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Abstract 

The importance of the work of Karl Polanyi to social enterprise scholarship is often maintained. 

However, explanations as to how and why his ideas are so relevant to the field are still relatively 

scarce. In this essay we argue that engaging with Polanyi’s work directly, and Polanyian 

scholarship more widely, can provide a deep understanding of the underlying assumptions 

within current social enterprise conceptualisations, and provide insights into how the relative 

positioning of market and society may be manipulated to maintain hegemonic positions. Three 

of Polanyi’s key concepts are considered and discussed in turn: the ‘substantive economy’, the 

notion of ‘embeddedness’, and his ‘double movement’ thesis. The contemporary relevance of 

each concept, and the implications for future research, are presented and discussed, with a view 

to providing a platform from which to pursue a reinvigorated, emancipatory critical research 

agenda. 
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Introduction 

It is almost axiomatic to say that social enterprise scholarship has come to be dominated by a 

“neoliberal ideological climate that is characterised by a discourse of self-sufficiency and a 

belief in the virtue of markets” (Child, 2016: 218; see also Nicholls and Teasdale, 2017). While 

we continue to grapple with the consistently shifting roles of the state, market and civil society, 

and the role of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship within such discussions, there is a 

significant body of evidence to suggest that a highly dominant mode of thinking persists which 

seeks to ‘celebrate’ the actions of individual social entrepreneurs to instigate ‘system-wide 

social change’ (Drayton, 2011) or innovation for social purpose (Dees, 1998). This stance also 

appears within a context of little or no tradition of (nor, indeed, appetite for) examining the role 

of government in addressing entrenched social problems. Such uncritical support for market-

based approaches to addressing social issues (viz Gerrard, 2015), could be seen as problematic; 

not least for the principles of democracy and an active and engaged civil society (Dart, 2004b; 

Eikenberry and Kluver, 2004; Roy and Hackett, 2017; Sepulveda, 2015).  

There is evidence, however, not least in this Journal, of a growing appetite for scholarship 

undertaken in a critical vein, particularly to act as a counterbalance to what might reasonably 

be labelled as the forces of ‘market fundamentalism’ (Block and Somers, 2014; Stiglitz, 2009). 

One of the most significant critics of market fundamentalism of the twentieth century was the 

Hungarian economic historian/anthropologist Karl Polanyi. Attention to Polanyi’s works and 

ideas generally has increased exponentially since the Great Financial Crisis of 2008 (Somers 

and Block, 2014) and are regularly presented as having relevance to social enterprise 

scholarship (see, for example, Defourny et al., 2014; Nyssens, 2006; Ridley-Duff and Bull, 

2015). Several mini conferences and streams in main conferences principally organised by the 
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EMES1 International Research Network, have been devoted to the application of his ideas. 

Polanyi’s ‘conceptual toolbox’ has been said to provide the underpinning theoretical basis for 

certain conceptualisations of social enterprise, particularly those emanating from continental 

Europe (see, for example, Defourny and Nyssens, 2006; Gardin, 2014; Laville, 2014; Laville 

et al., 2006; Laville and Nyssens, 2001). But despite being regarded as “one of the most 

significant entry points for those social critics who are animated primarily by moral concern 

for the dispossessed and disempowered” (Lind, 1994: 143), the relevance of Karl Polanyi’s 

work to the study of social enterprise has rarely been elaborated upon, nor advanced, in the 

social enterprise literature: there has been no rigorous attempt, at least until now, to 

demonstrate just how and why his ideas are so relevant and important to today.  

Our essay attempts to fill this gap and is organised as follows: we begin by briefly locating our 

work within existing scholarship, with specific consideration of the developing critical research 

agenda for social enterprise. We draw upon Polanyi’s work directly, and Polanyian scholarship 

more widely, to gain valuable insight into the market-dominant models of social enterprise 

frequently presented in scholarship. Three of Polanyi’s key concepts are considered and 

discussed in turn: the ‘substantive economy’, the notion of ‘embeddedness’, and the ‘double 

movement’ thesis. The contemporary relevance of each concept, and the implications for each 

idea to critical social enterprise research, are presented and discussed.  First of all, however, 

we turn our attention to a question: why do we need a critical research agenda for social 

enterprise at all? 

  

                                                
1 EMergence des Entreprises Sociales en Europe 
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The need for a critical research agenda 

Within many of the mainstream conceptualisations of social enterprise there is an implicit 

assumption that ‘the market’ – that is, the capitalist metaphor of the market – is a positive (or, 

at worst, neutral) force that can be readily and unproblematically harnessed for the common 

good of society. A critical analysis, such as within the spirit of the Frankfurt School (viz Adorno 

and Horkheimer, 1944; Horkheimer, 1975) , questions “whose ‘truth’ is being perpetuated, 

privileged and positions in any particular context/s – and why?….[Such] analysis is not about 

replacing one position with another but about questioning the very assumptions made” 

(Tedmanson et al., 2012: 537 - emphasis in original). Dominant paradigms can be challenged 

through the application of alternative theoretical lenses. A critical lens encourages us to 

question the unspoken assumptions that such dominant paradigms would have us take for 

granted.  

A rich vein of critical social enterprise scholarship can be traced back well over a decade. Both 

Haugh (2005) and Peattie and Morley (2008) have provided seminal considerations, with the 

latter highlighting how paradoxical elements arising from the hybrid blend of social aspirations 

and enterprise/business practices have shaped our research focus. The concerns raised by both 

Dart (2004a) and Eikenberry and Kluver (2004) over the pressures and potential consequences 

of non-profit and voluntary sector organizations to become more ‘business like’ are also early 

examples of scholarly attention alerting researchers and practitioners to unintended outcomes. 

A natural progression of this research agenda – the formal inclusion of a critical lens – was 

advocated by Steyaert and Dey (2010) who encourage us to critique and intervene in practice, 

and processes and research thereof. In so doing, we are urged to recognise and appreciate the 

depth of multiple contexts and historical influences that shape not only the practice of social 

enterprise, but also our approach to its research. Teasdale (2012a: 88)  exhorts us to recognise 
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that “an uncritical stance may harm the development of the field of research and the 

organisations we sympathise with” while Dey and Steyaert (2012: 91) stress the necessity for 

critique, suggesting that critique is not an end in itself, but rather serves as a “means to creating 

things (both imaginative and real), which are not possible within the matrix of the present”. It 

is helpful to recognise, however, that critique need not be negative (Grant, 2006, 2007) as 

evidenced by Curtis (2008) valuing weakness and failure within a social enterprise context and 

Ridley-Duff and Bull (2011: 45) associating critical social enterprise scholarship research with 

attempts to “secure emancipatory change by exposing political agendas implicit in scientific 

and management rhetoric”. Parkinson and Howorth (2008) and, more recently, Dey and 

Teasdale, (2016), Nicholls and Teasdale (2017), Ruebottom (2018) and Dey and Mason (2018) 

have all provoked us to critically consider the underlying (neoliberal) discourses that have 

encouraged the proliferation of social enterprise policy and practice. Application of critical 

consideration to the field is, therefore, in keeping with our transformational aspirations. 

The plurality of conceptualisations and practices (Defourny and Nyssens, 2010; Kerlin, 2009, 

2013) and multiple lenses through which we might consider social enterprise activity provides 

multiple avenues for critical analysis. Critical consideration of all dimensions is essential if we 

are to advance both social enterprise practice and scholarship. Many aspects that we might 

consider are not, of course, unique to the field. For example, concerns over imbalances of 

power and hegemonic manifestations of market domination, particularly to the detriment of 

other aspects of society, are well documented in critiques of neoliberalism (Crouch, 2013; 

Harvey, 2007). The work of Polanyi, however, provides a conduit through which we might 

begin to bring these lines of critical consideration together. In doing so, we take existing 

applications of Polanyi’s work in the community/social domain (e.g. Sheikheldin and Devlin, 

2015) a step further into the complex sphere of social enterprise.  
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The contemporary relevance of Polanyi 

Originally published in 1944, Polanyi’s seminal text The Great Transformation, provides an 

analysis of the century-long struggle between those who advocated for an unregulated laissez-

faire market, and those who sought to protect society from the social upheaval, instability and 

inequality that a market economy inevitably causes (Block, 2003). By exploring  attempts to 

protect society against the ravages of ‘free market’ dogma during the nineteenth century, 

Polanyi argues that the First World War, the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the emergence 

of fascism in Europe could all be traced back to the “utopian endeavour of economic liberalism 

to set up a self-regulating market system” (Polanyi, 1944: 31). He frames these events as 

manifestations of an underlying problem – the disruption of social unity – which itself was 

rooted in the rise of what he calls the ‘market society’: where markets come to dominate all 

aspects of our daily life. When production and distribution are entrusted to a “self-regulating 

market system” (Polanyi, 1944: 71) then ‘self-regulation’ implies that almost everything is for 

sale on the market and all incomes derive from such sales. This effectively translates into the 

existence of markets for trading of all elements of industry, so not only goods and services, but 

also other essential elements such as labour, land and money become tradable goods, a process 

Polanyi describes as “fictitious commodification” (Polanyi, 1944: 72; Fraser, 2014): fictitious 

because they are not ‘created’ as such for selling in the marketplace.  

Polanyi demonstrates how the growth of the market society is dependent on the actions of the 

state in creating the social and legal frameworks that allow markets to operate ‘freely’: laissez-

faire – he argues – is actually planned. He observes that, in reality, the market is not a ‘free’ 

and self-regulating entity but requires the provision of a set of institutional arrangements and 

social relationships in order to enable its apparently ‘free’ hand to work. Such manipulation 

not only involves regulations around what constitutes fair and free trade – the drafting and 
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fulfilment of contracts, financial regulations, and so on – but also the involvement of the state 

in managing the supply of money and credit, as well as in developing a framework of rules and 

regulations regarding the provision of land and labour. In short, the socially constructed and 

increasingly reified market relies upon the state to provide the conditions that enable it to work.  

We now turn attention to three of Polanyi’s key concepts which, we propose, are particularly 

useful to advance a critical social enterprise research agenda: the ‘substantive economy’, 

‘embeddedness’ and the ‘double movement’ thesis.  

The ‘substantive economy’  

Polanyi does not deny the utility of markets for the allocation of some goods and services. 

What he condemns is the “quasi-religious certainty expressed by contemporary advocates of 

market self-regulation” (Block and Somers, 2014: 3). Polanyi critiques neo-classical economic 

theory for restricting focus on the ‘formal’ meaning of economics: focusing on choice, the 

means-end relationship, and the alleged scarcity of things. He also identifies a tendency in the 

study of economics to equate ‘the economy’ exclusively with the market, a representation he 

calls the ‘economistic fallacy’ (Polanyi, 1944: 270). Instead, Polanyi sees the market as “part 

of the broader economy, and the broader economy as part of a still broader society…the market 

economy not as an end in itself, but as a means to a more fundamental ends” (Stiglitz, 2001: 

xv). Advancing a self-regulated market (or, rather, acting as if such a thing were possible) is 

ultimately damaging to society because it means that society inevitably ends up being treated 

as if it were an ‘adjunct’ or subordinate to the market, rather than the other way around.  

To the formal concept of economics Polanyi counterposes a ‘substantive’ concept of economics 

(Hopkins, 1957; Polanyi, 1957) “grounded in reality and not in logic” (Swedberg, 2003: 28). 

He considers the economy, in its substantive sense, as “an instituted process of interaction 
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between man and his environment, which results in a continuous supply of want-satisfying 

material means” (Polanyi, 1957: 243). He explains that Adam Smith’s expression in The 

Wealth of Nations (Smith, 1976 [1776]: 17) regarding people’s "propensity to barter, truck and 

exchange one thing for another" – the guiding principle of the Homo Economicus2 concept – 

was actually a profound misreading of what happened in the past. Polanyi argues that all 

economic systems have always been organised, at least up until relatively recently in history, 

on the principle of reciprocity (commonly via household/community/civil society), 

redistribution (most commonly via the state), or on the principle of exchange (via the market), 

or some combination of all three. Polanyi’s admiration for Smith is more apparent in an essay 

published posthumously in Primitive, Archaic and Modern Economies called ‘The Place of 

Economies in Societies’ (Polanyi, 1971). In contrast to how Smith’s ideas, particularly in 

Wealth of Nations, have come to be misused to further the neoliberal project, Polanyi recognises 

that Smith saw the economy as very much part of society. Shaped by the rich moral and 

philosophical fabric revealed earlier in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Smith, 2002 [1759]): 

“Adam Smith wished to discourage the idea that the self-interest of the merchant 

naturally benefited the community […] Self-interest is not yet differentiated into 

economic motives of employers and employed. All through, the approach is still 

institutional, historical and societal” (Polanyi, 1971: 128–129).  

By positing a substantivist approach to the economy, Polanyi thus presents economic life as a 

totality of relations and institutions that goes beyond transactions of goods and services 

                                                
2 See, for example, the paper by Coase (1976), which was initially presented at a meeting of the Mont 
Pelerin Society in St Andrews, Fife. The Mont Pelerin Society, of which (ironically) Polanyi’s brother 
Michael was a founding member, was established in 1947 by a group of prominent intellectuals and 
business leaders committed to the political project of returning economic liberalism to the forefront 
(hence ‘neoliberalism’) at a time when Keynesianism was dominant.  
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(Polanyi, 1971; Block and Somers, 1984; Granovetter and Swedberg, 2001; Smelser and 

Swedberg, 2005). Such a classification of the different societal arrangements by which the 

range of human economies organise themselves allows the apprehension of “an 

institutionalized pattern of relationships by which individual social units are linked together to 

form a social whole” (Block and Somers, 2014: 66). Bruni and Zamagni observe that these 

‘three pillars’ (Mendell, 2009) are distinct but not independent, and argue that “if this ‘triadic’ 

structure is sustained – if all three of these principles are active and well-combined – then 

societies develop in a harmonious way” (Bruni and Zamagni 2007: 19). This ‘three pillared’ 

principle has influenced the conceptualisation of social enterprise put forward by those close 

to EMES. Defourny and Nyssens (2006: 10–11), for example, recognise the fundamental 

importance of substantivist thinking to social enterprise research by explaining that social 

enterprises “hybridize these three types of economic exchange so that they work together rather 

than in isolation from each other.” Defourny and Nyssens (2006: 13) further explain that 

“Social enterprises mix different logics: they trade in the market, but not with an aim 

of maximising the financial return on investment for their shareholders; they receive 

public support through public policies which they contribute to shaping; they are 

embedded in civil society through the development of voluntary collective action 

around common goals characterized by a public benefit dimension.”  

The ability to combine the various Polanyian economic principles is the ‘essence’ of social 

enterprise in this conceptualisation. It is what sets social enterprises apart from the traditional 

voluntary sector, the public sector and the mainstream for-profit sector. However, this 

conceptualisation of ‘hybridity’ of principles – ‘Polanyian Hybridity’ if you like – needs to be 

distinguished from alternative conceptualisations of hybridity commonly applied in approaches 

to conceptualising social enterprise, the most common of which is a form of the social-
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economic dyadic. Scholars and practitioners often portray the social enterprise as a ‘hybrid’ 

organizational form (Battilana and Lee, 2014; Besharov and Smith, 2014; Doherty et al., 2014) 

which break new ground between the traditional private, public and non-profit sectors, and thus 

pose challenges to classical understandings of organizational behaviour and theory. Hybrids 

span institutional boundaries (Brandsen and Karré, 2011; Tracey et al., 2011) and give rise to 

conflicting institutional logics (Pache and Santos, 2013). However, while such research has 

been instrumental in driving our field forward and establishing a theoretical basis for social 

enterprise as a distinct organizational form, there are inherent dangers in utilizing such concepts 

for the foundation of our studies if we adopt too narrow a perspective on what we conceive as 

‘the economy’ or that economy and society are separate (or ‘disembedded’) from each other. 

One consequence of such a limited perspective is that, particularly in early scholarship, social 

enterprises have tended to be defined by their position on a continuum, spanning from the 

‘purely charitable/philanthropic’ (or ‘social’) to the ‘purely commercial’ (or ‘economic’) (see 

Alter, 2007; Dees and Anderson, 2006: 51) as seen along the lines presented in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Common perspectives on hybridity 

Such a continuum, or one like it, has provided a foundation for a considerable body of 

influential social enterprise scholarship to date  (see for example, Alter, 2007; Dees and 

Anderson, 2006; Dees and Elias, 1998). But unquestioningly accepting the assumption that the 

social-economic relationship is dyadic, we would argue, potentially narrows our focal lens and 
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reinforces neoliberal assertions about the dichotomy between economy and society. We have 

to recognise that social enterprise is a highly ‘fluid and contested’ concept (Teasdale, 2012c), 

shaped (among many factors) by context, sector, culture, region, culture, politics, history, 

geography, ideology (or even ‘moral sentiment’ to evoke Smith again). In essence, a social 

enterprise based in Nairobi is unlikely to resemble a social enterprise based in Northampton 

except in the most superficial ways. A discussion on the Polanyian concept of embeddedness 

helps us to elaborate on this point further. 

(Polanyian) Embeddedness 

Polanyi argues that 

‘[t]he human economy...is embedded and enmeshed in institutions, economic and 

noneconomic. The inclusion of the noneconomic is vital. For religion or government may 

be as important for the structure and functioning of the economy as monetary institutions 

or the availability of tools and machines themselves that lighten the toil of labor” 

(Polanyi, 1957: 250). 

The fullest elaboration of Polanyi’s notion of embeddedness is not to be found in The Great 

Transformation but in Trade and Market in the Early Empires (1957) and most especially in 

his essay ‘The Economy as Instituted Process’ (Polanyi, 1957).  Without state intervention and 

being embedded in social communities supposedly ‘free’ markets cannot survive. Furthermore, 

they cannot – at least by themselves – provide social necessities such as education, health care, 

social and personal security, and the right to earn a livelihood. When certain goods and services, 

such as public goods, are subjected to market principles, social life is threatened and major 

crises can ensue (Hodgson, 2017; Polanyi Levitt, 2013). 
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The concept of ‘embeddedness’ has, of course, been a principal feature of organizational 

scholarship over the last 30 years (Jack and Anderson, 2002), including within social enterprise 

and social entrepreneurship literature (Dufays and Huybrechts, 2014). But such scholarship 

has, in the main, been guided by the seminal work of Granovetter (1985) and the way in which 

Polanyi employs the term is not, strictly speaking, the same way that it was initially employed 

by Granovetter and those who have followed since (for a full discussion see Krippner, 2002; 

Krippner et al., 2004; Krippner and Alvarez, 2007; Machado, 2011). To do justice to the history 

of the concept of embeddedness, which has undergone something of a ‘great transformation’ 

of its own, as Beckert (2011) aptly suggests, is well beyond the scope of this paper. However, 

in her own engagement with Polanyi’s work, Peredo (2012: 102) identifies that Polanyi referred 

to a ‘deeper’ sense of embeddedness than Granovetter imagined, where economic transactions 

are  

“generally undertaken in the context of a web of reciprocal obligations and 

understandings and/or acceptance of redistributive rights of community authority. They 

were not determined by market prices or expectations of individual gain, but by notions 

of community benefit, and one’s place in realizing that.”  

Child (2016) begins to consider the impact of embeddedness, but does not explicitly engage 

with the work of Polanyi. Drawing on examples of fair trade and socially responsible 

investment, though, he demonstrates how market-based initiatives rely on social movements 

and non-profit organisations as part of their success. In their paper on embeddedness, Seelos et 

al. (2011) also do not mention Polanyi explicitly, but talk of a number of ‘institutional 

mechanisms’ which stem from the community, such as ‘regulative, normative and cognitive 

forces’ which influence the emergence of socially entrepreneurial organizations.  
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Beckert (2010), meanwhile, reminds us that markets themselves are shaped by social forces 

and “market actors’ expectations are formed by the structural, institutional and cultural 

embeddedness of market exchange” (Beckert, 2009: 247). He identifies three separate aspects 

that are relevant in explaining economic outcomes: social networks, institutions, and cognitive 

frames. Understanding the dynamic interaction between these forces, he argues, is vital to an 

appreciation and understanding of how society shapes markets, and vice versa (see also 

Nicholls and Ziegler, 2017).   

By following a Polanyian conceptualisation of ‘the economy’, and moving away from a social 

– economic dyadic, we can consider the economic activity of social enterprises (in a substantive 

sense) as the means by which they achieve their ends (viz Kay et al., 2016)  i.e. fulfilment of 

their social mission, as shown in Figure 2. In this conceptualisation there is no ‘hybridity of 

purpose’: the aims or purposes of the economic activity, and the process by which they achieve 

their means, are clearly on different ‘axes’ or conceptual levels.  

 

Figure 2: Economic ‘means’ and social ‘ends’ 

This reconfiguration is presented not to obfuscate tensions, nor to pretend that tensions between 

social and commercial considerations do not exist: of course they do. But what is of interest to 

us is how scholars understand, and potentially work with (or against) such tensions, and to 
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reveal and focus attention on ‘means’ and ‘ends’ to understand, and even combat, tendencies 

such as ‘mission drift’ (Cornforth, 2014). Both Bull (2008) and Teasdale (2012b) suggest that 

it is incumbent upon those interested in pursuing a critical research agenda for social enterprise 

to keep in mind that the tension between the notions of ‘social’ and ‘enterprise’ is an inherently 

problematic one. Grant (2014), meanwhile, suggests that much of the unique value in social 

enterprise resides in this tension; that without this tenuous balance an organisation would 

simply be a non-profit or for-profit organisation. Our intention here is to provoke scholars to 

reflexively (re-)consider the preconceived assumptions that influence our research: for 

example, when means and ends are set up as oppositional, is this, in fact, presenting a form of 

false dichotomy that works to restrict our thinking (and practice), and, indeed, to further the 

‘disembedding’ of economy from society?  

The ‘double movement’ 

The concept of the ‘double movement’ refers to the process by which society is compelled to 

protect itself from the social disintegration that, Polanyi shows, occurs as an inevitable 

consequence of the commodification of land, labour and money (Dale, 2016; Goodwin, 2018). 

Polanyi observes that, at key points in history, political parties and social movements tend  to 

coalesce around either side of a fault line, with those favouring deregulating markets and 

extending commodification on the one side and a “broad-based, cross-class front, including 

urban workers and rural landowners, socialists and conservatives [seeking] to ‘protect society’ 

from the ravages of the market” (Fraser, 2013: 120) on the other. In Polanyi’s time those on 

the side of ‘social protection’ won the day (the Great Transformation to which he refers), and 

so we saw New Deal America, the rise of post-war social democracies, Keynesian demand 

management, new social movements, and the development of new welfare states.  
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But two decades now into the twenty-first century, we have seen a constant incremental erosion 

of the types of safety net that were beginning to be put into place when Polanyi was writing 

The Great Transformation; an erosion that has accelerated since the Great Financial Crisis, the 

implementation of public sector austerity, and the subsequent rise in populist policies and 

politicians (Mouffe, 2018). Capitalism itself, however, has emerged almost remarkably 

unscathed, if not stronger than before the Great Financial Crisis (Crouch, 2011). Indeed, 

Schram (2015) calls this present time simply the return of ‘ordinary capitalism’; the bleak 

situation that Polanyi was hopeful that we had emerged from when he was writing in the 1940s.  

Polanyi’s concept of the ‘double movement’ prompts us to consider whether activities such as 

social enterprise and social entrepreneurship can be considered as arising from, and mobilizing 

in direct response to, the dehumanizing effects of market fundamentalism. One of the driving 

motivations for social enterprise is dissatisfaction with the idea that the market is the source of 

all well-being, and that perpetual economic growth is not only possible, but that it can solve 

virtually every problem from hunger and poverty to environmental devastation. Yunus (2010), 

for instance, prefaces his argument for social business with the failure of the free market to 

solve global poverty and distribute wealth more equally and calls for a new type of capitalism 

to solve society’s most pressing needs. Ridley-Duff and Bull (2011: 100) argue that “social 

enterprises offer either a partial or a complete rejection of established rules of international 

capitalism” and rejection of established ‘rules and norms’ is certainly the position of many 

contemporary debates on the potential of the ‘social and solidarity economy’ as an alternative 

system to that of international, globalised capitalism (Amin, 2009; Gardin, 2014; Utting, 2015). 

Indeed, Baum (1996) has long argued that we should look to Polanyi's understanding of modern 

capitalism to reinstate a ‘social discourse’ and the principles of reciprocity and solidarity. But 

one key challenge for the field, in presenting a viable alternative, is that much will depend upon 
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what we actually mean when we talk of a ‘social enterprise’.  For example, one dominant 

conceptualisation relates to the purpose or sector of the activity, generally relating to the social 

sector such as day-care, health, elderly, or a specific social problem; that is, a ‘social purpose’ 

enterprise. Within this approach “the social has tended to refer to external purpose rather than 

internal dynamics, that is, what an organisation does rather than how it does it” (Teasdale, 

2012c: 103). Often this approach, it could reasonably be argued, involves little more than the 

application of established strategic approaches from the commercial world to social problems 

(Nicholls and Young, 2008) and so a key concern in much of the emerging critical social 

enterprise literature remains: why are we perpetuating the belief that markets are 

unquestionably best placed to tackle intractable social and environmental problems, when these 

same mechanisms have been shown to exacerbate the very inequality that helps ‘feed’ these 

problems? (Humphries and Grant, 2005). Hjorth (2013: 36–37) argues that the ‘social’ in social 

enterprise is weakened and made subordinate when the role of the market is emphasised above 

the other domains. Such a ‘capitalocentric’ view is particularly questionable when one 

considers the inherent paradox put forward: that the single best way of solving the ills of the 

market is through the market (Gibson-Graham, 2006).  

It could be argued, too, that the idea of promoting the ability of business-savvy individual 

entrepreneurs to solve social problems with market-based innovations redirects us away from 

the structural causes of such problems. A Polanyian lens would argue that too firm a market 

focus for social enterprise risks exacerbating the disembedding of market from society: 

arguably the cause of many of the very social problems that social enterprises exist to address. 

The social inequalities and vulnerabilities of the forms that social entrepreneurs often focus 

their activities towards addressing (for example poverty or social exclusion) may increase or, 

at the very least, remain stubbornly resistant to positive change without radical, structural 



18 

 

adjustments higher ‘upstream’. Action, in other words, of the form that governments are often 

elected to make. Thus, while the public appeal of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship 

may be a response to the social failures of a market society, as Polanyi might predict, dominant 

approaches to scholarship are, arguably, a co-option of this ‘countermovement’. 

Conclusion 

The application of a Polanyian lens allows insight into how elite actors, through entities such 

as neoliberal states and institutions, may manipulate the relative positioning of market and 

society in order to maintain their hegemonic positions. We have discussed how Polanyi’s 

conceptualisation of embeddedness helps us to unpack inherent assumptions and normative 

influences concerning the primacy of market mechanisms. Such influences can be wide 

reaching, including within government policy. A rich vein of scholarship has revealed how 

governments have promoted social enterprise practices in organizations that provide social 

goods: effectively using the concept to further marketize the non-profit and voluntary sectors, 

while simultaneously diminishing government responsibility for the delivery of public social 

services. But promoting the encroachment of market ideals into non-profit and voluntary 

organizations, as Eikenberry and Kluver (2004) point out, can potentially place the important 

role of civil society at risk; in particular, their role as acting as a counterbalance to the worst 

excesses of the market and/or state: that is, their ability to act as a Polanyian countermovement. 

While it could be recognised that social enterprise and social entrepreneurship have arisen as a 

consequence of the rise of the neoliberal paradigm (or at least been co-opted to suit the aims of 

powerful actors to suit neoliberal ends), one interesting and fruitful line of research may be 

through the heuristic of the Polanyian ‘double movement’. Through this lens we can examine 

the extent to which social enterprise activity, perhaps in combination with complementary 

social movements, are in a position to enact or exercise resistance or challenge the political 
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economic status quo. Even incremental and/or small-scale transformation on the fringes of 

contemporary capitalism can begin to sow the seeds of change.  

But Polanyi’s ideas also invite us to go further and move beyond the confines of 

‘capitalocentrism’: the idea that all forms of cultural practice, all forms of political economy, 

and all sites of socio-political activity are overwhelmed by, or subsumed into, the dynamics of 

capitalism, with no space left for alternatives (Hesketh, 2016). Gibson-Graham (2006: 106) 

warn us that reductive forms of thinking can foreclose the possibility of alternatives. But we 

know that alternative, non-capitalist economic spaces, including in the form of social 

enterprise, do exist (Amin et al., 2003; Baum, 2009). Polanyi provides us with a conceptual 

toolkit by which such organizations may start to be understood on their own terms; perhaps the 

very definition of a critical, emancipatory SE project.  

Finally, we consider that a deeper understanding of the underlying assumptions within current 

social enterprise practices may be achieved through engaging with Polanyi’s work directly, and 

with Polanyian scholarship more widely. Polanyi’s concepts of substantivism and 

embeddedness in particular show us how applications of the economy-social continuum could 

potentially – albeit inadvertently – be reinforcing neoliberal assumptions about the separation 

of economy and society, or, at the very least, resist challenges to the very structures that have 

created many of the problems that they purport to wish to solve. Polanyian embeddedness 

encourages us to think more imaginatively: beyond, for example, the role of social networks to 

the ‘success’ or otherwise of socially entrepreneurial organisations. But the concept of 

embeddedness also helps us to conceptualise how powerful neoliberal actors can use the idea 

of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship to further promote the primacy of the market. 

Neoliberal concepts, and the accompanying rhetoric of self-interest and individualism has 

become a shaping paradigm of our everyday lives (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007; Peck, 2012) 
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but that should not prevent us from questioning the uncritical acceptance of the market system 

to provide solutions, given that many of the ‘problems’ that social enterprises seek to address 

arguably stem from the inequalities that an overemphasis upon markets inevitably creates. That 

said, much of the most recent research on the topic of organisational hybridity (including by 

the likes of Battilana et al., 2014; Castellas et al., 2018; Folmer and Stephan, 2016; Hockerts, 

2015; Huybrechts and Haugh, 2018; Mair et al., 2015) encourages us to note that a simplistic 

dyadic ‘opposition’ between economy and society is becoming less and less obvious. We 

maintain, though, that the notion of ‘Polanyian hybridity’ may well add value to such 

conversations but we should also fully recognise that partly in a response to critiques of social 

enterprise and its increasing institutionalisation in the market, much work is now focusing on 

social innovation and systems innovation rather than social enterprise per se (Nicholls and 

Ziegler, 2017).  

The world has changed markedly since Polanyi’s time, but his ideas remain relevant. The 

application of Polanyi’s ideas to the ‘reality of society’ (Somers, 2018) today can help guide 

our generative process and paradigms as we shape the economic and democratic organizations 

and institutions of the twenty-first century.   
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