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Abstract This article identifies power, subjectivity, and
practices of freedom as neglected but significant elements

for understanding the ethics of social entrepreneurship.

While the ethics of social entrepreneurship is typically
conceptualized in conjunction with innate properties or

moral commitments of the individual, we problematize this

view based on its presupposition of an essentialist concep-
tion of the authentic subject. We offer, based on Foucault’s

ethical oeuvre, a practice-based alternative which sees eth-

ics as being exercised through a critical and creative dealing
with the limits imposed by power, notably as they pertain to

the conditioning of the neoliberal subject. To this end, we

first draw on prior research which looks at how practitioners
of social enterprises engage with government policies that

demand that they should act and thinkmore like prototypical

entrepreneurs. Instead of simply endorsing the kind of
entrepreneurial subjectivity implied in prevailing policies,

our results indicate that practitioners are mostly reluctant to

identify themselves with the invocation of governmental
power, often rejecting the subjectivity offered to them by

discourse. Conceiving these acts of resistance as emblem-
atic of how social entrepreneurs practice ethics by retaining

a skeptical attitude toward attempts that seek to determine

who they should be and how they should live, we introduce
three vignettes that illustrate how practices of freedom relate

to critique, the care for others, and reflected choice. We
conclude that a practice-based approach of ethics can

advance our understanding of how social entrepreneurs

actively produce conditions of freedom for themselves as
well as for others without supposing a ‘true self’ or a utopian

space of liberty beyond power.

Keywords Ethics ! Foucault ! Governmentality !
Neoliberalism ! Practice theory ! Social entrepreneurship

We cannot jump outside the situation, and there is no point where you are
free from all power relations. But you can always change it.

Michel Foucault (1997a, p. 167)

Introduction

Ethics has had a dubious career in the domain of entrepre-

neurship studies. While at first it was literally non-existent,

ethics has over the years become a more recognized focus
within the field of entrepreneurship research (e.g., Buchholz

and Rosenthal 2005; Cressy et al. 2011; Hannafey 2003;

Harris et al. 2009). Reductively put, one can subdivide the
available literature into accounts that assume a positive

relationship between entrepreneurship and ethics and those

which evaluate the entrepreneurship–ethics nexus more
skeptically. Characteristic of the former case are accounts

that suggest that entrepreneurship is structurally linked to the

‘good society’ (Brenkert 2002), or which align entrepre-
neurship with issues of emancipation to underscore its eth-

ical thrust (e.g., Goss et al. 2011; Rindova et al. 2009).

However, such affirmative readings of entrepreneurship are
clearly outnumbered by accounts that evaluate the relation-

ship between ethics and entrepreneurship more critically.

For instance, Blackburn and Ram (2007) have cautioned
against exaggerated expectations in the ethical potential of
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entrepreneurship, pointing out that the research community

must ‘‘maintain a perspective based on evidence rather than
idealized notions’’ (p. 76). While some commentators have

promulgated the view that entrepreneurship and ethics

constitute a love–hate relationship (Fisscher et al. 1984),
other appraisals have been more trenchant by envisioning

ethics and entrepreneurship as being mutually exclusive

(Carr 2003). Overall then, this raises the question of
‘‘whether entrepreneurship may be considered ethical at all’’

(Jones and Spicer 2009, p. 103).
This reluctance to credit entrepreneurship with ethical

currency contrasts sharply with the literature on social

entrepreneurship. Notwithstanding some notable critiques
of social entrepreneurship’s ethical base (e.g., Eikenberry

2009), existing research has mainly been premised on the

assumption that social entrepreneurship is at the service of
the common good, thus exhibiting a thoroughly synergetic

relationship with ethics. Since the inception of social

entrepreneurship as a field of academic research, it has
been commonplace to support the ethical exegesis of social

entrepreneurship through cliché-like comparisons between

the prototypical business entrepreneur, who is conceived of
as egotistic, selfish, wayward, dominant, and opportunistic,

and the social entrepreneur who is portrayed as the pro-

verbial embodiment of ethical virtuousness. The image of
social entrepreneurship as a preeminent moral actor further

relies on the contention that the motives of social entre-

preneurs are impeccable and noble (Goss et al. 2011), and
that social entrepreneurs are able to attain large-scale,

systemic change (Cukier et al. 2011).

Such panacea-like qualities are inter alia epitomized in a
recent interview with Michael Porter, the Harvard-based

management guru, who points out ‘‘that social entrepre-

neurship is an important transitional vehicle toward the
creation of shared value and a capitalist system in which

meeting social needs is not just a peripheral activity but a

core aspect of every business’’ (Driver 2012, p. 421).
Porter’s prophetic enunciation reflects the widespread

belief that social entrepreneurship will be capable of

instigating a move toward ‘‘a more ethical and socially
inclusive capitalism’’ (Dacin et al. 2011, p. 3). Although it

must be kept in mind that the term ‘ethics’ is used rather

sparingly in the available literature, it is still possible to see
the ethical substrate of social entrepreneurship in the way it

is positioned as a viable alternative to capitalism ‘as we

know it’ (Shaw and de Bruin 2013). Media coverage and
promotion agencies further advance these eschatological

sentiments by linking social entrepreneurship with a para-

dise ‘yet to come’ which is eventually made possible
through the miraculous deeds of some extraordinary, rare

individuals (Dey 2007).

The main effect of such accounts is probably that
readers are provided with a fairly optimistic appraisal of

the potential that social entrepreneurship has for navigating

society into safer, more sustainable territories. For our part,
we are reluctant to support these insights uncritically for

they appear not to tell us anything very useful about the

ethics of social entrepreneurship. Among the central
problems of prevailing estimates is that they attend to an

essentialist perspective which views social entrepreneurs as

a priori ethical. This forms a misleading interpretation for it
tends to reify ethics by construing social entrepreneurship

as wholly authentic, whereas it is a deeply contradictory
endeavor. By implication, idealized versions of social

entrepreneurship tend to veil the complex ethical decisions

and dilemmas that lie at the heart of social entrepreneurs’
mundane reality. Thus, as a result of naturalizing ethics as a

property of the individual, ethics is actually not explained,

but instead explained away. That is, it is removed from
anything which is difficult, contradictory or ambivalent, in

short, anything that has to do with the prosaics of the

ethical experience (Dey 2007; Dey and Steyaert 2010;
Steyaert 2004; Steyaert and Dey 2010).

To move beyond idealized conceptions of social entre-

preneurship which prevent us from grasping the complex
ways in which social entrepreneurs actually ‘do’ ethics, in

this article, we propose to re-conceptualize the ethics of

social entrepreneurship by introducing three interrelated
concepts which appear most helpful for such a task: power,

subjectivity, and freedom as practice. Invoking Michel

Foucault’s ethical oeuvre to develop a practice-based
understanding of ethics, we demonstrate that the ethics of

social entrepreneurship is not given a priori but is imma-

nent in ongoing struggles related to becoming an ethical
subject. The chief value of a practice-based approach is

that it compels us to consider ethics from the viewpoint of

the practices through which social entrepreneurs actively
shape their subjectivity and their relations with others so as

to temporarily transgress attempts that seek to determine

who they should be and how they should live. Creating a
circuit between Foucault’s ethical work and social entre-

preneurship thus enables us to dereify ethics by pinpointing

its produced character. Conceptually elaborating and
empirically illustrating how ethical practices are enacted,

we seek in particular to emphasize the quotidian ways in

which social entrepreneurs actualize liberating forms of
individual and collective existence. Overall then, cultivat-

ing a sensibility that ethics is something which is done by

social entrepreneurs on a day-to-day basis rather than
possessed once and for all, the central contribution of this

article is that it offers a starting point for investigating the

different forms that the ethical practice of social entre-
preneurship can take.

The paper proceeds as follows. We first challenge

accounts which identify the ethics of social entrepreneur-
ship in conjunction with some innate property of the
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autonomous individual, and then elaborate an alternative

understanding based on Foucault’s writing on ethics.
Developing a practice-based framework which delineates

ethics as exercised through a critical and creative dealing

with existing limits, we review prior research to pinpoint
how social entrepreneurs engage in practices of freedom

that resist governmental power which demands that they

must act and think more like prototypical entrepreneurs. To
chart further manifestations that practices of freedom can

take, we introduce three vignettes that emphasize how
practices of freedom relate to issues of critique, the care for

others, and reflected choice. We conclude by evaluating the

value of a practice-based view of ethics for social entre-
preneurship scholarship.

On the Ethics of Social Entrepreneurship: From
Authentic Self to Practices of Freedom

However valuable recent inquiries into the ethics of social

entrepreneurship might have been, we believe that ethical

readings of social entrepreneurship entail a problem which
merits critical attention. This problem is chiefly related to

approaches which conceive, either implicitly or explicitly,

the ethics of social entrepreneurship as an innate property
of the authentic individual. This is apparent in the rhetoric

of many intermediary organizations, such as Ashoka, one

of the eldest and most salient agencies promoting social
entrepreneurship. For instance, in what at times appears

like an evangelist discourse, Ashoka purports on its

homepage (cf. www.ashoka.org) that the individual’s eth-
ical fiber forms a sine qua non for becoming part of their

illustrious circle of social entrepreneurship fellows. Con-

struing ethics as a trait of the individual is also part of the
academic discourse; for example, Hemingway (2005)

mentions that ‘‘it is the personal values of the individual

that may make the difference between the private or public
sector entrepreneur and the social entrepreneur’’ (p. 237).

The image of social entrepreneurs as ethical subjects is

premised to a large extent on the assumption that their
involvement in projects or ventures which try to liberate

people from systematic life disadvantages such as poverty

requires a kind of ethical virtuousness which only very few
people possess. Without an ethical fiber, it would seem

unlikely that social entrepreneurs would be able to endure

the hardship involved in alleviating such suffering. It is
because the moral commitments of the individual social

entrepreneur exceed the kind of sacrifice an average indi-

vidual would be able (and willing) to make that social
entrepreneurship gets to represent a higher calling rather

than just an ordinary profession or career (Dempsey and

Sanders 2010). In this way, the social entrepreneur is ele-
vated to the status of a sui generis entity, that is, a class of

its own whose superiority is rooted in the ethical properties

of the individual.
This said, it should be borne in mind that it is not

uncommon in theories of ethics to place the individual

center stage (Painter-Morland 2008). Yet, what we find
problematic about the view that social entrepreneurs are

more virtuous and ethical than ordinary people, or that they

are ethical all the time, is that this suggests the existence of
an ethical substance, a pre-ordained and fixed property of

the authentic individual. In our estimate, such assumptions
are misleading for they conceive of the relationship

between ethics and the social entrepreneur as static and

essentialist, thus encouraging the impression that one is
either ethical or not. This quite evidently ignores the fact

that the everyday life of social entrepreneurs is replete with

ethical quandaries (Zahra et al. 2009). Thus, the ethics of
social entrepreneurship might not always already exist, like

a material object, but might instead be in need of constant

protection and nurturing. Hence, denoting ethics as an
innate property of the individual obscures the possibility

that the ethics of social entrepreneurship is a very fragile

endeavor that is lined with not only intermittent moments
of success but also with frequent setbacks. Lastly, the

essentialist view of ethics is problematic because it inad-

vertently gives rise to the view that the successes, as well
as the failures, of social enterprises are primarily or

exclusively related to the moral state of the individual

entrepreneur. This not only ignores the fact that social
entrepreneurship is an inherently collective phenomenon

but also fails to take notice of what actually happens when

social entrepreneurs get to employ their ethical motives and
aims in the context of everyday practices. Consequently,

using the moral state of the individual as a proxy for the

ethics of social entrepreneurship might too readily ignore
the role which mundane practices play in such ethical

undertakings.

Therefore, it is crucial to reassess the view of the social
entrepreneur as an authentic subject whose ethical decisions

and deeds are merely the material representation of some

innate ethical traits. Deeming it urgent to rethink the ethics of
social entrepreneurship, the underpinning argument in this

paper is that the ethics of social entrepreneurship should be

conceived from a perspective which emphasizes the minu-
tiae of how ethics is actually ‘done’. Michel Foucault’s

perspective of ethics seems ideal for such a task for it helps us

move away from an understanding of ethics premised on the
normative idea(l) of an authentic individual and toward an

understanding of ethics as a practice.

Foucault’s Ethics

While practice-based ethics has garnered increasing attention
in the discourse of business ethics (e.g., Clegg et al. 2007;
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Loacker and Muhr 2009; Painter-Morland 2008), in this

article, we home in on the work of Foucault, particularly the
ethical work he pursued toward the end of his life (e.g.,

1987, 1988a, b, 1990, 1997b, 2011). To start, we should note

that Foucault did not conceive of ethics as a moral theory
which seeks to stipulate universal moral criteria for evalu-

ating people’s actions. Rather, he was interested in the var-

iegated practices through which people turn themselves into
ethical subjects. To grasp the basic thrust of Foucault’s

ethical work, it is important to mention that many have seen
his ‘ethical turn’ as signaling a radical break with his pre-

vious work on power (Flynn 1985), which was concerned

primarily with the normalizing/disciplinary effects of power
and discourse (Foucault 1973, 1977). Yet, a more productive

way of looking at Foucault’s turn toward questions of free-

dom and ethical self-care is to see it as complementing rather
than as substituting for his earlier work. Although Foucault’s

earlier work, notably Discipline and Punish (1977), con-

ceived of subjects as constituted through disciplinary
regimes of power, Foucault (Foucault 1988a) later conceded

that this work might have been focusing ‘‘too much on the

technology of domination and power’’ (p. 19). Moving away
from an understanding of subjectivity as determined by

technologies of power, Foucault came to reintroduce a sense

of individual agency into his work on power by emphasizing
the practices of the self through which individuals constitute

themselves as subjects of their own knowledge. While it

should be Foucault’s instead of Foucault (1984a) earlier
work on power was addressing the question of ‘‘How we are

constituted as subjects who […] submit to power relations’’

(p. 49), his ethical work complements this focus by
addressing the question if and how individuals are able to

destabilize the call of power by creatively transgressing the

subjectivity offered to them as their true nature. Put suc-
cinctly ‘‘How are we constituted as moral subjects of our

own actions?’’ (ibid.).

Although Foucault’s work on ethics does not add up to a
self-contained theory, the question his multifaceted elabo-

rations tried to address was how one is able to live an

ethical life in the absence of universal moral codes or
imperatives. His contention that many liberation move-

ments had failed precisely because they tried to base moral

obligations upon the idea of authentic subjectivity (Fou-
cault 1984b) prompted him to engage with antique (Greek

and Roman) ethics which offered new insights into how

morality is practiced outside of the mere obedience to
established codes of rule. As he reinvigorated philosophical

treatises of ethical self-care, he did not so much nostalgi-

cally glorify a bygone era as realize that cultivated work on
the self offered an alternative to approaches which saw the

lawful use of reason as the only mechanism through which

subjects could be liberated from their enslavement.

Foucault’s interest in Greek ethics was based in large

part on the realization that it locates the freedom of the
individual in the practices of self-care. Freedom thus

encompasses a critical and creative engagement with nor-

malizing approaches that outline how one is supposed to
live and who one is supposed to be. Importantly, the

understanding of freedom which informed Foucault’s eth-

ical work contrasts sharply with approaches that see free-
dom as the antagonism of domination which represses,

alienates, and conceals the individual’s true nature (Fou-
cault 1997a, b, c). Although Foucault did not denigrate the

significance of liberation as manifest, for instance, in pro-

cesses of decolonialization (Foucault 1987), his own the-
orizing was interested more in freedom as a phenomenon

which does not so much try to dispense with power as to

creatively transgress the limits that power imposes. Envi-
sioning freedom as a practice rather than a telos, Foucault

was interested in how individuals bend and breach the

norms, rules, and definitions that impel them to define
themselves in particular ways. While freedom presupposes

a critical, yet creative, engagement with existing limits, it is

important to understand that such constant vigilance and a
‘‘hyper- and pessimistic activism’’ (Berard 1999, p. 222)

form pivotal components of how Foucault understands

ethics. This critical attitude, or what Foucault (1997c)
called the art of voluntary inservitude, is essential for

retaining a critical awareness of how one is shaped by

various technologies of power, and for preserving one’s
ability to make choices about what to do and who to be. It

is precisely since forming a practice rather than some finite

state that freedom can never be fully realized nor ever fully
suppressed, as it is subject to ongoing struggles around

subjectivity.

Social Entrepreneurship and Practices of Freedom

Transposed to the present argument, we can see that Fou-
cault’s ethical oeuvre works as an invitation to study how

social entrepreneurs engage in practices of freedom

whereby they resist and appropriate the discursive and
institutional limits which demand that they act and think in

particular ways. Understanding how social entrepreneurs

practice freedom thus requires revealing the mechanisms of
power that shape the work and subjectivity of social

entrepreneurs. Meanwhile, a practice-based view calls

attention to how social entrepreneurs creatively breach the
normalizing effects of power. Shedding light on social

entrepreneurs’ embedded practices of freedom makes it

possible to understand that although they are always lim-
ited through the normalizing force of power, they are also

capable of appropriating power relations in ways that let

them expand their possibilities for action. Rather than

630 P. Dey, C. Steyaert

123



forming a homogenous set of practices, freedom can be

enacted in quite different ways. It is to this difference that
we will now turn. Before doing so, however, we offer an

account of governmentality as the form of power which

operates by shaping the subjectivity of social entrepre-
neurial practitioners.

Neoliberal Governmentality

In advanced liberalism, according to Foucault (1991),

governing is an ‘art’ which involves forms of power that

are transmitted through the production of subjectivities.
Unlike previous regimes of governing which were based on

more authoritarian and hierarchical forms of power, gov-

erning in advanced liberalism involves an exercise of
power which primarily relies on introducing an ethos of

responsibility through various measures of individual

empowerment. Where Foucault’s (1991) discussion of
neoliberal governmentality shows how political forms of

government are extended to forms of self-improvement, we

can see that governmentality is less a matter of dominating
people than of optimizing their capacity for social pro-

duction by making them ‘‘fit’’, ‘‘flexible’’ and ‘‘autono-

mous’’ (Lemke 2001). Bluntly put, neoliberal
governmentality relies on the technologies of power to

produce a certain action-orientation on the part of those

being governed.
While neoliberal governmentality is indicative of a

fundamental transformation of the relation between the

state and civil society, this transformation comprises the
much-heralded demise of the welfare state model as one of

its most salient phenomena. Neoliberal governmentality

places a strong emphasis on proactive individuals who
participate in the quest to improve their own welfare. Thus,

in what Dean (2010) calls the post-welfarist regime of the

social, the role of the state is less to secure welfare directly
(e.g., by providing public services), and more to create the

conditions under which individuals and groups within

society are able to solve their own problems. This activa-
tion implies a process whereby individuals and groups

become located in a network of obligations that impels

them to act and think in determinate ways. Examples of
this can be found in today’s work integration programs: the

unemployed individual is expected to make his or her own

arrangements to become integrated into the job market
(e.g., by participating in educational or coaching pro-

grams), thus averting the risk of becoming welfare

dependent. In this way, neoliberal governmentality con-
stitutes the process through which political problems such

as unemployment are transformed into a matter of indi-

vidual engagement and self-management. An ethos of
proactiveness is placed at the heart of the social by creating

a felt responsibility for particular issues or populations and,

most significantly, by emphasizing enterprise as a norma-
tive strategy for both the individual and for organizations.

Social Entrepreneurship and the Governing of Civil
Society

While neoliberal governmentality involves infusing market
logics into all domains of social life, and constituting

‘responsible’ subjectivities that take their fate into their
own hands, this makes it clear why so many governments

have keenly endorsed social entrepreneurship as a policy

instrument for governing civil society (Carmel and Harlock
2008). First and foremost, social entrepreneurship policies

make it possible to position competition, flexibility and

managerialism as normative models for civil society,
meanwhile excluding or marginalizing explicitly pro-social

norms and values (Eikenberry 2009). Critical commenta-

tors have been quick to suggest that the discourse of social
entrepreneurship is a technology of power through which

elite actors get to justify the roll-back of the state in its role

as a provider of public welfare and to shift responsibility to
independent agents within civil society (Mason 2012). In

this logic, social entrepreneurship forms an ideology which

promotes a more business-like ethos in quite diverse areas
such as health, social care and regeneration (Baines et al.

2010).

Though we partly sympathize with this reading, we also
feel that it would be premature to identify the main func-

tion of social entrepreneurship programs and policies in the

ideological veiling of sectional interests. Although it is
correct that social entrepreneurship works to confer

responsibility from the state to individuals and communi-

ties within civil society, this is achieved not only by
introducing tight measures of surveillance and control, but

also, and probably even more so, by producing the condi-

tions under which individuals can be acted upon as free
beings (Dey 2014). Such processes can be observed in

social entrepreneurship policies and programs which

demand that individuals and organizations operating within
civil society should engage in commercial activities and

become (more) business savvy (Parkinson and Howorth

2008). Hence, such endeavors appeal to the freedom of
those working in and for civil society by suggesting that

everyone should know that the best way forward as a

charity manager, social leader or community activist is to
believe in the ideas of management and business entre-

preneurship. Many social entrepreneurship programs and

policies work on the assumption that promoting
(quasi)markets and competition between providers will

drive down costs and improve efficiency (Carmel and

Harlock 2008). This is probably nowhere more evident
than in Britain, where social entrepreneurship has been
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used to align the provision of public services more along

the lines of market principles (Hogg and Baines 2011;
Teasdale 2012). Through this process, social entrepre-

neurship as an organizational form relying on earned

income strategies has been established as not merely one
model in the welfare mix; rather, it is used as a normative

point of reference which is expected to encourage all other

organizations to endorse earned-income strategies. From
the vantage point of governmentality, social entrepreneur-

ship works to generalize a commercial logic to any orga-
nizational form within civil society which uses limited

means to accomplish social ends.

One of the preeminent techniques for fostering goals
related to social entrepreneurship, such as financial self-

sufficiency, accountability or commercial revenues, has

been performance-based government contracts (Curtis
2008). Whereas the explicit objective of such contracts is

to bring about social entrepreneurship by providing money

and various forms of coaching and guidance, they also
enlist the respective individuals and organizations in a

regime of accountability and transparency in which they

have to constantly prove they are trustworthy and credit-
worthy (Dean 2010). Performance-based contracts work to

shift the responsibility for providing welfare exclusively to

the contracted partner who is then held responsible if the
conditions of the contract are not fulfilled. Put succinctly,

government contracts are a mixed blessing: at the same

time that they make certain things possible, such as stabi-
lizing social enterprises’ revenue streams, they also enjoin

practitioners to emulate the norms and subjectivities stip-

ulated by the government authorities.
The freedom produced through contractual arrange-

ments in general and social entrepreneurship programs and

policies more specifically remains a paradoxical freedom:
it not only works to make individuals and organizations in

civil society ‘fit’ but also tries to bring them in line with the

particular interests of government. Individuals and orga-
nizations become governable as they are expected to use

the freedom they are bestowed with to fulfill the stipula-

tions of the respective plan or policy (Curtis 2008). The
price of neoliberal governmentality is that practitioners

‘‘must assume active responsibility for [their] activities,

both for carrying them out and, of course, for their out-
comes’’ (Burchell 1996, p. 29). In light of this we must

remain mindful that even the best-intended social entre-

preneurship program and policy might eventually encour-
age the rise of effects that are inimical to the possibilities of

being free. Particularly important with regard to neoliberal

governmentality are the constraints engendered by the
constitution of entrepreneurial subjectivities that demand

that practitioners in social enterprises should act and think

more like actors from the private sector. The question then
is: what are the possibilities of social entrepreneurial

practitioners’ freedom under conditions of governmental

power?

From Objects of Neoliberal Governmentality

to Subjects of Resistance

So far we have presented social entrepreneurship as part of

the repertoire of neoliberal governmentality which permits
acting upon individuals and organizations in civil society

as proper enterprises, but some empirical studies provide
evidence that practitioners rarely identify themselves in the

prescribed terms. For instance, Howorth et al. (2011) show

that the language of business and entrepreneurship being
used by policy-makers, funders and support agencies to

project the way forward for the social sector was not in

accord with the way that social entrepreneurs construe their
worlds and their selves. Baines et al. (2010) come to a

similar conclusion, suggesting that government authorities,

who tried to advance entrepreneurial and business-like
approaches in the realm of public service delivery, and

practitioners from social enterprises, often found it difficult

to relate to the other party’s world view and assumptions.
By the same token, Parkinson and Howorth (2008),

inquiring about the use of language by practitioners

involved in social entrepreneurship, provide evidence that
their language conventions stand in sharp contrast to those

of social enterprise policies. Froggett and Chamberlayne

(2004) complement this picture by showing that the
‘entrepreneurial action story’ disseminated via social pol-

icies did not adequately capture the subjectivity of practi-

tioners. Emphasizing that the reality and subjectivity of
practicing social entrepreneurs are far more complex and

variegated than the business discourse inherent in govern-

ment policies would suggest, these findings reveal that
issues of agency take on a completely different meaning

when studied at the level of practice, as compared to the

level of social entrepreneurship programs and policies.
While social entrepreneurial practitioners mostly refuse to

identify with the kind of ideal subjectivity set down by

government stipulations, this chiefly illuminates that ‘‘there
is no relationship of power without the means of escape or

possible flight’’ (Foucault 1982, p. 225). Pinpointing the

reversibility to which social entrepreneurship programs and
policies are prone, the results offer a glimpse into the subtle

ways in which practitioners enact freedom by refusing to

be who they are supposed to be. Hence, though practitio-
ners might be called on to think and act like real entre-

preneurs, they are still agents capable of reflecting on and

opposing the way they are being shaped. Importantly, it is
by acting irresponsibly that practitioners in fact get to

behave responsibly by way of adopting an active role in

shaping their subjectivity. Instead of merely embracing the
entrepreneurial subjectivity offered to them by discourse,
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practitioners engage in practices of freedom by creating the

conditions under which they are not governed all that
much.

To further explore the co-implication of resistance and

ethical subjectivity, but also to make it clear that agonistic
engagements with existing limits are just one way in which

freedom can be practiced, we will now present three

vignettes from our own research.

Practices of Freedom: Three Vignettes

Drawing from the first author’s research (Dey 2007), we
discuss three forms that practices of freedom can take. The

first is practices of problematizing through which practi-

tioners enact freedom via accounts that undermine domi-
nant conceptions of entrepreneurial reality and subjectivity.

The second is practices of relating through which practi-

tioners forge links with others that transcend hierarchical
and instrumental models of co-existence. And the third is

practices of reflective affirmation, in which practitioners

freely choose to identify themselves with the prescribed
subjectivity. First, however, we offer a brief description of

the research project, including its broader context and ab-

ductive mode of inference.

Description of Research Project: Context, Sample

and Data

The research project from which the ensuing vignettes are

drawn was triggered by the realization that organizations
operating within civil society were increasingly being

construed as actors who were sensitive to business and the

market. In line with this observation, the project investi-
gated the extent to which individuals in civil society

organizations were incorporating and re-enacting entre-

preneurial and managerial values and principles at the level
of their mundane practices. Thus, the overarching objective

was to gain novel insights into how the ubiquitous appeal

to become leaner, more transparent, and more businesslike
and enterprising, had already permeated these organiza-

tions’ thinking and acting or, contrariwise, how these

organizations managed to position themselves outside of
the entrepreneurship mantra. Based on a synchronic

research design, a sample consisting of 12 organizations

was created. Though the organizations differed markedly in
terms of their commercial activities, size or age, they were

united by their focus on issues and activities related to

development aid. That is, all organizations in the investi-
gation were engaged in relief work, ecological, economic

or sustainable development, human rights, migration,

medical provision, or education in countries in the global
south. All but one had a non-profit status as denoted by the

Swiss federal certification agency and none was established

or regulated by the national government. All but two
organizations were financed, at least in part, via govern-

ment grants.

The data were gathered using semi-structured inter-
views, observations in the respective organizations, and

publicly available texts such as documents, interviews and

media reports. The sampling procedure (i.e., maximum
variation sampling) of the respondents aimed at maximiz-

ing the heterogeneity of perspectives and practices by
including individuals from different occupational positions

and hierarchical ranks. The sample, which included a total

of 30 respondents, extended from office (full-time and part-
time) administrators, project administrators and assistants,

heads of projects/nations, and volunteers, to directors and

managers as well as founders. The interviews lasted
between one and two hours and were all digitally recorded,

transcribed and re-analyzed for the purpose of this article.

The interviews were analyzed in the original language
(Swiss German) and only the excerpts used for illustration

were translated into English.

Analyzing Practices of Freedom

In re-analyzing the transcribed interviews we placed our
focus squarely on language as a central aspect of practices

of freedom (Foucault 1997a, b, c). The value of language-

based analyses for understanding how social entrepre-
neurial practitioners deal with dominant discourses has

been convincingly demonstrated by Hervieux et al. (2010),

Howorth et al. (2011), Parkinson and Howorth (2008) and
Seanor and Meaton (2008), to name just a few. For the

present purpose, the focal point of our attention was how

practitioners were talking about their everyday work, thus
offering an account of their subjectivity and their rela-

tionship with others. Applying the analytical method pro-

moted by micro-discourse analysis which focuses on what
people actually do with language (Alvesson and Karreman

2000), we investigated in detail how the informants used

language to engage with prevailing discourses that compel
them to endorse a more entrepreneurial way of acting and

being. Hence, our objective was to explore the complex

ways in which the interviewees engage in work around
subjectivity, placing particular heed to how their linguistic

accounts relate to issues of freedom. The interview tran-

scripts were analyzed using the principle of abductive
inference. Abductive inference does not assume that the-

ories emerge exclusively from the data. Rather, abduction

flexibly aligns the conceptual and empirical realms of
research (Dubois and Gadde 2002), while using existing

knowledge to make empirical observations amenable to

conceptual reflection. Incrementally making sense of the
data from the perspective of practices of freedom, we
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