schumpeter fits strongly within that,” said Galambos. Schumpeter’s theory quickly gained traction as a perfect way to explain and define why entrepreneurs mattered… but only certain entrepreneurs. The entrepreneur worthy of study was not a mere shopkeeper or the owner of a large regional cement company. They were exceptional visionaries, capitalism’s best and brightest, whose daring actions had profound consequences that ultimately made our lives better. He cemented the myth.


The study of entrepreneurship at universities all over the world has since exploded. In 1985, there were around 250 courses on entrepreneurship offered at American universities. By 2008, there were more than 5,000 courses offered. That number today is exponentially higher, to say nothing of its growth globally. Entrepreneurship studies have grown from a maligned outlier to a field of study that produces a constantly growing trove of research (over 15,000 papers written a year, according to Google Scholar), into every single conceivable aspect of entrepreneurship, from papers questioning the right conditions in a particular Iranian city to spur entrepreneurs to build a water park, to a much publicized study out of the University of Colorado, that showed people infected with toxoplasma, a mind-controlling parasite found in cat feces, were more likely to start businesses than those who weren’t infected. I shit you not.


Before you reach into the litter box for a taste of inspiration, you should know this boom is not without criticism. Being such a new discipline, a lot of entrepreneurship education falls short, amounting to what MIT’s Bill Aulet called “Clapping for Credit” in a Bloomberg Businessweek article: students sitting in class, listening to a wealthy, successful entrepreneur tell their life story and then left to draw their own lessons on how to apply that to their ventures. A lot of the teaching around entrepreneurship is prescriptive, with a focus on the steps needed to launch and grow a successful company laid out in various methodologies, such as the Lean Startup, based on the bestselling book by Eric Ries (who had dropped out of Yale to start a similar company to Scheme). The result, too often, is a formulaic, step-by-step approach to entrepreneurship and what it means to be an entrepreneur.


This frustrated Aggarwal and Chizewer to no end. “I mean, so much of entrepreneurship is intangible,” said Aggarwal the night after the career fair, when we all went out to a packed Indian restaurant in downtown Palo Alto.


“All you get from the university is: make a pitch deck, make a business plan, don’t give up, and so on,” said Chizewer, describing his experience with Stanford’s entrepreneurial education so far. “Everyone said the same thing: work hard, failure is inevitable and it’s good for you, and it all worked out. I think it’s good advice in a vacuum, but simply telling people to persevere through failure is not necessarily helpful.”


“I want to hear a lecture from someone who failed,” Aggarwal said. “I want to hear about them starting a company, and it crashed, and why. We get that in one-on-one interviews with people, but not in class.” They had the same experience at Startup School, a program run by the incubator Y-Combinator, which Scheme had been accepted into weeks before. That morning, the two had gone to Y-Combinator’s San Francisco offices to hear a lecture by Patrick Collinson, the CEO of the mobile payments company Stripe. “He didn’t talk about luck,” said Aggarwal, “or factors that led to his success that were out of his control. He said how Stripe took two years to launch, but then said, ‘Oh, but you should launch as fast as you can.’ That doesn’t help us.”


“They all try to fit into this model of what Y-Combinator and Stanford say takes to make a successful startup,” said Aggarwal.


“Out here, the path to entrepreneurship has become standardized,” said Chizewer.


As the startup template spread out beyond Stanford and Silicon Valley, it set the bar for what entrepreneurs were worthy of study, what version of entrepreneurship was worth teaching, and where financial resources should go to support entrepreneurs. New schools and think tanks of entrepreneurship were almost exclusively focused on the startup model. Universities and governments set up incubators and innovation zones, furnished with the same open concept furniture, color schemes, and exposed beams found in San Francisco startups, and made sure everything culminated in press-ready Demo Days, those beauty pageants of the startup world where one entrepreneur after another gets up onstage in front of a room of investors and journalists and tries to sell them on how their idea will change the world in five minutes.


Silicon Valley’s startup myth venerated the act of starting up more than anything that came after that. The curriculum looked at entrepreneurship as a process of starting a business, financing it with outside investment and rapidly growing it to the maximum scale possible. Other forms of entrepreneurship, such as lifestyle businesses, or those based around slow growth and self-funding, were scarcely touched on, if at all. I asked Irv Grousebeck, the man who established the Stanford Graduate School of Business Center for Entrepreneurial Studies back in 1985 (he is also a successful businessman who owns the Boston Celtics), whether this model presented an unnecessarily slender version of the wider entrepreneurial experience.


“Absolutely,” he said, “but that’s not our consequence. It’s not part of our job.” Stanford’s Graduate School of Business was a training ground for the world’s top MBA students. Despite its clout and wealth, it had limited resources and time to teach them. It needed limits, and that didn’t include someone “taking over their mother’s dress shop,” he said, dismissively. Stanford wasn’t selling any one thing to entrepreneurship students; not a model, not a message, not a prescription. Its graduates had gone on to start all sorts of different businesses, ranging from Schumpeterian disruptors in technology to ice cream companies. “I’m not teaching cost accounting in Indiana,” he said. “I’m teaching entrepreneurship in Silicon Valley. Fall off a log out here and you’ll become a hero! The environment dictates that.”


Over the week I spent interviewing students and faculty at Stanford, many were keen to stress that the actual number of students who were actively starting companies while at school was small, likely less than 5 percent. But the aura they cast and the way the school glamorized and promoted that made entrepreneurship seem outsized on campus. “Yeah, I think infatuation is a big part of this,” said Chizewer, “but these worlds definitely meld here.” Their professors regularly bragged about how successful they were as entrepreneurs, even if those claims were greatly exaggerated, as if justifying their presence. “Departments here that are world renowned (like psychology, which is number one in the world) are looked down on and mocked by students,” Chizewer said, echoing what Debra Satz, the dean of the arts and science faculty, told me about dwindling enrollment in liberal arts, “because they’re not linked to entrepreneurship,” in the way business, engineering, or computer science was.


The lines between school, work, students, and faculty had already blurred beyond recognition at Stanford. Students regularly co-invested in companies with their professors or appointed them as paid advisors to their boards. Numerous Palo Alto venture capital firms deployed student “scouts” on campus, who hosted free drinks, dinners, and even performances by comedians like Trevor Noah, in order to source potential investments from their classmates. Some venture capitalists flew promising student founders to Las Vegas for a weekend of partying. Chizewer and Aggarwal did their best to keep Scheme and the rest of their lives at Stanford separate, but it was hard to escape the scene. “Entrepreneurship is an addictive feeling,” Aggarwal said. “People can feed off that. It can be all the social energy you need.”


Several months before I visited them at Stanford, Aggarwal and Chizewer were already talking about the fundraising road ahead for Scheme. First they would get seed funding from angel investors to build out the platform, then use the validation from early customers to start pitching venture capitalists (VCs) for the next stage of funding. The two were getting no shortage of introductions to VCs from friends, professors, and mentors in the business (by this point, they had brought on two cofounders to help build the company; one worked nearby, and the other lived in China). Still, they wanted to take their time and get it right. I pointed out that Scheme wasn’t an actual business yet. It had no customers or users or revenues. In fact, they had no idea what they would charge clients or when they would even charge them. What mattered was the idea and getting it funded.


A month later, when we spoke, Chizewer and Aggarwal were working on raising $50,000 to get the business off the ground. A month after that and they were already pitching to VCs, while being advised by another veteran venture capitalist. The advice was typical: they had to show how they’d acquire clients and validate their assumptions. But most important, they had to think bigger… not just Stanford and internships at startups but a market potentially worth billions. So they were telling investors that millions of American businesses would pay for facilitating internship placements for millions of students, making it potentially a $100 million business annually. All of this was theoretical and based on the rosiest possible scenario. By the time we met in Palo Alto a few weeks into their junior year, Scheme had still placed just one student at an internship.


Venture capital and venture capitalists are at the core of Silicon Valley’s startup myth and are one of the most problematic aspects of it. The venture capital–funded model of entrepreneurship has become so dominant in the technology business, as well as other businesses that are increasingly copying its tactics (food, retail, consumer products), that the language, methods, and metrics of entrepreneurship are increasingly standardized along the narrow lines of what VCs want to see. For the VC, fundraising is everything. It is the means of output and the measure of success. Fundraising is validation within the industry, in the press, with competitors and customers. Around Silicon Valley and in the world that emulates it, talk about raising money (“We’re raising, are you raising? How much are you raising? How much did you raise? From who? At what valuation?”) is far more prevalent than talk about the underlying business or technology. And for an entrepreneur who steps onto this ride, the time they spend raising money is often vastly greater than the time they spend building the actual business they’re supposed to be raising it for.


“Venture-funded entrepreneurship is the perfect bliss point for entrepreneurship: the fundraising, the ambition theater, the validation of egos, the hero worshipping we do around a certain kind of entrepreneur… each of those elements intersect at bliss point,” which is the valuation around the latest funding round, said Bryce Roberts, a venture capitalist who runs the funds Indie VC, and O’Reilly AlphaTech Ventures from Salt Lake City. “It’s a sugar high. It’s the junk food of entrepreneurship. It wears off quickly.”


The problem, according to Roberts and a growing chorus of skeptics in the industry (including many current and former VCs), is that fundraising is actually a terrible metric for entrepreneurial success. It has nothing to do with how well a business is run, how much revenue it generates, or the profit it makes. It is entirely about how well the founder can convince others to give them money. There’s an element of Ponzi scheming to this. The more money an entrepreneur raises, the higher their company’s valuation, which helps the VC fundraise more money from its own investors, pushing the entrepreneur to raise more money to increase their company’s valuation, to deliver a better return for the fund. Theranos raised $700 million and was valued at $10 billion, without ever making a working product or a single dollar of revenue, and that was not just seen as normal but as an astounding success until it was exposed as a fraud. Of the dozen top unicorns (companies valued over $1 billion) expected to go public in 2019, just one was profitable. Not Uber or Lyft, WeWork, Spotify, Snap, or Dropbox. Each one lost more money than the other and yet was heralded as the greatest business success in a generation. This is the entrepreneurship myth we are venerating and the fundamental problem with the VC’s role at the center of it.


“If your customer is a VC, what you’re peddling is a business plan that you’re trying to monetize,” said Tim O’Reilly, a famous entrepreneur, investor, and writer in Silicon Valley. He predicted this will only worsen if the most egregious myths of Silicon Valley’s startup model continue being perpetuated: that people have to raise money from investors to be an entrepreneur, that money raised is equivalent to success, that you don’t have to make a profit, and the only thing that matters is an exit. “That’s not going to end well.”
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