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Philippe de Woot, in an article based on his latest book, argues that economic 
actions based on ethical and political dimensions are increasingly essential

RETHINKING ENTERPRISE
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It is enterprise that transforms scientific 
knowledge and technologies, often  
as soon as they emerge, into products 
and services

Enterprise being the ultimate agent of 
economic and technical creativity, it 
was long believed that it automatically 
served the common good through the 
virtues of the market and its famous 
“invisible hand”

This question has intrigued humans since the 
beginning of civilization. 

Greek myths extensively discussed it and placed 
it in its proper perspective, which is that of creative 
impulse but also the concerns of men: pride and 
fear. For them, the creators of material progress 
played a major role in society. They were heroes 
– but damned heroes. 

This approach leads to the question of whether 
men, these “ephemeral beings”, can appropriate 
mastery of technology without giving it a societal 
purpose or subjecting it to a broader vision of the 
common good. This a question that, in various 
ways, transcends history.

Enterprise being the ultimate agent of economic 
and technical creativity, it was long believed that 
it automatically served the common good through 
the virtues of the market and its famous “invisible 
hand”. The market economy has undoubtedly 
been a source of considerable progress for that 
part of humanity that it lifted out of poverty. 
Many leaders justify this system by saying that 
overall the benefits outweigh the disadvantages.

If there is a key trend in our time it is that of 
the progress of science and technology. This 
trend has become a steamroller whatever the 

vagaries of history and economic conditions. 

Science has undergone an unprecedented 
acceleration in the last century and several 
factors have contributed to this. 

The accumulation of knowledge and its rapid 
dissemination have provided researchers with 
broader and more ambitious research fields,  
with inter-disciplinary approaches and universal 
access to information that has fostered new and 
bolder research. Technological competition, now 
global, has expanded and multiplied the means  
of funding research and development. 

We have got to the heart of many secrets that 
seemed indecipherable just a few decades ago. We 
have discovered the mechanisms of life. We have 
come up with precise figures on the origin of the 
universe. We have discovered its first moments and 
are beginning to know “the music of the stars”.

It is enterprise that transforms scientific knowledge 
and technologies, often as soon as they emerge, into 
products and services. By mastering the methods 
and tools of techno-science, enterprise has the 
power of knowledge behind its economic strategies. 

Techno-science constantly provides new 
opportunities and more powerful competitive 
weapons. It thus becomes a key element of 
economic development and competitive power. 
Enterprise is therefore the main mediator between 
science and society. Yet is it an agent of progress? 

Questioning the purpose of enterprise and the 
development model that drives it means questioning 
material progress, its orientation and its ambiguities. 
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Today, the link between economic growth and 
the common good has become less clear. A 
globalised, neo-liberal approach has gradually 
“de-linked” economics from ethics and politics.

Globalisation, the acceleration of techno-science 
and the lack of global regulation give the economic 
system autonomy and unprecedented power. It 
operates according to its own criteria: profitability, 
competitiveness, the race to win market share. In  
the absence of global regulation this approach tends 
to become dominant and impose a development 
model on us that has no purpose other than its 
effectiveness and dynamism.

Led solely by its own instrumental logic, this 
model becomes increasingly ambiguous and 
paradoxical. While providing economic growth 
unprecedented in human history, our model runs 
out of control, pollutes, excludes and generates 
domination, injustice and social disintegration. 

Never has our ability to create wealth been greater 
and never has the absolute number of people in 
poverty been so high.

Never has our scientific and technical knowledge 
been so great and never has the planet been so 
threatened.

Never has the need for economic governance 
been so compelling and never have governments 
of nation-states been so toothless.

This raises the question of whether the current 
model is still politically and morally acceptable 
without profound change. One might even ask if 
we are not completely blinded to the excesses of 
it, if we are not complicit in its overall malfunctions 
and if it does not lead us into a kind of madness. 

Our model generates systemic risks that are not 
explicitly desired and are difficult to measure, 
albeit not unexpected, and whose consequences 
can endanger social harmony, existing regulations 
and institutions, and the planet itself. We are in a 
high-risk society that forces us to question ourselves, 
to take more responsibility and to invent new modes 
of co-operation and governance.

The challenges of the 21st century are immense: 
implementing a more sustainable development 
model, maintaining markets and societies as 
open as possible, deploying entrepreneurial 
dynamism in the service of the common good, 
boosting employment, re-industrialising Western 
countries while promoting the development of 
emerging countries.

How can we better focus our extraordinary 
creative capacity to meet the challenges ahead?

Never has our ability to create wealth 
been greater and never has the 
absolute number of people in poverty 
been so high
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Enterprise is the central agent of our economic 
system. We focus on it not to impute to it full 
responsibility for the excesses and failures of our 
economic model but rather to outline the role 
enterprise could play in its transformation. 

By changing its culture, it can be a powerful tool 
to better meet the global challenges of our century. 
Given the power it holds over resources, enterprise 
has a major responsibility.

Entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation are 
necessary responses to societal challenges. Although 
the current economic model is the source of major 
deviations, enterprise in the broadest sense can help 
correct many of them. From problem it can become 
solution. 

This approach is particularly realistic today given that 
creativity, innovation and entrepreneurial activity 
go far beyond the scope of capitalist enterprise 
and the market. Thousands of initiatives appear 
throughout the world to propose solutions: social 
entrepreneurship, the social economy, fair trade 
and so on. These are a sign of devolved and more 
accountable entrepreneurial activities. 
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By changing the culture of enterprise, it  
can be a powerful tool to better meet the  
global challenges of our century. Given the 
power it holds over resources, enterprise  
has a major responsibility

Many of them co-operate with capitalist enterprises 
that are inspired to transform their culture and meet 
their social responsibilities. This abundance  
of creativity brings with it new forms of 
enterprise, which, far from competing with  
more conventional forms, are an indispensable 
complement and a source of cultural inspiration.

Many companies, among the most enlightened, 
have already begun this process. But alone they 
are not enough to restore the ethical and political 
dimensions to economic activity. Enterprise is 
obviously one stakeholder among others. The 
public authorities, social forces and civil society 
are expected to contribute to this transformation.

Real cultural change drives leaders to rethink three 
major business functions: creativity and innovation 
(entrepreneurship), organising and leading a 
community (leadership) and serving the common 
good (statesmanship). 

The aim of the book is not to discuss in detail each 
of these functions but to outline some practical 
pathways for change toward restoring the ethical 
and political dimensions to economics.




