
Chapter 7: On the Rise and on the Move –

but where to? Discussion, Reflection and Outlook

7.1 Introduction

The aim of this book is to contribute to a better sociological understanding of

the contested concept of social entrepreneurship (SE) in the specific context

of Germany between 1999 and 2021. Four main research themes were investi-

gated:Diversity and dominance: exploring different understandings as well as

identifying dominant representations of the SE concept. Representation and

Relevance: analysing what a broader audience gets to learn about the SE phe-

nomenon, i.e., parts or aspects of SE that are getting noticed by wider soci-

ety, beyond the niche spaces of the SE scene.Developmentover time: tracing the

evolution of the SE concept in Germany from the late 1990s (when the ‘social

entrepreneurship’ term first started to appear) until the early 2020s (when in-

terest for SE in the German public and politics is starting to increase).Notions

of ‘change’ and politics: examining the ‘change’ that SE seeks to achieve and the

idea of economy and society that SE envisions and exploring the (potential)

societal or political role that is ascribed to SE in Germany, including its rela-

tionship to neoliberalism.

For these purposes, relevant literature on SE was reviewed (in Chapters 1

and 2) and the theoretical framework of discourse analysis was explained and

operationalised (in Chapter 3), in order to conduct an empirical study of news-

paper articles.This research design and choice of data leads to certain limita-

tions of the findings ofmy research that need to be taken into account. Strictly

speaking, the empirical findings are on certain representations of SE in newspa-

pers. Therefore, my empirical results mainly refer to a mediated and an ‘out-

side’ view on SE. Yet, I argue that these mediatic representations are a valid

choice formy research themes and questions.As explained in the Introduction

and in Chapter 3,my study is concerned with analysing different understand-
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ings of SE but also with identifying dominant versions of SE, in particular, as-

pects of the SE concept and wider narratives linked to it that receive attention

from a broad(er) societal audience. It is, therefore, precisely this ‘outside’ view

on SE that I was principally interested in capturing: i.e., what a broader (or

‘mainstream’) audience gets to perceive of the SE concept, which ideas of and

around SE ‘make the news’ and reach into wider society.

The central contribution lies in the periodisation: three periods were iden-

tified in the analysis: from 1999 to 2008, 2009 to 2014 and 2015 to 2021. Ac-

cordingly, the research findings were organised and presented in three results

chapters. In this final chapter, I will now summarise the key insights and find-

ings and discuss in which way they contribute to previous academic research.

The insights and findings in different ways add to, substantiate, differentiate,

exemplify ordemonstratefindingsofprevious scholarship.Someof themchal-

lenge or expandprevious literature and some are original contributions. In ad-

dition, due to certain limitations of my approach, several aspects and themes

on whichmy analysis has touched upon require further or complementary re-

search approaches, as I will outline throughout the chapter.

7.2 The Three Periods in the Social Entrepreneurship (Media)
Discourse

Inspired by previous research,mainly from the UK, this book has provided an

empirical study on representations of the SE concept and their development in

Germany.A key and novel finding of the empirical analysis is the identification

of three periods within the investigated two decades: From 1999 until 2008, in

which SEwas conceptualisedmainly as a reform of the welfare infrastructure.

From 2009 until 2014, when SE was increasingly seen as part of the economy.

In the third period (from2015), there are two important currents: one views SE

simply as ‘entrepreneurship’ and the other one as transformative for the econ-

omyas awhole,as beingpart of awider social economymovement,or aspart of

a certain (regional) economicmodel.This periodisation and showing how each

period comes with different explanations of SE, which are intertwined with

wider narratives and different visions for society, is the central contribution of

my research. It integrates and synthesises the four research themes outlined

above, as summarised in the following table:
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In this way, my research makes an academic contribution mainly in four

regards: strengthening sociological research on SE, helping to understand SE

in the specific German context based on empirical research, tracing the devel-

opment of the SE concept over time and (more generally) contributing to the

interdisciplinary study of (socio)economic phenomena (in applying discourse

analysis to this object of study). The findings of the analysis help for the soci-

ological ‘making sense’ of SE and contribute to the study of SE as a social and

political phenomenon andmovement, in thisway connecting SEwith perspec-

tives and debates in sociology, political economy and socioeconomics. In addi-

tion, it reiterates the importance of understandingSE in interplaywith its spe-

cific political and socio-economic context, and that SE –aswell as the research

focusing on it – cannot simply be transferred from one place to another.

Yet,despitehavinghighlighted the importanceof a context-specificunder-

standing of SE, it should also be noted that there are similarities between SE in

Germany andSE in other contexts.For example,myanalysis has demonstrated

that, similar to the global euphoria about SE, a generally positive view of SE is

reproduced in the German media – even though, over time, the reporting on

SE becomes more down to earth and realistic. Often, SE is presented as the

bearer of positive change – and this is mostly taken for granted instead of ev-

idenced, almost as if it would not require any explanation.This overly positive

portrayal of SEand the ‘social change’SE is supposed to bring about (regardless

of the context) is sometimesmirrored in academic literature, too (as explained

inChapter 1). Similarly,my analysis also supports the claim that SE is receiving

more and more attention, which is voiced in SE literature ever since the first

publications – at least for Germany in the time frame 1999–2021, in providing

(indicative) empirical evidence, namely, in the rising number of newspaper ar-

ticles (see Graph 1).

For the first period (1999–2008), my analysis has demonstrated that a cer-

tain versionofSE ispredominant in themedia inGermany.This includes apor-

trayal of SE that is, among other things, individualistic and person-centred,

focused on the individual social entrepreneur. SE ismainly described as ‘new’,

‘innovative’ and ‘changemaking’. Social entrepreneurs in the articles are repre-

sented as skilled (‘exceptional’) individuals and appear linked to competitions

and awards as well as to members of the business elite, such as Klaus Schwab.

In addition, SE is characterised by favouring private and market-based solu-

tions and is often embedded in narratives of welfare reform and state failure

(see Chapter 4).Thus,my analysis is also a contribution to substantiate the ex-

isting literature (in part theoretical and/or focusing on other contexts) with

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473153-010 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473153-010
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


244 Philipp Kenel: Social Entrepreneurship in Germany

empiricalfindings andexemplifiesobservationsof,amongothers,Dart (2004),

Nicholls (2010), Dey & Steyaert (2010), Teasdale (2012), Papi-Thornton (2016) –

but for the specific context of Germany, approximately between 1999–2008.

Having identified dominant accounts and narratives of SE for each period

should,however,not lead todisregard thatSE inGermany (as inother contexts)

is and remains a phenomenon or movement that is contested, appearing am-

biguous and,at times, incoherent.Explanations of SEand thewider narratives

that these are connected to entail normative contradictions (Ranville & Barros

2021).These contradictionsmay be foundwithin single explanations as well as

within the overall SE discourse, as demonstrated inmy empirical analysis (see

Chapters 4–6). I argue that ‘resolving’ this conceptual confusion once and for all

(in the sense of answering what sort of phenomenon SE really is) seems im-

possible and does not seem desirable either. Moreover, my empirical findings

are merely based on representations of SE in German newspapers. Other are-

nas, in which meanings and knowledge around SE is produced will need to be

taken into account by future research to grasp an even broader picture of the

diversity of meanings and goals associated with SE.

In sum, despite having identified dominant versions of SE in different pe-

riods, a central claim of my book is that the meaning(s) of and around SE are

dynamic, that they evolve over time and that the contestations of these mean-

ings are ongoing.The three periods shall by no means be viewed as static and

clear-cut. In addition, the year numbers should be regarded as indicative – in

particular the wider narratives that appear intertwined with the SE concept

and that relate to long-term political and socio-economic developments that

do not change abruptly from one year to another. There is also a great deal of

complexity and ambiguity within the shifts leading from first to second and

from second to third period (as the following section is going to discuss).

7.3 Ambiguous Social Entrepreneurship: Criticising
and Legitimising the Capitalist Economy

SE remains sociologically complex and ambiguous. Despite the dominant SE

discourses that were identified during the analysis, which allowed to distin-

guish the three different periods between 1999 and 2021, it must be noted that

across all periods, there are different, to some extent competing, understand-

ings of SE.This also applies for the developments or shifts between and during
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the periods (or leading from one period to another), as I will reiterate in this

section.

In Chapter 5, I have explained the ‘sectoral shift’, leading from the first to

the second period: SE is now increasingly presented as a phenomenon that oc-

curs in the economy, and this perspective is then consolidated in the third pe-

riod (see Chapter 6). In addition, organisations that compose the SE field (so-

cial enterprises) are increasingly conceptualised as businesses (and notmerely

like business) – what may be seen as part of or as an organisational expression

of this (sectoral) shift of SE towards the economy. As explained in Chapter 5,

this shift entails, on the one hand, aspects of economization, implying a trans-

fer of business logics into social fields and organisations, and, arguably, con-

tributes to the acceptance or ‘normalisation’ of combining social and economic

goals, and that organisations may be able to pursue both at the same time. To

some extent, there is a blurring of the boundaries between ‘the economic’ and

‘the social’ (e.g., Ridley-Duff & Bull 2011). Institutions in the public or ‘social’

realm are now more often described with the language and concepts of busi-

ness, for example, as ‘markets’.My analysis thus, shows similarities to the turn

to ‘social business’ described in Nicholls (2010) and in Teasdale (2012). Nicholls

(2010) andTeasdale (2012) have identified a shift in the SEdiscourse in the early

2000s, with SE being increasingly understood as ‘business solutions to social

problems’ (away from SE being rooted in and part of the third sector).1

However,my findings also show that ‘SE becoming business’ is more com-

plex and ambiguous than only injecting business logics into the social realm.

This development also introduces new narratives, e.g., foregrounding certain

organisational aspects of SE and initiating a more explicit discussion about

work, about (decent) pay for social entrepreneurs as well as for their staff and

about organisational governance within the SE field, as can be observed in the

second and third period. Beyond my empirical analysis, it is also interesting

to note here that – taking SEND as a reference – organisational governance

has found a place in the German SE scene. SEND’s definition for SE includes

a governance dimension (next to the social and the economic/entrepreneurial

dimension), similar to the definition by EMES (see Chapter 1). To some extent,

this institutionalises the (normative) notion that social enterprises should take

aspects of (democratic) organisational governance into account.

1 Mind, however that the context that these authors describe is a different one: SE in

England ca. 2001–2005.
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Occasionally, the discussion around work and (decent) pay within SE has

also been linked to the wider topic of decent pay in ‘social’ fields, more gen-

erally (see Chapter 5). This is a perspective that would be worth exploring in

further research. Arguably, there could be an interesting nexus to feminist re-

search around care work and pay in ‘social’ professions, which is historically

and socially constructed as ‘female’ and remains underpaid (e.g., Gather et al.

2007;Maier 2013).This perspective seems relevant, in particular, as SE is some-

times celebrated as ‘female’, since there is a higher proportion of women en-

trepreneurs and leading staff in social enterprises as compared to tech start-

ups (e.g., SEND 2022a: 66). In my empirical analysis, this was not yet a major

theme, even though a few articles havemade an attempt to establish a link be-

tween SE andwomen (entrepreneurship), even in the first period (see Chapter

4).Research that explores these issues,however,shouldbecritical andmind the

risk of reproducing gendered stereotypes and power relations in constructing

SE as a ‘female’ version of entrepreneurship.

Alongside discussions of SE as work, SE is sometimes portrayed in amore

realistic and balanced way in the newspaper representation. In contrast to ar-

ticles that only stress the remarkable (almost super-human) skills of social en-

trepreneurs, these articles mention that social entrepreneurs sometimes ex-

perience hardship and that achieving both social and financial success is of-

ten difficult (see Section 5.6).These articles also increasingly address that there

are different models for SE, e.g., differing in their approach towards profits.

Some SE models exclude and others allow profits, and again others prescribe

the purposes for which profits may be spent. In addition, the SE discourse

then revolves less around the ‘exceptional’ or even ‘heroic’ individual social en-

trepreneur and becomes less person-centred. In linewith these developments,

Ashoka and the Schwab Foundation lose their extraordinarily dominant position

after the first period, as more actors start to engage with SE.

Moreover, it is now increasingly ‘the economy’ that is presented as the

‘problem’ and in need of reform or ‘change’ – instead of the institutions of the

social and public realms, which were themain target of critique and reform in

the first period (in line with the zeitgeist revolving the Agenda 2010). In centring

the debate more around business and the economy, a discussion and critique

of business and the economy and their practices can be initiated as well.

Sometimes, economic principles and practices are challenged, and different

(alternative) business methods and practices are proposed. While the glorifi-

cation of business, its people and methods can still be observed after the first

period, it is by far not as evident as it used to be in the first period.The shift to-
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wards the economy thus, does not only imply an economisation (organisations

becomingmore like businesses, adopting the principles ofmanagement, etc.),

it is also a development that allows a critique of businesses and the economy,

as demonstrated in Chapters 5 and 6.

However, it also needs to be noted that the critique of the (neoliberal)

economicmodel often remains somewhat superficial, foregrounding business

education and the personal values of a ‘new’ generation (of students), who

now are found to seek ‘meaningful’ work and tomake different career choices,

pursuing ‘purpose’ instead of high salaries. The critique hardly extends to the

economic system as such and to what should change about it – let alone are

political proposals put forward, in order to achieve structural change in the

economy. Paradoxically, the figure of the social entrepreneur then sometimes

seems to have a legitimising and stabilising function for (neoliberal) capital-

ism, even when the articles criticise the capitalist economy. This is possible,

because the entrepreneur – and in particular, the social entrepreneur – is

presented as a new (ideal) economic figure. As Heidbrink & Seele (2010) have

explained, the figure of the manager (especially of banks and other big cor-

porations), which used to be appealing for many, remains widely discredited

after the financial crisis of 2008 – which, to some extent, is also mirrored in

the news articles (see Chapters 5 and 6).The (social) entrepreneur, on the other

hand, personifies the promise that apparently it is still possible to participate

in the economy, to ‘do business’ after the crisis, in a morally acceptable way.

Somehow, SE is introduced as a response to problems in the economic model,

offering what appears to be a ‘quick fix’: in becoming (social) entrepreneurs, it

seems possible to ‘repair’ the system.This, however, entails logical fallacies and

diverts the discussion away from the systems level onto the individual level. A

problem is recognised within the economic system – but the offered solution

is not to change the system, but, instead, to become a (social) entrepreneur.

Through differentiating ‘business administration’ from ‘entrepreneurship’

(e.g., in Faltin 2012) and differentiating their respective protagonists (man-

agers versus entrepreneurs), it becomes possible to criticise the (economic)

system, but concentrating the critique on one specific actor (themanager) and

then pointing towards a (different) actor in the system – the entrepreneur –

as the ‘solution’. The critique is then individualised and, ultimately, may have

a legitimising and stabilising function for (neoliberal) capitalism.

Legitimacy is an interesting theme within SE – on which, among others,

Dart (2004) hasmade crucial contributions.Dart (2004) has demonstrated that

the SE movement has derived legitimacy from appearing similar to business
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(and acting like business), which according to the neoliberal zeitgeist was re-

garded as a superior form of organisation (e.g., as compared to public insti-

tutions).While I have been warning against simply transferring insights from

one context to another (in this case: fromDart’s observation as a scholar based

in Canada to Germany), my empirical analysis was able to show that Dart’s

(2004) observationwidely applies to the German context as well – in the corre-

sponding time period.During the first period (1999–2008), legitimacy for SE is

established on the ground of SE sharing the (assumed) virtues of private busi-

nesses. More importantly, perhaps, as explained above, my research has been

able to point out another aspect when it comes to legitimacy: namely, that it is

a two-way street and that SE may also, in turn, legitimise the (capitalist) eco-

nomic model.

7.4 The Importance of the Diversity and the Sector(s)
of Social Entrepreneurship

An important finding of my research is the ‘sectoral shift’ in the German SE

discourse between the first and the second period, when the dominant per-

spective on SE – as portrayed in newspapers – shifted from ‘SE as a reform of

the social (welfare) infrastructure’ to ‘SE as part of the economy’. I argue that

this shift has revealed the importance of what I call the ‘sectoral perspective’

or the ‘sectoral focus’, and that this has, so far, received too little notice in aca-

demic literature. Perhaps, this plea for giving more attention to the sectoral

perspective (i.e., to ‘where’ SE is taking place, in which fields or area of society)

might apply for contexts other than Germany as well.

What ismore, the sectoral perspective – and this specific shift towards the

economy – challenges the view of ‘SE as welfare reform’ that, arguably, is still

themain sociological interpretation of SE in academic literature. Based onmy

empirical findings, I argue that it becomes harder to accept the interpreta-

tion of SE as a (neoliberal) reform of thewelfare infrastructurewhenmore and

more social enterprises emerge (at least judging from those that appear in the

media representation), which trade, for example, in textiles and clothing (as

e.g., in A_70, A_83), food and drink (A_72), agricultural products (A_75) or sus-

tainable energy (A_84), among other things, as it is the case from the second

period. Overall, based on the literature review and on the empirical analysis, I

argue that (so far) it seems that theparts of SE that are takingplace in ‘the econ-

omy’ are less represented in interpretations of SE as a political phenomenon.
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Related to this, arguably, the impetus that SE may give for reforming the econ-

omy and businesses – may, to some extent, be disregarded, too. On the other

hand, there might be an overemphasis of SE as reform of the social and pub-

lic sectors (welfare) – at least contrasted against the findings of my empirical

analysis for Germany and for the years after 2008. Based on these findings, I

argue that looking at SE through a welfare lens only (a priori) highlights only

aspects or parts of the SE field and discourse and implies a reduction of the SE

concept.

While I can onlymake informedguesses about the reasons behind this (po-

tential) over- or underrepresentation of certain aspects of SE, throughout my

literature review and empirical research a few thoughts have developed on the

role of the ‘sector’ – and its possible effect on the interpretation of SE as a po-

litical phenomenon. First, one reason might be the disciplinary belonging of

researchers. It might be that the parts of SE that occur within the economy

are underrepresented in this discussion, because these are mainly researched

by business scholars, who are unlikely to investigate the sociological questions

around the politicalmeaning(s) of SE.Second, scholars rooted in sociology, so-

cial policy or third sector studies,who tend to ask these questions, havemostly

focused on SE in areas of the social or public domain, such as health, educa-

tion, and so forth. Interpretations of SE as a political phenomenon or move-

ment then also mainly rely on insights from these fields. Given that these are

areas, which, generally speaking, have undergone processes of privatisation

and seen an increase in competitiveness and economic calculation as govern-

ing principles in the past few decades, SE appears as related to these develop-

ments. SEmay then be explained a priori as an expression of neoliberal reform

in thepublic or the third sector.To someextent, this viewmight alsobeentailed

in Nicholls & Teasdale’s (2017) ‘nested paradigms’ – in which SE finds itself in

a ‘mixed economy of welfare’ meso-paradigm. Similarly, some authors place

SE as ‘entrepreneurship in the social realm’ simply by definition, as, for exam-

ple, management scholar Dees (2001 [1998]), who inscribes this sectoral posi-

tioning in defining that “[s]ocial entrepreneurs play the role of change agents

in the social sector” (Dees 2001 [1998]: 4). While understanding SE as part of

the welfare infrastructure matches my empirical analysis for the first period

(1999–2008), it disagrees with the findings for later periods. Another possible

explanation, therefore, is simply the historical context and that most studies

investigating and interpreting the political meaning(s) of SE (until now) are

based on SE in a different point in time. Finally, a self-critical explanationmay

be that the part of SE that occurs within the economy is overrepresented in the
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analysed newspaper articles and, therefore, in my empirical findings. These

and other (possible) limitations of my research will be discussed more in de-

tail in Section 7.7.

Put differently, in bringing attention to (possible) ‘sectoral’ aspects when it

comes to making sense of SE as a political and sociological phenomenon, this

book is a reminder to acknowledge the diversity of SE. Under the SE umbrella

one may find ventures as different as microcredit institutions, work integra-

tion social enterprises, fair-trade chocolate producers, kindergartens, or tech

companies, etc. SE occurs in many different fields or ‘sectors’. There is also a

methodological argument to make here for future research projects. Having

identified the weight of the sectoral focus, this can serve as a warning against

assessing SE as a political phenomenon on the basis of very few cases (or case

studies).This entails the risk that the SE phenomenon is then interpreted only

according to the specific sector that one or a few cases (social enterprises) are

situated in. This is something to take into account for future research, espe-

cially when it comes to the research design and sampling decisions.

7.5 The Complex Interrelations between Social Entrepreneurship,
Capitalism and the State

SE often appears related to ‘big’ concepts, such as ‘capitalism’, or ‘the state’.

The analysed material representing the SE discourse, therefore, does not only

contribute to the construction of meanings of SE itself – but also to notions of

these concepts, as I will address in this section. First, I am going to address SE

in relation to (neoliberal) capitalism, its organisations (businesses) and its sub-

jects (entrepreneurs andmanagers).The empirical analysis has demonstrated

that, in the first period, the articles draw a very positive picture of capitalism,

mainly through the favourable and allegedly superior characteristics of mar-

kets, businesses,managers and entrepreneurs.This image somewhat changes

in the second period. Arguably, due to the financial crisis of 2008, the estab-

lished business world – or parts of it: especially banks and the financial sector

and big corporations, more generally – have widely lost their ability to serve

as possible rolemodels and to provide legitimacy for the economic system as a

whole.On the organisational (‘meso’) level, business, is no longer a ‘good exam-

ple’per se.Thismight, in part, explain the need for a deeper contextualisation of

profits (which I have addressed in 5.5).On a ‘micro’ level, the figure of theman-

ager has lost its appeal, which is a development that Heidbrink & Seele (2010)
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directly link to the crisis of 2008 and to the rolemanagers (mainly in banks but

also in other institutions) had here.2

Furthermore, itwas found that, in the thirdperiod, someaspects of the cri-

tique of the economic model are a bit more substantial.The two most notable

findings are that, first, the US model of capitalism (including Silicon Valley)

seems somewhat out of fashion. Second, a different (more positive and active)

role of the state is portrayed in the third period. Overall, these narratives and

proposals may be interpreted as a call for a different model of capitalism, as I

will explain in the following paragraphs.

Across the three periods, there are interesting accounts of the relations be-

tween SE and different models of capitalism – namely the US versus the Ger-

manmodel of capitalism – as well as of Silicon Valley as a symbol for a certain

formof the capitalist economy.Arguably,having identified references todiffer-

entmodels of capitalism in the analysednewspapers (seeChapter 6) alsomarks

a novel contribution. An interesting contrast could be observed across the dif-

ferent periods in the references to the economic and social model of the US.

In the first period, the US is mainly represented as a role model for Germany,

which, at the time, is suffering from high unemployment. Similar to this, Sili-

con Valley in the first period serves as symbol of inspiration and as an example

for Germany to follow. By contrast, in the third period, the US model seems

to mostly have lost its charm – for which, again, probably the financial crisis

of 2008 is one of the reasons.The references to Silicon Valley, too, have under-

gone a significant change. Once pictured almost like a utopia – now, Silicon

Valley appears as a bad example, one to which SE is contrasted to, as (part of) a

counter-movement or as an alternative model.

Furthermore, the picture of the state and politics – and the relations be-

tween these and SE – evolves in between the different periods. The German

economy and welfare state, which were presented as deficient or at best as in-

effective in the first period, in later years, above all, in the third period, are

sometimes positively connoted.This includes a favourable view of social secu-

rity,Wohlfahrtsverbände, cooperatives, trade unions, among others. While SE

is sometimes still positioned against politics – i.e., as being more effective or

better suited than solutions provided by politics and the state – this is much

2 Even though this entails ambiguous aspects, given that the figure of the (social) en-

trepreneur offers an apparent ‘alternative’ to themanager, in turn legitimising the cap-

italist system (as I have explained in 7.4).
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more explicit in the first than in the second and third period. Broadly speak-

ing, the articles’ image of the state changes over the years: at first, the state

and its institutions are pictured as deficient.They should, in part, be replaced

by private actors. The perspective shifts towards a representation of the state

as rather coexisting or in partnership with SE.The statemore often appears as

a partner for SE – and not as a completely incompetent entity that shall make

space for smaller, agile and private units.

In the third period, politics also appears as a viable instrument for SE ac-

tors, as an arena, inwhichSEactors, too,are participating.SEND, for example,

engages in politics and in policy proposals – some of which go beyond top-

ics that target the SE field. Put differently: SEND engages in politics that go

beyond the classic lobbying work, such as increasing funds directed to social

enterprises. At times, SE organisations (such as SEND) and their representa-

tives call for state action and for (additional) regulation, in order to establish

a framework that acknowledges the social and environmental impact of eco-

nomic activity.This includes instruments aimed at internalising costs that are

produced by businesses and absorbed by the public as ‘externalities’, e.g., via a

tax on CO2 (see Chapter 6).

On the one hand,members of the SE scene present these proposals as a call

for establishing a framework that is favourable for social enterprises, because

suchmeasures would help to level the playing field for organisations and busi-

nesseswith social and environmental ambitions against purely profit-oriented

actors. But they can be interpreted as more than that. As some SE representa-

tives have described,SEmay be seen as ‘transformation aid’ for the economy as

a whole. In effect, if the state would issue legislation that is inspired by social

enterprises, the rules would then apply for all businesses in the economy – re-

gardless of themotivation behind it. Indeed, this could represent an option for

SE to unfold political potential. For the time period until 2021, however, it can-

not seriously be answered whether or not there have already been influences

on general (economic) policy derived from the SEfield or its actors, or whether

this is likely to happen in the future (at least for Germany).While this intersec-

tion between policy – and potential agenda-setting by SE – goes beyond the

scope of the discussion here, it certainly seems to offer a very interesting route

for further research.

Nonetheless, I argue that the fact that SE actors engage in policy (pro-

posals), ‘doing’ politics and proposing legal solutions, already seems relevant.

First, because in calling for legislation, SE acknowledge the importance of

politics.When (some) SE actors proposemarket regulation, they are demand-
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ing a stronger and (more) active role of the state – which most definitely

establishes a remarkable contrast to the laissez-faire spirit that was dominant

during the first period. Politics is presented as helpful and as necessary – for

SE but also for the economy and society as a whole. Second, the call for state

action or legislation also impacts the relationship between the state and SE

directly. As noted earlier, in the second and third period, the view prevails

that SE shall not replace the state and politics. Instead,most articles maintain

that there is a role for (private) SE actors in the economy and society, but that

other tasks need to be resolved by the state and in a political process. This

perspective also entails acknowledging that SE and the potential solutions

provided by SE have limitations. SE may provide transformation aid – but

large-scale transformation requires political action and policies implemented

by the state.

To some extent, this portrayal of SE and the state as partners may also

be interpreted as a challenge to the often assumed (false) dichotomy between

state and market. It helps to acknowledge that in all capitalist systems, states

have made and continue to make the rules for the economic system – includ-

ing the organisation of economic activity via markets (Polanyi (2015 [1944]).

(State) power has been and remains necessary to establish and maintain mar-

kets,which are no ‘natural state’ of humanity or of human civilisation, as some

liberal and neoliberal thinkers tend to propagate.

On the other hand, itmaybe critically questionedhowsubstantial such im-

pulses emerging from the SE field can be for transforming the economy as a

whole. It seems uncertain whether or not these would be able to provide more

than a few economic incentives, with the aim of incrementally guiding pro-

duction and consumption in a more sustainable direction – which, certainly,

would be nothing groundbreakingly new or exclusive to SE. For a long time,

differentdirect taxeshave existedall around theworld,with the aimof steering

consumptive behaviour towards a healthier lifestyle – for example, taxes on to-

bacco or alcohol. On the side of production, companies in many countries can

rely on tax benefits and aids, for example, to invest in energy efficiency mea-

sures.Thus, whether establishing a framework that is beneficial for SE would

merely offer some tweaking of the tax incentives here and there, or whether

this could also lead to more transformative or ‘radical’ policies, remains to be

seen.

When regarding these findings through a critical angle, e.g., based on

Davies’s (2014a) understanding of neoliberalism – with competitiveness and

economic calculation as its core principles (see Chapter 1) – one could even
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argue that establishing such a framework may be yet another facet of neolib-

eralism. Sticking with the example of a CO2 tax, such a tax may be seen as an

instrument that actually replaces politics – i.e., trying to find a political solution

for the ecological harms caused by CO2 emissions – by economic calculation:

in giving CO2 a monetary value. Similarly, it should be noted that the idea of

‘levelling the playing field’ for social enterprises does not break with the spirit

and organisational principle of competitiveness. Improving the capability of

social enterprises to compete on the market would not change the fact that the

world would still be divided into winning and losing businesses. Even though

the parameters, by which ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ are determined, would then

no longer be financial profits alone. Following this thought, the propagated

‘transformation aid’ that SE potentially propels could merely be a form of (ne-

oliberal) capitalism absorbing its critics (Boltanski & Chiapello 2007). Again,

a concluding evaluation of these developments would be premature here and

should be investigated further in upcoming research projects.

On a more practical note, this book has also been able to shed light on

SE within day-to-day politics in Germany. In the Introduction, it could be

demonstrated that representatives of the different political parties are easily

able to embed SE into their different political agendas. Everyone can interpret

SE so that it fits their ideological background. The empirical analysis then

found that – according to themedia representation – out of themain political

parties in Germany, the Green Party seems to have the most prominent role in

the SE discourse (so far), and that it appears as the most explicit ally of the

current SE actors (see Chapter 6). However, considering how niche and little

institutionalised the SE field currently still is, this link does not seem very

established or persistent, yet. It seems likely that any political party that would

decide to put SE on their flag,making SE amajor policy issue would be able to

do so – under their respective premises and understanding of SE, shaping the

SE field accordingly. This certainly represents a certain risk for the SE sector

andmovement, as I will address in the next section.

7.6 Social Entrepreneurship and Other Concepts: Overlaps
and (Lack of) Boundaries

Strictly speaking, the relationship betweenSEandother ideas, concepts or leit-

motifs exceeds the scope of my research. Nonetheless, this section will further

discuss the proximity and (potential) intersections between SE and other ideas
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and concepts that was briefly addressed in Chapter 6. I argue that (potential)

overlaps and boundaries (or lack thereof), as well as the interaction with other

ideas and concepts and the (political) actors related to these are of crucial im-

portance for SE and its possible development in the future.My empirical find-

ings do not really provide answers here, yet, it is possible to point towards av-

enues for further research. It has been demonstrated that SE often appears as

embedded in or next to other concepts, such as ‘entrepreneurship’, the ‘Social

Market Economy’, ‘social innovation’, ‘sustainability’, or the ‘social economy’,

among others. Questions arise here concerning the relationships between SE

and these other ideas and concepts, and how these relationships will develop

in the future. If, perhaps, aspects of SE and other discourses will merge, or,

whether SE could even be absorbed by another –more ‘powerful’ – concept or

discourse.3Theseconsiderationsalso feed into thediscussionwhether itmakes

sense, at all, to speak about a distinctive SE discourse (which I will explore in

7.7).

In Chapter 1, I have raised the issue that academic literature (mainly in

business studies), often subsumes SE under ‘entrepreneurship’. Chapter 6 has

demonstrated that, currently, this understanding of SE as part of or as a form

of entrepreneurship is a dominant perspective in Germany. Embedding SE

within ‘entrepreneurship’, however, can be seen as a reduction of the concept –

and arguably disregards that SE may have political potential. When standing

next to other forms of entrepreneurship, there is a risk that SE is being pre-

sented as a ‘friendly face’ or as a ‘social fig leaf ’ next to other – commercial –

ventures. When the prefix ‘social’ becomes optional in these situations, SE

merely has the role of promoting and legitimising an entrepreneurial society,

in which entrepreneurship is an end in itself.

Another prominent neighbouring concept and discourse that appears in

the analysed articles, even from the first period, is ‘sustainability’. ‘Sustain-

ability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are popular conceptual frameworks.

Since the adoption of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015,

the idea of ‘sustainability’ is increasingly able to offer a political and practical

programme and guideline – and on a global scale. Important SE actors al-

ready make reference to the SDG framework. Impact Hub Berlin, for example,

declares its commitment to the SDGs on its website (Impact Hub Berlin 2022).

3 In theory, it would also be possible for SE to absorb other concepts or discourses. Given

the still marginal and weakly institutionalised status of SE, however, this seems more

unlikely at the moment.
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In a workshop hosted by the Social Entrepreneurship Akademie in April 2020, in

which I participated, the SDGs served as the basis, on which the participants

should develop an idea for a SE venture. Participants should pick an SDG and

then design a project around it.4 As funding bodies, including foundations

and public institutions alike, are also increasingly ascribing to the SDGs –

expecting the same from their recipients or partners – the SE scene might

follow. In the long run, being integrated into the SDG concept, its policies and

logics, indeed, seems like a possible development for SE.

Another concept that appears related to SE is the ‘Social Market Economy’

(SME). SE is sometimes presented as a (potential) building block for a new

or renewed version of the German SME model – or of a ‘Social and Ecologi-

cal Market Economy’, as it is sometimes complemented or reframed in recent

years (BMWK2022b).To someextent, theSMEcanalso be related to thedebate

about SE and a specific local or ‘German’ economic model and to regional eco-

nomic development (see Chapter 6). This discursive link between SE and the

SME seems promising for further research. While the SME itself is a highly

contested term and concept, the popular use of the term in Germany often

refers to a vague idea of an economicmodel that is somehowmore ‘social’ than

‘pure’ capitalism (Nonhoff 2006). In this regard, SE and the SME havemuch in

common. Yet, it remains to be seen whether the intersection between SE and

SME will expand further in the following years. Most definitely, it seems too

soon to tell whether SE would then be able to make any substantial contribu-

tion to a new SME model – and whether this new SME model would be more

than just a rhetoric figure.

Another interesting concept that appears interrelatedwith SE is the ‘social

economy’. As explained in Chapter 1, some academic literature a priori seeks to

place SEwithin the ‘social economy’ (Pearce 2003; Kay et al. 2016).This can also

be seen as a way of prescribing that SE should represent some sort of alterna-

tive to (neoliberal) capitalism and function according to different principles.

What ismore, the ‘Social EconomyBerlin’ programme (mentioned in Chapters

2 and 6), which is funded by the state government, to some extent, seems to

connect to this tradition. The ‘Social Economy Berlin’ programme integrates

actors and organisations of different social economy traditions: mainly SEND

4 In the past few years, I have encountered several workshops of this kind by different

organisations related to the SE scene.
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and Technologie-Netzwerk Berlin.5 This approach could thus, be interpreted as

an attempt (by state policymakers and administrators) to integrate SE more

strongly into awider social economy tradition and community.Whether or not

this will turn out to be successful, still remains to be seen.

Apart from the ‘social economy’ umbrella, several (other) social enterprise

movements and their actors seem relevant for the future of SE. For example,

both Fair Trade and the more recent Gemeinwohl-Ökonomie were mentioned in

the analysed articles. Beyond the empirical analysis, a few jointly-organised

events came to my attention, for example, between SEND and the Gemein-

wohl-Ökonomie or between SEND and the Federal Association of Green Business

(Bundesverband nachhaltigeWirtschaft e.V.), a network and lobby organisation of

mainly medium-sized businesses. Before the 2022 state parliament election

in North Rhine-Westphalia, the regional groups of SEND and Gemeinwohl-

Ökonomie even issued a joint paper, inwhich they commented on the economic

policy proposals of the main political parties (SEND 2022b). These emerging

collaborations and networks should most definitely be explored in further

research, to investigate in which way thesemight shape the SEmovement and

whether SE could become part of a broader social economymovement.

Another relevant term and concept is ‘social innovation’. Different SE ac-

tors, including SEND and their representatives repeatedly ascribe to the ‘so-

cial innovation’ label and promote the ‘social innovation’ narrative. For exam-

ple, in the article A_327, Elsemann (SEND) andHaverkamp (SEND and Ashoka)

argue that addressing social challenges requires more than technology, and

they propose a stronger focus on ‘social innovation’ (see Chapter 6). Several of

the most important actors in the SE scene (including SEND, Phineo, FASE and

Ashoka) have launched an agency called Kompetenzzentrum Soziale Innovationen

(Social Impact 2022b), which is part of the European Social Innovation Alliance,

which pursues the aim of “working towards a pan-European social innova-

tion infrastructure on all levels – locally, regionally, nationally, and transna-

tionally” (Social Impact 2022c). A reason for increasingly focussing on ‘social

innovation’ might be strategic, given that the EU and the federal government

are increasingly seeking to support and promote ‘social innovation’ across dif-

ferent ministries (BMBF 2021). Perhaps, ‘innovation’ might also be a term that

5 Technologie-Netzwerk Berlin ascribes to the ‘social economy’ concept and tradition. Karl

Birkhölzer, who has also made important contributions to social economy and third

sector scholarship and who is referenced repeatedly in Chapter 2, was one of the

founders of the organisation.
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scares fewer actors than ‘entrepreneurship’, which comes with the ‘ideological

baggage’ of the Schumpeterian figure of the heroic, creative entrepreneur (see

Chapter 1) –and is alien tomost third sector actors.A hint for this could be that

one of the partners of the Kompetenzzentrum Soziale Innovationen is theDiakonie

(one of the five large German welfare associations). Certainly, more research

would be required here.

Furthermore, as explained in Chapter 6, in the third period, there is a

remarkable closeness between SE and the start-up world. SE is now mainly

described as a founding or start-up – not just as any type of business, which

also establishes a closer link to the commercial founding and tech scene. To

some extent, this perspective on SE is also being institutionalised, e.g., by

certain networks and resources going into the SE field (such as awards for

entrepreneurs and founders that include a ‘social entrepreneurship’ category).

Beyondmy empirical analysis, it should also be noted that SEND has emerged

out of the German Startups Association (Bundesverband Deutsche Startups e.V.), the

main lobby organisation for commercial start-ups (see Chapter 2). SEND’s

history and (part of) its network, therefore, can also be interpreted as an

institutionalised link between SE and the start-up world.

On the one hand, a closeness to technology and to commercial en-

trepreneurship may bring (new) resources into the SE field, which can then

be used for the social aims pursued by social enterprises. Following this rea-

soning, the strategy of keeping tech and commercial entrepreneurship close

may be seen as a form of ‘tactical mimicry’ as described by Dey & Teasdale

(2016), i.e., applying a certain language for tactical reasons and attracting

resources to the field. On the other hand, herein lies a risk that the SE con-

cept is reduced to a form of entrepreneurship. SE may be absorbed by the

(commercial) start-up world and its political potential contained. Moreover,

Chapter 6 has also demonstrated that this proximity between commercial

and ‘social’ entrepreneurship is sometimes found on the individual level. Or

put differently: this proximity is personified in certain entrepreneurs, who

become social entrepreneurs – and vice versa. Several articles report on so-

cial entrepreneurs, who have become social entrepreneurs only after having

achieved financial success (as well-paid employees or as entrepreneurs in the

business world). In addition, various articles describe courses on SE, in which

young people (mostly university students) gain entrepreneurial skills – which

they might then apply to become (commercial) entrepreneurs. This raises se-

rious concerns about the purpose, function and priorities of such educational
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programmes, as they sometimes seem to reduce SE to a facilitating function,

as an entry ticket into entrepreneurship (of any kind).

There are also questions of inclusivity and participation related to this.

Such questions have previously been raised (Voß 2015) and could only be

addressed marginally. Certainly, there are interesting routes for further re-

search around inclusivity and participation in the German SEmovement that

are worth exploring. When SE is only presented as an option for financially

secure or even wealthy individuals, this would make SE indistinguishable

from charity. SE would then resemble the charitable activities of benevolent

industrialists, who want to ‘give back’ to their workers or to the local commu-

nity – as many industrial families have done over centuries, e.g., by setting up

foundations. Most certainly, such a take on SE would strip it from its political

potential. I argue that this charity-like approach to SE (engaging in SE only

after accumulating financial wealth) remains rooted in a dichotomy of the

economy versus the social and charitable world. Arguably, this undermines

the basic idea of SE of a somewhat more holistic understanding of economic

activity that in itself should address social aims or achieve ‘positive social

impact’.There is also amoral dilemma entailed here: in order to become social

entrepreneurs, individualswouldfirst need to inherit or to accumulatewealth.

However, this is problematic when assuming that in the current economic

system (much) economic activity is harmful – as explanations or definitions

of SE often do, at least implicitly (see Chapter 1). This creates a paradox: in

order to ‘do good’ (through SE), one would first have to engage in harmful

economic activity to achieve financial security. In addition, when SE only

becomes an activity for the wealthy, this would mean a decoupling of SE and

wage labour. This would then counteract the debates about decent pay and

working conditions in social enterprises, which I have discussed as a route for

SE to unfold political potential in Section 7.4.

Looking beyond the empirical analysis of the news articles, it seems that

the lack of boundaries to the commercial and tech world (and its charitable

activities) has recently reached a new stage. In June 2022, SEND has started a

newproject: emp:our now,which is funded byGoogle’s charitable arm:Google.org

(SEND 2021e). Again, one side of the coin of engaging with Google might be

clever ‘tacticalmimicry’ – in order todraw resources to ‘genuinely social’ fields.

On the other hand, this opens a door for ‘social washing’ for companies such

as Google. There is a risk for SE actors of being instrumentalised so that large

companies can polish their image by showcasing their ‘social responsibility’,

regardless of the impact of their main economic activities. In this way, SE ac-
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torsmay become the ‘fig leaf ’ of commercial entrepreneurship and, ultimately,

of neoliberal capitalism.

Overall, it can be argued that the links, overlaps and boundaries (or the

blurring of boundaries) and the interaction between the SE concept and its ac-

tors and other actors and movements will be crucial for the developments in

the coming years. As the interest in SE has started growing in the early 2020s,

it seems likely that different actors (in the economy, politics and civil society

alike) will play an important role in steering the German SE movement in one

or anotherdirection.Thisbeing said, it seems that all thedifferent overlaps and

interactions comewithbothopportunities and risks.Collaboratingwith actors

around another concept opens up the opportunity of bringingmore attention,

people, and resources to the SE movement. Aligned with other concepts and

actors, SE may reach greater scale or leverage. However, there is also the risk

that these other actors or discourses will appropriate or even instrumentalise

SE for different purposes.

7.7 Social Entrepreneurship Discourse(s) and Newspapers:
Reflections on the Methodological Approach

Asmentioned inChapter 3, it is relevant to note that thefindings of the empiri-

cal analysis are based on newspaper articles, and that this might entail certain

limitations. The choice of data has an impact on the findings, and certainly,

only a part of the SE discourse is represented in the newspapers – and, there-

fore, in my findings.More specifically, my analysis has grasped:

• the part of SE discourse(s) that makes it into the news,

• the part of SE discourse(s) that journalists and editors find interesting –

i.e., aspects of SE thatmakemarketablenews stories and/or that relatewell

to trending topics and current affairs,

• the part of SE discourse(s) that the media is able and willing to represent,

possibly excluding more radical versions or aspects of SE.

In this section thus, I shall further reflect on the implications that this has for

the reach of my findings and how additional research may help to fill the re-

search gaps that remain unresolved.

Focusing on an ‘outside’ perspective was an intentional choice – as an at-

tempt to look beyond the SE niche or ‘bubble’, and to investigate, what aspects
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of SE reach a broader audience. I wanted to find out what larger parts of so-

ciety get to perceive of SE. Of course, newspapers do not reach all members

of society – yet a very considerable part of them. On the other hand, it must

be clear that my findings cannot be seen as an all-encompassing and balanced

depiction of the SE field. In particular, my analysis offers limited insights on

the ‘inside’ view, on how the SE scene and the actors who constitute it, such

as social entrepreneurs and their support and lobby organisations, may try to

construct a ‘common agreement’ or identity. My findings thus, do not neces-

sarily represent the dominant perspective on SE within the SE field, its practi-

tioners and support organisations.These might agree, but also disagree, with

the media representation of SE. In addition, the media representation of SE

does not have to be congruent with understandings of SE in other important

arenas in public and social life, e.g., in the arena of education (such as univer-

sities), politics (such as parliament or policymaking), the economy (businesses

or business forums) or civil society, etc.

For this reason, a study focusing on the ‘inside’ of the SE scene, its

network(s) of practitioners, support organisations, etc. would be a fruitful

complement to my research – e.g., by conducting interviews, applying ethno-

graphic methods and/or analysing websites or the social media activities of

the relevant SE actors. Such further research would be necessary to better

understand the internal workings of the SE movement. In addition, it would

then be possible to compare the ‘inside’ construction and the ‘outside’ depic-

tion of the SE phenomenon andmovement, and to identify similarities as well

as differences between them. This comparison would be very interesting, in

order to assess, whether there is an overlap between such ‘inside’ and ‘outside’

understandings of the SE concept and whether or not SE actors would feel

the media representation an adequate one. An inside view would also allow to

better capture different ‘voices’ within the SE discourse. As I have explained

in Chapters 4–6, social entrepreneurs and other members of the SE scene

and wider support ecosystem are allowed to ‘speak’ in the newspaper articles.

Ultimately, however, the protagonists of the stories have little agency over

their representation in the final product, given that newspaper articles are

mediated texts, which are researched, written, edited and published. The ex-

planations of SE aswell as the wider narratives around SE,which are captured

in my analysis, are significantly shaped by journalists. Likewise, research

that focuses on understandings of SE in other important arenas in public

and social life would be offer quite fruitful complementary perspectives, e.g.,

through analysing representations of SE in universities, business forums,
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policy documents, or the like. Keeping in mind, however, that SE in Germany

is still in its infancy, and that in the areas of politics and policymaking, for

example, it would be hard to find relevant and substantial material that dates

back a similar time span (as I have explained in Chapters 2 and 3).

This being said, it must also be noted that newspapers are embedded in

certain social andpower relations that determine,which articles are produced,

and how these are produced, as I have already mentioned in Chapter 3. It may

bepossible that thenewspapers have only represented theparts of SE that could

be represented within the constraints of the social and power relations within

neoliberal capitalism, inwhich themedia are embedded (Fairclough 1995). Fol-

lowing this thought, it could be possible that parts of SE that present a chal-

lenge or an alternative to neoliberal capitalism – namely, more ‘radical’ ver-

sions of SE – are widely excluded from the media discourse, because they are

beyond the limits of what can be said (within the constraints of the neoliberal

power structures). If it is beyond the newspapers’ horizon to imagine an al-

ternative to the neoliberal model of capitalism, then such takes on SE, under-

standing SE as (part of) an alternativemodel,will be excluded in the first place,

therefore, containing the radical political potential of SE. Newspapers, espe-

cially the more conservative outlets, might represent only a reformist version

of SE, one that ismore conforming to the current economic and social system.

Likewise, there is good reason to assume that other power relations, too, have

shaped the media representation fromwhich I gatheredmy empirical results,

including inequalities that derive e.g., from gender or race relations. Various

critical perspectives on power relations – such as feminism, post-colonial the-

ory, critical disability studies, or intersectionality – may challenge the media

representation when it comes to the subjects of SE, asking why certain social

entrepreneurs are represented, and how inclusive or exclusive these represen-

tations of social entrepreneurs are (McRobbie 2020). Hence, further research

could help to explore the (potential) effects that the media’s power structures

might have on the representation of SE.

Another important point seems to revolve around the flexibility and mal-

leability of the SE concept, against the background of the media’s function in

informing the general public about current affairs.The central contribution of

my book is that it was able to trace a development of representations of the SE

concept in Germany over time. Related to this, I have made a strong case for

understanding SE in dialogue with the more general political and socio-eco-

nomic environment. I have demonstrated that, in the first period, SE appears

linked to public debates over the reform of the labour market and the social
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security system, and later, SE appears linked to the financial crisis of 2008.

While I stand by the assertion that the broader political and socio-economic

environment is important for understanding SE in a particular context, there

also lies a possible critique with regards to the analysed material. Given that

journalists report on current affairs, there might be a bias in the media repre-

sentation that results from journalists constructing their stories in a way to fit

SE in, connecting SE to what is trending at the moment. Following this view,

it is possible that the relationship between SE and themes that are currently

relevant in thewider political environment – at least those receiving news cov-

erage –may be too pronounced in my findings.

Viewed fromadifferent perspective, this, once again,points to the fact that

it is possible to embed SE in various wider narratives, e.g., that it seems pos-

sible to link SE to whatever is going on in the world right now.This feeds into

an important aspect that I want to discuss regarding the theoretical frame-

work and themethodology applied tomy empirical research, namely: whether

it makes sense to speak of one SE discourse – or whether it would be better

suited to think of several SE discourses (in plural).

At times, I was questioning the manifestation of a distinct SE discourse,

and that, instead, it would be better to think of SE as appearing within differ-

ent discourses – such as a ‘reform of welfare’ discourse, a ‘reform of the econ-

omy’ discourse, an ‘entrepreneurship’ discourse, a ‘sustainability’ discourse, a

‘what makes good organisations’ discourse, an ‘empowerment’ discourse, and

so forth.There seemtobe valid arguments for regardingSEas a ‘scattered’phe-

nomenon or movement that appears in many different discourses. However, I

come to the conclusion that despite the flexibility and malleability of the SE

term and concept, which makes it appear somewhat ‘scattered’, there is also

a strong common thread in the complete analysed time frame: from 1999 to

2021. I propose to understand the ‘different’ SE discourses in terms of dom-

inant and less dominant versions or currents of the SE discourse, but not as

completely different discourses. Generally speaking, the different versions or

currents have existed fromthebeginning,but theymaybemorepronounced in

one period than in another – and they may evolve over time. For example, the

idea of SE as ‘entrepreneurship’, which is very pronounced (even dominant) in

the thirdperiod,doesnot appear all of a sudden.Asdemonstrated inChapter 1,

this perspective can already be found in early academic literature on SE (e.g.,

in Dees (2001 [1998]). In addition, the understanding of SE as ‘entrepreneur-

ship’ can also be seen as a continuation of or building on the idea of ‘SE as part
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of the economy’, which (in the media representation) only becomes dominant

in the second period.

Different versions, narratives and currents of the SEdiscourse exist simul-

taneously – and they are not mutually exclusive and might, at times, appear

intertwined. Yet, there is enough coherence and consistence to speak of a dis-

tinct SE discourse. In itself, my analysis is also a testament to this coherence,

given that I have been able to trace specific developments across the entire pe-

riod of investigation (1999–2021). Supporting this view is also that I was able to

relyon the ‘social entrepreneurship’ termduring theempirical researchprocess

(see Chapter 3). While still weakly institutionalised, the ‘social entrepreneur-

ship’ term proved to be a successful signifier to refer to the social practice that

I intended to study (in the German context). Furthermore, in recent years, the

‘social entrepreneurship’ term is becomingmore established – in particular, as

certain actors ascribe to it, most importantly SEND, founded in late 2017. As

explained in Chapter 6, different institutionalisation processes are occurring

in the third period, which include SE courses at universities, the promotion of

SEby local economic development agencies, etc.Arguably, these deepening in-

stitutionalisation processes further sustain speaking of a distinct SEdiscourse

in the German context – and that it will remain relevant in the coming years.

Overall, the SE discourse is composed of “utterances which seem to be regu-

lated in some way and which seem to have a coherence and a force to them in

common” (Mills 1997: 7). This makes it possible to speak about a discourse of

social entrepreneurship (in Germany).This being said, nonetheless, I consider

that it is possible that the SE term and concept could merge with – or be in-

tegrated into – another concept, such as ‘sustainability’, ‘social innovation’, or

‘entrepreneurship’, in the future (as explained in Section 7.6). Any forecast on

this developmentwould be premature – and the future of the SEdiscoursewill

most likely depend on the activities of resourceful actors and theway, inwhich

these will shape it. Further research should definitely pay attention to these

potential prospects.

7.8 The Political Potential of Social Entrepreneurship

What to make then of the ‘social entrepreneurship’ phenomenon and move-

ment from a sociological perspective, and what can I say to my former self,

who, prior to embarking on this research had his own hopes for SE, as a way of

experimenting with alternative economies that are more just and sustainable
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than current business models, and therefore, as a means to reform the econ-

omy (as mentioned in the Introduction)? What ‘political potential’ of this sort

could be observed throughout the research for this book?

There seems to be a quantitative and a qualitative dimension here – with

the flexibility and ambiguity of the SE concept being an opportunity as well as

a risk. On the one hand, SE seems to appeal to many actors, it is able to enter

different spaces, and to attract resources from different sources, e.g., through

‘tactical mimicry’. It should also be considered that, perhaps, flexible concepts

can have great longevity, because of their ability to adapt to different (external)

circumstances. Capitalism itself would be a good example for this, which has

time and again been able to adapt to and to integrate criticism, as we know

from Boltanski & Chiapello (2007). On the other hand, its flexibility and am-

biguity seem to make the SE concept fragile, and prone to appropriation or

instrumentalisation by other concepts or actors. Previous studies (mainly for

the UK) have already pointed out how policymakers have managed to use and

appropriate SE for various policy goals (Teasdale 2012; Dey & Teasdale 2016;

Mason & Moran 2019). The remarkable influence of business elites on SE (see

especially Chapter 4) should also be remembered here – andwhile they are not

as dominant in theGerman SEfield as in the early phase, they are still showing

interest forSE.ThenewclosenessbetweenSEand the start-up (and tech)world

may also present a risk for SE of being reduced to a form of entrepreneurship,

and ultimately, being stripped from its political potential when it comes to es-

tablishing alternative economies. Similar to commercial entrepreneurship, to

which Davies (2014a) – in theory – attests political potential, too, the political

potential of SE could then be contained by capitalism as a system and by busi-

ness elites, whomanage to hold close links to entrepreneurs.

In order for SE to more fully develop its political potential thus, SE actors

would need to clarify their political agenda and to forge and cultivate effective

alliances. In order to be part of a transformation towards an alternativemodel,

SE actors would need to be (more) critical with their alliances and beware of

reproducing (implicit) economisation processes, such as uncritically transfer-

ring mainstream business logics into social realms, or engaging in cheerful

praises of business virtues.Touse the idea of ‘transformation aid’ that has been

voiced by SE representatives, this would require formulating political propos-

als that go beyond incremental change – proposals that ultimately challenge

neoliberalism’s organising principles of competitiveness and economic calcu-

lation. In order to provide substantial ‘transformation aid’ that is worthy of

the name, it would be necessary to draw a clearer vision of a framework for
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an economic model, as well as to design strategies to implement it. Alliances

between SE actors and other actors, or movements – in particular with other

social economymovements –couldoffer apromisingavenue.In shedding light

on the background and development of the SE phenomenon and movement,

my studymay, to some extent, help to facilitate the communication and possi-

ble cooperation between SE and actors in politics and between different ‘gen-

erations’ of social economymovements.That is, if the term ‘entrepreneurship’

is not too off-putting for the respective political and civil society actors to get

involved, appearing as compromised, asDavies (2014a) has raised –as it comes

with (too) much neoliberal ‘ideological baggage’. Moreover, the (potential) in-

terplay of policy and SE, too, is a crucial aspect – both for political and prac-

tical relevance and as a topic for further research. Yet, the idea that SE could

inspire policy ideas and action, i.e., put forward proposals, which are then put

into regulation for all, remains rather hypothetical at the moment.

Given that policymakers of all stripes and various actors in the economy

and in civil society may try to use SE for different (policy) goals and agendas,

the involvement of these actorsmay swing the SEmovement in differentways.

There are different forces at play, and the future of SE seems uncertain. Dif-

ferent paths seem possible for the future development of the SE movement,

most probably, depending on which resource-rich actors will be shaping it. At

themoment, SE hardly seems able to propose a substantial ‘alternative’ to cap-

italism, certainly not in a ‘radical’ sense, i.e., addressing the roots and funda-

mental structures of the system. Instead – and assuming that the perspectives

that consider SE to be ‘more’ than entrepreneurship are dominant (which is

debatable) – SE could be seen as a (small) building block formoderate or grad-

ual reform of the economy, for it to bemore responsive to ecological and social

justice concerns.Perhaps,SE canhelp to contribute to a discussion on the vari-

eties of capitalism or to reinvigorate social-democratic or socially responsible

versions of capitalism in the 21st century. But it would have to be closely mon-

itored that this would actually result in action and reform and not merely in

rhetoric.

The idea of SE, therefore,might not seemambitious enough for those seek-

ing fundamental systemic change. Against the background of a futurewithout

any ‘alternatives’ whatsoever, though, SEmay offer hope formoderate reform.

Considering the dire state of the economic model, economic though and eco-

nomic policies, SE should not yet be easily dismissed. SE may not be able to

provide all the answers, but, perhaps, be able to ask the right questions – and

to contribute to a debate about the future of our economic and social model,
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to debates about the future of capitalism, and to help pinpointing where it is

doing harm. SE may also contribute to discussions around more holistic un-

derstandings of progress and development – and to some, these might seem

like sufficient reasons to continue researching and engaging with this phe-

nomenon.
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