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"Mainly they were womed about the future, 
and they would badger us about what's 
going to happen to us. Finally, I said: 'Look, 
the best way to predict the future is to 
invent it. This is the century in which you 
can be proactive about the future: you don't 
have to be reactive. The whole idea of 
having scientists and technology is that 
those things you can envision and describe 
can actually be built.' It was a surprise to 
them and it womed them."- Alan Kay 

In the 18th Century. JUSt 3 decades prior to 
tile birth of Leland Stanford, Adam Smith 
defined "'entrepreneur" as a person who 
acts as an agent 1n transforming demand 
1nto supply. This specific definition, the con
cept of an entrepreneur as a supplier of 
what the customer wants, is 1n agreement to 
many defin1tions that preceded Smith. How
ever. thiS was not a phtlosophy that re
mained a static def1n1l10n of the practice. In 
h1s book, The Des1gn of Business. Roger 
Martin speaks of entrepreneurship and inno
vation as a way of seeing the world "not as 
it is. but as it coutd be." The book goes on 
to argue that true innovation stems from the 
exploration of problems that can not actu
ally be found in history, or proven by data. 
Perhaps in a more extreme use of language, 
Enk Reis offers up another take on the prac
tice deftning entrepreneurship as the act of 
creating something new under '"extreme un
certainty." From juxtaposing the 21st Cen
tury definition of the field with the 18th and 
and early 19tl1 century definitions. it might 
seem as though entrepreneurship has 
evolved from a practice that supplies a 
demand to a profession that creates de-
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solutions for. 

"The husband and wife who open another 
delicatessen store or another Mexican res
taurant in the American suburb surely take a 
risk. But are they entreprenews? All they do 
1s what has been done many times before. 
They gamble on the mcreasing popularity of 
eating out m therr area, but create neither a 
new satisfaction nor new consumer demand 
( .. . ]Indeed, entrepreneurs are a minority 
among new businesses. They create some-

, thing new, something different; they change 
or transmute values."- Peter Drucker 

Instead of changing or transmuting values, 
entrepreneurs are focusing energy towards 
making t~le old better, feeding ofi of that 
which preceded as opposed to laying 
ground work for that to come. This method
ology results m a loss of disruptive tendency 
within the practice of entrepreneurship. 
What if we shifted the value of business 

, away from "money making," and towards 
"meantng making." What if business was re-

, Interpreted as a medium for critical inquiry? 
By delinttion, a "project" has a start and end 
date - it is more than acceptable to, eventu
ally , conclude a project. A business. on the 
other hand, IS destgned with the intention of 
never concluding. Conclusion in business, in 
fact , is seen as a negative thing -it is seen 
as an embarrassment within the entrepre
neurial community . If you have to end your 
business, it means you couldn't make it 
work- you failed , and not in the romantic 



sense. This reality, in entrepreneurial en
deavor, 1nspires a kind of mindset that ob
sessively considers two things at all time: 
accessibil ity and sustamability. People need 

t to understand your idea so that they wi ll 
want to be a part of it. You need to find 
some way to make your idea impenetrable 

• from the realities of day-to-day necessities 
so that you can survive. So what if critical 

' des1gners took a similar approach to their 
projects by framing their inquiry as an entity 
that requ1res a component of self-sustain-

! ability? 

, Leveraging business as a medium for critical 
design will not only result in a fruitful, long 

' term, source of new knowledge and discov
ery, 11 Will also make critical inquiry more ap
proachable and accessible by the general 
publiC . Bus1ness. like 1t or hate it . is a part of 
our daily hves - the clothes we wear, the 
food we eat, the schools we go to, the 
people we work for ... it rs an Internationally 
understood tool that we all have some sort 
of experience with. Turning that ultra acces
Sible medium into something that can make 
new knowledge, then, has the potential of 
great power for the critical design commu
nity. 

To give a personal account of how I am ac
tively using business as a medium for criti
cal inquiry , I will speak a bi t about my cur
rent venture: verynice. In 2008 1 became 
very interested in all of the disgusting moral 
dilemmas 1n the corporate design industry. 
Spec1ficaiJy. I became interested in the 
misuse of the word "social." and the falsity 
of mtent1ons amongst "social designers" in 

the corporate scene. This in terest soon 
evolved into a critical investigation into the 
cultural relevance of pro bono, social entre
preneurship, and the future of volunteerism. 
But rnstead of making a poster about 1t, or. 
doing a sort of one-liner crit ical design proJ
ect that amplified my disgust ... I started a 
business: a verynice design studio. verymce 
has now grown to be a global des1gn, b~SI
ness, and innovation consultancy that g1ves 
over half of it's work away for free. We have 
been able to donate the equ1valent of nearly 
$350,000 in design serv1ces for non-profit 
organizations, for nothing 1n return. Sure, 
the pro bono component of verymce IS a 
great way to give designers a platform to 
contribute to the betterment of soctely w1th 
t11e1r unique skills and talents (as opposed 
to cleaning up a beach), but it has always 
been about much more than that, on a per
sonal level. It is because of my critical enter
pnse that 1. personally, have been able to .. 
gain knowledge around '·research mterests 
through un1que conversatrons w1th the cli
ents, collaborators. stake holders, and en
thusiasts that support verynice's etforts. 

1 encourage designers and artist s to se.e 
business as something more than money
making - to mstead recogniz.e that it i~ an
other medium. To see entrepreneurshiP as 
an alternative to photoshop or illustrator -
something that can be used as a platform 
to experiment. learn, and disseminate new 
knowledge 111 an accessible and sustainable 
manner. Here's to a new genre of bUSiness, 
making and design: "critical enterprise. 


