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Abstract

What is morally valuable—if anything at all—in entrepreneurship? Existing normative takes can be broadly categorized
as belonging to two main views: a backward and a forward-looking approach. The former sees entrepreneurial activity as a
permissible emergent product of individuals’ interactions within the boundaries of people’s existing rights; the latter looks
at entrepreneurship in the broader context of market processes and emphasizes its role in generating Pareto-improvements
in social welfare. In this paper, I suggest that certain instances of entrepreneurship can be intrinsically valuable when they
constitute Millian Experiments in Living, that is when entrepreneurial ventures are the expression of an entrepreneur’s
conception of the good. Engaging in entrepreneurial activity which reflects one’s conception of the good helps individuals
in cultivating their individuality and originality by means of subjecting their normative beliefs to empirical scrutiny, thus

allowing one to confirm, revise, or refine them.

Keywords Entrepreneurship - Experiments in living - John Stuart Mill

Introduction

What is morally valuable—if anything at all—in entrepre-
neurial activity? Existing normative takes on entrepreneur-
ship can be broadly inferred from approaches to business
ethics, which can be classified into two main categories:
one sees entrepreneurship as an emergent product of indi-
viduals’ interactions within the boundaries of people’s exist-
ing rights (e.g., Donaldson & Dunfee, 1994, 2002; Hasnas,
1998); the other looks at entrepreneurship in the broader
context of market processes and emphasizes its role in gen-
erating Pareto-improvements in social welfare (Baumol,
1996; Friedman, 1970; Heath, 2014; Otteson, 2019; Young,
2022). These approaches can be broadly characterized as
either backward or forward-looking. In particular, backward-
looking approaches frame the debate in terms of pre-existing
rights (e.g., property rights) which give rise to normative
arguments that either support or question the permissibility
of entrepreneurial action. Forward-looking stances, on the
other hand, frame justificatory arguments as a function of
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states of affairs brought about by entrepreneurial action in
the broader context of market processes.

Although these standpoints are often predictors of dis-
tinctive attitudes toward entrepreneurial activity, their back-
ground theories seem to share a certain moral indifference
to entrepreneurship. In particular, backward-looking theo-
ries highlight the permissibility of entrepreneurial action
on the basis of morally loaded accounts of rights, whereas
forward-looking approaches justify entrepreneurial action on
the basis of morally loaded outcomes that entrepreneurs are
to bring about. However, with a few exceptions (Anderson &
Smith, 2007; Brenkert, 2002; Machan, 1999), very little has
been said about the moral standing of entrepreneurial activ-
ity irrespective of its permissibility or its instrumental role.
Shall we then conclude that entrepreneurial activity is ulti-
mately merely legitimate or, even worse, morally repugnant
but to be tolerated for the sake of its positive contribution to
collective well-being?

In this paper, I suggest that certain instances of entre-
preneurship are more than a permissible emergent result
of human interactions on the basis of pre-existing legiti-
mate rights, and more than a mere means to obtain Pareto-
improvements in social welfare. In fact, my intuition is that
entrepreneurial action can be intrinsically valuable and
deserving of our praise when it constitutes an instance of
Millian experiments in living.
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The concept of experiments in living is extremely simple
as it amounts to carrying out one’s projects on the basis of
one’s preferences, goals, and conception of the good, in an
effort to put one’s beliefs under empirical scrutiny. In this
respect, Mill considered the freedom to engage in experi-
ments that do not harm others as an extension of one’s free-
dom of thought, as experimenting entails acting upon one’s
normative beliefs. This simple concept, though, embodies a
thicker normative content as experiments in living provide
individuals with an opportunity to confirm, revise or refine
their structure of preferences and conception of the good
by means of subjecting one’s beliefs to empirical scrutiny.
In this respect, experiments are a crucial tool for people to
cultivate their individuality and to become worthy objects
of moral contemplation.

Moreover, the benefits of experiments do not merely
restrict to those carrying them out but also extend to those
who are incidentally exposed to the expression of other peo-
ple’s individuality. In this respect, experiments constitute
the engine of social innovation as, by exposing us to other
people’s preferences and conceptions of the good, they make
us reflect on our own beliefs and critically evaluate practices
and routines we are currently embedded in, inviting us to
explore alternative options, and engage in other experiments.

According to the present account, entrepreneurial activ-
ity too can constitute an instance of experiments in living.
In line with Knight (1921), I propose that the entrepreneur
can exhibit ‘the same fundamental psychology as the artist,
inventor, or statesman. He has set himself at a certain work
and the work absorbs and becomes himself. It is the expres-
sion of his personality; he lives in its growth and perfection
according to his plans’ (p. 163). In this respect, I argue that,
to the extent that entrepreneurial ventures are the expression
of people’s personalities, their structures of preferences, and
conceptions of the good, engaging with them is nothing but
an extension of one’s freedom of thought. As such, entrepre-
neurial activity serves individuals as a tool through which
they can confirm, refine or revise their beliefs, thus further
cultivating their own individuality.

Moreover, experiments in the entrepreneurial realm also
benefit those who are not carrying them in first person. In
fact, entrepreneurial experiments, by virtue of exposing oth-
ers to entrepreneurs’ originality, make people reflect on their
structures of preferences, beliefs, and conceptions of the
good and potentially explore new alternatives. For instance,
organizational diversity stemming from entrepreneurial
experimentation has provided alternative options to prospec-
tive employees underpinning diverse working experiences
(e.g., different degrees of democratic power within firms,'

1 See Dow (2003).
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different levels of creativity,” different degrees of autonomy,’
different amounts of working from home arrangements,*
etc.). The existence of diverse options equips non-entrepre-
neurs with the possibility of trying out different types of
working arrangements and choosing the one that better fits
their structure of preferences and conception of the good,
further allowing them to cultivate their own individuality.
This paper is organized as follows: in the first section, I
briefly analyze existing approaches to the moral standing
of entrepreneurial activity; in the second section, I lay out
Mill’s concept of experiments in living and explore its nor-
mative implications; in the third section, I illustrate how the
concept of experiments in living grants moral standing to
certain entrepreneurial activity; in the fourth section, I pro-
pose boundaries to distinguish entrepreneurial activities that
make individuals worthy objects of moral contemplation.

The Moral Standing of Entrepreneurial
Activity: A Tale of Two Cities

The entrepreneurship literature has surprisingly neglected
investigations on the moral value of entrepreneurial activity.
Although a large body of normative work has been analyzing
the morality of free markets,’ and the justification of entre-
preneurial profit,® and a similarly large literature has ana-
lyzed normative issues surrounding the social responsibility
of corporate entities, the moral standing of entrepreneurial
activity remains largely uncharted territory.

If one is asked to outline what is morally valuable in
entrepreneurship and why should one favor sets of institu-
tions aimed at enabling or encouraging it, the first thought
goes to the instrumental role that entrepreneurship plays in
bringing about goods such as economic growth and societal
well-being. Consider, for instance, what a Kirznerian would
presumably answer to that question: the good of entrepre-
neurship resides in the fact that entrepreneurial alertness
leads individuals to exploit unnoticed opportunities, due to
asymmetric information and bounded rationality, thus lead-
ing to market clearing (Kirzner, 2015). On a slightly differ-
ent note, a Schumpeterian would suggest that entrepreneurs
lead the ‘process of industrial mutation that continuously
revolutionizes the economic structure from within, inces-
santly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new

2 See, for instance, Basadur (2011).

3 See Schwalbe (1985).

4 See, for instance, Bloom et al. (2015).

5 See, for instance, Cowen (2021), Cordasco and Cowen (2023) and
Tomasi (2012).

6 See, for instance, Cowan and Rizzo (1995), Goodpaster (1991),
Heath (2006) and Vogel (1991).
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one’ (Schumpeter, 1942, pp. 82-83), and generating techni-
cal innovations that are also conducive to economic growth,
and thus improvement in social welfare.

These views emphasize that the moral value of entrepre-
neurial action is a function of the goodness or desirability
of states of affairs brought about by creating and running
a business. Hence, this approach frames entrepreneurship
as a morally neutral activity such that, if one questions the
empirical link between entrepreneurship and innovation or
Pareto-improvements in social welfare, nothing is left to say
in favor of entrepreneurial activity and the set of institutions
that enable it.

This perspective on entrepreneurship seems corroborated
by the more or less explicit assumption that individuals
engaging in the acts of creating or running a business are
merely motivated by the prospect of obtaining a profit, rather
than by any other free-standing goal which may possess
morally praiseworthy properties.” Baumol (1996), indeed,
illustrates that entrepreneurship can be directed at any sort of
activity—including unproductive and ultimately destructive
ones—depending on how payoffs are structured, and such a
structure will ultimately depend on the framework of formal
rules within which entrepreneurs operate. In this respect, the
value of entrepreneurship is contingent on the ability of the
legislator to create incentives for entrepreneurs to engage in
productive activities, which would eventually lead to Pareto-
improvements in social welfare.

Such a forward-looking account is also naturally embed-
ded in market-failure approaches to business ethics such
as Friedman’s (1970) and Heath’s (2014).® The underlying
thought is that the good of entrepreneurial activity resides
with the outcome that the collective process of competition
eventually brings about, rather than in the act of creating
and running a business. For instance, Friedman’s popular
statement, according to which the only responsibility of a
firm is to generate profits, implicitly embeds the claim that
entrepreneurial ventures are valuable only insofar as they
collectively bring about improvements in social welfare
through profit-maximizing strategies.

Similarly, Heath (2014) may suggest that the normative
justification of entrepreneurship is only indirect and consists
in the byproduct of competition, in the same way in which
the adversarial trial system is justified in legal ethics:

7 As Hobsbawm (1968, p. 40) puts it:” It is often assumed that an
economy of private enterprise has an automatic bias towards innova-
tion, but this is not so. It has a bias only towards profit.”

8 While Heath introduces his theory as partly antagonistic to Fried-
man’s work, I take it to be consistent with Friedman’s consequen-
tialist view of markets. It is important to notice, though, that Heath
himself would not regard his theory as ultimately consequentialist.
Regardless, entrepreneurship seems to possess only an instrumental
value within the context of the market-failure approach.

The adversarial trial system imposes upon lawyers an
obligation to do whatever is in their power to defend
or advance the interests of their client, even when
these interests are highly refractory to the concerns of
justice. Thus, the professional obligations of lawyers
often conflict with the imperatives of everyday moral-
ity. What justifies their behavior is the fact that they
operate in the context of an institution with differenti-
ated roles. The desirable outcome is a product of the
interaction between individuals acting in these roles,
none of whom are actually seeking that outcome. Jus-
tice is best served when there is both vigorous prosecu-
tion and vigorous defense (Heath, 2014, p. 28).

The backward-looking approach, on the other hand, frames
the debate in terms of permissibility, by looking at how
entrepreneurial ventures emerge. Consider, for instance,
John Hasnas’s qualified defense of stockholder theory
according to which:

An adequate normative theory of business ethics must
capture the ethical obligations generated when an
individual voluntarily enters the complex web of con-
tractual agreements that constitutes a business. Of the
three theories I have examined, the stockholder theory
comes closest to achieving this because it focusses on
the actual agreement that exists between the stockhold-
ers and managers. (Hasnas, 1998, p. 35)

What moves Hasnas’s point here is the consideration that
businesses consist ultimately in a *web of contractual agree-
ments’ which brings with it certain moral and legal obliga-
tions. The underlying thought seems to be a rather Nozickian
idea that entrepreneurial ventures are the emergent result of
people freely entering into contractual agreements on the
basis of legitimate pre-existing rights (Nozick, 1974). Entre-
preneurs spot opportunities and, in order to exploit them,
enter into contractual agreements with various parties (e.g.,
suppliers, employees, customers, etc.). Ventures resulting
from such a web of agreements are said to be permissible on
the condition that no rights are being violated (i.e., individu-
als freely enter contractual agreements, and property rights
over what is being exchanged are legitimate).

In a similar fashion, social contract theorists such as Don-
aldson (1982) and Donaldson and Dunfee (1994), would pre-
sumably claim that entrepreneurial activity is permissible to
the extent that it does not infringe on rules being chosen by
bargainers in the *macrosocial contract.’

Those two radically different approaches seem to share a
similar indifference to the intrinsic value of entrepreneurial
activity. In fact, nothing is being said about whether there is
something praiseworthy in engaging with the acts of creating
and running a business. In one case, the value of entrepre-
neurship is contingent on the net benefits that the collective
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process of competition brings to society as a whole; in the
other, businesses are a mere permissible emergent result of
people freely entering into a web of contractual agreements.
Although both approaches seem to capture important nor-
mative insights about entrepreneurship, they seem not to do
justice to my intuition that, in certain instances, entrepre-
neurial ventures are more than a permissible activity, and
their value does not merely rest in the good they bring about
for society as a whole.

The central tenet of this paper is that entrepreneurial ven-
tures can sometimes possess intrinsic moral worth so long as
they constitute an instance of what John Stuart Mill referred
to as experiments in living. Mill’s account captures my intui-
tion according to which entrepreneurship may be intrinsi-
cally valuable as it equips individuals with tools to cultivate
their own individuality and originality, and at the same time
helps those who are exposed to entrepreneurial experiments
to cultivate their own originality. In the next section, I shall
illustrate Mill’s (2003) concept of experiments in living and
then proceed to argue why and when entrepreneurship can
represent an instance of these.

Before I move on, though, I would like to spend a few
words on the definition of entrepreneurship that I employ
in the present work (i.e., spelled out in terms of the acts
of creating and running a business), which is deliberately
broad. There are two reasons for such a wide-encompassing
account: first, the normative ideal of experiments in living
applied to entrepreneurial action is restrictive enough so as
to reduce the scope for a more qualified definition of entre-
preneurship; second, a more demanding definition (e.g., a
definition that includes requirements/desiderata such as nov-
elty) might arbitrarily rule out some entrepreneurial ventures
from aspiring to the status of experiment in living without
a good reason. In this respect, I believe that any attempt to
narrow down ex-ante types of entrepreneurship that may
qualify as experiments in living is ultimately unwarranted.

Millian Experiments in Living

In On Liberty, John Stuart Mill offers two distinctive argu-
ments in defense of freedom of thought and discussion: first,
he suggests that human fallibility calls for allowing a wide
range of diverse opinions in the private and public sphere
insofar as individuals can only improve their understanding
of the world, in both descriptive and normative terms, by
being exposed to various ways of interpreting it; second, he
claims that silencing differing opinions, even assuming their
wrongness (or epistemic inadequacy), would drive people’s
conformity with prevailing (and, by assumption, correct/
epistemically valid) conceptions of the good through preju-
dice, and "with little comprehension or feelings of its rational
grounds’ (Mill, 2003, p. 118), thus, in turn, losing track of
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why such opinions are ultimately held and undermining ’the
growth of any real and heartfelt conviction, from reason or
personal experience’ (Mill, 2003, p. 118).

Both arguments are explicitly underpinned by the idea
of moral progress within the larger context of Mill’s non-
hedonistic utilitarianism. In fact, the argument from human
fallibility aims at illustrating that progress in the discovery
of higher and lower pleasures, which shape the moral realm,
is ultimately undermined by people’s convergence on similar
opinions and customs.” Such a convergence would, indeed,
result in a ’despotism of custom’ which ’is everywhere the
standing hindrance to human advancement, being in unceas-
ing antagonism to that disposition to aim at something better
than customary’ (Mill, 2003, p. 134). The argument from
heartfelt conviction, on the other hand, suggests that, even
when such unanimous/widespread convergence points to
sound conceptions of the good, we are likely to internal-
ize them in a non-fully articulate fashion, thus undermin-
ing the possibility of a deep and sincere understanding of
the rational grounds underpinning them. Such a process of
internalization would have two despicable consequences.
First, we would be losing track of why certain opinions and
customs have emerged throughout time, and what competing
understandings of the world, which could potentially be of
use under different circumstances, have been turned down
as a result.'” Second, such an automatic process would make
the act of internalizing opinions and customs a *mere pro-
fession,” stripping away much of the good that stems from
holding true opinions, which lies precisely in having arrived
at them through a fully articulated deliberative process.

In Chapter 3, Mill further expands on his defense of free-
dom of thought and discussion by asking whether the protec-
tion of freedom of consciousness and expression that is owed
to individuals, also calls for the protection of their freedom
to act on the basis of their own conceptions of the good, that
is to ’to carry these out in their lives, without hindrance,
either physical or moral, from their fellow-men, so long as

 On Mill’s non-hedonistic utilitarianism, and on the debate between
Mill and Bentham, I follow Elizabeth Anderson’s (1991) account:
‘Mill thought that the cultivation of the nonutilitarian sentiments
was one of the chief constituents of the good life. He also viewed the
achievement of ethical ideals to be intrinsically, not merely instru-
mentally, valuable. How could he fit ethical ideals and sentiments into
the confines of an empiricist and apparently hedonist doctrine? Mill’s
claim that pleasures differ in quality and rank provides the key to this
puzzle. If pleasures differ in rank, then there may be room for higher
modes of life or ideals to find a place in the good life. Mill’s famous
decided preference criterion in Utilitarianism performs the function
of providing an empirical test for higher pleasures.” p. 8.

10 On this aspect see, in particular, Muldoon (2015):’[The] perspec-
tives we have abandoned can, in different circumstances, become use-
ful anew. If the underlying conditions have changed, we have no rea-
son to believe that our prevailing perspective is capable of providing
us with the best solution.” p. 183.
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it is at their own risk and peril’ (Mill, 2003, p. 121). Such
freedom to act on the basis of one’s heartfelt convictions,
Mill suggests, will not need to possess the same extension
of freedom of thought and discussion. This is due to the fact
that the 'no-harm’ proviso that Mill establishes coinciden-
tally constrains our freedom of action to a larger extent than
it does with respect to freedom of thought and discussion.!!
Nonetheless, Mill claims that our ability to carry out plans
which are based on our own understanding of the world,
which defines the very idea of experiments in living, con-
stitutes an essential and complementary aspect of freedom
of thought and discussion.

The main argument for why experiments in living
deserve special attention lies in the fact that they constitute
an empirical test for our conceptions of the good.'? In fact,
experiments in living are supposed to complement freedom
of thought and discussion because we are largely unable to
arrive at sound conceptions of the good merely by means of
abstract reasoning.'?

The value of the empirical test of experimentation, I sug-
gest, is threefold: first, individuals hardly exhibit a detailed
idea of what their conception of the good looks like and
of how it would transfer to their way of living; as such,
experimentation brings with it the benefit of refining their
opinions and preferences, thus improving self-knowledge;

! *This last proviso is of course indispensable. No one pretends that
actions should be as free as opinions. On the contrary, even opin-
ions lose their immunity, when the circumstances in which they are
expressed are such as to constitute their expression a positive insti-
gation to some mischievous act. An opinion that corn-dealers are
starvers of the poor, or that private property is robbery, ought to be
unmolested when simply circulated through the press, but may justly
incur punishment when delivered orally to an excited mob assembled
before the house of a corn-dealer, or when handed about among the
same mob in the form of a placard. Acts of whatever kind, which,
without justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and in the more
important cases absolutely require to be, controlled by the unfavora-
ble sentiments, and, when needful, by the active interference of man-
kind. The liberty of the individual must be thus far limited; he must
not make himself a nuisance to other people. But if he refrains from
molesting others in what concerns them, and merely acts according
to his own inclination and judgment in things which concern himself,
the same reasons which show that opinion should be free, prove also
that he should be allowed, without molestation, to carry his opinions
into practice at his own cost’ (Mill, 2003, p. 121).

12 In particular, Anderson notes: *As an empiricist, [Mill] rejected the
traditional view that we know about the good through apriori intui-
tions. Conceptions of the good must be tested by the experiences we
have in living them out, not merely by comparing them with ethical
intuitions’ Anderson (1991), p. 4.

13 *As it is useful that while mankind are imperfect there should be
different opinions, so is it that there should be different experiments
of living; that free scope should be given to varieties of character,
short of injury to others; and that the worth of different modes of life
should be proved practically, when any one thinks fit to try them’
(Mill, 2003, p. 122).

second, even if individuals possess a detailed idea of what
their conception of the good looks like, it is implausible that
they can implement modes of living in an entirely apriori
fashion given the complexity of the designing task; as such,
we should allow for experiments before assessing their via-
bility; third, widespread experimentation exposes individu-
als to a wide variety of inputs including conceptions of the
good and customs, such that they can assess the robustness
of their understanding of the world and eventually change it
in the light of moral and material innovation. Therefore, the
benefits of carrying out one’s life plan on the basis of one’s
own conception of the good do not merely restrict to those
who engage in experiments in living but also extend to those
who can learn through other people’s journeys.

These three arguments for experiments in living bring
with them another strong normative connotation in Mill’s
account. In fact, the possibility of refining our conception
of the good, assessing their viability, and evaluating their
robustness in the light of other people’s experiments is what
makes us, qua individuals, worthy of contemplation:

It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that is
individual in themselves, but by cultivating it and call-
ing it forth, within the limits imposed by the rights
and interests of others, that human beings become a
noble and beautiful object of contemplation; and as
the works partake the character of those who do them,
by the same process human life also becomes rich,
diversified, and animating, furnishing more abundant
aliment to high thoughts and elevating feelings, and
strengthening the tie which binds every individual to
the race, by making the race infinitely better worth
belonging to. In proportion to the development of his
individuality, each person becomes more valuable to
himself, and is therefore capable of being more valu-
able to others. There is a greater fullness of life about
his own existence, and when there is more life in the
units there is more in the mass which is composed of
them (Mill, 2003, pp. 127-128).

The praiseworthiness of developing one’s individuality
through experiments in living is consistent with Anderson’s
reconstruction of Mill’s non-hedonistic utilitarianism, and,
in particular, with his account of higher pleasures. In fact,
Mill includes in his normative definition of human happiness
those pleasures which are underpinned by higher faculties,
such as ’the intellect, the feelings and imagination, and...the
moral sentiment’ (Mill, 2001, p. 11), as opposed to lower
pleasures, which characterize the Epicurean life. Although
Mill does not intend to undermine the worthiness of pursu-
ing lower pleasures, he substantively defends ways of living
underpinned by a conception of happiness that privileges
higher to lower pleasures. In particular, as Anderson notices,
he defends ways of living that seek to realize pleasures from

@ Springer
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distinctive values such as dignity, independence, nobility,
beauty.'*

Anderson further suggests that Mill’s account of higher
pleasures is best understood as ’pleasures taken in the reali-
zation of excellence’ (Anderson, 1991, p. 13), where real-
izing one’s excellence is precisely to develop one’s own indi-
viduality to its highest degree, through a continuous process
of trial and error and exposure to different conceptions of
the good made possible by various experiments in living.

Furthermore, Mill notices, by creating the fertile soil
for the emergence of experiments in living, we also cre-
ate the conditions for the emergence of genius. Persons of
genius, according to Mill, constitute a small minority of
fellow members of our communities who have the capabil-
ity to develop their individuality to a higher extent. If their
freedom of thought and action is adequately protected from
formal and informal interference, they are able to translate
their eccentricity into experiments in living that significantly
depart from norms and conventions characterizing the status
quo. Such an ability is often underappreciated among ordi-
nary people as ‘originality is one thing unoriginal minds
cannot feel the use of” (Mill, 2003, p. 130). However, Mill
argues, the benefits of radically diverse experiments in
living brought about by geniuses do not restrict merely to
their creators, or to other original minds that can fully grasp
their relevance. Rather, radically diverse experiments bring
with them two main goods which come to the advantage of
non-geniuses: first, by virtue of exposing them to original
ways of living, experiments may open the eyes of unorigi-
nal minds, granting them the possibility to cultivate further
their own individuality15 ; second, Mill argues, non-geniuses
should realize that past moral and technological innovations,
which shape their current ways of living, were once intro-
duced through radically diverse experiments in living. As
such, individuals should be *modest enough to believe that
there is something still left for it to accomplish, and assure
themselves that they are more in need of originality, the less
they are conscious of the want’ (Mill, 2003, p. 130).

Muldoon (2015), further elaborates on Mill’s investiga-
tion on radically diverse experiments in living by introduc-
ing the concept of perspectival diversity stemming from
different conceptions of the good. Following Page (2007),
Muldoon frames perspectives as ways of understanding the
world that count as ’basic units of justification’ (Muldoon,
2015, p. 182). In particular, perspectives constitute devices
through which individuals classify what surrounds them. For
instance, they provide us with salience rankings, allowing us

14 See Anderson (1991), p. 11.

15 >The first service which originality has to render them, is that of
opening their eyes: which being once fully done, they would have a
chance of being themselves original’ (Mill, 2003, p. 1380).
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to distinguish between conceptions of the good and related
practices that matter to us from those that do not; and with
similarity rankings, which help us understand which concep-
tions of the good and related practices are closer to our own
interpretation of the concept of the good life.

Perspectival diversity, Muldoon claims, is extremely
desirable insofar as no single perspective can prove to be
successful in all cases. For instance, a widely predominant
perspective in a social order may justify sub-optimal insti-
tutional arrangements governing it. Hence, lack of access to
a variety of perspectives may make us blind with respect to
other ways of interpreting the status quo that could eventu-
ally equip us with the possibility of shifting to better institu-
tional arrangements, when these are available. Lack of per-
spectival diversity, in this regard, could likely lead to social
inertia, thus undermining moral and political progress.

Muldoon further suggests that a source of worry with
respect to the lack of perspectival diversity comes from
social norms. In particular, Bicchieri (2005) shows that
norms’ compliance is often sustained by a ’default posi-
tion’ expressing one’s desire to fit in, or, perhaps, to avoid
informal sanctions stemming from non-conformity. In par-
ticular, Bicchieri convincingly illustrates that social norms
are captured by decision-making scenarios in which agents
exhibit two distinct (and somewhat opposite) preferences:
on the one hand, they wish to undertake the course of action
that maximizes their payoff, which would, by assumption,
bring them not to conform to a certain observed pattern of
behaviors; on the other, they exhibit a preference for fitting
in with the population in which that pattern of behaviors is
observed and expected.'®

States of affairs emerging from decisions to conform to
norms are Nash equilibria, in that agents cannot improve
their positions by unilaterally changing their choice. There-
fore, social norms play a crucial role in undermining experi-
ments in living underpinned by diverse perspectives. In fact,
one’s desire to fit in, along with one’s preference to avoid
informal sanctions eventually following non-conformity,
would potentially make people converge on courses of action
that would ultimately constrain the development of their own
individuality.

Often, social norms make people converge on outcomes
that are manifestly sub-optimal. For instance, consider Bic-
chieri’s following example:

16 More specifically, Bicchieri suggests that agents who face the
decision of whether to conform to a certain social norm, exhibit two
sorts of expectations: empirical, in that they observe other people per-
forming x in circumstances y; and (second-order) normative expecta-
tions, in that they believe that others believe that they should perform
X in circumstances y.
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Until not long ago, a Sicilian man who "dishonored"
another man’s daughter or sister had to make amends
for the wrong by marrying the woman or pay for his
rashness with his own life. The objective was to restore
the family’s lost honor, but the social norms dictating
the ways in which this could be done were the only
means available to identify honor in those circum-
stances. One may think that some form of monetary
compensation would have worked equally well, if not
better, in the case in which a marriage was impossible.
It would have spared one, perhaps many, lives. But
accepting a monetary compensation was not revenge,
and since nobody would have ever accepted such an
atonement, nobody would have even thought of offer-
ing it. Approving of the man who exacts revenge, call-
ing him a "man of honor", does not necessarily involve
approval of the norm as rational or efficient. Even if
one thinks a norm unjust and useless, it may be dif-
ficult not to conform, since violation involves a col-
lective action problem: nobody wants to be the first to
risk social disapproval by breaking the norm openly.
(Bicchieri, 1990, p. 839).

Essentially, we infer from Bicchieri, sometimes norms
undermine the emergence of perspectives that would make
everyone better off. In fact, sanctioners, who underpin the
perpetuation of the norm, impede the emergence of a per-
spective that regards 'revenge’ as an old-fashioned value and
that would put an end to despicable and extremely costly
revenge practices. More generally, social norms, while facili-
tating coordination among agents, prevent the possibility of
experimenting, that is of carrying out one’s own life plans
by following one’s inner preferences.

Thus, it comes by no surprise that Mill’s emphasis on the
protection of freedom of thought and expression, along with
the possibility of experimenting, goes beyond formal insti-
tutional arrangements (i.e., laws, constitutions) and tackles
attitudes and resulting social norms. Mill’s idea is that in
order to create the fertile soil for the emergence of radically
original experiments in living, we have to develop a liberal
ethos, that makes individuals refrain from informally sanc-
tioning diverse ways of living, and conceptions of the good
underpinning them, when these cause no harm to them.

In summary, we may observe that the value of experi-
ments in living in Mill’s thought is two-fold: on the one
hand, it is inherently valuable to carry out one’s life plans
on the basis of one’s thoughts as this brings us to discover
our inner structure of preferences and to cultivate our own
individuality; on the other hand, by creating the fertile soil
for the emergence of originality we generate positive exter-
nalities as we make room for moral and technical innovation
which brings benefits to society as a whole, as it helps to
overcome sub-optimal states of affairs.

This latter argument, one may rightly point out, treats
experiments in living as being justified also in a consequen-
tialist or forward-looking fashion insofar as they are thought
to bring about states of affairs that improve societal wel-
fare. While this is ultimately true, the fundamental sense in
which I take experiments in living to benefit those who are
exposed to them does not rest on a conventional account of
societal welfare but is rather tied to the intrinsic value of
experiments. The underlying idea is that experiments in liv-
ing benefit others especially by enabling them to test their
conception of the good and engage in novel experiments that
may make people worthy objects of moral contemplation.
In this respect, the emergence of geniuses, along with per-
spectival diversity stemming from radically diverse experi-
ments in living, benefit us especially to the extent that they
expose us to unfamiliar conceptions of the good, inviting us
to reconsider our own beliefs and potentially engage in novel
experiments in living, thus allowing us to further cultivate
our own individuality.

Such a forward-looking argument, though, is to be consid-
ered as ultimately accessory. In fact, some radically diverse
enterprises may fail to expose others to one’s individuality
due to contingencies, without taking away their status of
experiments in living. The underlying idea is that the con-
cept of experiments is primarily tied to the act of practically
carrying out one’s projects on the basis of one’s conception
of the good, with the aim to put one’s normative beliefs
under empirical scrutiny. It is indeed through this empirical
test that individuals can improve their self-knowledge and
cultivate their own originality.

Entrepreneurship as an Experiment in Living

The key question that this paper aims at addressing asks
whether certain instances of entrepreneurship qualify as
experiments in living, which is to ask whether engaging in
the acts of creating and running a business can be sometimes
regarded as intrinsically valuable rather than being merely
permissible, according to certain kinds of criteria one identi-
fies through backward-looking frameworks, or being justi-
fied in a consequentialist fashion as forward-looking views
imply.

This question is elicited by a prima facie intuition accord-
ing to which there is, indeed, something inherently valu-
able in embarking on certain entrepreneurial ventures. In
particular, the central tenet of this paper is that sometimes
entrepreneurial ventures are expressions and extensions of
individuals’ values and conceptions of the good, and that, as
such, engaging with them provides an ideal locus to cultivate
one’s own individuality and originality in a way that makes
persons worthy of objects of moral contemplation.

@ Springer



224

C. L. Cordasco

Moreover, I suggest that entrepreneurial experiments also
possess an instrumental value insofar as they benefit those
who are exposed to them. They do so not merely by being
conducive to Pareto-improvements in societal welfare, by
means of pushing markets towards a competitive equilib-
rium, but in a more fundamental sense, which is inextricably
linked to the intrinsic value of entrepreneurial experiments.
The underlying thought is that experiments will expose indi-
viduals to conceptions of the good that will, in turn, help
them explore new possibilities, and revise or refine their own
preferences and conceptions of the good in light of other
people’s experiments. Entrepreneurial experiments will thus
benefit those who are exposed to them especially insofar as
they will create a fertile soil for people to engage with new
experiments, enabling them to further cultivate their own
individuality.

In order to illustrate these aspects let me offer an example.
Whitney Wolf Herd, founder and CEO of Bumble, began her
career in the tech industry as a member of Tinder’s develop-
ment team (Alter, 2021). Herd’s story is exemplary in that
the decision to help develop Tinder was shaped by her nor-
mative beliefs surrounding the relevance of finding true and
romantic love, by means of cutting transaction costs between
prospective daters. In some respects, Herd’s decision to join
Tinder was an extension of her own conception of the good,
although Tinder wasn’t entirely her creation.

During her experience at Tinder, Herd had the chance to
observe how the dating platforms, while creating unprec-
edented opportunities for prospective daters to meet, would
also generate fertile soil for sexual harassment and verbal
abuse toward women, thus making their dating experience
feel often unsafe and threatening (Alter, 2021). At the same
time, Herd endured a problematic relationship with fellow
co-founder Justin Mateen, which eventually forced her to
leave Tinder (Alter, 2021).

The observed pattern of abuse towards women on Tinder,
and the alleged experience of sexual harassment equipped
Herd with a peculiar purpose for her new projects: empow-
ering women’s experience on the internet. The chance to
bring it to life presented itself in the form of a new dating
app, Bumble, which equips women with the ability to start
a conversation, as only they can activate a match by sending
the initial message. While the app does not formally protect
women from verbally controlling or abusive language after a
conversation has begun, the mechanism generated a certain
self-selection of users who share the founding values of the
community, thus resulting in a safer experience for women
(Young & Roberts, 2021).

Let me try to break down Herd’s venture in the context
of the concept of experiments in living outlined above, in
an effort to delineate the normative ideal of entrepreneur-
ship as an experiment in living. First, Herd’s story nicely
captures the idea of entrepreneurial ventures as a natural
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extension of people’s beliefs and conceptions of the good. In
particular, Herd’s goal in co-founding Tinder was to facili-
tate prospective daters in their journey to finding true love.
Hence, her decision to embark on Tinder’s entrepreneurial
venture could be aptly considered an extension of her free-
dom of thought, as it represents an instance of carrying out
her life according to her normative beliefs and conception
of the good.

Second, Herd’s story nicely illustrates how entrepreneur-
ial experiments, by means of making us practically carry
out projects underpinned by our normative beliefs, lead us
to subject them to empirical scrutiny, and thus to confirm,
refine or revise our conceptions of the good. Particularly, in
Herd’s story, we have seen that her goal of facilitating peo-
ple’s journey to true love found practical application in the
creation of Tinder, which has ultimately led her to reconsider
her normative beliefs by positing larger emphasis on the
relevance of empowering women. While developing Tinder,
Herd realized that dating platforms would create fertile soil
for abuse towards women, thus leading her to refine her ideas
and to come up with a different model of dating app—Bum-
ble—in which women are ’first-movers,” thus making their
experience safer.

In this respect, one may aptly object that the refinement
of Herd’s ideas through the entrepreneurial experiment
does not really constitute a revision of her normative beliefs
but only concerns the practical functioning of the services
offered by dating apps. In fact, one may suggest, Herd has
not abandoned her aim of facilitating people’s journey to
true love, but only perfected the practical means towards
achieving her aim. This, however, seems to constitute a
rather limited interpretation of the cognitive processes
underpinning Herd’s development of Bumble. A more chari-
table view would emphasize how the practical experiment
of Tinder, along with Herd’s personal journey, has made her
reflect on the priority of empowering women in society at
large, and in the specific instance of dating. Changes in nor-
mative priorities can be meaningfully regarded as revisions
of our conceptions of the good, as they shape the relative
weight of our values, and thus are action-guiding in nature
(Brady, 2003).

Third, Herd’s story shows how the benefits of entrepre-
neurial experiments do not merely restrict to her ability to
cultivate her own individuality by allowing her to refine her
structure of preferences and conception of the good, but
also extend to those who are exposed to her ventures. For
instance, Herd’s Bumble experiment sparked the emergence
of a wide variety of dating apps that differentiate themselves
in multiple ways (e.g., apps for celebrities, apps that focus
on short-term relationships, etc.); along similar lines, Herd’s
experiment, with other entrepreneurial ventures in the dating
world, has exposed many to the possibility of new forms of
meeting people.
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Strictly linked to this third point, and related to Mul-
doon’s elaboration on Mill’s account of experiments in liv-
ing, entrepreneurial experiments have the power of break-
ing traditional social norms, liberating individuals from
sub-optimal equilibria in which empirical and normative
expectations force them to act without heartfelt convictions.
In Herd’s specific case, we may notice how Bumble’s experi-
ment, by means of empowering women as first-movers, has
also liberated some men from the male-texts-first traditional
dating norm. Although some men may genuinely prefer tak-
ing initiative with prospective partners, some others may feel
pressured to do so by bundles of normative and empirical
expectations. In this respect, Bumble’s experiment has also
the merit of undermining such expectations by offering peo-
ple a space where different sets of both formal and informal
rules apply, giving them the chance to see where their struc-
tures of preferences and conceptions of the good fit in better.

These four aspects, I believe, should illustrate that some
entrepreneurial ventures show some striking similarities
with other activities that Mill regarded as an extension of
one’s thought and conscience and that, as such, allow us to
cultivate our own individuality, making us worthy objects of
moral contemplation. According to such a view, the freedom
to carry out entrepreneurial ventures is just an extension of
our freedom of thought, as it completes our conceptions of
the good by means of putting them under empirical scrutiny,
thus allowing us to flesh out our beliefs in a more concrete
fashion. In this respect, and to reiterate Knight’s (1921)
words, the entrepreneur may have ‘the same fundamental
psychology as the artist, inventor, or statesman. He has set
himself at a certain work and the work absorbs and becomes
himself. It is the expression of his personality; he lives in
its growth and perfection according to his plans’ (p. 163).

One may legitimately worry that our reasons for praising
Herd’s experiment are over-determined as we might be more
appreciative of Herd’s ideal of women empowerment than
of the experiment itself. In this respect, the normative work
would be done by the good of women empowerment rather
than by the quest for self-knowledge and the cultivation of
individuality that characterizes Herd’s story.!” I think this
objection has some important merits, in that it highlights
that the conception of the good underpinning one’s entre-
preneurial venture plays a role in our evaluation.

In order to illustrate this, consider the case of Ashley
Madison, a dating app that is meant to enable extramarital
affairs. For the sake of the example, let us assume that such
an aim genuinely matches with the founder’s conception of
the good. Would we regard Ashley Madison as an instance
of experiments in living? Would we regard its founder as
deserving of our praise for putting their conception of the

17 1d like to thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing on this point.

good under empirical scrutiny? My intuition is that Mill’s
no-harm proviso would rule out such a possibility. In fact,
by enabling extramarital affairs, apps like Ashley Madison
directly promote harmful deception (McKeever, 2020).

However, I suggest that, within the boundaries of the
no-harm proviso, carrying out projects in an effort to put
our conception of the good under scrutiny is intrinsically
valuable, regardless of our appreciation for the normative
beliefs being tested. Consider, for instance, the case of apps
facilitating casual sex, and let us assume for the sake of the
argument, that they are underpinned by the entrepreneur’s
ideal of enabling sexual encounters among like-minded peo-
ple. Arguably, one may claim that casual sex may lead to
negative societal consequences, especially as it is thought to
be conducive to objectification (Halwani, 2022). Yet, it does
not need to, and many instances of causal hookups are not
linked with inferior well-being (Vrangalova, 2015).

In such a case, my intuition is that the entrepreneur has
engaged in an experiment in living that is intrinsically valua-
ble. By carrying out her project, she will be able to test some
of her normative beliefs, and eventually confirm, refine, or
revise them. She has embarked on a quest for self-knowledge
that helps cultivate her own individuality and aims at expos-
ing others to it.

Defining Boundaries: When
Entrepreneurship is and is not an Instance
of Experiments in Living

One may plausibly object that the concept of experiments
in living applied to entrepreneurship proves too much. All
entrepreneurial ventures, it may be argued, are, to an extent,
the expression of one’s conception of the good, and help
us to fully flesh it out by means of practically carrying out
projects underpinned by our normative beliefs. Hence, to an
extent, all entrepreneurial ventures may potentially help us
cultivate our own individuality, making us worthy objects
of moral contemplation.

One’s entrepreneurial journey may be underpinned
merely by the desire to make a living or to become rich,
thus qualifying as a venture underpinned by a certain
structure of preferences and conception of the good. Fur-
thermore, one might suggest, that such an entrepreneurial
venture may still provide room for empirical scrutiny of
our normative beliefs. It may indeed be the case that while
carrying out our entrepreneurial venture we realize that
there is more to one’s venture than profits, or that becom-
ing rich isn’t as attractive as we thought it would be, thus
helping us flesh out and refine our conception of the good,
and enabling us to cultivate our own individuality. Finally,
one may claim that even when entrepreneurial experiments
are underpinned by these basic normative beliefs, they can
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still expose others to experiments that will ultimately help
them cultivate their own individuality.

Consider the following example. Betty is inheriting the
family restaurant business. Although she is reluctant about
keeping and running the business, lacking any passion for
the job, she recognizes that her talents and experiences do
not allow her to undertake a more profitable career path.
Betty, we may assume, cares more about the quality of
leisure, which in her mind is a function of income, than
enjoying her work hours. As such, she decides to keep the
restaurant going.

During her experience as a food entrepreneur, Betty
ultimately confirms her beliefs: she doesn’t really exhibit
any attachment to the job and is moved merely by profit
considerations. Such a drive, though, is enough to make
her good at what she does: she can spot opportunities for
growth and is able to understand customers’ demands.
Betty’s abilities allow her to offer new and rewarding
experiences to customers, which come to love new types
of cuisines through Betty’s entrepreneurial venture.

Betty’s example is interesting because it seems to tick
all the boxes for her entrepreneurial venture to qualify
as an experiment in living, while, at the same time, fail-
ing to be intuitively inspiring so as to make her a worthy
object of contemplation. In fact, despite the success story,
we would hardly refer to this entrepreneurial journey as
exemplary. Sure, Betty has a conception of the good sur-
rounding her decision to keep and run the business; she
is also able, to an extent, to subject such a conception to
empirical scrutiny by means of practically carrying out
the business, confirming her beliefs; and she is even able
to inspire other people through her entrepreneurial jour-
ney. Yet, something doesn’t strike us as quite right when
it comes to granting the status of experiment in living to
Betty’s enterprise.

There is, I suggest, one main reason why this is the case
and it consists in the fact that her business does not provide
solid ground to subject her conception of the good to empiri-
cal scrutiny, thus failing to constitute a tool for self-knowl-
edge and to help her in cultivating her own individuality and
originality, exposing others to it.

In this respect, three main aspects will help us make sense
of this particular problem. First, Betty’s entrepreneurial ven-
ture is detached from her conception of the good insofar
as the good she tries to achieve is entirely extrinsic to her
entrepreneurial journey. In other words, Betty’s venture is a
mere means towards pursuing her conception of the good.
Second, though strictly connected to this first aspect, Betty’s
entrepreneurial venture is a means among many others to
pursue such a good. Third, Betty’s entrepreneurial venture
does not even partly aim at exposing others to her concep-
tion of the good, as others are exposed to aspects of business
that are entirely detached from the good Betty is pursuing.
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Let us examine these points more carefully. Betty’s
decision to keep and run the family restaurant business is
underpinned by a bundle of normative beliefs about what
constitutes a good life. However, Betty’s entrepreneurial
venture is a mere means to pursuing that conception of the
good, which is to say that her business does not represent
in any meaningful way an extension of Betty’s structure of
preferences, being merely designed to achieve aims that are
extrinsic to it. The underlying idea is that Betty’s conception
of the good does not affect the ways in which she shapes her
business, as she is merely interested in the outcomes that her
venture provides.

The second aspect insists again on the relevance of the
connection between entrepreneurship and the conception of
the good being pursued but adds a more restrictive criterion:
in order to qualify as experiments in living, entrepreneurial
ventures must hold a special connection to the good being
pursued, which is to say that they should possess some privi-
leged status with respect to such a good.

Consider the following modified version of our story:
Betty is a reluctant entrepreneur insofar as she does not dis-
play any attachment to the venture, however, she has a strong
preference not to go into employment, as living a boss-less
life is one of her main aspirations. In this case, one may
suggest, some of Betty’s normative beliefs are linked to her
entrepreneurial venture. In fact, it is partly Betty’s concept of
boss-less life that is driving her decision to keep and run the
family restaurant business. Yet, my intuition is that the link
between Betty’s conception of the good and her entrepre-
neurial venture is too tenuous to grant it the status of experi-
ments in living. Particularly, Betty’s business represents one
among a rather large set of options to pursue her aim, thus
lacking any intimate or special connection to it. There would
indeed be very little difference for Betty between running a
restaurant or a gas station, as both satisfy her boss-less aims.

Third, Betty’s entrepreneurial venture fails to qualify as
an experiment in living because it does not aim at exposing
others to her conception of the good. Betty does not seek
to show others the alleged benefits of having a boss-less
occupation, as her decision to keep the family business is
shaped merely to pursue that goal for herself. This aspect, I
suggest, has strong normative significance, as it may change
our intuition about the connection between Betty’s concep-
tion of the good and her entrepreneurial venture.

Consider the following, admittedly bizarre, modified
version of our example: Betty does not display particular
attachment to the family restaurant business, but strongly
believes in the benefits of a boss-less life, as a result, she
decides to keep the restaurant going. Betty also wishes to
expose others to her normative beliefs surrounding the idea
of a boss-less life and, as such, organizes the restaurant such
that employees become largely autonomous and independent
from a hierarchical structure.
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Although Betty could have tried similar arrangements in
countless other ventures, in a wide variety of other sectors,
my intuition is that the connection between her conception
of the good and the entrepreneurial venture assumes a more
intimate shape. Particularly, her business now provides a
solid ground to test bits of her conception of the good, help-
ing her to refine it and cultivate her own individuality.

However, one may aptly object that the aim of exposing
others to one’s conception of the good cannot constitute a
key requirement of experiments in living. After all, one may
argue, it is the aim of subjecting one’s own beliefs to empiri-
cal scrutiny that primarily characterizes Mill’s quest for self-
knowledge and cultivation of individuality that makes per-
sons worthy objects of moral contemplation. For instance,
one may believe that an ascetic life best matches their con-
ception of the good and move to an isolated monastery to
lead a life of study and philosophical research. Wouldn’t that
count as an experiment in living? Should one aim to expose
others to such a conception of the good for it to qualify as
an experiment in living? It seems implausible.

Yet, I suggest that the aim of exposing others to one’s
conception of the good becomes a key requirement in the
context of entrepreneurial experiments in living. The reason
is that market exchanges and entrepreneurial ventures are by
nature social and largely cooperative enterprises (Cordasco
& Cowen, 2023), by which I mean that we cannot think of
any meaningful entrepreneurial venture that does not involve
aiming at exposing others to it (whether customers, workers,
or other stakeholders).

However, aiming to expose others to one’s entrepreneurial
experiments does not mean that actually benefiting others
through it becomes also a key requirement.'® In fact, one
may fail in their entrepreneurial journey, thus also failing to
provide any benefits to others, due to contingencies that are
outside one’s control. However, my intuition is that this fact
does not take away the status of experiment in living from an
entrepreneurial venture. In fact, such status seems to depend
on one carrying out their own entrepreneurial venture on the
basis of their own conception of the good, thus subjecting it
to empirical scrutiny, and with the aim of exposing others to
their own individuality, regardless of the consequences that
such a venture will bring about.

Although Mill believes that experiments in living gener-
ate relevant societal benefits that extend to those who are
not directly carrying them out, this remains an accessory
argument, as the status of experiments in living, which
makes persons objects of moral contemplation, is ultimately
granted by one’s acts and aims. This should clarify that
Mill’s concept of experiments in living applied to entrepre-
neurship, while also concerned with the consequences of

18 1d like to thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing on this point.

entrepreneurial activity, provides us primarily with a frame-
work to value certain ventures without resorting to conse-
quentialist reasons.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have attempted to show that Mill’s concept of
experiments in living provides us with a framework to value
certain instances of entrepreneurship intrinsically. Such an
attempt has the merit of responding to an intuition that, I
believe, has crossed our minds many times: backward and
forward-looking views do not exhaust the normative space
of entrepreneurship, which is to say that some instances of
entrepreneurship are not to be valued merely by virtue of
the consequences they produce, or are to be considered a
permissible emergent product of individuals acting within
the boundaries of legitimate property rights. There is some-
thing more to business activity that simply isn’t captured by
such views.

This something, I suggest, consists in the fact that certain
entrepreneurial ventures help us cultivate our own individu-
ality, by means of subjecting to empirical scrutiny our struc-
tures of preferences and conceptions of the good, making us
worthy objects of moral contemplation.

Before I conclude, I would like to propose four main
caveats in an effort to clarify what this article does not aim to
do. First, although I believe that Mill’s framework of experi-
ments in living provides us with reasons to value one’s quest
for self-knowledge through entrepreneurship, I do not mean
to suggest that such reasons cannot be overridden by other
compelling considerations. For instance, certain entrepre-
neurial ventures might be underpinned by the desire to harm
others or may harm others while pursuing certain types of
good. In this respect, as shown in the Ashley Madison exam-
ple, Mill’s no-harm proviso seems to aptly respond to such
an intuition.

Second, while I do believe that entrepreneurial experi-
ments should be granted special moral status, I do not mean
to suggest that ventures that do not enjoy such a status lack
moral justification. In this respect, I wish to stress that the
experiments in living framework is not supposed to replace
but rather to complement backward and forward-looking
views. While one’s entrepreneurial venture may lack the
status of an experiment in living, it may still be justified in
a consequentialist fashion, or be permissible according to
backward-looking views.

Third, although I regard entrepreneurship as creating
important opportunities for people to cultivate their own
individuality, I do not aim to suggest that it exhausts the
space for people to do so. In fact, the underlying aim of
this article is to show that entrepreneurship is as good
as other activities in allowing us to unfold and revise
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our conceptions of the good, and that, as such, should be
granted similar status.

Fourth, although one might speculate on the importance
of intrinsic motivations in engaging with entrepreneurial
ventures, I do not wish to suggest that when entrepre-
neurship meets the requirements of Millian experiments
in living, it is likely to lead to entrepreneurial success,
nor do I imply that success is a condition for ventures to
qualify as experiments. The scope of this article is merely
to highlight that Mill’s framework can help us value prop-
erly certain instances of entrepreneurship, irrespective of
their outcomes.

Finally, I would like to conclude by suggesting that the
present article only paves the way for an ethical inquiry in
the field of entrepreneurship that is not too tied to traditional
backward and forward-looking views. Particularly, I sug-
gest that the present framework still needs important refine-
ments in a number of aspects. For instance, some conceptual
work needs to be done in order to further define and trace
the boundaries between aims that are intrinsic or extrinsic
to entrepreneurial ventures, and thus to distinguish more
clearly between ventures that qualify or don’t as instances of
experiments in living. At the same time, it calls for empirical
investigations on whether entrepreneurship genuinely acts
as a tool for self-knowledge or is at risk of reinforcing exist-
ing biases. Although I believe that Mill’s framework nicely
captures our intuition that certain entrepreneurial ventures
are valuable in themselves, I remain open to the possibility
that other frameworks can better capture such an intuition
and offer a richer account of what we value intrinsically in
entrepreneurial ventures.

Acknowledgement The author would like to thank two anonymous
reviewers and Dora Xu for they precious comments and suggestions.

Declarations
Conflict of interest The authors declare no conflict of interest

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a
copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

@ Springer

References

Alter, C. (2021). How Whitney Wolfe herd turned a vision of a better
internet into a billion-dollar brand. Time. https://time.com/59477
27/whitney-wolfe-herd-bumble/

Anderson, A. R., & Smith, R. (2007). The moral space in entrepre-
neurship: An exploration of ethical imperatives and the moral
legitimacy of being enterprising. Entrepreneurship and Regional
Development, 19(6), 479-497.

Anderson, E. S. (1991). John Stuart Mill and experiments in living.
Ethics, 102(1), 4-26.

Basadur, M. (1997). Organizational development interventions for
enhancing creativity in the workplace. The Journal of Creative
Behavior, 31(1), 59-72.

Baumol, W. J. (1996). Entrepreneurship: Productive, unproductive, and
destructive. Journal of Business Venturing, 11(1), 3-22.

Bicchieri, C. (1990). Norms of cooperation. Ethics, 100(4), 838—861.

Bicchieri, C. (2005). The grammar of society: The nature and dynamics
of social norms. Cambridge University Press.

Bloom, N., Liang, J., Roberts, J., & Ying, Z. J. (2015). Does work-
ing from home work? Evidence from a Chinese experiment. The
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 130(1), 165-218.

Brady, M. S. (2003). Valuing, desiring and normative priority. The
Philosophical Quarterly, 53(211), 231-242.

Brenkert, G. G. (2002). Entrepreneurship, ethics, and the good society.
The Ruffin Series of the Society for Business Ethics, 3, 5-43.
Cordasco, C. L., & Cowen, N. (2023). Market participation, self-
respect, and risk tolerance. Journal of Business Ethics. https://

doi.org/10.1007/s10551-023-05396-y

Cowan, R., & Rizzo, M. J. (1995). Profits and morality. University of
Chicago Press.

Cowen, N. (2021). Neoliberal social justice: Rawls unveiled. Edward
Elgar Publishing.

Donaldson, T. (1982). Corporations and morality. Prentice-Hall.

Donaldson, T., & Dunfee, T. W. (1994). Toward a unified conception
of business ethics: Integrative social contracts theory. Academy
of Management Review, 19(2), 252-284.

Donaldson, T., & Dunfee, T. W. (2002). Ties that bind in business eth-
ics: Social contracts and why they matter. Journal of Banking and
Finance, 26(9), 1853-1865.

Dow, G. K. (2003). Governing the firm: Workers control in theory and
practice. Cambridge University Press.

Friedman, M. (1970). A Friedman doctrine: The social responsibility of
business is to increase its profits. The New York Times Magazine,
13(1970), 32-33.

Goodpaster, K. E. (1991). Business ethics and stakeholder analysis.
Business Ethics Quarterly, 1, 53-73.

Halwani, R. (2022). Casual sex, promiscuity, and objectification. In
R. Halwani, J. M. Held, N. McKeever, & A. Soble (Eds.), The
philosophy of sex: Contemporary readings (8th ed., pp. 459—479).
Rowman and Littlefield.

Hasnas, J. (1998). The normative theories of business ethics: A guide
for the perplexed. Business Ethics Quarterly, 8(1), 19-42.

Heath, J. (2006). Business ethics without stakeholders. Business Ethics
Quarterly, 16(4), 533-557.

Heath, J. (2014). Morality, competition, and the firm: The market fail-
ures approach to business ethics. Oxford University Press.

Hobsbawm, E. J. (1968). Industry and empire: An economic history of
Britain since 1750. Weidenfeld and Nicolson.

Kirzner, I. M. (2015). Competition and entrepreneurship. University
of Chicago Press.

Knight, F. H. (1921). Risk, Uncertainty and Profit. University of Illinois
at Urbana-Champaign’s Academy for Entrepreneurial Leadership
Historical Research Reference in Entrepreneurship.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://time.com/5947727/whitney-wolfe-herd-bumble/
https://time.com/5947727/whitney-wolfe-herd-bumble/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-023-05396-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-023-05396-y

The Ethics of Entrepreneurship: A Millian Approach

229

Machan, T. R. (1999). Entrepreneurship and ethics. International Jour-
nal of Social Economics, 26(5), 596—609.

McKeever, N. (2020). Why, and to what extent, is sexual infidelity
wrong? Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 101(3), 515-537.

Mill, J. S. (2001). [1863]. Utilitarianism. Batoche Books Kitchener.

Mill, J. S. (2003). [1859]. On liberty. Yale University Press.

Muldoon, R. (2015). Expanding the justificatory framework of Mill’s
experiments in living. Utilitas, 27(2), 179-194.

Nozick, R. (1974). Anarchy, state, and utopia (Vol. 5038). Basic
Books.

Otteson, J. R. (2019). Honorable business : A framework for business
in a just and humane society. Oxford University Press.

Page, S. E. (2007). The difference: How the power of diversity creates
better groups firms schools and societies. Princeton University
Press.

Schumpeter, J. (1942). Creative destruction. Capitalism, Socialism and
Democracy, 825, 82-85.

Schwalbe, M. L. (1985). Autonomy in work and self-esteem. Sociologi-
cal Quarterly, 26(4), 519-535.

Vogel, D. (1991). The ethical roots of business ethics. Business Ethics
Quarterly, 1, 101-120.

Vrangalova, Z. (2015). Does casual sex harm college students’ well-
being? A longitudinal investigation of the role of motivation.
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 44, 945-959. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10508-013-0255-1

Young, C. (2022). Against paretianism: A wealth creation approach
to business ethics. Business Ethics Quarterly, 32(3), 475-501.

Young, M., & Roberts, S. (2021). Shifting old-fashioned power dynam-
ics?: Womens perspectives on the gender transformational capac-
ity of the dating app. Bumble, Feminist Media Studies. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14680777.2021.1992472

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-013-0255-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-013-0255-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2021.1992472
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2021.1992472

	The Ethics of Entrepreneurship: A Millian Approach
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The Moral Standing of Entrepreneurial Activity: A Tale of Two Cities
	Millian Experiments in Living
	Entrepreneurship as an Experiment in Living
	Defining Boundaries: When Entrepreneurship is and is not an Instance of Experiments in Living
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgement 
	References




