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“Who is an entrepreneur?” is (still) the wrong question
Abstract
The idea that there exist undiscovered entrepreneurial endowments fell into disfavor after Gartner’s (1988) “‘Who is an entrepreneur?’ is the wrong question”. However, a resurgence of the “question of the entrepreneur” suggests that advances in genetics research may be the key to discovering what makes entrepreneurs distinctive. This paper draws from Wittgensteinian philosophy to offer a novel critique regarding the search for differences between entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs. We explain that the idea that entrepreneurs are different gains credence through misleading forms of language that 1) encourage the illusion of some causal interplay between opportunities and potential entrepreneurs, and 2) overshadow the contingent nature of entrepreneurial action. We sidestep misleading forms of thought to suggest that ontological reflection on the nature of entrepreneurial agency shows why we will never discover some “entrepreneurial gene”. Equally important, this Wittgensteinian critique demonstrates the limits of empirical research for problems that fundamentally require conceptual attention – not more determined effort or advanced research methods. 
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What is your aim in philosophy? – To show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle. 
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1958: 309)
1. Introduction
Fifty years ago, Kilby had likened the “hunt for the entrepreneur” to “the hunt for the Heffalump” − a fictitious animal in children’s stories “hunted by many individuals using various ingenious trapping devices ... [some hunters] have tried to persuade people that what they caught was a Heffalump. However, very few are convinced, and the search goes on” (1971: 1). Traditionally, researchers mobilized trapping devices from the toolkit of personality psychology in order to “capture” what differentiates entrepreneurs from non-entrepreneurs (Gartner, 1988; Reynolds, 2018). In the last decade, it has been suggested that molecular genetics may afford the most suitable methodological device of pinning down what makes entrepreneurs “different” (Nicolaou & Shane, 2009; Shane, 2010). Yet, in spite of the optimism that genetics research would uncover the differences between entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs, a major study concluded that “none of the genes that were previously suggested in the literature to influence entrepreneurship reveal significant associations” (van der Loos et al., 2013: 11). Still, the “hunt for the entrepreneur” refuses to stop, and new genetic factors capable of uncovering the nature of the presupposed difference are suggested (Diallo, 2019; Kuechle, 2019). 
This paper  focuses on epistemological, not methodological, issues. That is, we do not scrutinize the best way of uncovering how entrepreneurs are different. Rather, we want to examine whether we have grounds to believe that such differences may exist in the first place – and prior to moving to issues of research method and technique. To this end we mobilize insights from Wittgensteinian philosophy. According to Wittgenstein (1958), recalcitrant research enterprises are, oftentimes, expressions of ontological confusions made possible by distorted linguistic practices. To use Wittgenstein’s analogy cited in the epigraph, we are like a fly trapped in a fly-bottle of confusion searching for something where there is nothing to be discovered. And showing the fly out of the fly-bottle should be feasible once we demonstrate that intellectual confusions – not the world – are responsible for the impression of well-kept secrets whose nature will be revealed with sustained effort. 

In “‘Who is an entrepreneur?’ is the wrong question”, Gartner (1988) explained that the “why some and not others?” question should not lead to the inference that “some” must be endowed with special qualities. In this paper, we renew Gartner’s epistemological critique. We explain that “‘Who is an entrepreneur?” is still the wrong question, yet due to new modes of fallacious reasoning encouraged by the conceptual distortions introduced by the “individual-opportunity nexus” (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). Whereas Gartner’s critique pointed out that the empirical non-uniformity of action was not actually puzzling in complex environmental contexts, we stress that the new version of the puzzle is not even empirical: It is a pseudo-empirical puzzle made possible by mistaking ways of language for ways of the world. The empirical fact that only some decide to act entrepreneurially does not signal the presence of undiscovered causal enablers that state-of-the art research will supposedly “uncover”. It is only thinking through the misleading linguistic prism of “responding” to “discovered” opportunities that nourishes the illusion to the contrary. 
2. A brief history of a recalcitrant project: The epistemological underpinnings of the “question of the entrepreneur”
The belief that entrepreneurs are endowed with unique qualities (typically) emerges in response to an empirical puzzle; viz., the empirical matter that there are only a minority of individuals who act entrepreneurially in any given economy. For example, von Mises tackles the puzzling contrast that “there are in the market pacemakers and others who only imitate the procedures of their more agile fellow citizens” by alluding to the “inequality of men [sic]” (1963: 255). Similarly, we may find Bentham, back in the early nineteenth century, contrasting enterprising people to the “common herd of men [sic]” who presumably lack the required “degree of courage” (1839: 23). More recently, Casson (1982/2003: 29) inferred “the possession of scarce qualities” in response to the fact that only a minority of people to become entrepreneurs: “only a few people have the [entrepreneurial] quality and many people do not have it at all”. From an epistemological vantage point, the explanatory practice underlying the belief in undiscovered differences has been cogently articulated by Anscombe as follows: “if an effect occurs in one case and a similar effect does not occur in an apparently similar case, there must be a relevant further difference” (1993: 88). 
The search for “further differences” in the context of entrepreneurship was notoriously unsuccessful. While researchers kept proposing a novel hypothesis that would supposedly uncover the nature of the postulated difference, Gartner (1988) challenged the very epistemological foundations making the search for differences emerge as a plausible project.1 He attacked the search for special traits regarding “what differentiates entrepreneurs from non-entrepreneurs” (1988: 11), for the reason that entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs simply do not operate in “similar conditions” (Gartner, 1988: 11). From an epistemological standpoint, Gartner’s critique rests on the appreciation that the “question of the entrepreneur” was founded on a pseudo-puzzle. It rested on the incorrect assumption that we were dealing with – to paraphrase Anscombe – “apparently similar cases” (cf. Dimov, 2011: 65). In an important sense, Gartner epistemologically undermined the validity of the core explanatory practice by relaxing the expectation that economic agents should behave uniformly. The implicit assumption in Gartner’s critique is that non-entrepreneurs do not lack the appropriate “entrepreneurial stuff” – non-entrepreneurs would have also acted entrepreneurially had they been exposed to similar conditions (Ramoglou, 2013: 433). 
Gartner’s critique cast serious epistemological doubt on the plausibility of research into personality traits, and the legitimacy of this research agenda suffered a severe blow (Aldrich, 1999). Of course, psychological research was never entirely abandoned (Kerr, Kerr & Hu, 2018; Lu, Lu, Lv, Huang, Li, Jian & Reve, 2020). However, it was the “individual-opportunity nexus” framework (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000; Shane, 2003) that recovered the bruised epistemological legitimacy of personality research. 

Shane and Venkataraman’s (2000) landmark paper is routinely cited for positing “entrepreneurial opportunities” at the very core of entrepreneurship research. What is nevertheless less frequently acknowledged is how Shane and Venkataraman’s attention to discovered yet unexploited opportunities reintroduced the “question of the entrepreneur” from the back door. Contrary to the epistemological expectation cultivated in Gartner’s (1988) critique, i.e., that the “right conditions” would suffice for the exercise of action, Shane and Venkataraman notice that this, simply, is not the case. They call attention to the puzzling state of affairs that only a handful “respond to the situational cues of opportunities” (2000: 219), and conclude that it must be “individual differences” (2000: 223) to explain the fact that it is only a few and not others who exploit discovered opportunities. Alvarez and Barney articulate the puzzle-solving practice underlying the search for undiscovered entrepreneurial differences as follows: 
in order to explain why entrepreneurs [are] able to exploit opportunities while non entrepreneurs are not [that] discovery theory must necessarily assume that entrepreneurs who discover opportunities are significantly different from others in their ability to either see opportunities or, once they are seen, to exploit these opportunities (2007: 14; emphasis added)
Once the existence of individual differences was accepted, the turn to genetics seemed like a reasonable way of deciphering the nature of the “hidden” entrepreneurial difference. In this vein, Nicolaou and Shane (2009: 2) draw researchers’ attention to “quantitative and molecular genetics” by highlighting the potential salience of information “encoded in DNA and transmitted biologically ... to explain people’s tendency to engage in entrepreneurial activity” (see also Nicolaou, Shane, Cherkas, Hunkin & Spector, 2008; Nicolaou, Shane, Cherkas & Spector, 2008).
 

Admittedly, the genetics programme offers a state-of-the-art technique in the toolkit of personality research traditionally conducted by mainstream (quantitative) psychologists. And from an epistemological vantage point, genetics research offers certain advances next to psychological research. Mainstream psychological research is largely instrumentalist (Harre, 1981; Lamiell, 2000; 2016): It fails to posit particular processes or mechanisms in human subjects, and seeks statistical correlations as evidence of the abstract theoretical commitment that “entrepreneurs’ personality is different from non-entrepreneurs” (Rauch & Frese, 2007: 356). This imprecision also begets the problem of “reverse causality”: “it is often unclear as to whether individuals with a given set of personality traits were selected into entrepreneurship, or whether the traits were developed endogenously by individuals after becoming entrepreneurs” (Kerr et al., 2018: 11) (see also Lerner, Hunt & Dimov, 2018: 53-54). By contrast, the genetics program – other objections aside – has a clearer theoretical justification for the mechanisms causally responsible for human behavior because the causal arrow surely points from genetic makeup to behavior and not the other way around. For example, personality traits drawn from the “Big Five” are treated as hereditable and thus located in particular biological structures (Diallo, 2019; Nicolaou & Shane, 2009). This means that genetics researchers can more reliably infer the personality profile of given individuals than researchers relying on surveys and self-reports. 
Yet, in spite of the early optimism incited by the promise of genetics research methods, consequent studies have questioned the existence of some undiscovered “entrepreneurial gene”. In a major study published in PLOS-One, van der Loos and 67 colleagues conducted “gene-based tests for approximately 17,700 genes” to conclude that none of these genes appear to influence entrepreneurship (van der Loos et al., 2013). Of course, the idea of undiscovered differences is empirically unfalsifiable (Popper, 1963). Disconfirming findings can only falsify the belief that the “entrepreneurial gene” lies within the 17,700 studied. Yet, it is plausible that the  “right” genetic combination might simply be more difficult to detect; and with more time, effort and technological advances the answer to the question of the entrepreneur may be discovered. It is in this spirit that Diallo proposes “the frequency of lactase persistence as the main genetic factor” (2019: 1). 
3. A moment of Wittgensteinian reflexivity
From a Wittgensteinian standpoint, to hold tight to the idea of undiscovered differences, and only question the way of uncovering the nature of postulated differences, is to express a symptom of intellectual neuroticism: “On hunting for the phenomenon and not finding it, we say that it has merely not yet been found” (Wittgenstein, 1982: 15); “We still don’t know; but it is knowable and it is only a matter of time before we get to know it!’ As if that went without saying” (Wittgenstein, 1998: 46). The Wittgensteinian solution is radically different. Instead of proposing new ways to uncover what often appear as deeply-held secrets, we simply need to stand back and carefully reflect on whether we have good reasons to maintain commitment to recalcitrant projects. 

We do not have the space to elaborate on the specifics of the Wittgensteinian method (but see Ammereller & Fischer, 2004; Horwich, 2012). Suffice it to say that a key intuition is that the recalcitrant search for novel discoveries (of an empirical or intellectual nature) is often symptomatic of the unsuspected conflation between “factual and conceptual investigations” (Wittgenstein, 1967: §458). This simply means that we are often inclined to search for inexistent “stuff” because we mistake careless linguistic abstraction for real puzzles posited by the world. Wittgensteinian philosophy suggests that problematic research efforts can subside once 1) we remind ourselves what we had always known about the phenomenon at hand, and 2) fathom the linguistic sources of the conceptual distortion. 

In the previous section, we argued that Gartner’s (1988) critique relaxed the recurrent search for some “entrepreneurial difference” by taking the puzzlement out of the empirical non-uniformity of entrepreneurial action. We mobilize Wittgensteinian lenses of analysis in order to explain that the renewed research interest in the “entrepreneurial difference” does not respond to an empirical puzzle in the first place. This will be feasible once we appreciate that the revival of the notion that there must be “something” possessed by entrepreneurs (but not others) was made possible by downplaying the contingent nature of entrepreneurial agency. Having clarified fairly commonsensical insights about human agency, we will examine the role of linguistic inattention in entrapping our imagination in an unrealistic model of thought responsible for the return of the “question of the entrepreneur”. 
4. From genes to agency

Following Wittgenstein, let us stand back and explore the plausibility of the idea that entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs respond to some external “trigger” or “stimulus”. Does it make sense to talk about entrepreneurial action as the causal outcome of something external? Relatedly, is it sensible to conclude that entrepreneurs must possess something “further” in order to describe the non-uniformity of events of entrepreneurial action? Such a mode of inference may make sense when dealing with the behavior of inanimate objects. It does make sense to infer the non-homogenous possession of ferrous powers on behalf of two seemingly similar metals in order to explain why it is only one and not the other to respond in the triggering presence of a magnet. However, it does not work well when studying the behavior of human agents. The reason is that, unlike ferrous metals that predictably respond to the presence of magnetic forces, human behavior is not predictable. Humans do not simply respond to external forces or triggers. They exercise agency. 

If entrepreneurial action is an expression of human agency, we should recognize its fundamental contingency: 1) the individuals who acted entrepreneurially need have not acted thus; and that 2) the individuals who did not act entrepreneurially could have acted thus. The acknowledgement of the contingency of entrepreneurial action entails that we will never discover some “entrepreneurial gene” capable of answering the “question of the entrepreneur”, viz., why some are able to do what others aren’t. The reason is that entrepreneurs exercise a widely held human potential. To put this using possible world semantics (Kripke, 1980), there is a possible world in which the entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs of our world are respectively non-entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs. 

Besides philosophical arguments, the counterfactual nature of entrepreneurial action can be corroborated once we reflect on what might be involved when we talk about the “exploitation of discovered opportunities” (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). Entrepreneurs may routinely talk about the discovery of opportunities in the manner in which they would about  the discovery of empirical things, say, a dollar-bill on the sidewalk. Yet, what they mean is that they discovered an idea (see also Davidsson, 2015; Dimov, 2007; 2010; Gaddefors & Anderson, 2017; Ramoglou & Tsang, 2016; Wood, 2017a). As suggested in Ramoglou, McMullen and Tsoukas’s (2020) linguistic analysis, when entrepreneurs say “this opportunity exists” they do not point to anything; rather, the ordinary logic of the expression is “I believe that the imagined state of the world in which I succeed by doing so-and-so can actualize”. Once these commonsensical reminders are brought to explicit attention (Wittgenstein, 1958) it takes a moment’s reflection to clearly appreciate that humans do not “react” to ideas. They (may) act entrepreneurially only if they believe that such and such a new venture idea will lead to desirable entrepreneurial outcomes. And such beliefs cannot be the causal manifestation of a different genetic structure. 

To be clear, this is not to reject the existence of genetic or personality differences between individuals. Such differences exist. But we need not postulate such differences in order to understand entrepreneurial action. Why postulate such “deep differences” when sober ontological reflection suggests that “[w]hat distinguishes entrepreneurial from non-entrepreneurial action is the intention or reasons behind the action which give it its meaning” (Dimov, Schaeffer, Pistrui, 2020: 10)? No doubt, intentions and reasons have a biological basis. But to suppose that differences in meaning-making processes should be sought in biological differences is to turn a blind eye to what it means to be human. It is to entirely discount the autonomous realm of mental life standing between biology and action (De Jong, 2000; Harre & Gillett, 1994). 

Entrepreneurial action is not the manifestation of some “hidden” genetic or psychological “enabler”. It is an expression of the normativity of intentional human action (Dimov et al., 2020; Harre & Tissaw, 2005): Humans decide whether they ought to act entrepreneurially. And pro-action decisions are not expressions of causal mechanisms obeying to the regularities we observe in the natural world. They are expressions of the first-person perspective that a distanced, third-person study of entrepreneurship, fails to grasp (see Dimov et al., 2020 on the first-versus third-person distinction). Importantly, these first-person stances are ontologically irreducible to biological or personality traits (Dimov et al., 2020; Searle, 1983). They are based on quite complex and subtle understandings, themselves made possible by what Wittgenstein (1958) named as grammar. This grammar involves “all kinds of schemata, conventions, rules and so on, which the people who live this kind of life use to guide their meaning-making and management, consciously or unconsciously” (Harre, 2009: 134) (Harre, 2004; Harre & Tissaw, 2005). From this ontologically nuanced understanding of human action, to “dig deeper” for the appropriate “genetic makeup” is to simply misconstrue the phenomenon of entrepreneurship – if not, more broadly, what it means to be human. 
To recap, the fact that it is only some and not others that act entrepreneurially does not license the conclusion that the former must be somehow endowed. There are no “hidden” entrepreneurial genes or necessary psychological traits. Entrepreneurs exercise a widely held agentic potential simply because they happen to believe that they can succeed entrepreneurially. And their belief is due to the way that they view the world – and worldviews are not rooted in genes, or traits, but in grammars. 
5. Fathoming the structure of the fly-bottle
The epistemological status of the previous section’s theses are akin to “Wittgensteinian reminders”. That is, they are effectively the articulation of commonsensical pieces of knowledge that should sound fairly obvious when explicitly stated. Indeed, not many entrepreneurship scholars would be willing to question that opportunities are susceptible to doubt or that humans do not react to opportunities akin to ferrous metals reacting to the triggering presence of magnets. Yet, from a Wittgensteinian standpoint, what matters is not what we are willing to accept as sensible or obvious. The critical question concerns the how we tend, in unreflective abstraction, to forget what “everyone already knows” (Wittgenstein, 1975: §65). What makes us suppose that it is reasonable to postulate the presence of essential differences in order to explain why it is only some and not others to exercise entrepreneurial agency? What is blinding us to the obvious (Wittgenstein, 1958: §129)?  

Previously, we argued that ontological reflection suggests there is no reason to believe in the existence of undiscovered differences between entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs. Here we unpack the workings of the illusion of causality responsible for the impression to the contrary. As we have seen early on, it is the idea of some “causal nexus” between “entrepreneurial opportunities” and “enterprising individuals” (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000) responsible for the conclusion that there must be some undiscovered difference to explain the non-uniform exercise of entrepreneurial action. It will be argued that this illusion rests on naive epistemological assumptions associated with the mistreatment of opportunities as empirically existing and somehow observable entities. 

As clarified above, when an entrepreneur “sees” an opportunity he or she does not actually see anything in the empirical domain of reality (Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017a; Wood, 2017b): What we now know to have been a real opportunity was, then, only an idea or an imaginative projection (Dimov, 2011; Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017b). However the misuse of the opportunity concept encourages the misleading impression that prior to the actualisation of imagined states of the world, non-actors must have known that they had discovered opportunities. The very linguistic description of opportunity as an empirically existing entity nourishes the illusion of something entering the visual field of potential entrepreneurs. And once this misleading analogy takes hold of our theoretical imagination (Wittgenstein, 1958) we cannot but conclude that non-actors must have lacked “what it takes” in order to exploit opportunities (supposedly) staring them in the face. We are trapped in the “misleading picture” (Wittgenstein, 1958: §337) of non-enterprising individuals who have supposedly believed in the existence of opportunity but lack the willpower in order to not “exploit the opportunities that they discover” (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000: 222). When we are under the impression of this picture there is simply no logical space for conceptualising that “others” might have simply doubted that they ought to act. Indeed how may one doubt what is staring him/her in the face? 
In effect, this linguistic mistreatment of opportunities encourages the distorting impression that the connection between individuals and opportunities is logically analogous to the connection between ferrous metals and magnetic forces. In turn, the noted illusion of causality facilitates the (illicit) falsification of the notion that anyone can exploit discovered opportunities, and redirects research attention to entrepreneurs in search for the something “further” bestowed on only a few with the required entrepreneurial qualities. 

Remember in this respect Alvarez and Barney’s (2007: 14) observation that “discovery theory must necessarily assume that entrepreneurs who discover opportunities are significantly different from others”. Our analysis helps us appreciate that we do not need a new academic theory of opportunity (e.g., the “creation theory” [Alvarez & Barney, 2007]) in order to overcome the conclusion that entrepreneurs must be “significantly different” from “others”. We only need to appreciate that the logical compulsion expressed in the feeling that we “must necessarily assume [a difference]” (Alvarez & Barney, 2007: 14) does not emerge from our engagement with the world. It emerges from our conflation between “factual and conceptual investigations” (Wittgenstein, 1967: §458): It is our failure to tell forms of language from empirical matters of fact that confuses us in thinking that we are dealing with an empirical puzzle. In turn, it is this failure underpinning the conclusion that it is “personality factors [rooted in genes] which explain why one person will respond to an opportunity when others will not” (Casson, 2005: 424). Once we have accepted the idea of causation entrenched in this discourse, it is difficult to escape the conclusion of some hitherto undiscovered causal enabler allowing only some do what others cannot. 
As explained above, the agents of our theories themselves need not share our carelessly-formed theoretical preoccupations (Dimov, 2018; Dimov et al., 2020). In particular, the “non-entrepreneurs” of discovery theory do not lack some “entrepreneurial gene”. They are simply better aware that what we misleadingly name opportunity-discovery was back then just an idea. Accordingly, they are perfectly justified to not exercise entrepreneurial agency when they have an idea – and regardless whether this idea ex post proves to be a real opportunity for profit (or whatever motivates entrepreneurial action). Overall, the problem does not lie in the scarce possession of some “special enabler”. The problem lies in our linguistic practices responsible for such an unrealistic conclusion. 
Having fathomed the structure of the fly-bottle, we close our analysis reflecting on the following: what is driving us away from a realistic understanding of entrepreneurial action and toward the construction of “theoretical fly-bottles”? Wittgensteinian analysis is not exhausted in linguistic critique. Wittgenstein acknowledged that, oftentimes, there are deeper motives driving linguistic misuse – such as, the unreasonable desire to emulate the practice of physicists (Hacker, 2013). In this light, notice that the core motivation of Shane and Venkataraman’s (2000: 217) paper was not to  generate a theory of opportunities or entrepreneurs, but to offer a framework that can facilitate predictive entrepreneurship research. It is the commitment to the methodological doctrine of prediction that can explain the unprecedented impact of Shane and Venkataraman’s otherwise patently unrealistic model. The mistreatment of opportunities as discoverable phenomena assigns “opportunity” the role of the an empirically tractable phenomenon (Dimov, 2020; Ramoglou & Tsang, 2017b), serving as some sort of causal stimulus that can facilitate the prediction of empirical regularities. Once entrepreneurs are portrayed as passive entities pre-programmed to respond in determinate ways in the face of (presumably) empirical phenomena named “opportunities”, the study of entrepreneurship indeed appears as some sort of “social physics” (Lawson, 1997; 2015). In other words, the idea that events of entrepreneurial action (and success) are predictable emerges as plausible against the background of the (implausible) representation of “enterprising individuals” responding to “entrepreneurial opportunities”. Given this model of reality, there is neither imagination, nor fallibility, or the uncertainty accentuated by the passage of time (Dimov, 2020; Ramoglou & Tsang, 2016; Wood et al., 2020). In other words, one must turn a blind eye to the indeterminacy of entrepreneurial phenomenon in order to entertain the illusion that we are in the same business with physicists uncovering the “hidden” regularities of nature. In contrast, a view of agency as ontologically autonomous and causally unaffected by the interaction of external factors and individual-level enablers undermines the ideal of a predictive science of entrepreneurship.

6. Discussion


We have rejected the epistemological soundness of personality research so long as it reflects the long-standing idea that entrepreneurs are significantly different from non-entrepreneurs – explicitly expressed by leading theorists such as Schumpeter, von Mises, Casson or Shane. This means that personality researchers might wish to abandon this strong ontological commitment, or clarify that their research does not rest on such presuppositions. In any case, raising the levels of explicitness would be highly welcome, since applied research is more often than not vague about theoretical commitments.
 In this vein, Kerr and colleagues remark that whether entrepreneurs are “born” is hardly ever a preoccupation of “applied researchers when confronted with massive empirical datasets” (2018: 6). 

However, the departure from the idea of distinctive endowments would rob this research enterprise from its significance. If a particular genetic or psychological profile is not a necessary component of entrepreneurial action, one cannot but ponder over the “so what?” of such research (cf. Johnson, 2009; Lamiell, 2000). True, certain kind of genes or traits might yield statistically significant correlations with entrepreneurial intentions or activities at an aggregate level. But what is the point of research that fails to provide insight about what is truly essential about entrepreneurial action, viz., the first-person accounts making humans decide to exercise agency or not? Why search for inessential traits when we have only a “limited idea about the substance of entrepreneurial activity” (Dimov et al., 2020: 7) – let alone the substance of non-entrepreneurial activity? 
We submit that “proper” entrepreneurship research should be closely attuned to the realities experienced by entrepreneurs – not the artificial realities that must be presupposed in order to bolster the impression that we are in the same business with natural scientists. Accordingly, the use of state-of-the-art techniques drawn from economics, psychology or genetics research does not make us more scientific. These are not the marks of good science. These are the signs of scientism (Gantt & Williams, 2018; Hacker, 2013; Lawson, 2015). If we want to be properly scientific we should carefully reflect on the nature of the phenomenon of entrepreneurship and keep asking whether we have solid ontological grounds to hold that tools that may work for the study of particular economic or psychological phenomena will also pay off in the study of entrepreneurial action. Turning our back to this fairly innocuous philosophical insight may only lead us to ontologically flawed or insignificant research. 
The proper way forward is to develop a better and more refined understanding of the varieties of understandings of the agents of our theories – besides personality research that, rather ironically, only manages to depersonalize the persons of our theories. Let us seek to fathom the meanings underlying intentional entrepreneurial (and non-entrepreneurial) behavior, and in doing so bridge the worlds of the theorists and practitioners of entrepreneurship (Dimov et al., 2020). Alternatively, to keep searching for differences that can predict entrepreneurial action is to keep roaming in a fly-bottle of conceptual confusion. 
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1 We should clarify that Gartner’s (1988) critique is two-pronged. It criticizes 1) the search for common traits shared among individuals acting entrepreneurially, and 2) the search for differences between entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs that (supposedly) enable the former do what the latter cannot (cf. Ramoglou, 2013). Our analysis is preoccupied with (2). 


� To be clear, this model of reality does not presuppose a deterministic relationship between the possession of the “right” genetics and their manifestation in entrepreneurial activities. This is subject to the presence of sufficient (environmental) conditions. But a core presupposition of this research program is that genetics are necessary for the possibility of entrepreneurial action: if the “appropriate” genetic makeup is absent, one simply cannot act entrepreneurially. It is this unexamined presupposition about non-enterprising individuals running through the history of thought about enterprising individuals (Gartner, 1988; Ramoglou, 2013). It is this ontology that lends the “question of the entrepreneur” its significance – regardless the choice of genetic or psychological research tools. 


� Dimov (2020: 40) similarly notices that although Shane and Venkataraman’s (2000) “opportunity discovery” framework was an extension of Venkataraman (1997), it removed references to “creation” and was preoccupied with opportunities as measurable entities. The drive for prediction can explain this (otherwise puzzling) practice. A world of causally interacting entities of “opportunities” and “entrepreneurs” is readily threatened by the admission that entrepreneurship involves episodes of creativity, that are by their very nature indeterminate and unpredictable. 





� That said, the commitment to the notion that entrepreneurs are fundamentally different from non-entrepreneurs need not be explicitly stated. After all, a core task of philosophical inquiry is to bring to the open the conceptual and ontological presuppositions necessary for making sense of a research practice – in spite of the fact that such presuppositions may be hidden even in contradiction with explicitly stated commitments. Thus, we can infer the presence of strong underlying commitments about “who can be an entrepreneur” in the following research practices: 1) when researchers ask “why some and not others?” and treat “others” as the control group lacking what only “some” supposedly have, 2) when the causal difference is treated as natural or necessary, and 3) when policy/practical implications concern the identification of the “appropriate” people (e.g. Leutner, Ahmetoglu, Akhtar & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2014; Shane & Nicolaou, 2015). 
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