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ACCEPTING THE UNKNOWABLES OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
AND OVERCOMING PHILOSOPHICAL OBSTACLES TO SCIENTIFIC PROGRESS

Abstract
In his recent commentary, Per Davidsson questions the potential of the actualization perspective of entrepreneurship to move the field forward. The actualization approach stresses that opportunities do not exist as actualized and empirically undiscovered entities, but as the profit propensities that may actualize when properly exploited. This worldview emphatically acknowledges an impenetrable region of “unknowable”: we cannot know where and when opportunities exist or whether they can be actualized by any given agent. Davidsson is, therefore, justified to doubt that the propensity conceptualization can facilitate the production of predictive knowledge involving the causal interaction between empirically tractable entities with events of “action” and “success”. However, Davidsson is unjustifiably concerned that this limitation hinders the scientific progress of entrepreneurship. This concern only reflects philosophical preoccupations of an empiricist nature, which ought to be uprooted for the study of entrepreneurship to progress along genuinely scientific pathways. 
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INTRODUCTION

We welcome Professor Davidsson’s (2017a) critical commentary titled “Opportunities as Propensities: Do Ramoglou & Tsang Move the Field Forward?” of our Academy of Management Review paper “A Realist Perspective of Entrepreneurship: Opportunities as Propensities” (R&T hereafter) as an opportunity for a much-needed discussion regarding the proper way for the scientific advancement of entrepreneurship research. Besides being one of the most accomplished entrepreneurship researchers, Davidsson is also a highly competent critic of opportunity discourse (Davidsson, 2004; 2015; 2016a, 2016b; 2017a, 2017b). An overriding concern of his criticisms pertains to the elusiveness of the opportunity construct. Davidsson deploys the same line of critique against our propensity conceptualization of opportunities. According to Davidsson, it is equally elusive, and also fails to contribute to another (allegedly) central problem, viz., the “slow progress regarding how characteristics of ‘entrepreneurial opportunities’ give shape to entrepreneurial action and outcomes” (2017a: p. 82). 

Opportunity discourse is mired in confusion (Hansen et al., 2011; Wood, 2017a) and opportunities are often treated as some sort of empirically observable entities triggering entrepreneurial action and success (Alvarez et al., 2014; Ramoglou, 2013). Our paper was motivated to offer a more realistic understanding of what opportunities might intelligibly be. To this end, we argued that we should recognize their unactualized mode of existence: entrepreneurial opportunities do not exist “out there” as mountains or dollar bills, but in the form of unmet or possible market demand that can be actualized into profits by means of innovative entrepreneurial activity (R&T: p. 411-413). The propensity conceptualization of opportunities entails that, when they are real, they exist as the underlying market conditions making the emergence of desirable entrepreneurial outcomes objectively possible (see also Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017). It further means that opportunities themselves are neither observable nor can they cause action in any meaningful manner. 

This realistic and conceptually clear landscape reveals the empirically elusive nature of opportunities. Davidsson is, therefore, correct to note that propensities are “empirically non-tractable sets of external circumstances” that “cannot be identified, sampled or measured because they are only knowable in arrears through the actualization of profits” (2017a: p. 84). Davidsson is similarly right to remark that our perspective does not facilitate the development of predictive theory capable of identifying the “characteristics of ‘entrepreneurial opportunities’” causally conjoined with events of “actions” and “outcomes”. But we disagree that those are problems. 

Propensities and powers are not themselves directly observable but we may only observe their empirical manifestations (Popper, 1959; Runde, 1999). If opportunities exist as propensities, then by virtue of their very nature they cannot but be empirically unidentifiable prior to their actualization into profits (or any other ends motivating entrepreneurial action). We ought to embrace the irreducible uncertainty associated with this basic ontological fact, and be far more mindful of the epistemological limitations entailed by this ontology. We cannot identify, measure or sample them, or find how they cause entrepreneurial action and outcomes. Opportunities are real. But they are not a usual kind of “real things”. 

Contrary to Davidsson, we deem that the true obstacle to progress is not posited by the empirical elusiveness of opportunities, but by the philosophical preoccupations responsible for framing this ontological fact as an obstacle to progress. Specifically, it is the influence of empiricist philosophy responsible for the flawed belief that progress is solely a matter of intensified research into empirically tractable constructs and the construction of predictively powerful theories. Empiricist ideologies of scientific progress make us reluctant to face the ontological uncertainties at the heart of the entrepreneurial process and impel us to treat opportunities as something more tractable than they truly are. In effect, it is such philosophical prejudices that encourage the unrealistic treatment of entrepreneurial opportunities as new venture opportunities (Shane, 2000; Vogel, 2017) or beliefs about opportunities (Berglund & Korsgaard, 2017; Casson & Wadeson, 2007) – let alone some force (Shane et al, 2003: p. 269) supposedly detectable through appropriate instruments (Dahlqvist & Wiklund, 2012: p. 185). The fact that “sampling and measuring objective opportunities is an impossible task” (Davidsson, 2016a: p. 230) does not mean that we should exclude the opportunity concept from scientifically meaningful discourse or (mis)treat opportunities as if they existed as entities that can be sampled and measured. This fact only speaks to the ontological idiosyncrasies of our subject matter and reveals the limits to the knowable (Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017). Science is about understanding our world. And knowing what can be known is a fundamental kind of understanding and vital for the possibility of genuine scientific progress. 

In what follows, we explain Davidsson’s resistance to our efforts at conceptual analysis and clarification through the explicit identification of the underlying philosophical differences. We then endeavor to uproot damaging philosophical misconceptions by stressing that scientific progress fundamentally requires the realism of core concepts – not their oversimplification in order to fit preconceived ideas about scientific practice. Though we trace the bulk of Davidsson’s criticism in philosophical differences, we also address peripheral criticisms (in Appendix A, due to space limitations). 
IN SEARCH OF CLEAR UNDERSTANDING

The idea that opportunities exist “out there” awaiting discovery is central to Kirzner’s (1973; 1997) analysis of the market process. But it was not till Shane and Venkataraman’s (2000) seminal contribution that the centrality of “entrepreneurial opportunities” for the scientific progress of entrepreneurship as an independent field of research was established. Although we agree with Davidsson (2015) that the indiscriminate use of the “opportunity” concept has been a source of massive confusion, the remedies we put forward are radically different. Davidsson’s solution is to drop the concept. By contrast we try to clarify the meaning of the concept by fleshing out the theoretical language and analogies that can make its academic use more consistent with everyday understandings (Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017). 

A key insight in R&T was that a major source of confusion lies in Kirzner’s (1979; 1997) careless theoretical articulation of an otherwise astute ontological insight. Specifically, Kirzner underscored the existence of entrepreneurial opportunities assaulting the equilibrium models characterizing neoclassical economics. In the neoclassical worldview, “no opportunities for pure profit can possibly exist” (Kirzner, 1997: p. 70), something that is clearly at odds with “what we know about real world economic systems” (Kirzner, 1997: p. 65). Kirzner’s attention to opportunities essentially offered a realist critique by nourishing a conception of economic systems that is more faithful to the world as we know it: possibilities for profit are never exhaustible in current economic transactions. But besides the rightful acknowledgment of opportunities at the heart of the economic world-map, Kirzner also bequeathed entrepreneurship discourse with the bewildering picture of opportunities existing as actualized but empirically undiscovered entities. 


R&T attributed this unrealistic treatment of opportunities to the fact that the meaning of the concept was quickly distorted once opportunity-talk was entangled in analogies of dollar bills that can be discovered and grasped (e.g. Kirzner, 1973: p. 48). Drawing on the richer ontological grammar afforded by realist philosophy (Bhaskar, 1978), R&T endeavored to ontologically rectify the reality of opportunities as propensities: opportunities are real, but not real in the manner of actualized and undiscovered entities. They are real as conditions of possibility, and exist as the underlying market conditions making the emergence of desirable outcomes possible. As evidenced in a lexical definition reproduced by Davidsson (2015: p. 682), opportunity refers to “a set of circumstances that makes it possible to do something”. R&T advises that we think about opportunities “more like the (unobservable) intrinsic power of a seed’s propensity to germinate into a flower—versus the flower itself” (R&T: p. 417), and identifies the “seed” of unrealized profits in market demand that can be actualized with varying levels of agency intensity (R&T: p. 418-419).

Rectifying the mode of existence of entrepreneurial opportunities allows us to clearly appreciate why entrepreneurs cannot know opportunities’ existence prior to their actualization into profits (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006). Opportunities can only be imagined and believed as “the state of the world in which one makes profits after engaging in an entrepreneurial course of action” (R&T: p. 425). This logically perspicuous conceptualization of opportunities reveals that another source of confusion lies in the conflation of two very different meanings under the “entrepreneurial opportunity” concept, viz., the opportunity to act entrepreneurially vis-à-vis the opportunity to succeed by means of entrepreneurial action (see also McMullen, 2015). The former is a precondition of the actualization of the latter but an ontologically distinct kind of opportunity. The actualization perspective also brings forward a more radical understanding of uncertainty: entrepreneurs face the radical uncertainty of not knowing where and when opportunities exist. Furthermore, even when an opportunity exists, an entrepreneur can’t know whether she can succeed; and even if she can succeed, she can’t know whether she will succeed. 

The propensity mode of existence of opportunities should be rather self-evident when explicitly stated. Just like Israel Kirzner’s argument that opportunities exist or Roy Bhaskar’s thesis that reality is irreducible to actualized patterns of events, the unactualized but propensity mode of opportunities is a theoretical articulation of commonsensical understandings possessed by laypeople (Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017). Indeed, no entrepreneur would expect to literally observe opportunities (e.g. Baron, 2004), or experience the force of an opportunity in the manner that metals react to magnets (e.g. Shane et al., 2003). If so, what makes Davidsson resistant to our efforts at conceptual clarity and understanding? In order to address this, we first need to study the nature of Davidsson’s concerns. 
ADDRESSING DAVIDSSON’S CONCERNS

Conceptual versus empirical clarity

Davidsson’s (2017a) main critique is that propensities are elusive. Having argued that the propensity view is sufficiently clear, we may now appreciate that Davidsson’s genuine concern is that the clarity of understanding offered by the actualization perspective is at odds with a different (and questionable) meaning of conceptual clarity, viz., empirical tractability. This is more evident once we consider Davidsson’s preferred alternative. 


Davidsson suggests that in order to enhance construct clarity we should study “the ideas that have previously been discussed under the ‘opportunity’ label” (2015: 683) through the constructs “external enablers”, “new venture ideas”, and “opportunity confidence”. Indeed, these three constructs far more readily lend themselves to the empirical tractability favoured by Davidsson. Venture ideas can be sampled; opportunity confidence can be measured; and external enablers, such as technological inventions, can even be observed. Yet all those constructs are susceptible to empirical scrutiny because they exist actualized. They refer to empirically tractable (supply-side) modes of opportunity actualization. By contrast, entrepreneurial opportunities – whenever they exist – are not manifest empirically until actualized into profits. To abandon the opportunity concept is to sacrifice at the altar of empirical tractability a non-empirical concept that captures essential aspects of the entrepreneurial phenomenon. 

The entrepreneurial opportunity concept is drawn from everyday discourse and fundamentally refers to the demand-side. If one says, “I see an opportunity in supplying a new product,” she does not (typically) mean that the opportunity lies in the very act of offering the new product. What she means is that the supply of the product is a means of profiting – made possible by satisfying market demand. However, the urge for empirical tractability in entrepreneurship research has come at the price of conceptual obfuscation, since entrepreneurial opportunities themselves are systematically treated synonymously with the means of their exploitation, such as opportunity visions or innovative ventures (Berglund & Korsgaard, 2017; Shane, 2000). Due to this practice we inadvertently lose sight of the demand-side (see also Webb et al., 2011; McMullen & Dimov, 2013), and end up with the impression that entrepreneurship is about venturing – not profiting by means of venturing. 

From this standpoint, there is no doubt that Davidsson’s proposed constructs can more accurately guide empirical research on venture creation processes. For one, it would be a significant improvement to name venture ideas for what they are, instead of naming them “opportunity recognition”. However, note that venture creation processes refer to the empirically-tractable supply-side aspects of opportunity exploitation. To drop the opportunity concept – instead of simply warning against the conflation between supply and demand-sides – is to throw the baby out with the bathwater by downplaying the demand-side phenomena that the concept is meant to capture. Effectively, to drop the opportunity concept due to an excessive concern about empirical tractability is to encourage an incomplete view that doesn’t do justice to the wealth of understandings possessed by practicing entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs are not interested in venture ideas for their own sake; rather, they are interested in ventures as the means of succeeding. “Entrepreneurs use the opportunity concept with ease and effect” (Wood, 2017b: p. 80) because they know that opportunities are the non-empirical yet real market conditions that must exist in order for their ventures to succeed. 

Why isn’t Davidsson content with a conceptually clear understanding of opportunities that simultaneously reveals their non-empirical nature? Why drop a non-empirical concept that nonetheless refers to the most central aspects of the entrepreneurial phenomenon? Why is Davidsson not content with the distinction between (empirically tractable) efforts of opportunity actualization (which is researchable through his constructs) and opportunities as non-empirical conditions (which make the success of actualization efforts possible)? Why must the non-measurable nature of an otherwise meaningful concept be a problem? After all, Davidsson himself demonstrates a perfectly clear understanding of the opportunity concept in his use of the “opportunity confidence” construct (2015: p. 685). 
Prediction versus understanding

Let us now turn to Davidsson’s concern that our perspective does not progress research regarding the causal interaction between “opportunities” and events of “action” and “success”. Since the logic of the opportunity concept refers to conditions of possibility, the idea of a causal relationship does not apply. As said, opportunity is akin to the power of the seed – not the water triggering the actualization of the power. The concept of opportunity refers to the conditions making the emergence of outcomes motivating innovative economic activity ontologically possible. Opportunities cannot trigger entrepreneurial action in the manner that physical forces put objects into motion or observable stimuli make humans react. In other words, if opportunities exist as propensities then their perception is far more multifaceted than the relatively straightforward perception of actualized events and only the belief that an imaginative projection corresponds to an opportunity can cause action. Opportunity itself does not cause action (just like the absence of opportunity doesn’t preclude action). Similarly, opportunity does not cause success, but makes success possible (akin to nutrition that does not cause life but makes life possible) (see also Wood, 2017a). 

It is not only the propensity-mode of being of opportunities that makes our knowledge of their existence so difficult. It is also the innovative aspect of entrepreneurship that makes the idea of predictive theory about opportunities implausible. The fact that propensities are not directly observable raises epistemological difficulties. But this fact alone does not rule out the possibility of predictive knowledge about propensities. For example, the propensity of a seed to actualize into a certain type of flower can be predicted by sampling a sufficient number of the same kind of seeds with various external characteristics, and observing how each characteristic affects the chance of germinating and turning into flowers. A limitation of this analogy nonetheless is that the type of “seed” necessary for sustaining profitability is invariably novel, since the core of entrepreneurship is concerned with innovative activities, which by definition refer to something that has not been done before (R&T: p. 421-422). 

If the social world is so complex that prediction among patterns of events is a notoriously difficult endeavor (Lawson, 1997), the expectation of a predictive science of entrepreneurship is unreasonably optimistic.
 To directly address Davidsson’s (2017a: p. 83) questions: “By when must something be potentially profitable in order to be an opportunity now?” and “How do [we] erase propensities pertaining to an unconstrained future?”, our analysis suggests that these questions are unanswerable. Ex ante, neither can we know when an opportunity emerges nor can we erase future opportunities. The “non-opportunity status of horse/dog meat and moon travel” (p. 83) may indeed become an opportunity (when sufficient desire and the means of its profitable exploitation are spatiotemporally possible). But we can’t know the exact time and place of their emergence. We actually lack certainty even ex post when profits are not empirically manifest, since there is no logically or empirically conclusive way of adjudicating whether an opportunity was absent or unactualized (see also Runde & de Rond, 2010; Runde, 1999). However, this only points to the region of the unknowable and the ex post nature of making claims to certainty. “We know that opportunities exist. But this is a higher-order kind of knowledge that does not translate into spatiotemporally concrete knowledge of opportunities. We know that opportunities exist in the abstract ontological sense in which we know that undiscovered archeological artefacts do” (Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017: p. 9). It is unclear why Davidsson treats the lack of knowledge about concrete opportunities as a threat to a more abstract kind of understanding. 
Meaning versus empirical knowledge


It is equally puzzling that Davidsson asserts that this kind of uncertainty detracts from the meaningfulness of the concept of opportunities when he asserts that “[i]f it is not clear (even retrospectively) when an opportunity comes into existence, neither is it clear what an opportunity is” (2017a: p. 83). The fact that we cannot know when an opportunity is real by no means entails that we cannot meaningfully understand or theorize the nature of “opportunity”. We know what it means for opportunities to exist whenever and wherever they do, though we do not know the exact domains of their existence. Similarly, we know what it means for a single holder of a lottery ticket to win the lottery without knowing who this individual might eventually be. The epistemological fact that we cannot know when opportunities are real (and not only imagined) does not threaten the ontological thesis that opportunities are real – in the abstract – let alone the meaningfulness of references to opportunities. Rather, this fact cautions us to be more careful about our use of “opportunity” in research designs (cf. Davidsson, 2017b; Foss & Klein, 2017). Ex ante, we should talk about imagined or believed opportunities. Such expressions refer strictly to the (subjective) domain of individual perception and entail no ontological commitment about the (objective) presence of the opportunities in question. 

In all, it is unclear why the uncertainties associated with the propensity nature of opportunities would be a limitation to the scientific progress of entrepreneurship. Why treat opportunities as entities having a causal impact upon entrepreneurs when ontological reflection reveals that this is an unrealistic expectation? Why treat opportunities as “things” that they clearly aren’t in an attempt to satisfy an unjustified preoccupation with empirical tractability? Why not simply accept the epistemological limitations revealed by the nature of opportunities? In the next section, we trace Davidsson’s resistance against our realist treatment of opportunities, in the empiricist preconceptions of scientific progress permeating entrepreneurship research. 
BEYOND EMPIRICISM
The philosophical underpinnings of Davidsson’s concerns

Davidsson’s resistance is an expression of the empiricist philosophy informing mainstream assumptions about scientific progress in entrepreneurship (if not management studies more broadly) (see especially Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). This short paper is not the place to delve into the history of empiricism (but see especially Ayer, 2001; Hume, 1993). For our present purposes, however, we should stress that at the heart of empiricist philosophy lies a theory of knowledge heavily preoccupied with certainty. In a bit more detail, on the realization that language can easily deceive us in treating as real non-existing things, empiricists display a profound distrust towards language that refers to unobservables. The upshot of empiricist scepticism is that certain knowledge is acquired only through our senses – especially our visual interactions with material existence – and what deviates from this corpus of knowledge should be treated as misleading metaphysics made possible by sophistry and illusion (Hume, 1993). This highly skeptical philosophy of knowledge is the basis of empiricist philosophies of science (e.g. Carnap, 1966; Hempel, 1965), nourishing (among others) the ideas that scientifically respectable knowledge is delimited to references to observable reality; existence is reducible to materiality; causation occurs between (constantly conjoined) empirical events; and meaning is acquired through sense data. 

These philosophical ideas shed light on a number of puzzles raised while addressing Davidsson’s critique. Davidsson is concerned about the intractable nature of opportunities, the fact that opportunities have no causal interaction with entrepreneurial events or that the opportunity concept cannot lead to predictively successful theories, because empiricist philosophy deems that meeting those criteria is a precondition of scientific progress. The influence of empiricism indeed explains not only the wider distaste toward the unknowable but also Davidsson’s argument that the lack of knowledge about concrete instances threatens the very meaningfulness of the opportunity concept. Moreover, empiricist preoccupations can explain why Davidsson seems to equate conceptual clarity with empirical tractability – as if reality is reducible to its empirical manifestations and meaning a matter of empirical observation. Lastly, empiricist philosophy explains the preference for abandoning an empirically elusive word that nevertheless makes perfect sense in everyday discourse.

Beyond philosophical obstacles to progress

In philosophy of science, realism is essentially a reaction to the influential empiricist errors encouraging the idea that scientific progress is essentially a matter of empirical research, irrespective of the realism of our theoretical presuppositions (R&T: 412).
 Realism endeavors to uproot such misconceptions by stressing that, in order to be properly scientific, it is essential to ensure that research practice is consistent with our best theories about the nature of reality associated with our study. Science is first and foremost about understanding. Measurement and prediction are surely parts of science. However, they should be sought after only to the extent that the nature of our subject matter allows (Lawson, 1997; 2003). 

Natural scientists are mostly content to accept the limits to the knowable, when ontological reflection suggests that some domains of existence, such as what came before the big bang, are largely unknowable. Also, physicists do not rule out from scientific discourse concepts that do not correspond to empirically observable phenomena. For instance, gravity or electromagnetic forces are observable only in their effects, but their existence is necessary in order to render a set of empirical phenomena intelligible. Equally, they do not consider a hindrance to scientific progress the realization that certain knowledge cannot be produced due to the ontological idiosyncrasies of the domain of study. For example, Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle in quantum physics is not perceived as an obstacle to progress. Instead, it is celebrated as a scientific breakthrough because science is about letting the world shape our understandings – not about imposing preconceived ideas onto the world. Scientific progress requires that we first attune our theories to the nature of the subject matter (ontology), and only then do we evaluate what kind of knowledge might be reasonably produced and how (epistemology). To prioritize epistemological concerns over ontological considerations may only distort the nature of the subject matter (e.g. Friedman, 1953). 

In the context of entrepreneurship research, instead of abandoning common sense and sound understanding, researchers should rather abandon the philosophies responsible for widespread ontological oversimplifications as well as the urge to measure the non-measurable or know the unknowable. In this spirit, we are highly skeptical about whether constructing “a world where known-to-the-theorist opportunities can vary in prevalence and characteristics” (Davidsson, 2017a: p. 84; emphasis added) through simulation can deliver insights to the real world. For the least of reasons, to frame instrumental assumptions as knowledge possessed by the theorist is to inadvertently project unrealistic assumptions onto real-world understandings – encouraging effectively the theoretically distorted idea that we live in a world in which opportunities are omnipresent and chiefly differ in prevalence and characteristics. Grossly unrealistic core assumptions of a theory hamper, rather than enhance, our understanding of real-world phenomena (Tsang, 2006; 2009). 
CONCLUSION

Davidsson argues that our propensity conceptualization of entrepreneurial opportunities does not afford a promising intellectual platform for the progress of entrepreneurship (chiefly) due to the empirical non-tractability of propensities. We respond that Davidsson’s worries are justifiable only against the backdrop of an empiricist philosophy of science that privileges empirical certainty and prediction at the expense of common sense and realistic understanding. Our realist analysis suggests that opportunity is a non-empirical concept and that entrepreneurial outcomes are unpredictable, but simultaneously stresses that these epistemological limitations do not represent obstacles to scientific progress. They should not be a source of unease for entrepreneurship researchers more than the fundamental uncertainties of quantum physics are a source of unease for physicists. The true obstacle to progress is not the limits to knowledge associated with the study of highly complex and processual phenomena (Dimov, 2017b), but the empiricist philosophies responsible for the impression that this is an obstacle. Entrepreneurial opportunities are perfectly meaningful constructs – regardless the fact that they cannot be measured or empirically tracked. Knowing what we can know (and how) is a higher form of knowledge and key to advancing a genuinely scientific understanding of reality. 

To the extent that our analysis is correct, we need to respect the unknowables of entrepreneurship and adjust our expectations about the kind of knowledge that can reasonably be produced. After all, the conclusion that opportunities are not directly knowable, nor their actualization predictable, does not imply that empirical research is impossible or undesirable. The rejection of empiricism is not a rejection of empirical inquiry. For instance, we agree that Davidsson’s (2015) proposed constructs are better candidates for empirical research. But this is the case precisely because they capture the empirically tractable aspects of opportunity actualization – not opportunities themselves, which are by their very nature non-empirical. 
APPENDIX A
Why opportunities are demand-side phenomena
Davidsson criticizes our demand-side treatment of opportunities: “Why would potential demand in the absence of potentially profitable supply qualify better than the converse?” (Davidsson, 2017a:  p. 83) The reason is that we cannot meaningfully conceptualize profit opportunity without demand, whereas it is unclear why the supply of services or products should be constitutive of opportunity existence and named “opportunity creation” (Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017; see also Kitching & Rouse, 2017). This is especially the case given that the actualization perspective conceptualizes supply as the means for the actualization of market demand and, therefore, addresses the supply side factors of the entrepreneurial process. It further follows from this clarification that we do not disagree that “[p]roducing and selling Je Suis Charlie t-shirts is hardly an objectively pre-existing propensity” (Davidsson, 2017a, p. 83). The introduction of products and services is the means towards the actualization of opportunities – not opportunities themselves. 

Demand is essential but insufficient for the existence of opportunity

Davidsson criticizes our perspective for allegedly regarding market demand as sufficient for opportunity existence. As he rightly says, technological feasibility can be an integral component. However, Davidsson overlooks that our definition already acknowledges the existence of products or services as a precondition for actualizing opportunities. Since the emergence of a novel service or product often requires technological advances, in the absence of the right technological conditions it simply does not make sense to talk about the existence of opportunities. For example, it is bizarre to say that in Da Vinci’s era, “commercial aviation” was an opportunity just because demand existed. Without the technological advances necessary for building aircrafts, it is not clear what it would even mean to label the demand for air travel an “opportunity”. Overall, we do not know when an opportunity comes into existence; we only know retrospectively its existence after its exploitation has resulted in profits. Yet, this does not imply that once an opportunity is known to exist that it must have been in existence since time immemorial (see also R&T: p. 420). 
Conceptual versus empirical demarcation of non-opportunities 

Davidsson (2017a) is concerned with our conceptual demarcation between opportunities and non-opportunities. This would be a legitimate concern if we urged researchers to know when a venture idea corresponds to a real opportunity or not (see also Davidsson, 2016a: 231). However, our conceptual demarcation serves the meta-theoretical purpose of putting radical uncertainty firmly at the heart of the entrepreneurial worldview. The domain of non-opportunity is logically necessary in order to do justice to the notion that prior to action uncertainty transcends the question of whether one will succeed to include the more fundamental question of whether one can succeed. 
On the dichotomy between opportunities and non-opportunities
Davidsson accuses our perspective for being strictly dichotomized apart from our acknowledgement of opportunities whose actualization is agency-intensive. Davidsson is correct to say that our perspective is dichotomized. An opportunity either exists or it doesn’t.
 It is unclear however why this binary thesis is problematic. Though black/white thinking can be misleading in some situations (e.g., it is wrong to think that a person must be only good or bad) it is unclear why this is a problem so long as the opportunity concept is concerned. It is impossible for an opportunity to both exist and not exist, just like it is impossible for a woman to both be and not be pregnant. “Partial existence” is essentially an oxymoron. It is unclear how we might even think about opportunities outside this strict dichotomization. 

Against reifications

Davidsson wonders if we accept the “contentious idea of objective opportunities within a particular space-time configuration as a universe of entities which can, in principle, be enumerated” (2017a: 83). We embrace the view of opportunities existing in particular space-time configurations only in the sense that the necessary market structures must pre-exist for the actualization of profits. However, we do not name “entities” market structures qua conditions of possibilities. This is metaphysically misleading and reifies opportunities, giving the impression that they exist as actualized and, in principle, observable entities. 
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� The existence of some opportunities might be less difficult to conjecture, such as the opportunity to profit from discovering a cure for HIV. But even in this fairly extreme case, there is still uncertainty about the costs incurred, competitive dynamics, and conflicting institutional interests, not to mention that what is an opportunity for any given company is also an inevitably subjective question (e.g. the level and duration of profitability deemed satisfactory) (R&T: p. 417). 


� Of course, the empiricist preoccupations underlying Davidsson’s critique are far from unusual in entrepreneurship research (see for example Reynolds in Dimov, 2017a: 2). Davidsson happens to be an articulate and effective exponent of empiricist thought, and offers a fairly sophisticated articulation of empiricism (as evidenced in the fact that he refrains from crude forms of empiricism that trade empirical tractability with conceptual obfuscation). Actually, his critique of the discovery view displays realist sentiments since he is disconcerted with the patently unrealistic treatments of opportunities (Davidsson, 2015; 2017b). Still, his predominantly empiricist preoccupations explain his preference for abandoning the opportunity concept. Although he correctly suggests that we should stop misusing the concept, his empiricist inclination leads to the unnecessary advice that we abandon it altogether (as opposed to clarifying its meaning and respecting its non-empirical nature). 


� Suffice it to say that empiricist ideas are at odds with both everyday and scientific rationality. Laypeople and scientists alike are realists. They believe in powers and propensities, in realities that transcend observable matter (e.g. gravity and institutions), and are perfectly aware that meaning is irreducible to empirical references or issues of measurement. Importantly, physicists are perfectly aware that prediction is non-feasible in the open world. In fact, this is precisely why physicists do not search for empirical regularities outside tightly controlled experimental settings (Bhaskar, 1978). 


� Actually Davidsson is incorrect to say that our acknowledgement of agency-intensive opportunities dilutes this strict dichotomization. Agency-intensity refers to the mode of actualization of opportunities. But the question of their existence is an either/or. If an opportunity does not exist it cannot be actualized regardless levels of agency-intensity. 
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