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ABSTRACT. In this paper, we review two seemingly
unrelated debates. In business ethics, the argument is
about values: are they universal or emergent? In entre-
preneurship, it is about opportunities — are they discov-
ered or constructed? In reality, these debates are similar as
they both overlook contingency. We draw insight from
pragmatism to define contingency as possibility without
necessity. We analyze real-life narratives and show how
entrepreneurship and ethics emerge from our discussion
as parallel streams of thought.
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Introduction

Only poets, Nietzsche suspected, can truly appreciate
contingency. The rest of us are doomed to remain phi-
losophers, to insist that there is really only one true lading
list, one true description of the human condition, one
universal context of our lives. We are doomed to spend
our conscious lives trying to escape from contingency
rather than, like the strong poet, acknowledging and
appropriating contingency. (Rorty, 1989, p. 28)

Ethics is concerned with values. Entrepreneurship
with value creation. Values and value creation
interact in interesting ways. Yet, the two are rarely
studied together — the Ruffin Series on Ethics and
Entrepreneurship (2002) is a notable exception. In
that volume, Venkataraman (2002) explained the
connection:

If we understand entrepreneurship and ethics as the
fields that together seek to describe, explain, predict
and prescribe how value is discovered, created, dis-
tributed, and perhaps destroyed, then there is not only
much that we can learn from each other, but together

we represent two sides of the same coin: the coin of
value creation and sharing” (2002, pp. 45-46).

Indeed, there are on-going debates in both
business ethics and entrepreneurship that appear
quite different on the surface but are fundamentally
about the very same thing. In ethics, the conver-
sation has to do with the nature of values; in
entrepreneurship, the nature of opportunities. At
the highest level of abstraction, the debates are over
these questions: Are ethical values “‘universal” or
“relative”’? Are entrepreneurial opportunities ‘“‘dis-
covered” or ‘“constructed”’? We will show that in
both cases, the argument is more about the nature
of contingency than the nature of values or oppor-
tunities. We will draw parallels between these two
debates and contribute toward a synthesis in which
contingency takes center stage. Our contribution
draws its inspiration from the Pragmatist philoso-
phers Dewey, Goodman, and Rorty, and from six
real-life narratives that we present later in the pa-
per. The narratives illustrate not only how con-
tingencies influence value creation, but also how
complex individual actors utilize contingencies to
create new values as they re-create themselves and
the worlds around them.

We conceptualize contingency simply as possibility
without necessity. In this, our conceptualization differs
from classic contingency theories in management
that typically provide an account of contingency as
some type of context dependency. For example, in a
comprehensive review of contingency theories in
strategic management, Ginsberg and Venkatraman
(1985, p. 421) state:

The popularity of contingency theory in recent
organization theory-based research can be attributed
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partly to.a fundamental assumption that there is no one
best way to organize, and that any way of organizing is
not equally effective under all conditions (Galbraith,
1973). Extending this assumption to the strategy
context, a major reason for its acceptance is that the
field of business policy exemplified by the initial
strategy paradigm (Schendel and Hofer, 1979) is
rooted in the concept of matching organizational
resources with the corresponding environmental
context (Andrews, 1980; Chandler, 1962). Further,
there is a belief that no universal set of strategic choices
exists that is. optimal for all businesses, irrespective of
their resource positions and environmental context.

Historical contingency is another way of con-
ceptualizing the same. idea in terms of temporal,
rather than spatial context. Our conceptualization is
consistent with these ideas. But a Pragmatist lens
brings to light some additional insights. In particular,
traditional theories in both business ethics and
entrepreneurship portray the decision maker facing
contingency as either strongly rational or strongly
situational. In the rational view, values are universal
(Rawls, 1971) and opportunities are discovered
(Shane, 2000). In the situational view, values are
relative (Frederick, 2000) and opportunities, con-
structed (Venkataraman, 2002). The rational actors’
response to contingency is heroic — they pursue their
universal values no matter what — in spite of con-
tingency. The situational actors’ response is primarily
adaptive — they seek to be flexible and change their
goals and actions in response to.changes in their
environments. '

However, pragmatism suggests a third type of
response where contingency becomes a resource in
the hands of the decision maker. Viewed (and used)
in this way, contingency leads to the creation of both
new value and new values. It is this view of contin-
gency, where the decision maker is modeled as a
strong poet, an active agent of change in the world,
that brings ethics and entrepreneurship together.

We begin our essay with a brief discussion of the
two parallel debates, first in business ethics and then
in entrepreneurship. Thereafter, we present ideas
related to contingency from Pragmatist philosophers
and show how they might move the debates toward
synthesis. We then use these ideas to analyze selected
narratives that illustrate the role of contingency. All
of these narratives show how decision-makers
acknowledged and appropriated contingency, as Rorty

argues in the opening quote. In the process, each of
them acted as a strong poet to re-shape the ethical
landscape by creating new values for themselves and
the world around them.

The debate in business ethics: are values universal
or emergent?

There is a long-running, still unresolved debate in
business ethics between ‘‘relative” or “emergent”
values on one side versus “universal values” on the
other. One scholar recently captured the challenge:
“The 20th Century’s social sciences have taught that
values are imposed upon the newborn by virtue of
learning cultural routines that are socially approved.
Parents, peers, teachers, and authority figures, aided
and reinforced by institutional and organizational
structures, write society’s values onto the tabula rasa
of the young....” This scholar believes, instead, that
“values appear to emerge spontaneously through
natural self-organizing processes as individuals
interact in a wide variety of social contexts. In this
view, values are ... entirely an emergent consequence
of one’s experienced relationships.”” (Frederick, 2000,
p- 160, our italics).

Indeed, scholars in business ethics approaching the
discipline from the Kantian point of view (Bowie,
1998, 1999) or the Aristotelian (Hartman, 1996)
offer a more or less universal value set or at a min-
imum, a framework or modus operandi meant to
guide the practitioner through challenging ethical
situations. The offerings run the now well-traveled
gamut from Kant’s categorical imperative, seeing the
other as “end” rather than “means,” (Kant, 1990) to
a Utilitarian mathematical calculation of the greatest
good for the greatest number (Sen and Williams,
1982; Snoeyenbos and Humber, 2005) to a discus-
sion of ways in which business can be rendered an
integral part of the ‘““good life.”” (Solomon, 1993).

In response to various attempts over the past
twenty years to develop normative prescriptions for
business ethics theory and practice, prescriptions
often based on those classics of ethical philosophy,
Freeman recently argued that “the existence of a
‘normative world’ in isolation from actual human
values and conventions is a fiction that has long
outlived its usefulness.” (1999, p. 233). Others have
agreed with this judgment; for example, in an effort
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to ground ethics more firmly in the “real world,”
particularly in the face of rapid technological change
and shifting ethical situations, Donaldson and
Dunfee (1999) have promoted Integrated Social
Contracts Theory (ISCT), a pluralistic hybrid model
for practitioners operating in a dynamic global
context. While their attempt to bring business ethics
“down to earth” represents a valiant effort for some
(Fort, 2000; Salbu, 2000), for others (Velasquez,
2000), it is merely the worst of two worlds: the
relativist and the absolutist.’

Even if there is some growing consensus as to the
inadequacy of acontextual normative prescriptions,
the question still stands of how the “actual human
values” to which Freeman refers to emerge — and
change. While a number of scholars have captured
the futility of reconciling conflicting desires and
balancing competing interests (Arrow, 1950, 1951;
Sarasvathy and Wicks, 2005) values have consistently
been represented as given rather than contingent, as
inherited rather than created. On the “emergent” side
of the debate, particularly in the domain of business
ethics, there is a dearth of plausible explanations as to
how new values actually come to be. This problem is
further attenuated in the entrepreneurial setting
where, in the absence of both organizations and
markets (Venkataraman, 1997), normative prescrip-
tions on how business practitioners should behave
are often rendered moot (Paine, 2002, Werhane,
1999).

If a market, organization, or business situation has
not yet been created, then it follows that an existing
set of ethical norms will likely be inadequate for
new situations and challenges that will arise. Once
again, with a few exceptions (Harting et al., 2005;
Sarasvathy and Wicks, 2005; Venkataraman, 2002),
little in business ethics begins to describe how
entrepreneurial agency interacts with contingency to
create new values that represent what William James
called “novelties in the world” implying the “right to
expect that in its deepest elements as well as in its
surface phenomena, the future may not identically
repeat and imitate the past.” (James, 1975, p. 60). It
is the implicit assumption of repetition and imitation
of the past in which much of business ethics is still
mired.?

Here it is important to note that while new
(entrepreneurial) ventures are the most obvious
places to look for novelty born of contingency, they

are far from the only place. Whenever we analyze
situations where complex individuals operate in
businesses of any kind — entrepreneurial or estab-
lished, small or large — contingencies will arise and
individuals’ responses to those contingencies will
bring about changes in both value creation and
values. The assumptions of continuity, of repetition,
of imitation are often just as flawed for established
ventures as for entrepreneurial ones. For example, a
long-established business may move into a new
geographical area where ethical norms are unfamiliar
or may begin to serve a new customer base with
changing demands. Either of these situations could
require ‘“‘ethical innovation,” an “innovation in the
stakeholder relationship outside of the product,
service or market the firm pursues.” (Harting et al.,
2005, p. 23). Or, as we will show in the narrative
section of this paper, colleagues may have radically
different ideas about the way things should be done,
which causes conflict and often results in new
“working” norms. The point is that all decision

‘makers, whether entrepreneurs or not, are complex

individuals who are constantly faced with contin-
gencies (Freeman, 2000, p. 177). It is at these
junctures where both value — and values — are
created.

Before we examine how Pragmatist philosophers
such as Dewey (Hickman and Alexander, 1998),
Rorty (1989), Goodman (1976, 1978) and others
help to illuminate the evolution of values over time,
we will describe another current debate, this one in
entrepreneurship.

The debate in entrepreneurship: is opportunity
“Out There’’ or “In Here’’?

Two viewpoints — the rational and the situational —
have become codified in ongoing debates in man-
agement scholarship. The planning versus learning
school of thought in strategic management is a case
in point, as are neoclassical versus evolutionary
approaches in economics. The planning school, for
example, is based on a deterministic view of the
future and prescribes that the decision maker invest
in predictions so as to maximize his or her chances of
achieving desired outcomes — in spite of uncertainty
and unanticipated contingencies. The learning
school assumes the future is difficult to predict and
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advises instead that the decision maker change his or
her plans to fit with the environment as it changes
over time. Neoclassical economics is based on a
similar assumption — of well-ordered preferences,
stable over time and known in advance. Decision
makers choose between given sets of alternatives to
achieve desired outcomes — and they actively avoid
contingency. Evolutionary economics assumes that
contingencies are unavoidable and cautions the
decision maker to be prepared to change as eco-
nomic realities evolve.

In entrepreneurship, the two story lines have
become almost paradigmatic. Take, for example,
Stevenson and Jarillo’s rational definition of entre-
preneurship as the pursuit of opportunity without
regard to resources currently controlled (1990) and
Aldrich’s arguments as to the irrelevance of inten-
tions and the overarching necessity to adapt to
evolving environments to gain resources and legiti-
macy (1990, 1999; Aldrich and Fiol, 1994).

A recent debate in entrepreneurship about the
ontology of entrepreneurial opportunities — a debate
that perpetuates the rational vs. situational dichot-
omy- seems to have gathered considerable steam
since the publication of Shane and Venkataraman’s
seminal work on the definition of entrepreneurship
and its boundaries as a field of study (2000). The
authors noted a common criticism of the field of
entrepreneurship, namely that it had been defined
up to that point solely in terms of the entrepreneur
and his or her actions. They explain the “problem
with this approach”:

... entrepreneurship involves the nexus of two phe-
nomena: the presence of lucrative opportunities and
the presence of enterprising individuals (Venkatar-
aman, 1997). By defining the field in terms of the
individual alone, entrepreneurship researchers have
generated incomplete definitions that do not withstand
the scrutiny of other scholars (Gartner, 1988). The
definition of an entrepreneur as a person who estab-
lishes a new organization is an example of this prob-
lem. Because this definition does not include
consideration of the varation in the quality of
opportunities that different people identify, it leads
researchers to neglect to measure opportunities.
Consequently, empirical support (or lack of support)
for attributes that differentiate entrepreneurs from
other members of society is often questionable, be-
cause these attributes confound the influence of
opportunities and individuals.

In contrast to previous research, we define the field of
entrepreneurship as the scholarly examination of how,
by whom, and with what effects opportunities to create
future goods and services are discovered, evaluated, and
exploited (Venkataraman, 1997). Consequently, the
field involves the study of sources of opportunities; the
processes of discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of
opportunities; and the set of individuals who discover,
evaluate, and exploit them. (2000, p. 219)

This work has served as a gauntlet of sorts for
entrepreneurship scholars struggling to get a handle
on the nature of opportunity. Unfortunately, the
conversation has turned into an ontological debate
the two sides of which go as follows: entrepreneurial
opportunity is either “out there” - meaning
pre-existent, or “in here” — existing only in the
perceptions and a priori beliefs of the entrepreneur.
While it is now generally agreed upon that entre-
preneurship is not merely the result of a definitive set
of psychological traits, a flaw in the definition that
Gartner (1988) first exposed, there is. still consider-
able confusion and disagreement as to whether
entrepreneurial opportunity is already existing in the
world somewhere, waiting to be found and exploi-
ted by the potential entrepreneur who comes in
contact with it somehow or whether it emerges from
individuals.

Which is it? In the latter view, what we call the
“in here”” side, entrepreneurial opportunity, whether
“enacted” (Gartner et al., 2001), or “constructed”
(Chabaud and Ngijol, 2004), emerges from the
individual’s imagination and his or her ability to
respond to changing circumstances. On the “out
there” side are those who represent entrepreneurial
opportunity as a freestanding entity, able to be
studied and measured separate from the entrepreneur
himself (Casson, 1982; Shane, 2005). From this
viewpoint, a deep understanding of the role of
contingency is of little use, the implication being
that there are pre-existing opportunities waiting to
be exploited if only someone would come and find
them. There is an implied teleology to this process —-
the goal being for individual X, Y, or Z to find a
given opportunity and bring it to market. In this
view, largely based on Austrian economic theory,
“Opportunities have their own, objective existence
independent from actors. In other terms, the market
opportunity exists prior to its identification.”
(Chabaud and Ngijol, 2004, pp. 4-5)
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Chabaud and Ngijol (2004) criticize this view on
two grounds. First, they say, in a criticism similar to
that of Shane and Venkataraman (2000), that it fo-
cuses on the entrepreneurial individual and largely
ignores the entrepreneurial process. Second, it pre-
sents a static view of opportunity identification,
namely alertness to a given opportunity at one
moment in time (a la Kirzner, 1979) while it largely
neglects the “project” aspects and the on-going
evolution of opportunity. Indeed, a further impli-
cation of this approach is that entrepreneurial ideas
in their original state end up being implemented in
some way similar or even identical to the original
plan; if they don’t, then something went wrong.
Contingency seen through this divided lens of the
rational-situational dichotomy is either an obstacle to
be overcome in the march toward a pre-defined
destination (Davidsson and Honig, 2003), or a
change in the environment requiring an adaptive
response (Shane, 2005).

Both camps argue that opportunity is largely a
function of all the unique circumstances that make
the entrepreneur who he is. There is no room here
for willful self-creation or proactive transformation
of the world. Entrepreneurs take themselves and
their worlds as given and either heroically seek to
achieve their pre-determined goals or flexibly adapt
their will to a changing world over which they have
little control.

A more interesting move toward understanding
the role of contingency in the context of the indi-
vidual-opportunity nexus is beginning to take shape
in the scholarly conversation about entrepreneur-
ship. For example, Sarasvathy (2001) posits a process
where contingency is integral to the creation not
only of new ventures, but also of new market
opportunities. Here the entrepreneur starts with his
own raw materials — the contents of his mind and
heart, the names on his Rolodex, the creative con-
nections and ideas that he comes upon day by day. In
this model, the entrepreneur capitalizes on contin-
gency throughout the development process. Dew
et al. (2004) make a parallel case for historical con-
tingency. In their view, some people will become
entrepreneurs and attempt to create something new
out of all those unique raw materials and some will
not. But any opportunity that any individual comes
across, any small part of a “new world” that she
might create at a given moment, is different from the

one that someone else might create because those
starting places—their historical contingencies — are so
different.

As Dew et al., explain:

We cannot talk about opportunities without talking
about specific individuals. It is hard to imagine how
certain firms could have come to be aside from the
particularity of certain individuals: Wedgewood with-
out Josiah Wedgewood, Ford without Henry Ford,
General Electric without Thomas Edison, Wal-Mart
without Sam Walton. The reason for this is that rec-
ognition .of an opportunity usually (but not exclu-
sively) depends on the prior knowledge and particular
expectations of the individual (Venkataraman, 1997).
(2004, p. 668)

Overcoming the dichotomies: bringing
values and opportunities together

Both debates — about values in business ethics and
opportunities in entrepreneurship — converge at the
point of contingency. In both business ethics and
entrepreneurship, the decision maker is often
depicted as either strongly rational or strongly situ-
ational in approach. As it is popularly portrayed, the
rational approach to business ethics is to fall back on
the universal values to which one has grown
accustomed. The situational approach typically
means reverting to relativism.

In entrepreneurship, the rationalist would go out
seeking pre-existing opportunities while the situa-
tionalist would look inside himself for the idea of the
moment. Scholars who pursue these approaches
seek explanations within the question, ‘“What is the
nature of the decision-maker?” or, “What is the
nature of the process?”” We seek understanding
through a different question, namely: “What is the
nature of contingency?” In the next sections, we
begin to explore this question by drawing insights
from pragmatism and from real-life decision makers
facing real-life contingencies.

Insights from pragmatism

Richard Rorty writes that the “attempt to fuse
the public and the private” lies at the heart of all
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