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Entrepreneurship is a celebrated phenomenon in today’s society. Students are taught to become entrepreneurial and
governments develop policies to support entrepreneurship based on the belief that it generates economic growth and
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smokescreen covering for increasing budget austerity and diminishing social support by public institutions. They show that
neoliberal governance encourages activism, as long as it occurs through the market, e.g. entrepreneurship. These theories
raise questions about how to resist structures that encourage resistance as part of its logics. Can entrepreneurship really
generate emancipative social change, or does it just reproduce neoliberal values? This study addresses such questions by
demonstrating that the relationship between entrepreneurship and resistance can be theorized in new ways by understanding
society as permeated by political struggles between discourses.

The study explores the political dimension of entrepreneurship emerging within the context of a subaltern counterpublic
(a form of community cultivating contestation of current social structures) primarily consisting of second generation
Swedes with connections to marginalized suburbs in Stockholm. It examines discursive struggles within a network of
entrepreneurs that are part of the community, who organize in various ways against social exclusion and marginalization
to improve conditions for marginalized people and construct a more inclusive and democratic society. By studying
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although the entrepreneurship in this context is subjected to co-optive processes that align the entrepreneurs’ ideas with
neoliberalism, the entrepreneurs’ connection to a subaltern counterpublic provides them with input of counterdiscourses
enabling them to continuously identify and problematize co-optation.

The study contributes to critical entrepreneurship studies by highlighting the relevance of the political context of
entrepreneurship, and by providing a language from which political dimensions of entrepreneurship can be identified
and understood. In addition, the study develops theorizations of resistance as an iterative process of learning and
experimentation. While contestation of current structures in the empirical context is subjected to co-optation and at
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Abstract 

Entrepreneurship is a celebrated phenomenon in today’s society. Stu-
dents are taught to become entrepreneurial and governments develop 
policies to support entrepreneurship based on the belief that it generates 
economic growth and societal development. In particular, social entre-
preneurship is connected to a vision of an ethical capitalism where pub-
lic, commercial, and civil sectors join forces to generate combined eco-
nomic and social value. Even activists are encouraged to address social 
struggles by engaging in various forms of entrepreneurship. In this 
view, entrepreneurship is envisioned to solve social problems in the 
most efficient way. 

However, critical scholars are skeptical to the idealization of entrepre-
neurship and have spent much time scrutinizing the roots of these ideas. 
They find that it is connected to neoliberalism, and that social entrepre-
neurship is used as a smokescreen covering for increasing budget aus-
terity and diminishing social support by public institutions. They show 
that neoliberal governance encourages activism, as long as it occurs 
through the market, e.g. entrepreneurship. These theories raise ques-
tions about how to resist structures that encourage resistance as part of 
its logics. Can entrepreneurship really generate emancipative social 
change, or does it just reproduce neoliberal values? This study ad-
dresses such questions by demonstrating that the relationship between 
entrepreneurship and resistance can be theorized in new ways by under-
standing society as permeated by political struggles between dis-
courses. 

The study explores the political dimension of entrepreneurship emerg-
ing within the context of a subaltern counterpublic (a form of commu-



nity cultivating contestation of current social structures) primarily con-
sisting of second generation Swedes with connections to marginalized 
suburbs in Stockholm. It examines discursive struggles within a net-
work of entrepreneurs that are part of the community, who organize in 
various ways against social exclusion and marginalization to improve 
conditions for marginalized people and construct a more inclusive and 
democratic society. By studying struggles between discourses that ac-
commodate and contest social structures in this empirical context, the 
study shows that, although the entrepreneurship in this context is sub-
jected to co-optive processes that align the entrepreneurs’ ideas with 
neoliberalism, the entrepreneurs’ connection to a subaltern counterpub-
lic provides them with input of counterdiscourses enabling them to con-
tinuously identify and problematize co-optation. 

The study contributes to critical entrepreneurship studies by highlight-
ing the relevance of the political context of entrepreneurship, and by 
providing a language from which political dimensions of entrepreneur-
ship can be identified and understood. In addition, the study develops 
theorizations of resistance as an iterative process of learning and exper-
imentation. While contestation of current structures in the empirical 
context is subjected to co-optation and at times align with neoliberal-
ism, there are also processes of pushback against co-optive processes 
through identification of co-optation, reflexive problematization of own 
practices, and tactical alignment with neoliberalism. These processes of 
pushback expand the space for contestation of existing structures. 

  



Abstract in Swedish 

Entreprenörskap är ett populärt fenomen i dagens samhälle. Skolan förvän-
tas lära barn att utveckla sina entreprenöriella förmågor och politiker utformar 
strategier för att stötta entreprenörskap i tron att det leder till ekonomisk till-
växt och samhällsutveckling. Idén om ”socialt entreprenörskap” är kopplat till 
en vision om en etisk och inkluderande kapitalism där offentliga och kommer-
siella sektorer samarbetar med civilsamhället för att skapa kombinerat ekono-
miskt och socialt värde. Aktivister uppmuntras att skapa förändring genom att 
ägna sig åt socialt entreprenörskap. På så sätt föreställer man sig att entrepre-
nörskap ska lösa sociala problem på det mest effektiva sättet. 

Forskare inom kritiska entreprenörskapsstudier är dock skeptiska till den 
optimistiska tron på entreprenörskapets förmåga att skapa samhällsförändring, 
och har ägnat mycket tid åt att granska grunden för antagandena som har 
skapat denna bild. De har hittat en koppling mellan idealiseringen av entre-
prenörskap och nyliberalism, och visar hur socialt entreprenörskap används 
som en rökridå för att skyla den offentliga sektorns alltmer åtstramade budge-
tar och minskande välfärdsservice. De visar även hur en neoliberal styrning 
uppmuntrar och belönar aktivism så länge det sker via marknaden, till exem-
pel genom entreprenörskap. De här kritiska forskarna ifrågasätter därför om 
det ens är möjligt att göra motstånd mot sociala strukturer som faktiskt upp-
muntrar motstånd som en del av sin logik. Kan entreprenörskap verkligen 
skapa någon form av samhällsförändring eller reproducerar det bara nyliberala 
idéer och värden? Den här studien bidrar till denna diskussion genom att de-
monstrera hur relationen mellan entreprenörskap och motstånd kan förstås på 
nya sätt om man ser samhället som genomsyrat av politiska kamper mellan 
diskurser. 

Studien i denna avhandling undersöker den politiska dimensionen av ent-
reprenörskap som uppstår inom en ”subaltern counterpublic” (en form av 
social rörelse och gemenskap) som primärt består av andra generationens 
svenskar med kopplingar till Stockholms marginaliserade förorter. Den stude-
rar kamper mellan diskurser som tillmötesgår och bestrider sociala strukturer 
i ett nätverk av entreprenörer som på olika sätt motarbetar social exkludering 



och marginalisering, och verkar för att bygga ett mer inkluderande och demo-
kratiskt samhälle. Studien visar att, samtidigt som den empiriska kontexten 
utsätts för processer av kooptering som anpassar idéer till en nyliberal logik, 
så ger entreprenörernas koppling till den sociala rörelsen och gemenskapen 
dem kontinuerlig tillgång till motdiskurser som möjliggör identifiering och 
problematisering av dessa kooptiva processer. 

Den här studien bidrar till kritiska entreprenörskapsstudier genom att visa 
på relevansen av entreprenörskapets politiska kontext, och genom att bidra 
med ett språkbruk som gör det möjligt att identifiera och förstå den politiska 
dimensionen av entreprenörskapet. Studien utvecklar även teoretiseringar av 
motstånd som en iterativ process av lärande och experimentering. Trots att 
motståndet mot den sociala ordningen i den empiriska kontexten utsätts för 
nyliberal kooptering, så uppstår även processer som trycker tillbaka koopte-
ringen genom identifiering av kooptering, reflexiv problematisering av de 
egna praktikerna, samt en taktisk anpassning till nyliberala idéer. Dessa mot-
processer utvidgar utrymmet för bestridande av existerande strukturer. 
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1 

1 Introduction 

The Cross Culture Generation – the unicorns Sweden 
is missing  

Meet the talents that can be the key to Sweden’s continu-
ous position as the world’s first country of innovation.1  

 
I was scrolling down my Facebook feed when these words hit me. An ac-

quaintance of mine was tagged in an event she had participated in during 
Almedalsveckan, the main political event of the year in Sweden, where polit-
ical parties, NGOs, companies, and media meet to mingle, make new contacts, 
and market their political agendas. Apparently, a culture collective within hip-
hop and urban culture was releasing a book on the topic of the Cross Culture 
Generation (CCG), promoting the concept in pretty much all of the established 
media outlets, and arranging a workshop series held around the country to 
discuss the book. The concept describes children that grow up balancing two 
or more different cultures. 

What struck me about the slogan of this event was the simplicity of the 
message. It responds to a complex bundle of societal issues through the con-
struction of an identity – an identity that contains a critique towards a general 
debate that dichotomizes immigrants and Swedes. In the culture collective’s 
book, this dichotomy is widely described and explicitly criticized for its sub-
ordination of the arbitrarily defined group “immigrants”. The identity of the 
CCG cuts through this dichotomy and hinders immigrants and Swedes from 
being framed as two separate groups, thus complicating the idea of immigrants 
as strangers. 

In the Facebook-post quoted above, as well as in the book, being part of the 
CCG is basically treated as a unique selling point and a brand to market, some-
thing desirable, something that opposes stigmatization of immigrants as a 

                                                      
1 Quote from Facebook-post, published July 7th, 2017, anonymous publisher. For sake of ano-
nymity, the concept has been replaced in a way that has kept the meaning intact. 
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problem connected to criminality, extremism, and unemployment. Interest-
ingly enough, the positive symbolic words they fill this “brand” with are 
words such as “talent”, “innovative” and “flexible”. Words that are connected 
to the popular discourse of entrepreneurship  (Bröckling, 2016). 

The book about the CCG is a collection of stories, texts, pictures and poems 
by around forty different individuals that identify themselves as part of the 
CCG. Notably, the topics in the book run much deeper than marketing this 
group as unicorns. The topics address the paradoxical position of growing up 
in Sweden while not looking like an “ethnic Swede”, and describe experiences 
of identity struggles and cultural in-betweenness. Interestingly enough, a num-
ber of organizations and entrepreneurial endeavors appear in the book, and 
they all seem to share the joint purpose of advocating for diversity and social 
inclusion in various ways. The book reveals a network of entrepreneurs that 
organize in the intersection between market and activism. 

I got in touch with the culture collective in the spring of 2018 and my visits 
to them and their events confirmed my impression that this context is perme-
ated by collaborations and interactions among multiple actors organizing 
around ideas of diversity and social inclusion. These early meetings became 
the starting point of the study as I began to follow the connections in this net-
work, interviewing and observing entrepreneurs within it. I used what I call a 
purposeful snowball sampling approach to explore entrepreneurship pursuing 
social inclusion within this network, and the organizations I came across 
ended up varying from career and entrepreneurship hubs to diversity consult-
ants and creative businesses. 

It became apparent that this empirical context is closely connected to what 
some researchers refer to as the suburban movement (Rosales & Ålund, 2017; 
Schierup & Ålund, 2011; Sernhede et al., 2019) – a social movement that con-
tests public narratives about marginalized suburbs. In Swedish common dis-
course, the word suburb has nearly lost its function as a term describing hous-
ing areas in the outskirts of a city, and instead describes these marginalized 
and stigmatized areas, which are often, but not always, located in geograph-
ically-defined suburbs. The word Orten, on the other hand, is a word con-
structed by people within these areas that corresponds to the French concept 
banlieus (Schierup et al., 2018, 2021). It conveys communion and shared ex-
periences amongst people living in such areas regardless of whether they are 
located in Malmö, Gothenburg, Stockholm, or any other city (Sernhede et al., 
2019). In later chapters, I refer to this empirical context as a subaltern coun-
terpublic, and the network as a sample of entrepreneurship within this coun-
terpublic. 
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My guiding interest in this process was the role of entrepreneurship in 
something that I perceived to be a political struggle. Value-driven agendas are 
highly present in this context, but so is the business and entrepreneurship dis-
course. Words like target group, consumer power and brand exist side-by-side 
with political discourses of social justice and criticism towards oppressive 
power structures. Despite the presence of such political discourses, the organ-
izing activities in this context take place outside of politics (political parties, 
parliament, etc.) in the form of entrepreneurial endeavors constructing new 
organizations. 

Entrepreneurship scholars disagree about how to theorize the pursuit of so-
cial missions through entrepreneurship, which makes this an interesting case. 
Some celebrate this intermingling and some are highly suspicious of it. I hope 
to contribute to this discussion by analyzing this empirical context through a 
lens of political theories that conceptualize social change as well as processes 
that keep the social order in place. This chapter motivates the necessity of such 
a contribution by outlining the gap it fills in the field of critical entrepreneur-
ship studies. 

1.1 The Neoliberal Celebration of Entrepreneurship 

Across the world, governments are developing strategies to encourage and 
support their citizens in the pursuit of entrepreneurship (Fougère et al., 2017; 
Lauri, 2021c). Fostering an entrepreneurial spirit in individuals has become a 
key task for education systems in many countries (Dahlstedt & Hertzberg, 
2012). Mainstream entrepreneurship research tends to treat this phenomenon 
as inherently good for society and thus concerns itself with pinpointing the 
practices and traits that can make entrepreneurship more efficient and encour-
age more people to engage in it (Calás et al., 2009; Tedmanson et al., 2012). 
Although entrepreneurship is often associated with an economic activity on 
the market (Calás et al., 2009), popular discourses promote it as a phenomenon 
that generates more than corporate profits and economic growth. The belief is 
that entrepreneurship also benefits society, often framed as societal develop-
ment. 

The construction of entrepreneurship as a positive societal phenomenon be-
comes even clearer when we look at the concept of social entrepreneurship. 
This concept is promoted by a movement calling for a more ethical and so-
cially-inclusive capitalism (Dacin et al., 2011). Its supporters tend to envision 
a world where the economic, public, and civil sectors are no longer divided, 
but share a responsibility for social issues that ought to be pursued in the most 
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efficient and pragmatic way possible (Drayton, 2002; Driver, 2012; Porter & 
Kramer, 2011). The belief is that social entrepreneurship plays a key role in 
the innovation of such efficient solutions. 

A few actors seem to dominate and shape the field of social entrepreneur-
ship: these include some academics, foundations, and media intermediaries 
who have been successful in pushing their agendas by bringing celebrity to 
those who help them achieve their objectives (Nicholls and Cho 2006, Dacin 
et al., 2011). As a result, academics, as well as practitioners and governments, 
have put greater emphasis on social entrepreneurship over the past decade 
(Chell et al., 2016). 

The story of the social entrepreneur is commonly about a hero who goes to 
great length and self-sacrifice to fulfill the calling of a more meaningful life 
(Dempsey & Sanders, 2010), and social entrepreneurs are often described in 
a way that celebrates their achievements with an intention to encourage others 
to choose the same path (Peredo & McLean, 2006). This enthusiastic construc-
tion of the entrepreneur spills over into academic definitions of the concept 
that tend to contain a normative tone implying that it is a positive activity.  

 

1.2 Entrepreneurship’s Dubious Entanglement with 
Neoliberalism and Patriarchy 

Critical entrepreneurship scholars are hesitant to accept this optimistic view 
of entrepreneurship prevalent in policy, practices, and mainstream entrepre-
neurship research. Instead, they are committed to questioning the taken-for-
granted assumptions upon which this research rests (Verduyn et al., 2014). 
They do so by researching the dark sides of entrepreneurship, such as the priv-
ileging of white males as the entrepreneurial ideal, how constructions of the 
entrepreneurial ideal comes with the production of an opposite framed as the 
Other or the abject, and the role entrepreneurship is playing in legitimizing 
capitalism and the current neoliberal hegemony. 

Some critical scholars challenge the vision of ethical and caring capitalism 
head on and argue that blurred lines between the public, commercial, and civil 
sectors do not mean mixing those sectors’ ideas and logics (Abildgaard & 
Mølbjerg Jørgensen, 2021; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). Blurring the lines 
rather implies a marketization of the public and civil sectors subjecting social 
activities within these sectors to the logics and values of the market, which 
means that market logics expand into all sectors, marginalizing other values 
traditionally permeating these other sectors. 
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Studies like Fougére et al. (2017) and Lauri (2021) make similar arguments 
when they connect social entrepreneurship and innovation to neoliberalism. 
More specifically, these authors explore how social entrepreneurship is en-
couraged by policymakers in the EU and Sweden. Fougére et al. (2017) show 
that official strategies by the EU use the idea of social innovation as a way to 
re-legitimize neoliberalism by playing a compensatory role in the strategy of 
governmental budget austerity. Lauri (2021b), Berglund et al. (2018), and Ahl 
& Nelson (2015) investigate how women’s entrepreneurship is constructed in 
Swedish governmental discourses, and they all describe that it is increasingly 
seen as a means to generate economic growth rather than a way to attain gen-
der equality. Lauri (2021b) even demonstrates that governmental strategies in 
Sweden construct social enterprises and social innovation as better ways of 
providing social support and dealing with social issues than governmental pro-
grams. Overall, these studies show that, rather than revolutionizing the world, 
the discourse around entrepreneurship is actually reproducing the existing ne-
oliberal social order. 

1.3 The Policy Discourse’s Effect on Practitioners 

These policy discourses inevitably influence entrepreneurs and their prac-
tices. Instead of directing grievances towards the political system and policy 
makers, people are asked to engage in social entrepreneurship and the civil 
sector (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). However, social entrepreneurship also 
requires committing to building stable organizations, which will then be in 
need of resources and funding forcing them to compete with other organiza-
tions. When organizations are forced to compete for funds the winning social 
mission that gets funded is likely to have been chosen based on a top-down 
process reflecting the opinion of investors rather than on a bottom-up process 
reflecting the desires of the target group for the social venture. Consequently, 
entrepreneurial ambitions that investors deem as inefficient are likely to be 
ignored. The reluctance to cause friction with potential investors may thus re-
sult in suppression of advocacy for justice and fairness. 

As an example, Dashtipour & Rumens (2018) describe the empirical case 
of Gringo, a magazine addressing the issue of social exclusion in the suburbs 
of Sweden, where the social mission was to create incongruence in the collec-
tive imagination about what is possible to say, or perhaps most importantly, 
not possible to say, about immigration, segregation, and cultural identities. 
The practices generated by this mission caused anxiety and resistance towards 
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the enterprise, which eventually led to its demise. The concern that social mis-
sions challenging the collective imagination, general norms, or power struc-
tures might be dismissed in favor of less controversial causes thus seems well 
founded. In addition, Barinaga (2017) finds that the cases of social entrepre-
neurship in her study continuously adapt their operations and missions in order 
to secure resources and possible partners. The study shows that these enter-
prises are locked into networks that reproduce the very issues they are aiming 
to change. Dempsey (2009) also raises concerns that entrepreneurial solutions 
focus too much on individual and market-based responses to social issues, 
displacing solutions based on collective and systematic approaches. One can 
thus be concerned that the outsourcing of social responsibility from the public 
sector to social entrepreneurship and innovation simply implies that political 
choices are increasingly being made by those with the most economic capital 
instead of the democratic principle of one person, one vote. 

1.4 Problematizing Critical Entrepreneurship Studies 

Although these studies provide very important insights about how entre-
preneurship is used as a tool for a particular form of governance, it seems to 
me that there is a tendency within critical studies such as these to let the top-
down processes, in which social causes and activism become absorbed by ne-
oliberal logics, be the end of the story. They are basically declaring neoliber-
alism the winner. The declaration may be uttered in a cynical tone of voice, 
but it is still the final conclusion. 

It is hard to problematize this type of studies without sounding hopelessly 
naïve and coming across as one of the great defenders of entrepreneurship as 
an inherently positive phenomenon. Despite the domination of skeptical ap-
proaches to entrepreneurship within the field (Dey et al., 2022) there are how-
ever critical entrepreneurship scholars who attempt to nuance these rather dys-
topian tendencies (Verduyn et al., 2014). Verduyn et al. (2014), for example, 
express skepticism towards the preoccupation with the dark side of entrepre-
neurship within critical entrepreneurship studies. In an attempt to create a 
more multidimensional view of entrepreneurship, they invite a both/and un-
derstanding of entrepreneurship’s emancipative and oppressive potential. Dey 
& Steyeart (2016) argue that there is a discrepancy between institutions and 
practitioners in language, worldview, and assumptions. Although they also 
adhere to the view of social entrepreneurship as part of neoliberal governmen-
tality, they suggest that there is more to the story. Similarly, Parkinson & 
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Howthorn (2008) show that social entrepreneurs in the UK are more con-
cerned with local struggles and collective action than what the enterprising 
discourse pushed by governmental institutions would suggest. These social 
entrepreneurs legitimize their operations with local and social morality rather 
than the public entrepreneurial discourse, which they appropriate and re-write 
to fit their own realities. Ethnographic approaches have been identified as par-
ticularly suitable to research how practitioners reproduce or struggle against 
dominant entrepreneurship discourses (Mauksch et al., 2017). 

Jarrodi et al. (2019) are on the same path as these scholars, but take a dif-
ferent approach in their investigation of social entrepreneurs’ political ideolo-
gies in a context they assume to belong to the extreme left. They find that the 
entrepreneurs in this context are predominantly motivated by anarchist/anti-
state ideologies or social reformist ideologies. Only one of the interviewees 
adheres to a neoliberal position. The study reveals that the majority of these 
entrepreneurs position themselves in direct opposition to capitalism and ne-
oliberalism and either pursue entrepreneurship to change the current societal 
system “from within” or are even motivated by a mission to attack and destroy 
existing systems. 

I find this last study by Jarrodi et al. (2019) particularly relevant because it 
points us towards something that seems to get lost in mainstream as well crit-
ical entrepreneurship research – the political dimension. A number of scholars 
in political philosophy have engaged with the notion of the political, which 
has become particularly important in light of theories that suggest that we are 
currently living in a post-democratic society where the political has been dis-
placed and our political institutions are in a post-political state (Mouffe, 2005, 
2019; Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014). Antagonisms between groups and in-
terests are being displaced by a false sense of consensus regarding the organ-
ization of our society, which in turn is leading to an increasing cleavage be-
tween politicians and the people (Mouffe, 2005). Since entrepreneurship (so-
cial and commercial) seems to be a preferred policy strategy for governments 
around the world, we might want to look at what happens to such antagonisms 
when entrepreneurship becomes the go-to strategy for solving social problems 
and pursuing social change. In fact, a number of critical entrepreneurship 
scholars such as Jarrodi et al. (2019) have started to explore the political di-
mension of entrepreneurship. This stream of research is however still small 
and the definition of political varies. 
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1.5 Introducing the Political Dimension of 
Entrepreneurship 

I have found three ways that entrepreneurship scholars conceptualize the 
political dimension in relation to entrepreneurship. First, studies on how social 
entrepreneurship contributes to marketization and co-optation of social strug-
gles into economic logics suggest that the connection between entrepreneur-
ship and neoliberal discourses is political  (e. g. Berglund et al., 2018; 
Bröckling, 2016; Fougére et al., 2017; McNay, 2009). These studies reveal 
how entrepreneurship enables political advocacy for neoliberalism, which es-
sentially makes entrepreneurship a political tool. However, these studies do 
not engage with the concept of the political, instead it appears to be conflated 
with the social order. Reproducing the social order is seen as political, but the 
concept itself remains undefined. There is for example no clear theorization 
of political struggles. 

Second, scholars such as Farias et al. (2019) (see also Daskalaki et al. 2015) 
find the political dimension in the definition of entrepreneurship. Farias et al. 
(2019) argue that entrepreneurship as a phenomenon has been colonized by 
the enterprise discourse, which overemphasizes the connections among entre-
preneurship, the market, and neoliberalism. In contrast, their definition of en-
trepreneurship does not focus on economic activity. Instead, they view the 
essence of entrepreneurship as being about the creation of new organizational 
forms, opening up established orders, and challenging the normal. As such, 
they claim that entrepreneurship is inherently political. Inspired by Rancière, 
they view the political as a process for accomplishing new possibilities for 
living, which, when tied to the creation of organizations that open up the dom-
inant order, becomes entrepreneurship. This process is constantly subjected to 
politics (or “policing” in Ranciére's, 2004, words) that attempts to manage the 
political and arrange it back into the dominant order through processes of clas-
sification and naming. This definition of entrepreneurship emphasizes the 
“newness” of the concept and diverges from the understanding of entrepre-
neurship as small, newly-started businesses. It almost draws towads a con-
struction of entrepreneurship as revolutionary and inherently good, and, at the 
same time, drifts away from how the term is used in common discourse. I am 
not convinced that conceptualization of the political in relation to entrepre-
neurship is a viable way forward if we are to understand the realities of entre-
preneurs and their practices better. 

Finally, the approach I find most interesting is the one Jarrodi et al. (2019) 
use when they study how entrepreneurs relate to political ideologies. Jarrodi 
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et al. urge us to step away from monological approaches to social entrepre-
neurship and instead engage with dialogical perspectives that can reveal the 
ambivalences prevalent in the phenomenon. Barinaga (2013) is onto some-
thing similar in her study about social entrepreneurial rationalities that guide 
social missions, which reveals significant variation in how three different 
cases of social entrepreneurship understand and approach the same social is-
sue. However, her study does not fully explore these rationalities as political 
positioning. Overall, I find that this form of approach does not overly deter-
mine the political positioning of entrepreneurship, which means that the ap-
proach opens up for studies on how entrepreneurship may contain political 
struggles. 

In order to explore such dialogical approaches further, this study uses 
Mouffe's (2005) understanding of the political as antagonisms inherent to hu-
mankind that cannot be finalized and reconciled (a definition that differs from 
the previously presented definition by Rancière). Mouffe developed this defi-
nition in accordance with the broader framework she constructed with Laclau 
in 1985, which is a discourse theory influenced by the work of Gramsci. This 
view of the political implies that the world is constantly permeated by strug-
gles between discourses and that the social order is kept in place through a 
hegemonic formation of ideas. Acknowledging struggles between discourses 
means that entrepreneurs on the one hand may adhere to and be influenced by 
neoliberal discourses that align them with the neoliberal hegemony and the 
current social order. On the other hand, it also means that they can adhere to 
and be influenced by counterhegemonic discourses contesting the neoliberal 
hegemony. By using Mouffe’s definition of the political, this study avoids fol-
lowing the same path as critical studies that let marketization and co-optation 
of social struggles be the end of the story. Instead, Mouffe’s definition allows 
such processes to constitute one part of the story, leaving space for other parts 
to emerge. 

An essential argument in Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) worldview is that the 
social order, as we construct it, can never be complete. There is always a pos-
sibility for the world to be different from what it is. This anti-essentialist view 
of the social order implies that some form of order is necessary to keep the 
world from being in a state of total schizophrenia (Mouffe in Carpentier & 
Cammaerts, 2006), but it also means that there will always be discourses pre-
sent in our society that contest the existing order, which may generate social 
movements and various social struggles. In this theory, social change occurs 
when one hegemonic formation replaces another. 
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Having a clear theorization of social change and struggles among dis-
courses allows us to take the discrepancies between practitioners’ and policy-
makers’ understanding of entrepreneurship seriously. We may suspect that 
practitioners are susceptible to discourses that both affirm and contest the cur-
rent hegemony. The purpose of this study is thus to investigate the presence 
of hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses in an entrepreneurial context 
in which individuals seek to bring about social change. This understanding 
may give us more insight into how social struggles play out in our current 
society as well as create a broader understanding of the dilemmas entrepre-
neurs with social change ambitions face. 

1.6 Research Question 

In order to investigate the political dimension in this empirical context, I 
take inspiration from Bacchi's (2009) approach that asks “what is the problem 
represented to be?” (WPR). Bacchi (ibid) explains that focusing on the repre-
sentation of problems reveals taken-for-granted assumptions about the world 
as well as alternative representations that may be silenced. This approach thus 
enables us to reveal the discourses that guide entrepreneurship in the empirical 
context. 

To operationalize Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) framework in relation to prob-
lem formulations, I introduce a distinction between two ways of constructing 
social problems – as social inefficiencies or social injustices. Formulating a 
social problem as a social inefficiency implies that the existing hierarchies are 
essentially accepted and the social problem is seen as an accidentally or his-
torically produced problem that needs to be solved. These problem formula-
tions affirm the logics and values inherent to the current hegemony. When a 
social problem is formulated as a social injustice, the problem is seen as pro-
duced by illegitimate and oppressive hierarchies. An adversary, or even an 
enemy, is constructed as an oppressor and the current hierarchies produced by 
the hegemony are not accepted. Formulating a social problem as a social in-
justice is thus an expression of a counterhegemonic discourse, and an expres-
sion of the political. 

Exploring struggles between hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses 
in an empirical context (which is likely permeated by both discourses) enables 
this study to move beyond a unidirectional approach to resistance and co-op-
tation, where contestation is drawn into the hegemony, never really managing 
to affect or reshape the social order. This approach opens up for the possibility 



11 

of more forms of movement between co-optation and contestation of the social 
order. The question that has guided me in this exploration is: 

 
How are political struggles between discourses that affirm and contest the 

social order expressed in an entrepreneurial context connected to a counter-
hegemonic social movement? 

 
As a result of this approach, I have identified four discourses in the empir-

ical context (two hegemonic and two counterhegemonic) that frame the soci-
etal problems the entrepreneurs address in distinct ways. The analysis shows 
that while co-optation very much exists in this setting, there is also an aware-
ness of co-optation that is followed by pushbacks against it. The analysis also 
reveals that the entrepreneurs may end up trapped between the discourses, 
which may generate feelings of hopelessness that can be detrimental to the 
pursuit of social change; at the same time, this entrapment may also open up 
spaces where counterhegemonic discourses are cultivated. 

Before I present these findings, I must however describe in detail how I 
came to the point of drawing such conclusions. This journey starts in the field 
of critical entrepreneurship studies and an exploration of existing understand-
ings about the topic of social transformation and entrepreneurship.  
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2 Literature Review 

Critical entrepreneurship studies can generally be described as a heteroge-
neous research field (Dey et al., 2022) that takes issues with mainstream en-
trepreneurship research’s tendency to approach entrepreneurship from a func-
tional standpoint, viewing it as a positive market phenomenon that ought to 
be encouraged in order to generate economic growth (Essers et al., 2017). The 
result of this mainstream approach is a focus on a particular type of person 
(the entrepreneur), particular organizational activities (starting companies), 
and particular managerial approaches (like achieving efficiency). Critical 
scholars meet this approach in two ways: first, by skeptically scrutinizing 
taken-for-granted assumptions in the mainstream approach, seeing what ef-
fects they have on people and society, and tracing their roots; second, by en-
gaging in an affirmative form of critique that re-conceptualizes entrepreneur-
ship (Dey et al., 2022) as an emancipative process (Goss et al., 2011; Rindova 
et al., 2009), as a social change activity (Calás et al., 2009), as a contextually-
embedded process (Gaddefors & Anderson, 2017), and/or as an inherently po-
litical phenomenon (Farias et al., 2019). By doing so, scholars break up the 
norm of the individual white male hero-entrepreneur, and acknowledge that 
entrepreneurship can be conducted by various and multiple actors pursuing a 
variety of purposes (Essers et al., 2017; Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007). 

I argue that the two critical approaches (skeptical and affirmative, as con-
ceptualized by Dey et al., 2022) have quite contrasting implications for the 
connection between entrepreneurship and social change. On the one hand, 
skeptical studies dismiss the possibility of achieving social change through 
entrepreneurship because of entrepreneurship’s entanglement in processes 
that keep the current neoliberal order in place (e.g. Bröckling, 2016; Eik-
enberry, 2018; Gill, 2014; Jones & Murtola, 2012; McNay, 2009; among 
other). On the other hand, affirmative studies conceptualize and define entre-
preneurship as social change (Calás et al., 2009; Farias et al., 2019; Rindova 
et al., 2009): if an undertaking does not break with the status quo and create 
social change, it is not entrepreneurship. These affirmative studies thus make 
relevant a distinction between the actual nature of entrepreneurship as a phe-
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nomenon and a popular enterprising discourse that colonizes the general un-
derstanding of entrepreneurship, which produces the effects seen in the skep-
tical studies (Farias et al., 2019). However, the skeptical perspective can easily 
dismiss this type of re-conceptualization of entrepreneurship as social change 
or emancipation as re-infusing entrepreneurship with inherent positivity. 

Instead of re-conceptualizing entrepreneurship as social change, this study 
turns to Mouffe’s (in Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2006; Mouffe, 2005, 2013, 
2019) theorization of social change as one hegemony replacing another, and 
investigates what happens to entrepreneurship’s ability to achieve social 
change in a world that is ordered through hegemony and constantly permeated 
by discursive struggles. This framework conceptually detaches entrepreneur-
ship from social change, and reveals how entrepreneurship is entangled in po-
litical struggles that may or may not contribute to social change. The frame-
work acknowledges that the neoliberal order is kept in place through powerful 
discourses and co-optive processes, but it also theorizes that social change can 
be brought about through the expansion of counterhegemonic discourses. To 
pave the way for an analysis of these processes, this literature review explores 
how critical entrepreneurship studies theorize co-optation of social struggles, 
and how such studies distinguish between co-opted social struggles and some 
form of “real” resistance to the neoliberal order. Thus, the affirmative re-con-
ceptualizations of entrepreneurship will be put on the back burner for now, but 
will be brought back into the discussion in the final chapters of the study. 

The exploration of entrepreneurship’s affiliation with co-optative processes 
starts with the identification of two different research streams. The first stream 
derives from a Foucauldian understanding of neoliberalism as a governmen-
tality that fosters entrepreneurial subjects (i.e. Berglund, 2013; Bröckling, 
2016; Christiaens, 2020; Scharff, 2015). In this stream, co-optation occurs 
through the ideal subject, who is encouraged to resist conformity and differ-
entiate herself in relation to others (Bröckling, 2016). The second stream fo-
cuses on social entrepreneurship, and the vision of an ethical and caring capi-
talism connected to it (Dacin et al., 2011). This stream criticizes a popular 
tendency to portray social entrepreneurship as the key to revolutionary social 
change. Here, co-optation occurs through marketization of the public and civil 
sector and the market’s colonization of the lifeworld (i.e. Berglund & 
Skoglund, 2015; Eikenberry, 2009, 2018; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004; Horn, 
2018). Of course, there are synergies between the two streams, but for peda-
gogical reasons, I present them separately. 

In the following text, I explore these two streams and then move into a 
discussion about how critical entrepreneurship researchers theorize non-co-
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opted “actual” resistance and contestation of the social order. This exploration 
finally leads to a clarification of the research gap and the theoretical frame-
work constructed in the following chapter. 

2.1 The First Stream – Neoliberal Governance 

The first stream highlights the paradox that resistance to the neoliberal or-
der is actually reproducing the order it resists. This argument begins in the 
commonsense assumptions prevalent in our institutions and society that entre-
preneurship and innovation is inherently good for society; something we need 
to encourage and support (Tedmanson et al., 2012). A core task for critical 
researchers is to be curious about such assumptions that seem to go unques-
tioned in academic, governmental, and general public discourses (Lindgren & 
Packendorff, 2007; Ogbor, 2000; Verduyn et al., 2014). The mission of sev-
eral critical entrepreneurship studies has thus been to explore where the as-
sumptions come from, what they imply, and the effects they have on individ-
uals, democracy, marginalized groups, and so forth (e.g. Bröckling, 2016; 
Fougére et al., 2017; Ogbor, 2000). 

For example, the assumption that entrepreneurship is inherently good has 
partially been traced to economic theories that conceptualize markets as mov-
ing towards a point of equilibrium through the state of perfect competition 
(Christiaens, 2020). By extension, these theories imply that, when all markets 
have reached equilibrium, there will be no more economic growth; the econ-
omy will be in a state of stability. In turn, economic growth is understood to 
be imperative for societal development and the welfare of entire populations. 
In its simplest logic, entrepreneurship thus becomes the means to disrupt sta-
bility and spur further economic growth. The debate that follows revolves 
around what entrepreneurs do and what traits inhabit the people successful in 
such endeavors. The question then is not whether entrepreneurship is emanci-
pative or oppressive, good or bad, because according this logic, entrepreneur-
ship, as a phenomenon, is inherently good for society as a whole. 

This viewpoint has led mainstream researchers to adopt a functionalist ap-
proach to entrepreneurship, and to focus excessively on traits and behaviors 
that drive it (Tedmanson et al., 2012). According to these approaches, the task 
of the researcher is to enable more and better entrepreneurship. In a study on 
the academic discourse around the entrepreneur, Ogbor (2000) finds that the 
entrepreneur is envisioned as a (white) man  who gains the status of a hero – 
a special breed. With this underlying assumption, the research questions be-
come centered on how we can specify the character of this hero so that this 
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knowledge can be used to nurture and foster it in more people. This celebration 
of entrepreneurship permeates Swedish society and government, exemplified 
by the national strategy for the school system, which puts great emphasis on 
fostering entrepreneurial capabilities in children (Dahlstedt & Hertzberg, 
2012). 

Several critical scholars have turned to Foucault’s theory on neoliberalism 
as a specific form of governmentality to understand this development (e.g. 
Abildgaard & Mølbjerg Jørgensen, 2021; Bröckling, 2016; Christiaens, 2020; 
Vrasti, 2009). According to Foucault (2008), a major discursive shift came 
about through political economy and the understanding of an economic sys-
tem as a form of natural order permeated by truths that can be identified 
through research. Suddenly, it became possible to make truth statement about 
the economy (Oksala, 2013). At this time, the mission of the state government 
was to become stable and robust, and optimize the welfare of its citizens 
through competition with other states (Foucault, 2008), because in a capitalist 
society, such optimization is assumed to be accomplished through the means 
of ecobomic growth (Oksala, 2013). Oksala (ibid) argues that the most wor-
rying aspect of this development is that political and economic decisions in-
creasingly become excluded from democratic governance based on the as-
sumption that they are morally and politically neutral. 

To put it simply, neoliberalism won the discussion about the best way of 
generating economic growth, which it believes is achieved through free inter-
national trade and fiscal austerity, often implying cuts in public spending 
through privatizations and deregulations of markets (Oksala, 2013). It pre-
vailed by positioning itself against the previous bureaucratic welfare state, 
which offered social protection to individuals, but in turn demanded discipline 
and standardization (Bröckling, 2016). In this new order, the state was no 
longer to provide social security, but rather to establish an enterprising culture. 
People would thus be encouraged to self-realize through the pursuit of eco-
nomic success and consumption, stimulating the engine of the economy. 

Neoliberalism thus differs from classical liberalism in that the latter seeks 
to protect the market from state intervention, while in neoliberalism, the mar-
ket itself serves as the organizing principle for state governance (Lemke, 
2001). The market controls the state rather than the other way around. While 
classical liberalism is concerned with the individual’s inviolable freedom, ne-
oliberalism constructs freedom as part of entrepreneurial and competitive be-
havior. Instead of being in need of protection, the social sphere of society is 
also to be subjected to economic logics, and individuals are themselves to take 
responsibility for social risks, which they should manage through optimization 



16 

of their human capital (their value on the market), and acts of self-care. 
Through this logic, individuals becomes manipulable beings, managed 
through changes in factors within the environment, which they are expected 
to handle in accordance with rational choice principles. 

Consequently, while neoliberalism may seem as an act of stepping away 
from government, it can rather be classified as a different way of governing 
from that of previous social democratic systems (Vrasti, 2009). Neoliberalism 
relies on principles of competition and accumulation, and promotes these ide-
als within all sectors. However, Vrasti (2009) argues that, since there is no 
natural law that subsequently takes over and creates fair distribution if we step 
away from regulation, the public and civil sectors are used as tools to facilitate 
these principles. But because markets are equated with an idea of freedom, all 
institutions and forms of social action need to take on the logics of the market 
to keep from appearing intrusive. Thus, all individuals have to understand and 
internalize the responsibility for themselves and their lives in order to stop 
looking to social security systems and welfare services for help. We can thus 
understand neoliberalism as producing and reproducing subjective forms in 
line with capitalist logics, which means that we all, individually, must take on 
the logics of the economy in the way we conduct our lives. As a consequence, 
all areas of life become subjected to market principles of measurement, 
productivity, competition, and accumulation. 

In this sense, neoliberalism is a system that relies on the conduct of conduct, 
which means that it organizes around the idea of autonomous individuals that 
are not controlled by governmental programs, but are instead fostered to take 
responsibility for their own well-being (Bröckling, 2016). If people would 
take on this responsibility for themselves, there would be no need for controls 
or broader social security systems. Society would organically evolve to meet 
the needs of the population in the most efficient way through the principles of 
competition, supply and demand. Neoliberal governance thus reduces the role 
of the political system and government in managing the well-being of the pop-
ulation. Instead, it produces and organizes around an ideal subject – a respon-
sible subject. Foucault (2004) initially theorized how neoliberalism fosters 
these responsible subjects as entrepreneurs of themselves. Since then, many 
scholars (e.g. Berglund, 2013; Bröckling, 2016; Christiaens, 2020) have en-
gaged in the exploration of this subject: the entrepreneurial self. 

2.1.1 The Entrepreneurial Self 
Bröckling (2016) explains that the ideology of neoliberalism, and the sub-

ject of the entrepreneurial self, emerged in the West and traveled across the 
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world through Western dominance of culture enabled by its history as colo-
nizers of the global south. While claiming to minimize governmental regula-
tions, neoliberalism governs through imposing and maintaining markets in all 
spheres of society in combination with attempts to foster the population to 
become entrepreneurial individuals who take responsibility for themselves 
and their own welfare. 

Powerful societal discourses thus promote the entrepreneurial self as the 
ideal that we should all strive to become. Consequently, you, I, the entrepre-
neurs in the empirical context of this study, are all subjected to these dis-
courses and ideals. As such, the entrepreneurial self is not an actual person but 
an ideal we should strive to become. 

In contrast to the previous “employee” who was subjected to rigid forms of 
surveillance and control with limited space for creativity and independent de-
cision-making (but was compensated with high social security and stable em-
ployments) (Pongratz & Voss, 2003), the new ideal is a resilient subject that 
is creative and adaptable, constantly working on himself in order to become 
more and better, and to use the skills he acquires to create an economically 
stable environment for himself, for it is he, and he only, who is responsible for 
his own life and success (Berglund & Skoglund, 2015). 

In their article about the new ideal type on the labor market – the so-called 
“entreployee” – Pongratz & Voss (2003) connect the idea of the entrepreneur-
ial self to the notion of employability. Employability makes attractiveness on 
the labor market an individual responsibility, which implies obtaining charac-
teristics like high self-control and an ability to commercialize one’s own ca-
pacities. Through these notions, people are basically thrown into a contest 
from which no one is excused (Bröckling, 2016). If you do not commit to the 
commodification of yourself and your human capital, you risk being left be-
hind without much help from public social protection systems. According to 
this logic, a person is basically transformed into a collection of capabilities 
offered on the market, and these capabilities are often contradictory, requiring 
the individual to engage in a difficult balancing act (Bröckling, 2016). To take 
Bröckling’s (2016) examples, individuals are encouraged to take on the role 
of the modest and gifted self-marketer, or the rational profit-optimizer with a 
sense for holistic well-being, etc.  

In contrast to the homogenizing processes in the welfare state, the entre-
preneurial programs in neoliberalism are opposed to conformity and following 
rules, and in favor of transgressive behavior (Bröckling, 2016). Being differ-
ent means that you can leverage that difference and turn it into a unique selling 
point, which gives you an opportunity to thrive in the market. Differentiating 
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yourself from others and creating a unique identity thus becomes an advantage 
in this climate. As a consequence (and paradox), even when we resist, and 
break rules and conventions, we are actually doing exactly what we are being 
told to do: in our attempts to be different, we are all acting the same. Bröckling 
(2016) argues that we primarily engage in such processes of differentiation by 
means of consumption, and that in a way, we consume our own unique iden-
tity. Consumption is how we construct ourselves and our personal brand in the 
neoliberal society. 

While several studies about the entrepreneurial self emphasize its economic 
rationality as a form of embodiment of Homo economicus, Christiaens (2020) 
nuances this view by adding the risk-taking and extra-calculative aspects of 
the subject. He explains that, in neoliberal theories, the entrepreneur is a risk 
taker who goes beyond the stable equilibrium in the market and causes the 
world to move. He finds three different ways in which the entrepreneur is the-
orized (by the Austrian school, Frank Knight, and Joseph Schumpeter, respec-
tively): first, as an alert individual who can spot and exploit an arbitrage op-
portunity (the Austrian school); second, as being capable of bearing the re-
sponsibility and potentially adverse effects of betting on future uncertainty 
(Knight); third, as going beyond what is considered rational investment and, 
in an almost heroic flair, innovating and revolutionizing the existing economy 
by establishing new styles and forms (Schumpeter). Christiaens argues that 
these ideals explain the popularity of the creative sector where people enter an 
extremely precarious job market in the hopes of making it in spite all odds, 
often driven by exhilarating dreams of success. As such, he steps away from 
the view of the entrepreneurial self as rationally calculating what is in his eco-
nomic interest and reveals that creativity is an innate part of the neoliberal 
logics of economic growth. Vrasti (2009) has a similar view, arguing that the 
entrepreneurial subject does not only imply a competitive and individualist 
masculinist subject applying cold calculation for the benefit of the self. On the 
contrary, the entrepreneurial subject is permeated by creativity, communica-
tion, accountability, and spontaneity, in line with ideas of ethical capitalism. 
As Berglund et al (2020) puts it: 

 
The entrepreneur of the self who no longer asks how he 

or she can benefit from society but who is spurred to take 
responsibility by asking what he or she can do for society. 
(Berglund et al., 2020:369-370) 
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The conceptualization of the entrepreneurial self reveals that people and 
ideas often perceived as revolutionary in societal discourse are actually part 
of the existing social order, affirming the established ideal of entrepreneur-
ship, which implies a reproduction of existing power relations. From this per-
spective, the adulation of individuals like Daniel Ek and Bill Gates appears 
more like veneration of the existing system than celebration of possible social 
change. In a society where resistance and revolution is encouraged, as long as 
it occurs through the market, affirmation and contestation of the social order 
may be quite hard to distinguish. 

2.1.2 Activism as a Unique Selling point and Target Group 
So, to get to the point: in its organization around the autonomous individ-

ual, neoliberalism actually encourages resistance, because resistance can be a 
way of differentiating oneself from others, promoted as a unique selling point. 
Resistance thus becomes commercialized, which leads to increased status for 
a resisting group. In this way, resistance is co-opted by the logics of the market 
(Bröckling, 2016; McNay, 2009). 

A cynical interpretation of this process would be that people, or brands, 
profile themselves as “good” by engaging in social entrepreneurship and re-
sistance, and by doing so increase their status and, consequently, their eco-
nomic value. An equally cynical interpretation would be that they are able to 
appeal to a certain marginalized community by incorporating the community’s 
political claims in their brand, thereby transforming the community into a tar-
get group. Vrasti (2009), for example, demonstrates that those who are, or 
have become, secure in their economic stability are able to dedicate them-
selves to the pursuit of social and moral values in order to distinguish them-
selves as good, responsible people. She argues that this is where the notion of 
an ethical and caring capitalism emerges, where economic success is gener-
ated by acting against the market, but still on the market. 

 
The new elites must find ways to spend their riches in 

non-ostentatious ways: they drink water that is as expen-
sive as wine, wear clothes that look leisurely but are made 
of incredibly costly material, go on eco-holidays that guar-
antee they will be the only tourists for miles around. 
(Vrasti, 2009:11) 
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New social movements’ ambitions to achieve recognition for women, mar-
ginalized groups, queers, etc., are easy targets for this type of co-optation. Re-
sisting societal norms means being different, which can be turned into a com-
petitive advantage amongst target groups that relate to, or support, this re-
sistance. In Lauri's (2021a) study on feminist entrepreneurs who produce and 
sell products that symbolize feminism, she finds that feminist politics becomes 
a politics of visibility that emphasizes the importance of taking a stand by 
publicly declaring your feminism and thus making feminism visible. Wearing 
feminist symbols becomes a way of aligning yourself with the feminist sister-
hood. We can understand these actions as forms of consumption of identity 
that align you with your particular consumer group – prosumption  (Berglund 
et al., 2020).  

Lauri (2021a) also shows that these feminist entrepreneurs draw from the 
discourse on equal pay that stems from second wave feminism and the strug-
gle for the rights of women to make economic profit from their labor. Non-
profit work is thus understood as the free social reproductive labor that women 
are burdened with due to unequal gender roles and women’s confinement to 
the home and care for others. Consequently, making money is constructed as 
resistance to gender inequality, which aligns feminism with the logics of the 
market and produces an individual, affluent, visible, and entrepreneurial fem-
inist subject. 

The pull towards economic logics can also be seen in the way that Swedish 
governmental discourses increasingly construct women’s entrepreneurship as 
a means to generate economic growth rather than as a way to attain greater 
gender equality (Berglund et al. 2018, Ahl & Nelson 2015, Lauri 2021b). 
Berglund et al. (2018) show that today’s policies on women’s entrepreneur-
ship displace issues of economic redistribution and instead focus on cultural 
recognition. Instead of constructing women’s entrepreneurship as an instru-
ment for creating an equal society, women (and other marginalized groups) 
are seen as an untapped resource in society. Thus, they need to be encouraged 
to unleash their entrepreneurial capability in order to contribute to economic 
growth. 

In summary, this research stream argues that activism is encouraged in the 
neoliberal order as long as it functions through the market. Activism is en-
couraged and rewarded when it can contribute to the development of individ-
ual human capital and be configured into a unique selling point. As such, a 
specific type of activism has emerged through neoliberalism. 



21 

2.1.3 The Consequences of the Ideal Entrepreneurial Subject 
Understanding the ideal subject in the current neoliberal hegemony allows 

us to explore the flipsides of this ideal, namely the unintended effects, the 
silent assumptions, and the antitheses of the ideal. As the following section 
shows, several scholars have dedicated themselves to this task and outlined 
the dark sides of the entrepreneurial subject. These studies have pinpointed 
general problems with the concept that can be detrimental to any entrepreneur-
ial subject, but it may not come as a surprise that individuals from marginal-
ized groups are particularly susceptible to constructions as antithetical to the 
ideal.  

As we can see, neoliberalism is a discourse that puts the individual at the 
center of society. The individual’s responsibility to constantly develop herself 
becomes key. The aim of reaching one’s full potential actually leads to an 
endless pursuit of potentiality. You can always become better, therefore you 
are never good enough (Costea et al., 2012). This dilemma entails a constant 
internal struggle between who I am and who I could be. A person is encour-
aged to reach her dream at any cost, fighting against all odds, and getting back 
up no matter how hard or how many times she’s been knocked down (Ber-
glund, 2013). Perseverance is key and the space for vulnerability becomes 
limited. 

Scharff (2015) illustrates the rejection of vulnerability in her study on the 
entrepreneurial subjectivity of classically trained musicians. Although persons 
in this profession have a high risk of injuries, musicians feel forced to hide 
their injuries so as not to be labeled undependable. Injuries are usually asso-
ciated with an individual’s inability to play their instrument correctly, rather 
than to poor conditions in the working environment. In the narratives related 
here, difficulties are typically described as located in the past and referred to 
as learning experiences. There was even a tendency to blame people for their 
lack of success, establishing them as irresponsible opposites to oneself.  

Similarly, Gill (2014) found that the entrepreneurs in her study tended to 
contrast themselves to lazy and apathetic Others who were more suited to 
working with simple monotonous tasks, while they viewed themselves and 
other entrepreneurs as hardworking and dedicated. This comparison can func-
tion to legitimize inequalities between traditional blue-collar workers on the 
one hand and entrepreneurs and white-collar employees on the other, as the 
inequalities thereby become hidden under a veil of meritocracy. The reason 
people are trapped in poor working conditions is simply explained by their 
lack of hard work and dedication. Of course, it is relevant to point out that one 
of these Others could very well be a single mom working multiple jobs to 
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support her children. Is this woman lazy and apathetic? Of course not, but as 
an anonymous Other that the entrepreneurial self is using as a springboard in 
the leap towards a greater self-image, this woman may become attached to 
such negative symbols. 

These are examples of how the discourse on the entrepreneurial self re-
directs the responsibility for the wellbeing of people away from the collective 
and the state, and places it instead onto the single individual. If the responsi-
bility for your own success lies solely in your hands, the responsibility for 
failure is yours as well, regardless of your starting conditions. Argument in 
favor of public welfare and redistribution of resources is thus weakened, and 
individual wealth is legitimized. In their article, Pongratz & Voss (2003:249) 
warn that, although this system might enable some successful “’entrepreneurs’ 
of their own labor power” to thrive, there is a good chance the system will also 
create a significant number of less successful people. These people are those 
who will suffer the most as public social security systems are dismantled in 
the name of personal responsibility and free markets. 

The importance of this insight becomes even more apparent when we ana-
lyze the ideal of the entrepreneurial self in relation to the patriarchy, racism 
and class (Bröckling, 2005; Gill, 2014; Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007; Ogbor, 
2000). Such analyses show that the entrepreneurial self is constructed accord-
ing to a masculine, middle/upper class, Western norm, meaning that white 
middle/upper class men more easily fit this ideal. The white middle/upper 
class man has an easier time becoming, or at least being seen as, the ideal 
subject in our society, the hero of our times. Women and other marginalized 
groups have a harder time reaching the ideal, but they are still called upon to 
adapt to the dominant culture and ideals (Ogbor, 2000). The connection be-
tween the hero entrepreneur and (white) masculinity thus comes with the con-
sequence that women and minorities are asked to assume such masculine and 
Western qualities through the encouragement of “being entrepreneurial”. 
Since the actors in this empirical context are tied together by their common 
experiences of marginalization, they are likely to be disadvantaged by the im-
age of the successful entrepreneur as a white male. 

This research stream shows that, in neoliberalism, resistance is encouraged, 
but only when morphed into the logics of the market through processes of 
differentiation and commodification. Becoming successful in the market as a 
minority or a woman is thus seen as a form of resistance (Lauri, 2021a), while 
the wealthy increase their status (and indirectly, their value on the market) by 
portraying themselves as humble and politically correct (Vrasti, 2009). Such 
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“activism through the market” contributes to the vision of a new form of eth-
ical capitalism, in which the world is imagined to organically mend all social 
ills through including social values in the market system. Social entrepreneur-
ship holds a special position in this vision. In fact, ethical capitalism and social 
entrepreneurship is the focus of the second research stream, which conceptu-
alizes how ambitions of social change becomes co-opted into neoliberal logics 
through marketization of the public and civil sectors. 

2.2 The Second Stream – Marketization of Social and 
Public Sectors 

The previous section described the first stream of research that conceptual-
izes co-optation of social struggles in critical entrepreneurship studies. That 
stream derives from Foucault’s theorization of neoliberalism and the subject 
of the entrepreneurial self, and illustrates how activism and resistance end up 
aligning with the logics of the market through processes of differentiation and 
commodification. This section presents the second stream I have identified, 
which focuses on the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship, the movement 
around it, and its connections to visions of an ethical and inclusive capitalism. 

The second stream argues that, while social entrepreneurship is often con-
nected to fantasies of revolutionary social change, such change is unlikely be-
cause this type of entrepreneurship reduces social struggles to small, fixable 
problems that can effectively be solved by individual entrepreneurs using in-
novative business approaches (Eikenberry, 2018; Horn, 2018). For this reason, 
critical scholars argue that social entrepreneurship ends up targeting the symp-
toms of injustices produced by the social order rather than the injustices them-
selves (Horn, 2018). Scholars further theorize that such processes imply that 
the public and civil sectors are becoming increasingly marketized (Eikenberry 
& Kluver, 2004). The economic sphere is thus expanding into the social 
sphere, subjecting virtually every aspect of life to the logics of the market 
(Eikenberry, 2009; Oksala, 2013). The following text outlines this argument. 

2.2.1 Social Entrepreneurship and Ethical Capitalism 
The popularity of entrepreneurship has spread to imaginations of what the 

phenomenon could accomplish when directed towards social problems. The 
result is the concept of social entrepreneurship. The enthusiasm for social en-
trepreneurship stems from criticisms aimed at both the public sector and the 
commercial sector. The public sector has been critiqued for being ill equipped 
to deal with social issues due to its bureaucratic and monopolistic character, 
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in contrast to the entrepreneurial and competitive commercial sector (Drayton, 
2002). This criticism is mainly of social democracy and the welfare state, 
which is seen as putting too much responsibility on a public sector that re-
strains creativity and flexibility, hindering individuals and society from flour-
ishing, and thus smothering the possibility of creative responses to opportuni-
ties and needs that exist “out there”. At the same time, critique of the commer-
cial sector focuses on its excessive concern with short-term profit and strict 
economic gains, both of which disregard social goals. One paper in particular 
by Porter & Kramer (2011), written in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, 
proclaims that capitalism is in crisis. Their arguments for social entrepreneur-
ship are based on what they call a “narrowly defined capitalism” that they 
connect to Friedman’s ideas of shareholder value as a company’s sole respon-
sibility. They argue that this narrow view of capitalism has resulted in a de-
structive focus on short-term profits, causing externalities detrimental for so-
ciety and the environment, which actually also end up incurring extra costs for 
corporations. The idea that public and civil sectors should be solely responsi-
ble for social issues has pushed companies and business schools into this neg-
ative spiral. 

In addition, profit maximization and a strict focus on the economy is de-
pleting people of social meaning, and more and more people are starting to 
prioritize and request more meaning in their work and lives (M. Porter, quoted 
in Driver, 2012). Porter (ibid) argues that this desire is spurring the develop-
ment of social entrepreneurship, and that companies are eventually going to 
have to incorporate social goals in their business models, not merely as a side 
activity in the form of CSR, but as a core activity that aims to create shared 
value rather than focusing narrowly on profit. According to him, this develop-
ment is already under way, and companies that do not adapt will eventually 
be outcompeted. 

Not all profit is equal – an idea that has been lost in the 
narrow, short-term focus on financial markets and in much 
management thinking. Profits involving a social purpose 
represent a higher form of capitalism – one that will enable 
society to advance more rapidly while allowing companies 
to grow even more. The result is a positive cycle of com-
pany and community prosperity, which leads to profits that 
endure. (Porter & Kramer, 2011:15) 
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As such, the popularity of social entrepreneurship is connected to a broader 
vision of an ethical and caring capitalism.  

In the light of these critiques of the public and commercial sectors, aca-
demics are promoting a middle ground where social issues become the respon-
sibility of all organizations and individuals, but would (nevertheless) most ef-
fectively be dealt with through free-market approaches (Drayton, 2002; Porter 
& Kramer, 2011). The result is a positive attitude towards increasingly blurred 
lines among public, civil and commercial sectors based on the belief that col-
laboration and synergies between the sectors can generate collaboration, in-
novation and shared value creation. 

These ideas have become highly popular in public discourse and are pro-
moted by governments in Europe and the US (Fougére et al., 2017), although 
critical scholars are skeptical of such utopian visions (e.g. Abildgaard & 
Mølbjerg Jørgensen, 2021; Chell et al., 2016; Cho, 2006; Fougére et al., 2017), 
instead arguing that blurring the lines among the sectors legitimizes a rollback 
of governmental responsibility for the social support of its citizens and implies 
marketization of welfare and social protection systems (Eikenberry, 2018; 
Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004; Fougére et al., 2017; Horn, 2018). 

As such, although mainstream research on social entrepreneurship (e.g. 
Drayton, 2002; Porter & Kramer, 2011) derives from criticism against main-
stream business practices and norms and interests in entrepreneurship research 
(Dey et al., 2022), in the end, much of it reproduces neoliberal assumptions. 
Research on social entreprneurship that does not concern itself with the con-
nection between entrepreneurship and unequal power relations cannot be cat-
egorized as critical entrepreneurship studies (ibid). Instead, critical scholars 
(e.g. Berglund & Skoglund, 2015; Eikenberry, 2018; Eikenberry & Kluver, 
2004; Horn, 2018) theorize social entrepreneurship as a part of a co-optive 
process. 

2.2.2 Governmental Advocacy for Social Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation 

Today, social entrepreneurship is encouraged by policymakers in the EU 
and Sweden, which can be traced to a neoliberal form of governance (Fougère 
et al., 2017; Lauri, 2021c). These studies view the discourses conveyed by 
public governmental bodies as a form of a grand narrative that influences the 
public’s perception of what social entrepreneurship is and should be. Accord-
ing to this understanding, discourses pushed by governmental institutions 
shape our behavior and tell us how we ought to conduct ourselves, which ne-
cessitates careful scrutiny of them.  
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Social entrepreneurship was introduced to Swedish policy discourse 
through the Europeanization following entrance in the EU in 1995 (Levander, 
2019). Traditionally, Sweden’s version of the civil sector consisted of popular 
movements that mainly engaged in activism and advocacy. The term civilsam-
hälle (civil society) was not even used in Sweden until the 1990s. Since then, 
the term has become more common and a shift in focus from voice to service 
has occurred in policies directed towards the non-profit sector. This process 
can be connected to the changes in privatization and marketization that the 
Swedish welfare system underwent during the 1990s, and it implies a harmo-
nization between Sweden and other EU countries. 

Fougére et al. (2017) specifically demonstrate that official strategies from 
the EU use the concept of social innovation as a way to re-legitimize neolib-
eralism, which happens through the movements of “rolling back”, “rolling 
out”, and “rolling with”. They begin by describing how neoliberalism initially 
implied a movement of “rolling back” the public sector and governmental re-
sponsibility for the welfare of its citizens. The decreased social protection peo-
ple experience as a result of this roll-back has, however, caused a backlash, 
which policy makers deal with by advocating a “roll out” – but not in the form 
of services provided by the public sector. Instead, various collaborations 
across the commercial, civil, and public sectors are to be supported, and these 
initiatives are then labelled as social innovations. 

Fougére et al. (2017) point out that the public sector tends to take on a 
supportive rather than participative role in these collaborations. The focus lies 
on collaboration between the civil and private sector. Lauri (2021b) encoun-
ters a similar logic in Swedish governmental strategies, which construct social 
enterprises and social innovation as better ways of achieving social change 
than programs implemented by the public sector. The strategy documents she 
studies describe businesses as having the capabilities and desires to generate 
social change, which suggests that the public sector does not have the same 
capabilities or desires. 

Even programs such as public-private innovation practices (PPI) that sup-
posedly imply a shift away from New Public Management (NPM) through 
collaboration, innovation, and co-creation have been found to actually pro-
mote ideals connected to the commercial sector at the expense of values and 
internal logics of the public sector (Abildgaard & Mølbjerg Jørgensen, 2021). 
PPI practices promote commercial-sector values by introducing the entrepre-
neurial ideal as a way of disconnecting public employees from traditional pub-
lic service identities, exacerbating marketization, and constructing economic 
subjects with the primary motivation of acquiring more human capital. Within 
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these practices, commercial companies are constructed as innovative and 
ideal, described as economic experts, visionaries, and adaptable, whereas the 
public sector is constructed as messy and uncoordinated. 

The final move in the EU’s strategies of social innovation is the notion of 
“roll with”, which aligns with the perceived inevitability of governmental 
budget austerity (Fougére et al., 2017). When the necessity of budget cuts be-
comes common sense, a naturalization of neoliberalism occurs, which makes 
it appear to be simply a realistic and sober description of how the world works, 
whether we like it or not. Consequently, social innovations become the only 
logical and viable solution to social problems.  

These studies show that the vision of an ethical and caring capitalism has 
penetrated European and Swedish governmental discourses, posing social en-
trepreneurship as an alternative to public programs and reformulating equality 
issues within entrepreneurship as strategies to achieve economic growth. Pub-
lic discourse in Sweden and Europe appears to promote the optimistic view of 
the entrepreneur and the understanding of entrepreneurship and social innova-
tion as inherently positive phenomena. In the next section, I describe how 
these problems distort the way we perceive social struggles and injustices.  

2.2.3 Distortion of Social Struggles though Marketization of the Civil 
Sector 

The implications of these popular discourses about social entrepreneurship 
are not only that social concerns are outsourced from the responsibility of the 
public sector to individual entrepreneurs. These discourses also affect the 
framing of social issues, which issues receive priority, and the strategies to 
mend them. 

In the introductory chapter, we came across some of the studies addressing 
such distortion of social struggles. We saw Eikenberry & Kluver's (2004) de-
scription of how the civil sector is becoming increasingly marketized at the 
expense of democratic practices and advocacy. In line with that argument, 
Dashtipour & Rumens (2018) and Barinaga (2017) study empirical cases that 
show that the funding of social entrepreneurship affects organizations’ social 
missions and in doing so seem to weed out the more radical or inconvenient 
approaches to social change. Similarly, de Lima’s (2020) study on social en-
trepreneurship in a slum area in Nairobi called Kibera (the number of recent 
entrepreneurial initiatives in Kibera have earned it the nickname “the Silicon 
Valley of social entrepreneurship”) reveals the side effects of the arrival of 
Western social entrepreneurs to Kenya. The balance between pleasing inves-
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tors in wealthy countries and providing solutions in Kibera results in entrepre-
neurs avoiding the poorest of the poor in the area, and attempts at creating 
viable social businesses never make it past the stage of charity. 

These studies follow Eikenberry & Kluver's (2004) demonstration that dis-
courses promoting blurred lines between sectors and social entrepreneurship 
actually imply marketization processes of the public and civil sector. There is 
not much give-and-take between the sectors, instead the focus is on making 
the public and civil sectors more efficient by introducing more market-like 
methods. Eikenberry (2009) traces this idea to an overall colonization by the 
market of everyday life and concludes that, today, every aspect of our lives is 
to be subjected to market logics (a conclusion we also saw in the first research 
stream). She argues that, in a world where political action is supposed be con-
ducted through consumption and the poor are constructed as a market niche, 
people’s identities as consumers are promoted over their identities as citizens, 
which should concern anyone interested in the maintenance of participatory 
and deliberative democracy. When organizations in civil society increasingly 
rely on income from commercial activities and partnerships with corporations 
through cause-related marketing, a shift of focus occurs from public goods 
(such as advocacy, serving vulnerable groups, teaching, etc.) to meeting de-
mands of clients. In contrast, she argues that traditional forms of civil sector 
organization that require community building and participatory processes 
might appear ineffective and volatile, but still hold a value of their own. These 
values get lost in the shift of focus to commercialized methods. 

In summary, the co-optation described in this research stream occurs 
through an expansion of economic logics into the public and the civil sector, 
which are asked to implement entrepreneurial and efficient ways of organizing 
at the expense of the values they traditionally nurture. This process is concep-
tually bundeled up into a theorization of the markets colonization of everyday 
life (Eikenberry, 2009, 2018), which basically puts the economy and the social 
in a game of tug-of-war that the economy appears to be winning. 

2.2.4 The Dichotomy of the Social and the Economic 
There is however another form of critique against the vision of social en-

trepreneurship and ethical capitalism, which differs from the idea of markets 
colonization of everyday life. This critique is aimed at the very idea that the 
economic and the social are dichotomous, representing two different yet evi-
dent and coherent logics opposing each other. According to scholars such as 
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Cho (2006), Mauksch et al. (2017) and Fraser & Jaeggi (2018), such theoriza-
tions of the economic and the social are a mistake. The following discussion 
illustrates why. 

Porter & Kramer's (2011) article describes how Western society in recent 
history has organized around a dialectical relationship between the economic 
and the social, where businesses and the commercial sector have been per-
ceived as responsible for the economic, and the civil and public sectors as 
responsible for the social. When illustrated this way, it seems as if what we 
call “social” is evident. It is easy to relate this dichotomy to other simplified 
dichotomies: economy can be associated with self-interest and rationality, 
while the social can be associated with care for others and emotions. Economy 
becomes the brain and the social becomes the heart, and the social ends up 
representing a variety of so-called ‘soft’ issues such as saving the environ-
ment, poverty alleviation, gender equality, etc. Consequently, “the economic” 
appears clearly defined while “the social” becomes a bundle of pretty much 
all things that are not economic but generally considered to be morally com-
mendable. Chell et al. (2016) comment on this assumption and argue that so-
cial entrepreneurship has not actually gone through a robust analysis from an 
ethics perspective. 

There is a presumption that because something is so-
cially-oriented, the motivation is likely to be ethically 
sound; that it is principled, morally justified and ethically 
legitimate. (Chell et al., 2016:621) 

Cho (2006) traces the understanding of the social as evident back to the 
assumption that it is possible to achieve a consensus around what is in the 
interest of society as a whole. 

The problem lies in the notion of consensus. To imply that there is agree-
ment in our modern society about what is socially desirable, or agreement 
about whether those things could be achieved in a utopian future, is a stretch, 
to say the least. Interestingly, caring capitalism and social entrepreneurship, 
where the meaning of the social is taken for granted, is gaining momentum 
just as political debates in Western countries are becoming more and more 
polarized. There is no agreement about whether gender equality is good or 
bad, or what it should entail. There is no agreement about whether poverty-
alleviating financial security systems (say, for unemployed people) is support-
ive or merely pacifying. Trump’s presidency in the US, Bolsonaro’s presi-
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dency in Brazil, and multiple statements made by representatives of the Swe-
dish radical right-wing party the Sweden Democrats show that there is not 
even agreement about the existence of global warming. So what then qualifies 
as a social cause or creation of social value? Can ideologically-driven enter-
prises in the alt-right movement be considered social entrepreneurship? What 
about enterprises in the pro-life movement? Or the pro-choice movement for 
that matter? As Cho (2006) puts it: 

Initially, SE [social entrepreneurship] distinguishes it-
self from its private cousin on the basis of its pursuit of 
‘social’ ends. If this distinction is to be meaningful, ‘so-
cial’ requires definition. Yet the act of defining the domain 
of the social inevitably requires exclusionary and ulti-
mately political choices about which concerns can claim 
to be in society’s ‘true’ interest. These choices reveal that, 
despite its protestations to the contrary, SE by its very na-
ture is always already a political phenomenon. (Cho, 
2006:36; emphasis in the original) 

As he develops this argument, Cho connects the idea of the social in social 
entrepreneurship definitions to the Habermasian belief in a public sphere 
where citizens can discuss issues openly, on equal terms, and form a consen-
sus. He questions the public’s actual ability to form a consensus due to differ-
ences in worldviews, values and discursive communities, etc. To describe 
these differences, he leans on Fraser's (1990) argument that the public sphere 
that Habermas idealized is based on a bourgeois public sphere, which only 
represents a limited group in society that dominates established institutions. 
Marginalized groups usually have a hard time participating in this public 
sphere for structural reasons. Instead, a society tends to consist of the bour-
geois public sphere as well as subaltern counterpublics that form their own 
discursive communities and normative commitments (in later chapters, I will 
argue that the empirical context of this study is part of such a counterpublic). 
Cho (2006) thus asks whether the idea of social entrepreneurship, like the idea 
of one joint public sphere, is not simply imposing a false sense of “we”, which 
is actually an act of discursive marginalization. He concludes that since social 
entrepreneurship is always political, the consequence is that “the line between 
SE and political advocacy inevitably blurs, as perhaps it ought” (Cho, 
2006:52). 
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When the social and the economic are dichotomized, as they often are in 
mainstream social entrepreneurship research, we lose the understanding of the 
political, and assume that social issues are evident and that there is a consensus 
around ideas of good and bad in society. Assuming that social issues are evi-
dent may marginalize the values and understandings of less powerful groups, 
and the displacement of political antagonisms and struggles makes social is-
sues appear to be more or less accidental deficiencies in our society, or simply 
relics of a more socially unjust past that need to be corrected by efficient so-
lutions. 

Interestingly enough, critical scholars such as Oksala, (2013), Eikenberry 
(2009), and Eikenberry & Kluver (2004) seem to fall into the same trap as 
Porter & Kramer (2011) in their theorization of how the economy is expanding 
into the social formulated by statements such as the market’s colonization of 
everyday life (Eikenberry, 2009) and the economy’s encroachment of the so-
cial (Oksala, 2013). Instead of opposing the dichotomy as such, they argue for 
the protection of the social from the economic. Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 
2018:50, 150-151), on the other hand, dismisses such theorizations. She ex-
plains that the argument that the market is expanding into the social essentially 
conveys the image of the economy as bad and the social as good. These argu-
ments are thus wrongfully assuming that the economy is in fact autonomous, 
self-propelling, and non-normative, while the other areas of social life are im-
agined to be innocent and in need of protection from the economic sphere. She 
highlights that the economic sphere contains norms that are not merely reduc-
ible to capitalism and that norms within other social spheres are not always 
innocent. Consequently, while we can learn a lot from the marketization pro-
cesses found in the studies of this stream, we might want to be cautious in 
relation to the overall hypothesis of the economy and the social as two oppos-
ing spheres. 

2.3 Resisting a System that Encourages Resistance 

The theories on co-optation processes identified in these two research 
streams give us some hints about what types of effects we might look out for 
in the empirical context of this study. These theories urge us to explore how 
the entrepreneurs in this context construct the social issues they address and 
how they relate themselves to the ideal of the entrepreneurial self. Are they 
reproducing this ideal and neoliberal logics? Based on these two streams of 
research, we can see that, if they are merely reproducing neoliberalism, they 
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risk exacerbating aversion to vulnerability (Scharff, 2015), continuous striv-
ing for endless potentiality (eventually causing burn out) (Costea et al., 2012), 
and the idea that individuals are responsible for their own successes and fail-
ures (Bröckling, 2016). They might be minimizing the social struggles that 
they address, and they might be targeting the symptoms of problems caused 
by the system and the logics under which they operate (Eikenberry, 2018; 
Horn, 2018). 

Of course, there is also the possibility that they are in fact able to formulate 
non-co-opted contestations of neoliberalism and construct other forms of iden-
tities, ideals, and ways of relating to each other, but, because of the paradoxi-
cal situation of resistance in neoliberalism, it becomes tricky to distinguish 
what entails actual contestation of neoliberalism. After all, neoliberalism ad-
vocates individual freedom, differentiation, and resistance as part of its logics. 
This conundrum drives Bröckling (2016) to pose the following questions: 

So how is it possible to critique a form of governing 
motivated by a mistrust of government? How is it possible 
to liberate the self from the compulsion to be entrepreneur-
ial when ‘a fundamental desire for freedom’ is suppose to 
be the engine of entrepreneurial activity? Finally, how is it 
possible to escape a call to action that treats everyone the 
same way by demanding that everyone be different? 
(Bröckling, 2016:197) 

The totalizing character of the interpellation to become entrepreneurial 
makes him conclude that critique cannot come from the outside, or from other 
forms of programs, but must instead come from within and act through tactics 
of de-subjectification, i.e. by resisting the subject we are told to be. He takes 
inspiration from de Certaeau’s distinction between strategy and tactics and 
claims that the interpellation to be entrepreneurial can only be resisted through 
tactics, since strategy implies a form of execution of power. Resistance must 
thus be spontaneous; it cannot be planned and calculated. 

As an example, Bröckling (2016) turns to the movement of the “happy un-
employed”, which celebrated idleness and the act of being unproductive. This 
movement contradicted the core of the entrepreneurial self, which revolves 
around the work of optimizing one’s self and one’s human capital. However, 
even these ideas have become co-opted by the logics of the market through 
self-help books advising people about how to deal with austerity and learn the 
art of simple living. Interestingly enough, these type of books construct the 
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acceptance of tight living conditions as something that must be learnt and 
practiced, which provides the entrepreneurial self with yet another quality to 
optimize. Bröckling (2016) thus concludes that resistance can only occur in 
the here and now, because as it becomes more systematic, neoliberal logics 
draw resistance in and align it with the existing system. 

Similar reasoning has resulted in a number of studies on various ways in 
which people resist the power they are subjected to through the discourses 
they are offered. Hedeboe Fredriksen & Berglund (2019) discuss the momen-
tary resistance that occurred in a classroom when students refused to align 
themselves with the subjectivity of the entrepreneurial self when an education 
program attempted to foster the students to become entrepreneurial. When 
asked to formulate who they were, they questioned the idea of being someone, 
and instead suggested that the formation of the self is fleeting and ever-chang-
ing. They also superficially adapted to the subjectivity in the mandatory pro-
jects, but distanced themselves from it as human beings. Similarly, Dey & 
Steyeart (2016) show that social entrepreneurs “practice freedom” through 
problematization of dominant discourses, practices of relating, and reflected 
affirmation of the discourses. Dey & Teasdale (2016) use the same inspiration 
from de Certeau’s conceptualization of tactics as Bröckling (2016), which al-
lows them to describe how one social entrepreneur engages in resistance 
through tactically mimicking the ideal subject in order to gain access to re-
sources and direct them towards emancipatory ends and collective forms of 
organization. 

Research in other fields inspired by the same framework as these streams 
also suggest other forms of more structural resistance, especially in relation to 
the marketization of the social. Oksala (2013) for example advocates the im-
portance of questioning the core assumptions of neoliberalism that are cur-
rently taken as truths. She urges us to question whether constant economic 
growth is truly necessary for the well-being of the population, and to resist the 
expansion of economic rationality into every aspect of our lives. Instead, we 
need to set a limit on which areas of life should be exposed to the market. She 
illustrates her point with the example of sex work. Those in favor of its legality 
construct sex work as provision of a service and argue that protecting women 
is best done by including this line of work within legal frameworks. They be-
lieve that doing so makes it possible to organize such work in safer and less 
exploitative ways. They criticize abolitionists, who condemn sex-work as pa-
triarchal and abusive, for being moralizing and utopian. Oksala (ibid) however 
argues that this whole discussion of sex work is missing the mark, as it should 
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rather revolve around the limits of the market. According to her, not every-
thing in life should be exposed to commodification. 

Eikenberry (2009), on the other hand, promotes a counterdiscourse to ne-
oliberal discourses regarding organizations in the civil sector. According to 
this counterdiscourse, the focus  of these organizations should shift away from 
raising funds and towards cultivating meaningful and diverse relationships 
with individuals. They could, for instance, try to create donor circles amongst 
private people instead of corporations, and they should emphasize their value-
driven missions and develop democratic forms of organization. 

In the final section of her article, Eikenberry writes: 

My suggestion is not intended to create another hege-
monic discourse. Rather, my argument is that because di-
versity within the nonprofit and voluntary sector is one of 
its most valuable contributions to society, the sector itself 
is perhaps best studied and practiced from multiple per-
spectives and discourses. (Eikenberry, 2009:593) 

On the whole I find Eikenberry’s thoughts intriguing, but I think dismissing 
the construction of another hegemonic discourse is problematic, as doing so 
essentially keeps the neoliberal hegemony in place. I will clarify this argument 
in the next chapter by following an argument made by Mouffe (in Carpentier 
& Cammaerts, 2006). In contrast to Bröckling (2016), I am skeptical of the 
idea that “true resistance” (my own words) can only be found in a lack of 
strategy and avoidance of counterhegemonic discourses. I think that this con-
ception of resistance creates a dystopian image of the world where neoliber-
alism becomes all-encompassing, the end of the story, and the only thing we 
can do is to escape subjectification, tactically embrace it, or do our best to 
defensively hold back the inevitable expansion of the economic. No alterna-
tive to the neoliberal order is in sight, because as soon as there is one, that too 
will become neoliberalism. 

Instead of moving forward on this path, this study will continue the reason-
ing Eikenberry (2009) started but hesitated to finish. It does so by turning to 
Mouffe (in Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2006; Mouffe, 2013) and an understand-
ing of social transformation as the replacement of one hegemony by another, 
which actually requires strategy rather than an avoidance of it. This under-
standing implies a separation between the political and the social order, which 
allows me to investigate both hegemonic discourses and political contestations 
(counterhegemonic discourses) in an entrepreneurial context that is part of a 
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subaltern counterpublic aiming for social change. Doing so enables the story 
to move beyond neoliberalism and take other visions seriously, while at the 
same time spotting co-optive processes in the empirical context. The next 
chapter clarifies the theoretical lens that allows me to conduct such an analy-
sis. 
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3 Theoretical Framework 

As we have seen in the literature review, entrepreneurship, both commer-
cial and social, seems to be affiliated with a neoliberal outlook on the world, 
and this affiliation is generating traction and popularity for the concepts. It 
offers imaginations of a constructive and peaceful revolution and a vision of 
a caring capitalism, a form of utopia where people create social protection 
systems and solve social and environmental problems organically, motivated 
by a sense of purpose and community, and the insight that striving for the 
common good also brings economic and societal development, which by ex-
tension should lead to a win-win situation for all. 

According to critical scholars, this utopia is an illusion. The vision func-
tions as a way for democratic institutions to outsource the responsibility that 
they have for the welfare of their citizens (Eikenberry, 2018; Fougére et al., 
2017; Horn, 2018). As a consequence, wealthy financers gain influence over 
which social issues are prioritized (Eikenberry, 2009), and other needs that 
fall out of their interest end up being cared for by “fiery souls” who work 
themselves to the bone to mend social ills that just seem to keep growing. As 
such, economic logics expands into increasingly marketized public and civil 
sectors, and social struggles and justice claims become deformed and co-opted 
into the neoliberal logics that keep exacerbating injustices produced by the 
neoliberal social order (Eikenberry, 2009; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004; Horn, 
2018). 

To understand these processes more clearly, this chapter zooms out from 
the phenomenon of entrepreneurship and engages with the broader political 
theories that conceptualize neoliberalism and its relation to social struggles. 
Here, I will explore works by Chantal Mouffe and Nancy Fraser, and their 
respective theorizations of neoliberalism, capitalism, and post-politics. They 
offer understandings of how neoliberalism co-opts social struggles, but at the 
same time provide insight into how a feasible contestation of the neoliberal 
order may be conducted. Their theories enable a deeper understanding of how 
idealizations of entrepreneurship aid co-optation of social struggles, and more 
importantly, they can also be used to continue the story beyond co-optation. 
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According to their theories, neoliberalism is not a fatality; it is not the end 
of the story. On the contrary, they make efforts to analyze how we can move 
beyond neoliberalism and develop a more democratic and equal society (Fra-
ser & Jaeggi, 2018; Mouffe, 2019). Since ideas of equality and democracy 
motivate the entrepreneurs in this study, it would be unfair to solely focus on 
the co-optive processes they may be subjected to. Instead, Mouffe and Fraser’s 
theories allow this study to take the missions of these entrepreneurs seriously 
while remaining sensitive to co-optation and displacement of social struggles. 

The framework I develop through these theories primarily focuses on 
Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) theorization of the social world as constructed 
through struggles between discourses, which implies that the study is con-
ducted from a social constructionist onto-epistemological standpoint. With 
this initial perspective on the world in mind, I identify a few concepts and 
approaches that enable me to investigate discursive struggles in the empirical 
context. I specifically use Bacchi's (2009) WPR-approach (“What is the prob-
lem represented to be?”), combined with Fraser's (2003) distinction between 
cultural and economic dimensions of justice, and two key concepts I construct 
myself, i.e. social inefficiency and social injustice. These two concepts enable 
me to distinguish between hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses in the 
empirical context, and the interaction(s) between them.  

The chapter starts by exploring the current hegemonic formation, i.e. ne-
oliberalism, from the perspectives of  Mouffe (2005, 2019) and Fraser (2003, 
2008; Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018), with a specific focus on their theorizations of 
how the hegemony is kept in place through co-optation and marginalization 
of social struggles. The chapter then moves on to engage further with Laclau 
& Mouffe's (1985) discourse theory, which functions as the theoretical foun-
dation of this study. This theory provides key theorizations of the concepts of 
discourse, hegemony, the political, social transformation, and identity that are 
central to this study. Finally, the chapter introduces the analytical concepts 
that guide the analyses of the empirical material in chapters 6 and 7. 

3.1 Neoliberalism as the Current Hegemonic 
Formation 

As has been mentioned several times in previous chapters, the current so-
cial order is organized around neoliberal ideas. Most critical entrepreneurship 
scholars agree on this point, as do Mouffe and Fraser. Mouffe and Fraser both 
emphasize neoliberalism’s hegemonic status and how it contrasts with the pre-
vious social democratic and state capitalist hegemony. It is relevant to note 
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here that Fraser has a more US-centric focus while Mouffe’s is more Euro-
centric. The similarities between these regions are however still strong enough 
to result in similar developments. Their theorizations of neoliberalism as heg-
emonic infuses it with a notion of temporality that does not appear clear in the 
two research streams within critical entreprneurship studies outlined in the lit-
erature review. I will explain this idea further in upcoming sections (particu-
larly 3.2.3 Social Change as One Hegemony Replacing Another), but first I 
must introduce Mouffe and Fraser’s understanding of the current hegemonic 
formation in place. As we shall see, they too engage in theorizations of how 
neoliberalism has dismantled opposition by marginalizing or co-opting social 
justice claims. I begin with Mouffe's (2019) description of neoliberalism, 
which is my own starting point for this study. 

The core of this new hegemonic formation is consti-
tuted by a set of political-economic practices aimed at im-
posing the rule of the market – deregulation, privatization, 
fiscal austerity – and limiting the role of the state to the 
protection of private property rights, free markets and free 
trade. Neoliberalism is the term currently used to refer to 
this hegemonic formation which, far from being limited to 
the economic domain, also connotes a whole conception 
of society and of the individual grounded on the philoso-
phy of possessive individualism. (Mouffe, 2019:11–12) 

According to Mouffe (2019), neoliberalism is a hegemonic formation that 
functions as the frame of ideas that societal institutions organize around today, 
in Western Europe, the US, and on a global level. These ideas gained traction 
through the governments of Margret Thatcher in Great Britain and Ronald 
Reagan in the US, and were implemented in Western Europe throughout the 
1980s, replacing previous social democratic Keynesian ideas of governance.  

Neoliberalism is fundamentally constructed around the idea that the pursuit 
of individual interests in the form of accumulation of wealth functions as an 
engine for economic and societal development, which by extension will ben-
efit all. The state should not only avoid interference in organic market organ-
ization, it should also implement and facilitate market logics in all sectors be-
cause this is thought to be the optimal way of organizing society. Governmen-
tal regulation and taxation thus appear as intrusive and totalitarian, essentially 
limiting an individual’s freedom and the pursuit of her full potential. 
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After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989, neoliberalism became further 
established and locked into position through the labor movement and social 
democracy’s acceptance of its logics as reality (Mouffe, 2019). Fukuyama’s 
claim that the fall of the Berlin Wall was the end of history is often referred to 
as a key moment for this post-political development that evolved during the 
1990s, where ideologies were proclaimed to be dead and free market liberal-
ism was considered the only rational and ideal way of organizing society (Wil-
son & Swyngedouw, 2014). Globalization and the apparent necessity for states 
to compete for international capital through deregulation and low taxes was 
key to establishing this worldview as an inevitable truth. Thatcher phrased this 
through the expression TINA – “there is no alternative”, which means that 
neoliberal policies are a necessity whether we like it or not (Mouffe, 2019). 

During this time, Tony Blair and the British labor party introduced the so-
called “third way”, as theorized by the sociologist and political theorist An-
thony Giddens, which spread through Europe and its various social democratic 
and labor parties (Mouffe, 2005). The Clinton administration in the US pur-
sued as similar path. The third way was supposed to go beyond the classic 
divide between left and right, and provide pragmatic and realistic solutions to 
societal issues (Mouffe, 2005; Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014). These claims 
of a society beyond ideology are of course themselves highly ideological and 
utopian (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014). Mouffe (2005) rejects such claims 
and the idea that the main questions are about the simple decision between 
good and bad economic policies (rather than about differences of opinions and 
values); instead, she describes these claims as reflecting acceptance of the ne-
oliberal order by the labor movements and social democratic parties, which 
made neoliberalism appear to be a truthful description of the realistic condi-
tions of the world. 

The effect of this development was that parties on both the left and the right 
moved closer to the center (a center that moved further to the right), and it 
became increasingly difficult for citizens to distinguish between them, which 
meant that they had nowhere to direct their grievances (Mouffe, 2005). The 
cleavage among citizens and an increasingly homogenous political elite grew, 
and political debates displaying real alternatives were displaced. Our political 
institutions entered a post-political state. 

3.1.1 Post-Politics 
Mouffe (2005, 2019) engages specifically with the depoliticizing processes 

inherent to neoliberal ideas, which she describes as marginalizing political 
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claims. Although I draw specifically on Mouffe’s understanding of post-poli-
tics, she is not the only one who has theorized these processes. Wilson & 
Swyngedouw summarize the multiple descriptions of the post-political devel-
opment as follows:  

Broadly speaking, however, they all refer to a situation 
in which the political – understood as a space of contesta-
tion and agonistic engagement – is increasingly colonised 
by politics – understood as technocratic mechanisms and 
consensual procedures that operate within an unquestioned 
framework of representative democracy, free market eco-
nomics, and cosmopolitan liberalism. In post-politics, po-
litical contradictions are reduced to policy problems to be 
managed by experts and legitimated through participatory 
processes in which the scope of possible outcomes is nar-
rowly defined in advance. ‘The people’ – as a potentially 
disruptive political collective – is replaced by the popula-
tion – the aggregated object of opinion polls, surveillance, 
and bio-political optimisation. Citizens become consum-
ers, and elections are framed as just another ‘choice’, in 
which individuals privately select their preferred managers 
of the conditions of economic necessity. (Wilson & 
Swyngedouw, 2014:6) 

Within this post-political context, social innovation and entrepreneurship 
are encouraged as ways of solving social problems (Eikenberry, 2018; Horn, 
2018). Here, the phrase “social problem” is presented as a neutral assessment 
made in a context permeated by consensus around what is in society’s and 
people’s interests, thereby reflecting neoliberalism’s claims of objectivity and 
scientific truths. The result is a displacement of political differences in values 
and understandings in a post-political fashion, and a co-optation of social 
struggles through the reformulation of their claims as fixable and isolated 
problems. Theories about post-politics thus contextualize Cho's (2006) analy-
sis of how social entrepreneurship, as a concept, displaces political differences 
and upholds the false notion of a society in agreement about what is beneficial 
to us all. The expression of post-politics through social entrepreneurship is 
one way that social struggles are subjected to displacement and co-optation in 
a neoliberal hegemony. 
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A problem that arises from this displacement is that, because political strug-
gles and differences can never fully be displaced (Mouffe, 2005), the fact that 
they cannot play out through democratic institutions simply moves them to 
other spaces. When the political differences among political parties become 
blurred, people have a harder time forming collective political identities, 
which leads to disaffection with political parties, and people start turning to 
other types of collective identities based on essentialist notions of nationality, 
religion, ethnicity, etc. This has resulted in the rise of right-wing populist 
movements and other radical streams, which is a development that liberal 
democratic institutions have failed to comprehend. 

As we can see, Mouffe (2005) distinguishes between the social order and 
political struggles, which reduces the notion of neoliberalism and the social 
order as all-encompassing. This distinction thus elevates the importance of 
studying struggles between hegemonic discourses and the political claims they 
dismiss. From this perspective, counterhegemonic claims have an effect on 
society that is worth researching. This insight can provide valuable contribu-
tions to critical entrepreneurship studies and guide our exploration of counter-
hegemonic discourses prevalent in entrepreneurial contexts. 

3.1.2 Progressive Neoliberalism and Dimensions of Social Justice 
Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) also understands neoliberalism to be the 

hegemonic ideas guiding the organization of our current society. She theorizes 
something she calls “financialized capitalism”, which is intertwined with ne-
oliberal ideas, as one of several variations of the capitalist social order that has 
been in place the past two to three centuries. While Mouffe (2005) focuses on 
neoliberalism’s displacement of political struggles, Fraser (2003) focuses 
more on how neoliberalism co-opts some social justice claims while simulta-
neously displacing others. According to her, this co-optation occurs through a 
focus on a neoliberal version of identity politics combined with displacement 
of economic redistributive issues. This co-optation is a discursive move that 
keeps the social order in place, and critical entrepreneurship scholars show 
that entrepreneurship has become a tool in this process (Berglund et al., 2018; 
Lauri, 2021a). The focus on identity (e.g. the CCG – the Cross Culture Gen-
eration) in the empirical context initially signaled to me that this might be a 
relevant topic to explore in the analysis of the empirical material. 

Within academia, Fraser's (2003) conceptual division between economic 
and cultural justice claims has been debated  (e.g. Oksala, 2013), and her con-
ceptual division has fueled criticism of identity politics because it is seen as 
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displacing economic distributive justice issues. Such debates have also ap-
peared in Swedish mass media with reference to a growing activism that ad-
dresses race issues and organizes through separatism and safe spaces (that is, 
places where individuals of marginalized groups can vent experiences of op-
pression and form alternative narratives to dominant discourses) (Pérez Ar-
onsson, 2020). However, based on ideas put forward in her more recent work 
(e.g. Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018), I think that her argument has been somewhat 
misunderstood. 

In her work on redistribution and recognition, Fraser (2003) claims that, in 
a capitalist social order, various dimensions of justice can clash, and emphasis 
on one dimension can suppress others. This idea led her to distinguish between 
issues of redistribution and recognition2. She describes redistribution as at-
tached to the economic dimension of social justice, where the obstacles of 
reaching social justice (which she understands as parity of participation in so-
ciety) are class structures and maldistribution, which can be combatted by 
creating redistribution of resources in a more fair way (Fraser, 2008). This 
idea of redistribution is the core justice dimension for Marxism and it domi-
nated political debates in the Western social democratic states permeated by 
Keynesian economic policies. According to Fraser (2003), this view of justice 
was so influential that it ended up suppressing other dimensions of justice, 
such as the potential for women and minorities to participate equally in social 
life, and it was not until the New Social Movements in the 1960s that the cul-
tural dimension of justice gained increasing attention. The feminist move-
ment, the civil rights movement, and the movement for sexual freedom and 
equality was on the rise, addressing obstacles to justice in the form of status 
order and misrecognition, such as patriarchy and racism. The politics of 
recognition of differences and respect became central in political debates. 

Fraser (2003) notes that, at the point in time when politics of recognition 
gained power, the feminist movement tended to take an egalitarian state for 
granted when addressing issues of identity, which eventually had detrimental 
effects on feminist debate and policies. When neoliberalism was on the rise, 
feminist theorists made what Fraser calls “an unfortunate move” of emphasiz-
ing the cultural dimension of feminist policies even more, with the conse-

                                                      
2 In her later work, Fraser (2008) adds the dimension of representation, but in 
this study I focus on her initial division between redistribution and recognition 
because this initial model illustrates co-optation most clearly, and seems to be 
the model that Fraser sticks to in her later work (e.g. Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). 
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quence of displacing economic injustices and politics of redistribution. Con-
servative politicians (at least in the US) exploited this move and gained pop-
ularity among the working classes by promoting identity issues such as male 
leaders and family values. They were able to construct the threat against social 
life as being about gay marriage and abortion rather than economic distribu-
tion, which enabled them to neutralize their upward distributive policies, mak-
ing the rich richer. In this way, the entire political discussion shifted into the 
cultural dimension of justice, leaving the economic dimension unaddressed. 

In her later work, Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) develops this argument 
and describes the current hegemony as progressive neoliberalism. In particu-
lar, Bill Clinton’s presidential administration introduced this revised version 
of neoliberalism, which was established simultaneously with third way poli-
tics and became even more prominently embodied by Hillary Clinton’s can-
didacy for the US presidency in 2016. Fraser (ibid) explains that, in the post-
new deal era, people were skeptical towards the inequalities that neoliberal 
ideas implied. To form a more convincing argument, neoliberalism co-opted 
the new social movements’ justice claims of diversity, empowerment, 
LGBTQ rights, post-racialism, multiculturalism and environmentalism, mak-
ing a case for fairness through meritocracy, which essentially was highly lim-
ited version of the movements’ initial claims. The following quote is a telling 
description of how the claims aligned with the neoliberal agenda: 

However, those ideals were interpreted in a specific, 
limited way that was fully compatible with the Goldman 
Sacsification of the US economy. Protecting the environ-
ment meant carbon trading. Promoting home ownership 
meant subprime loans bundled up together and resold as 
mortgage-backed securities. Equality meant meritocracy. 
The reduction of equality to meritocracy was especially 
fateful. The progressive-neoliberal aim was not to abolish 
social hierarchy but to “diversify” it, “empowering” “tal-
ented” women, people of color, and sexual minorities to 
rise to the top. And that ideal was inherently class-specific: 
geared to ensuring that “deserving” individuals from “un-
derrepresented groups” could attain positions and pay on a 
par with the straight White men of their own class. The 
feminist variant is telling but not unique. Focused on 
“leaning in” and “cracking the glass ceiling,” its principle 
beneficiaries could only be those already in possession of 
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the requisite social, cultural, and economic capital. (Fraser 
& Jaeggi, 2018:203-204) 

As we can see, the neoliberal version of these struggles lacks a class per-
spective that is essential in order to counteract domination based on economic 
distribution. This version does not entail a desire for equality amongst all peo-
ple, or the ability for everyone to live “a good life”.  

Critical entrepreneurship studies have shown that the idea of entrepreneur-
ship plays a part in this process. In their study on Swedish policies regarding 
women’s entrepreneurship, Berglund et al. (2018), for example, find that the 
goal of women’s entrepreneurship has changed in recent years from focusing 
on women’s entrepreneurship as a way to create equality, to the goal of un-
leashing the entrepreneurial abilities of women (and other marginalized peo-
ple) in order to generate more growth for society. Reading between the lines, 
we can see that this focus is directed towards those women and individuals 
from marginalized groups who actually may have entrepreneurial abilities and 
the potential to become entrepreneurs, and it comes with an expectation of 
paying something back – creating economic growth. All the while, the risks 
involved with entrepreneurship and the abilities and resources needed to en-
gage in such activities are glossed over. 

However, Fraser (and those who are even more radical in their dismissal of 
identity politics as nonsense) has received much criticism for not taking racist, 
sexist and homophobic structures seriously enough, thus diminishing the ex-
periences of those marginalized by them. In the foreword to the second edition 
of their “Hegemony and the Socialist Strategy”, Laclau & Mouffe (2001) com-
ment on the dismissal of identity politics and the call to return to the class 
struggle that is often made by Marxist theorists and activists. They argue that 
the leftist focus on the middle class in recent decades is not due to an obsession 
with identity politics, but rather a consequence of a lack of imagination about 
alternative realities to the neoliberal society. This issue can thus not be solved 
by shifting the focus from cultural dimensions of justice to redistributive di-
mensions, which sometimes are postulated as “real” politics. 

Considering Laclau & Mouffe’s argument, I think it is important to avoid 
the mistake of automatically connecting identity politics or the claims of New 
Social Movements to processes of co-optation. Although it may be easy to 
interpret Fraser as drawing such conclusions, I interpret her later work on pro-
gressive neoliberalism and capitalism as a social order as making a distinction 
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between justice claims in the cultural dimension that are co-opted by neolib-
eralism and those that are not. To explain my interpretation, I need to outline 
the broad strokes of her theorization. 

In her theorization of capitalism as a social order, Fraser (in Fraser & 
Jaeggi, 2018) describes class struggles as well as boundary struggles among 
different spheres of capitalist society. The boundary struggles Fraser refers to 
are part of her description of capitalism and its background conditions. She 
understands capitalism, not as an economic system, but as an institutional so-
cial order, where the economic is treated as the foreground, but it is formed by 
four institutionalized structural divisions that cannot be seen as natural, but 
rather are artifacts of a capitalist society. These divisions create the economic 
foreground and its non-economic background conditions. The economic fore-
ground, although it is treated as a norm-free objective space and free from 
interference, is actually dependent on inputs from other non-economic back-
ground conditions produced by other spheres. The first input comes from so-
cial reproduction, constituted by the division between commodified produc-
tion and non-economic reproduction that often occurs in the private sphere of 
the home, in public institutions such as healthcare and schools, or in civil so-
ciety. The second input comes from natural resources, grounded in ideas of a 
hardening division between humanity and nature where nature acts as a “tap” 
providing resources to be refined through production and exchanged on the 
market, and a “sink” collecting the waste discarded throughout this process. 
The third input is legal frames providing the arena for the economy to act as a 
market, which relies on the division of the economy from the polity. 

Another division integral to capitalism, according to this framework, is the 
division between exploitation and expropriation, where the exploited is con-
sidered a citizen with rights, “free” to sell her labor, and the expropriated is a 
dependent subject, not entitled to rights and forced to labor. This system pro-
vides free, or extremely cheap, labor. According to Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 
2018), both people and nature can be subject to expropriation, but the focus 
here seems to lie in the distinction between different groups of people. 

An important point she makes is that the distinction between citizens and 
subjects tend to be drawn quite neatly between “whites” and racialized sub-
jects. As examples, she mentions the divisions between citizens and aliens, 
whites and blacks, free individuals from slaves, workers from dependent 
scroungers (in labor markets permeated by ethnical hierarchies). I cannot help 
but think of the division between Swedes and immigrants in these terms, as 
addressed by the actors in the empirical context of the study. In fact, the Swe-
dish labor market has become increasingly precarious, and those who end up 
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with the worst working conditions and highest risk of unemployment tend to 
be people subjected to racialization (Schierup & Urban, 2016), often con-
structed as “immigrants” contra ethnic Swedes in common Swedish discourse. 

Fraser explains that, in a capitalist society, exploitation and expropriation 
are necessarily combined, where expropriation acts as the “abode behind the 
abode, which makes exploitation possible” (Fraser 2018:40). 

The conclusion I draw is that the racialized subjection 
of those whom capital expropriates is a hidden condition 
of possibility for the freedom of those whom it exploits. 
And that tells us that racial oppression stands in a systemic, 
non-accidental relation to capitalist society – that the con-
nection between them is structural, not contingent. (Fraser, 
2018:46) 

The way I understand Fraser’s claim is that exploitation is possible because 
expropriation exists. The exploited know that things could be even worse so 
they find status in the citizenship and voice they are granted as exploited rather 
than expropriated. However, there must be a distinction between who is to be 
exploited and who is to be expropriated; who has the right to full citizenship 
and who does not; who can legitimately be expropriated and who cannot. Race 
is constructed to function as such a dividing line. Racial divisions that enable 
expropriation, and consequently exploitation, have a function in capitalist so-
ciety. The way racist structures are expressed today is thus not accidental, but 
to a large extant a product of capitalism (and the same goes for sexist struc-
tures).  

The input from the background conditions are treated by the economy as 
free gifts, and the position is contradictory as “capitalism’s economy simulta-
neously needs and destabilizes its own ‘non-economic’ conditions of possibil-
ity” (Fraser 2018:67). Capitalism is thus caught in a process of division-de-
pendence-disavowal of these non-economic conditions. To Fraser, this condi-
tion implies that capitalist society is constantly permeated by crisis tendencies, 
not only within economy and production, as Marx’s model would have it, but 
also in the contradictions between these divisions. These contradictions lead 
to the boundary struggles mentioned previously – struggles about where to 
draw the boundaries between the divisions, and sometimes even to absolve the 
boundaries. Such struggles are exemplified by feminist campaigns for access 
to the labor market and equal pay, as well as attempts to unionize undocu-
mented refugees. 
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Fraser’s (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) theorization of capitalism as a social 
order informs us that identity struggles are entangled with the capitalist social 
order, but are still expressed in particular ways that cannot be dismissed as 
secondary to the working class struggle. The abolishment of sexism and rac-
ism thus does not automatically follow after improvements of general working 
conditions and economic redistribution. 

To clarify, I interpret her message as being a warning that the kind of fem-
inism and anti-racist struggle that accepts the neoliberal logics and boundary 
placement between the economic foreground and its background conditions 
will end up privileging the issues of middle and upper class women and people 
of color. Consequently, the conditions of economically disadvantaged women 
and people of color will remain the same or continue to worsen. This also 
means that the processes of stigmatization continue and those who manage to 
become successful despite the stigma will be seen as exceptions from the rule 
or, at some point, manage to distinguish themselves as a separate group from 
the most disadvantaged. An example of this is the lack of solidarity that may 
be seen between affluent women in the West and the women working in sweat-
shops producing their clothes, which can be exemplified by women in Sweden 
wearing t-shirts with feminist prints produced in a third world country by 
women under dire working conditions. According to Fraser, feminism and 
anti-racism must address both economic and cultural dimensions of justice, 
and contest the current boundary placements, in order for their claims to have 
any real potential of contesting the current order that produces and reproduces 
sexism and racism as an inherent part of its logics. 

3.1.3 Temporality of Hegemony and the Current Populist Moment 
The understanding of capitalism as a social order also demonstrates the 

temporality of hegemony I highlighted earlier. The placement of the bounda-
ries between the economic foreground and its background conditions has 
shifted throughout history, which means that they are not stable, but rather 
“provisional stabilizations” resulting from previous boundary struggles (Fra-
ser & Jaeggi, 2018). As such, capitalism can be described as a historical order 
changing over time, and Fraser marks out four different historical stages of 
capitalism: mercantile capitalism, liberal capitalism, state-managed (social 
democratic) capitalism, and financialized capitalism (neoliberalism). 
Throughout history, social orders have changed and been replaced time and 
time again, and evidently so have variations of capitalism capitalism. We can 
thus draw the conclusion that neoliberalism (financialized capitalism) is 
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bound to change at some point and be replaced by some other dominating 
stream of ideas. 

In addition, Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) describes society as being in 
normal and abnormal moments, where normal means that conditions are sta-
ble, and abnormal means that society is in-between these stable moments 
where a shift of hegemony is occurring. At present (since 2008), she sees fi-
nancialized capitalism/neoliberalism as being in crisis. This means that we are 
currently in an abnormal moment, in which financialized capitalism is being 
questioned from multiple directions. In her book “For a Left Populism”, 
Mouffe (2019) makes a similar analysis and notes that neoliberalism is under 
attack both from the far right and from the left, which has driven society into 
a “populist moment” – a term that corresponds well with Fraser’s “abnormal 
moment”. 

Neoliberalism’s response to contestation is to displace political struggles 
as immoral and unrealistic (Mouffe, 2005), and to co-opt social justice claims 
by reformulating them in a way that aligns with the neoliberal logics (Fraser, 
2003, 2008; Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). The theories suitable for revealing such 
processes are based on the fundamental assumption that society is socially 
constructed through hegemonic formations that fixes meanings during period-
ical blocks. To clarify this position, the following section elaborates on this 
study’s fundamental onto-epistemological positioning that allows us to com-
prehend the world in terms of social orders, hegemony, discourse, political 
antagonisms, and so forth. 

3.2 Laclau & Mouffe’s Discourse Theory 

Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) theory about society is based on the position that 
there is no a priori, fixed, external system that determines how society is con-
structed. There is no god determining social hierarchy, as religion would have 
it. The production system is not the base that determines identity positions and 
their true interests, as orthodox Marxism would argue. Nor does the economy 
function as if it was a natural law, as neoliberalism contends. Instead, what we 
perceive as society is constructed through hegemonic practices that try to “es-
tablish order in a context of contingency” (Mouffe, 2019:88). Every social 
order is produced through articulatory practices and discourses that aim to 
give the world meaning and divide it neatly into fixed differential identity po-
sitions and concepts. When multiple discourses are fixed into a meaningful 
totality that determines the organization of societal institutions and functions, 
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we can classify the resulting structure as a hegemonic formation, and the heg-
emonic formation currently in place is neoliberalism. This is the fundamental 
idea of the social world from which this study engages with the empirical con-
text and the material produced from it. 

Because social orders are not constructed according to any externally given 
frames, they are necessarily constituted through an over-determination of 
meaning (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). Although hegemonic articulations may at-
tempt to describe the totality of society, they are never able to include all of 
the complexity that people and our interactions contain. The hegemonic fixa-
tions that produce a social order can therefore always be contested by alterna-
tive ways of describing society. 

This does not mean, however, that hegemonic formations are easily re-
placed. Hegemony may only be counteracted by another hegemony, which 
implies a new set of over-determined fixations of differential positionings. In 
fact, in an interview with Carpentier & Cammaerts (2006) Mouffe explains 
that: 

... hegemony is positive in the sense that, if we accept 
that there is no order, if we did not have any kind of he-
gemony, we would be living in complete schizophrenia. 
There would not be any form of meaning, any form of or-
der. In other words, the question is not to get rid of power. 
Power is constitutive for the social; there is no social with-
out power relations. Now, any form of order is a hege-
monic order, but of course there are some forms of order 
that are more democratic than others. (Mouffe in Carpen-
tier & Cammaerts, 2006:967) 

In this sense, Laclau & Mouffe’s theory can be considered a discourse the-
ory that views discourse as constitutive of society. It is through discourse – 
language, conversations, texts – that society is constructed, and our practices, 
organizations, institutional norms and rules, etc. emerge. For researchers 
within social sciences, a focus on discourse is therefore of utter importance 
for understanding empirical phenomena. 

As Alvesson & Kärreman (2000) argues, studies on discourses all too often 
lack clear elaborations of what they mean by “discourse”, which is particularly 
problematic because understandings of what discourse is and how it is to be 
used can differ greatly among researchers. In this study, I will do my best to 
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avoid such ambiguity. Thus, the next section focuses on describing my inter-
pretation of Laclau & Mouffe’s (1985) conception of discourse(s). 

3.2.1 Discourses 
My understanding is that Laclau & Mouffe (1985) use the word discourse 

in two different ways. First, the word refers to an act of conversing (which can 
be through speech, text, etc.; the focus is on interaction through language prac-
tices). Second, the word refers to “the structured totality resulting from artic-
ulatory practices” (1985:91). This latter meaning is where we can talk about 
one or multiple discourses, which become artifacts that we may delineate, de-
fine, and study. We can see this delineation when Laclau & Mouffe label cer-
tain lines of significations, or logics, as discourses. In their initial book (1985), 
they deconstruct socialist and Marxist theories, for example distinguishing be-
tween the Orthodox Marxian discourse and the Bernsteinian discourse as two 
discourses in a struggle with each other over how to interpret society and the 
appropriate strategy for the labor movement. 

In their interpretation of Laclau & Mouffe, Winther Jörgensen & Phillips 
(2000) pedagogically describe discourses by using the metaphor of a fishing 
net with knots that are fixed in relation to each other representing how signs 
are fixed in differential positions to each other in a similar way. Such signs 
are called “moments”, while signs that have not yet received a fixed meaning 
are called “elements”. When an element becomes fixed, it is turned into a mo-
ment. Examples of such differential positionings of moments may be the di-
visions between reproductive and productive labor, and nature and humanity 
that Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) describes in the capitalist discourse. 
Another example may be that of identity positions, such as women and men, 
citizen and foreigner, etc. When describing discourses, it must be noted that 
discourses are something different from language. Language is needed in or-
der to form a discourse, but multiple discourses may be expressed through the 
use of the same language. Discourses thus bring meaning and logic to what 
we say, and we use language to express it. 

To Laclau & Mouffe (1985), discourses are historically contingent and vary 
over time, which means that what we say only has a meaning in the context in 
which we exist; thus, the pre-established discourses within which we operate. 
As explained by the metaphor of the fishing net, concepts are formed in a 
relational manner, where meanings are constituted as much by what they are 
as what they are not. For example, socialism is only a meaningful concept in 
relation to capitalism or feudalism. Kristeva's (1982) concept of abject be-
comes relevant here. The abject is that which is rejected but from which one 
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cannot part. Within discourse, I understand abject as rejected as immoral or 
disgusting because it breaks down the logics of the discourse, but at the same 
time cannot be denied. It is the career criminal who does not seem faced by 
the logics of law but still fills a function as the opposite to that which is good 
and acceptable. The pupils in the schoolyard turns the bullied kid into an ab-
ject, functioning as the epitome of what the others are not and do not want to 
be, which in turn legitimizes the brutal acts of bullying. 

Although discourses are never totalizing, they can amount to a partial fix-
ation of meaning, which produces a surplus of meaning, overshadowing the 
multitude of different viewpoints (Torfing, 1999:92). In Laclau & Mouffe’s 
(1985) theory, the social is thus constituted by multiple discourses that may 
exist harmoniously side by side but may also clash, as in the case of the Bern-
steinian discourse versus the Orthodox Marxist discourse, or in the case of 
neoliberalism versus previous social democratic hegemonic discourses. Be-
cause no discourse is complete (i.e. it is not a reflection of an essential phe-
nomenon arresting meaning and can always be subjected to contestation), the 
social world consists of a continuous struggle between discourses. Although 
Laclau & Mouffe may be inspired Foucault, their view thus differs from his 
tendency to identify only one knowledge regime in each historical epoch 
(Winther Jörgensen & Phillips, 2000); Foucault can therefore be said to take 
a monological approach to discourses in contrast to Laclau & Mouffe’s more 
dialogical approach. 

Alvesson & Kärreman (2000) make a distinction between long-range and 
short-range approaches to discourse, where long-range approaches are inter-
ested in Grand and Mega discourses that consist of “an assembly of dis-
courses, ordered and presented as an integrated frame” (p. 1133) and more or 
less universal and standardized ways of referring to a certain phenomenon. In 
contrast, short-range approaches take a very detailed interest in language use 
in specific contexts. In the middle of these two extremes, we have a “meso-
level” focus that is sensitive to the context but still focuses on the broader 
patterns that may go beyond the local context. Translated to Laclau & 
Mouffe’s framework (which is not mentioned or referred to in Alvesson & 
Kärreman’s article), macro-level discourses can be understood as correspond-
ing to what Laclau & Mouffe (1985) describe as hegemonic formations that 
have temporarily fixed discourses into a relatively coherent frame, for exam-
ple the neoliberal hegemony. In contrast to how grand discourses often appear 
in studies using long-range discourse approaches, the emphasis here is on the 
fact that the hegemonic formation is not stable. It is temporary, and, at the 
current moment, subjected to much contestation. For that reason, this study 
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takes an interest in long-range discourses, but, in the analysis, it also moves 
down to a meso-level approach to investigate how struggles between neolib-
eral discourses and counterhegemonic discourses that contest neoliberalism 
play out in the empirical context. 

3.2.2 Antagonisms and the Political 
The struggle between discourses brings a significance to antagonism. Ac-

cording to Laclau & Mouffe (1985), antagonisms constitute the political, and 
they imply the always-present possibility that society could be constructed in 
a different way. In this worldview, the world does not come across as normally 
being in a stable harmonious state occasionally interrupted by moments of 
conflict. Rather, the world is in a constant state of struggle between different 
ways of explaining and viewing the world, which may negate one another and 
thus produce antagonisms. Every time a social order tries to establish itself as 
a totalizing idea representing the true nature of society, it is undermined by 
the possibility of opposing antagonistic worldviews that have the potential of 
establishing another form of order.  

This insight implies that the entrepreneurs in this study operate in a world 
permeated by antagonisms, which means that they, in one way or another, are 
required to position themselves in relation to conflicting discourses in struggle 
with each other. Due to entrepreneurship’s centrality in neoliberal discourse, 
entrepreneurs who are part of activist environments cultivating counterhege-
monic discourses are likely to find themselves at the center of such struggles. 
This implication is corroborated by the analysis of the empirical context of 
this study, and to illustrate how I draw such conclusions, this section explores 
the details of how Lalcau & Mouffe (1985), as well as Mouffe (2005) in her 
later work, theorize antagonisms and their constitution. 

Hegemony and counterhegemonic discourses are brought about through ar-
ticulation, which is a practice that establishes relations amongst elements in a 
way that modifies their identity and puts them in differential positions to one 
another (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). Such differential positions are not neces-
sarily negative. For example, to differentiate employer and employee, woman 
and man, teacher and student is not always considered problematic or contro-
versial. This differentiation brings order to peoples’ relationships to each other 
and their context(s). Hence, hegemonic articulations are necessary to make 
sense of and organize our social world. 

Hegemonic discourses thus fix differentiations of superiority and subordi-
nation between groups in a social order through articulation. These fixations 
only turn into antagonism if the subordination is articulated as illegitimate or 
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unjust, thus taking the form of oppression. This occurs if the subordinate is 
able to access and be influenced by discourses external to the hegemonic for-
mation, which deny the legitimacy of the differentiations. Laclau & Mouffe 
(1985) explain that the democratic discourses around equality among humans 
that evolved during the time of the French revolution have been crucial in 
providing such external discourses. Before this moment in time, Laclau & 
Mouffe describe the world as being in a more or less fixed state of differenti-
ations among identity positions, and thus understand hegemony and the con-
sistent state of antagonistic struggles as a consequence of what Laclau & 
Mouffe refer to as the democratic revolution. Ideas of democracy and equality 
are possible to expand to the extent that they provide the possibility of alter-
native discourses contesting virtually any form of hegemonic attempts at lock-
ing in people into differential positions. (However, Torfing (1999) points out 
that history indicates that hegemonic struggles can be documented much fur-
ther back in history, which implies that this theory functions as a more exten-
sive ontological position than Laclau & Mouffe (1985) initially theorized.) 

After the framework was initially introduced, Mouffe (1993, 1999, 2005) 
continued to develop the concept of antagonism. She views antagonisms as 
the result of the multiple interests held by different groups that cannot be fi-
nalized and reconciled (Mouffe, 2005). These antagonisms are produced by 
the tendency of humans to form groups that constitute themselves on the basis 
of being different from another group, which implies that the formation of 
groups and identity is relational. It should be noted that Mouffe (2005) negates 
any kind of essentialism in the formation of a “we”, and acknowledges that 
people are a part of several we/them constellations that can be based on gen-
der, race, class, and many more elements. Identity is thus inherently frag-
mented. 

In her analysis of post-politics, Mouffe (2005) explains that liberalism, in 
its focus on rationalism and individualism, lacks the tools to understand these 
antagonisms, i.e. the political and its effects. Liberalism stands confused when 
facing mass-demonstrations, right-wing populism, and fundamentalism. She 
connects this confusion to liberalism’s ignorance of affect and passion, which 
generate we/they formations. Her argument is strengthened by research that 
confirms that the element of affect is essential in our lives, and that it influ-
ences politics. For example, Castells (2012) calls social movements “emo-
tional movements” and turns to theories on affective intelligence to show that 
such movements are primarily driven by affect and the combination of anger 
and hope. Goals and purposes seem to come at a later state, if at all. Addition-
ally, Ahmed (2014) shows that affect creates a surface between us and them, 
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and that various signs generate feelings of fear, love, and disgust, which are 
attached to certain bodies; thus, highly influential of our political behavior. 

Mouffe (2005) distinguishes between antagonism and agonism, where ag-
onism is a state in which the we/they distinction is between adversaries, and 
antagonism is a state where we/they has turned into a relationship between 
enemies. In a state of antagonism, conflict has become so severe that there is 
no acceptance of the Other’s existence and the only solution is elimination of 
the Other. Mouffe argues that society can avoid relationships between we and 
they escalating into antagonism by organizing through a pluralistic democracy 
that can contain the we/they formation in a state of agonism by offering real 
alternatives in the political arena. The struggle between we/they would then 
exist within a system that is concluded by the decisions made within demo-
cratic institutions. 

Mouffe argues that the liberal democratic hegemony of today, and its am-
bition of consensus (instead of agonism), displaces struggles between we/they, 
which rather than eliminate them, results in an escalation to antagonism. Be-
cause of the discourse of modernity, liberal democracy permeated by market 
forces is considered the final and optimal state, and any alternative is treated 
as old, primitive, and immoral. The result is that anyone who challenges the 
current hegemony is immoral, and the we/they relationship is played out 
within the dimension of ethics and morals, rather than the political. The Other 
thus becomes an enemy, and destruction the only solution. An example of such 
antagonism is George Bush’s war on terrorism, which had the ambition of 
total elimination. He posed the ultimatum, either you are with us or against us: 
you are either friend or enemy. 

Mouffe (2005) argues that social democracy’s acceptance of liberal democ-
racy through third way politics, and the consensus within politics it implies, 
has led to increasing apathy and skepticism towards politicians. The role of 
challenging the hegemony has thus ended up in the hands of right-wing pop-
ulists and fundamentalists, who have increased in popularity. As mentioned 
previously, the rise of popular movements, both on the left and on the right, 
has pushed Western Europe and the US into a populist moment where neolib-
eralism is receiving increasing contestation from multiple directions.  

Amongst scholars who, like Mouffe, conceptualize contemporary depoliti-
cization processes, there are however disagreements about how to define the 
political. For example, Wilson & Swyngedouw (2014) outline the differences 
between Mouffe’s definition of the political as antagonisms and the ideas of 
two other authors, Rancière and Zizek. They point out that Rancière views the 
political as the inescapable realization of equality amongst human beings, 
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proof of which lies in that fact that we are all born and die the same way. 
Zizek, on the other hand, holds on to the notion of class struggles, but defines 
these struggles, not as factual placement of classes in the economic system, 
but rather as a crack in the totalizing idea of the organically smooth-running 
capitalist society; a crack that continuously undermines the imagination of 
such coherence. According to him, the class struggle is thus the political. The 
common denominator to these views is the conceptualization of the political 
as the absent ground that the social order is standing on; the incompleteness 
of the social order; the always present possibility that society could be orga-
nized differently (ibid). 

It seems to me that the strength of Mouffe’s approach is that it allows for 
political struggles to display authoritarian and repressive elements. Her ap-
proach makes it possible to define two attempts at expanding repressive he-
gemonies in battle with each other as political. Political struggles are thus not 
necessarily beneficial to equality and democracy. I think this view allows re-
searchers to approach empirical cases from a sober distance, which makes it 
an appropriate framework in studies on right-wing populist movements as well 
as democratic movements, while at the same time avoiding automatic ideali-
zation of progressive contexts. 

3.2.3 Social Change as One Hegemony Replacing Another 
Laclau & Mouffe engage deeply in discussions about how social change 

towards a more equal and democratic society can be achieved. Laclau & 
Mouffe's first book (1985) revolved around the socialist strategy and pre-
sented its own suggestions about the pursuit of a radical democracy, which 
Mouffe (2005) developed in her discussions on plural democracy. In her latest 
book, “For a Left Populism”, she continues to argue for plural democracy as 
a viable strategy for left populism (Mouffe, 2019), and in the book “Agonis-
tics” (Mouffe, 2013) she discusses the strategies implemented by the surge in 
activism that started in 2011, such as the Indignados in Spain and Occupy 
Wall Street in the US. When reading her books, it becomes clear that she has 
a distinct idea about how social change can be achieved, which stems from the 
framework she developed with Laclau. In this section, I argue that her theori-
zation of social transformation holds a promising contribution to critical en-
trepreneurship studies. 

Social change on a structural level happens when one hegemony replaces 
another, which means the main goal is to advocate for ideas that hold the po-
tential of becoming hegemonic and pursue such ideas through collective or-
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ganization. We saw in a previous quote that Mouffe (in Carpentier & Cam-
maerts, 2006) rejects the idea of a society without hegemony, and discards the 
possibility that power could somehow be abolished. However, she explains 
that one hegemony can be more democratic than another. Pursuing democracy 
and equality therefore does not imply abolishment of power or hegemony; 
instead, the task is for more equal and democratic visions for society to take 
the position as hegemonic and thus replace neoliberalism.  

In my opinion, this clarity is generally not offered in critical entrepreneur-
ship studies. Critical studies that take a skeptical approach to entrepreneurship 
are (logically) preoccupied with ways in which entreprneurship does not gen-
erate social change (e.g. Berglund & Skoglund, 2015; Fougére et al., 2017; 
Lauri, 2021a; Vrasti, 2009). They rather focus on how the social order is re-
produced and kept in place. Studies that take an affirmative approach to en-
trepreneurship tend to bind social change to the essence of entrepreneurship 
as a phenomenon (e.g. Calás et al., 2009; Farias et al., 2019; Rindova et al., 
2009), which leads to a very open understanding of social change, implying 
that it happens a little bit, everywhere, all the time, which is a perspective that 
is not fully able to acknowledge complex processes of co-optation. Then there 
are those that focus on resistance of neoliberal entrepreneurial discourses 
through desubjectification and escaping power (Bröckling, 2016; Dey & 
Steyeart, 2016; Hedeboe Fredriksen & Berglund, 2019), and others who go 
straight to the social change activity without first conceptualizing social 
change as such (e.g. Dey & Mason's (2018) study on disruptive truth telling 
and McNay's (2009) argument for the potential of discourses of rights). Dey 
& Teasdale (2016) touch upon a theorization of social change when they refer 
to Holloway’s view that social change is brought about through ordinairy peo-
ple prefiguring a different world and creating cracks in the operations of the 
protectors of capital. I would like to continue on this path by offering Mouffe’s 
theorization of social change, which I find to be more extensive and complex 
than most approaches to social change in critical entrepreneurship studies. 

Mouffe’s theorization of social change can contribute to this discussion 
precisely because it is detached from the phenomenon of entrepreneurship, 
and based on a theory that acknowledges hegemony and co-optive processes. 
Studying social change in relation to entrepreneurship, while acknowledging 
the co-optive processes connected to it, implies a tricky game of distinguish-
ing between claims of social change that become co-opted and aligned with 
the logics of neoliberalism, and social change that holds some form of “true” 
counterhegemonic potential. Mouffe’s theorization of social change can help 
us with this conundrum. 
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An argument for moving beyond the focus on long range disocurses and 
reproduction of the social order, and instead explore complex theories of so-
cial change in relation to entrepreneurship, is illustrated by Parker & Parker 
(2017) in their study on a financial services organization. They found that their 
usual approach of searching for co-optive processes within an organization, 
seemed to miss the mark about what was going on in the organization. This is 
how the author responsible for gathering the empirical material reflected on 
his experiences: 

When he began the research, perhaps concerned to de-
fend his identity against co-optation, he secretly wanted 
this organization to be a greenwashed bubble that he could 
gleefully pop. He expected to see over-worked and over-
committed employees typing until their fingers bled. To 
observe resistance against tyrannical management or the 
hegemonic discourse of neo-liberalism producing neo-
normative control, ripe for the critiquing. Although ele-
ments of these critical hunches appeared, they were not the 
big story while he was there. Having left the field he was 
able to be more critical of what the organization does and 
of some of the activities of its management. However, he 
could not really commit to a negative position. His over-
whelming thought was that Anuvelar Investments were 
probably doing a better job of resisting market manageri-
alism than CMS [critical management studies] itself […] 
(Parker & Parker, 2017:1373) 

Parker & Parker (2017) warn against the naturalizing effect critical case 
studies may have if both critical and mainstream scholars focus on cases dis-
playing mainstream managerial practices. Such a focus may emphasize the 
belief that there is in fact no alternative to the current order of things. If we 
apply their argument to the discussion of long-range versus short-range dis-
course approaches, we could argue that the pursuit of understanding how 
grand discourses play out in various contexts risks reproducing and naturaliz-
ing those grand discourses, understanding them as stable and unchangeable. 
Indeed, Alvesson & Kärreman (2000) point out that while studies focusing on 
Grand and Mega Discourses may argue that the discourses produced in an 
empirical context flatten differences and threaten plurality, this is ironically 
also what the studies themselves do: namely, they tend to reduce plurality of 
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discourses to one or two Grand Discourses that are understood as determining 
the possibilities of the subjects in the context. 

As an alternative, Parker & Parker (2017) advocate for the necessity of crit-
ical studies on organizations that take an agonistic, oppositional position to 
current managerial practices. They envision a library of case studies on organ-
izations that pursue alternative ways of organizing. A stream of such studies 
may act as a way to disprove the neoliberal idea that there is no alternative to 
current hegemonic practices, because there will be multiple examples of or-
ganizations that in fact are doing things differently from the mainstream. 

I think Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) theorizations of hegemony and social 
change are particularly suitable for studies on social movements, or groups 
and people who are committed to creating social change (e.g. social entrepre-
neurs), as the focus on social change enables us to take the entrepreneurs’ at-
tempts seriously, but at the same time understand the complex forces of power 
that they are under while doing so. While hegemonies can be challenged and 
replaced, doing so is still very difficult, as perhaps it ought to be, since he-
gemonies are essential for the social world to function. 

3.2.4 Chain of Equivalence as a Strategy for Structural Change 
Now that we have explored the broad strokes of Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) 

view on social transformation, it is time to outline its details. According to this 
framework, the way to bring about a new hegemony is through the formation 
of a chain of equivalence that binds different struggles together and targets a 
common adversary. For example, in their proposal of a new socialist strategy, 
Laclau & Mouffe (1985) argue that various democratic struggles (feminists, 
anti-racists, labor movements, etc.) should articulate a common frontier. Their 
proposal of a pursuit of “radical democracy” essentially represents an attempt 
to articulate a new nodal point that could organize claims that are part of var-
ious counterhegemonic struggles into a joint common will. Such organization 
would allow a chain of equivalence to form between these various claims 
within various discursive domains that then would adhere to same broad pro-
ject – a radical and plural democracy. 

Mouffe explains: 

I think it is very important to understand what a chain 
of equivalence means. We wanted to recognise the speci-
ficity of the demands; we did not want to unite all demands 
into one single and homogenous movement. We wanted to 
establish ways in which, for instance, the feminist or the 
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anti-racist movement could work together, avoiding their 
neutralisation. What happened with Thatcher is that she 
was able to win over a part of the working class in Britain 
by saying, ‘‘oh, but if you do not have a job, it is because 
the feminists are taking them, or because the immigrants 
are taking them’’. She managed to dissociate the different 
struggles, and that is what the chain of equivalence would 
try to impede. This idea implies that our struggles are not 
exactly the same, but are going to be linked in such a way 
that, for instance, the demands of women will not be met 
at the expense of blacks or immigrants. I think this is still 
the kind of project we need today, but the conditions have 
become much more difficult. 

In order for the chain of equivalence to be established, 
you need to define a common adversary. What is going to 
unite this is the definition of the common adversary. So in 
the end, you need to have a frontier. I always insist that 
politics is necessarily partisan, and that politics is about 
frontiers. (Mouffe in Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2006:971) 

A chain of equivalence thus encourages several social struggles to unite in 
a single vision while at the same time defining a common adversary. In their 
study on resistance against plant shutdowns in France, Contu et al. (2013) 
show how workers at Nestlé managed to create a nationwide resistance against 
the company’s plans to shut down one particular plant. They did so by con-
necting their struggle to local society with the demand that currently employed 
and future generations would have the right to live and work there. In this 
struggle, the plant became a symbol for the power of multinational corpora-
tions, and the resistance became the vision of a better future for the commu-
nity. 

Contu et al. (2013) contrasts the chain of equivalence produced in the case 
of the planned Nestlé plant shutdown with another similar shutdown by IBM. 
In the IBM case, a wide resistance was not constructed. Instead, the discourses 
around the shutdown had differential positions; for instance, the demands of 
the managers and the demands of the employees conflicted with each other. 
The employees mainly pursued their resistance through the court system, 
which locked in the different identity positions of these two groups even fur-
ther by adhering to the employment law that legislates the status of the groups 
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and delineates the field of the conflict. More precisely, Contu et al. (2013) 
describe the formation of a “chain of difference”, which they define as “an 
alignment where differences are exacerbated because particular interests stay 
at the forefront” (367) and explain that this chain of difference is effectually 
inhibiting a broader frontier of resistance from emerging. Co-optation can be 
understood in a similar way as reformulating contestation of the hegemony in 
a way that sustains or exacerbates the differential positions inherent to its 
logics. 

A chain of equivalence has the potential to generate the expansion of a new 
hegemony that may replace the existing one, while sustaining differences 
hampers such attempts. In Laclau & Mouffe’s (1985) framework, the chain of 
equivalence is basically how structural change is brought about, starting with 
the formulation of hierarchies as oppressive and unjust. According to this 
view, structural change thus begins with the reformulation of ideas, which 
generates new forms of organization, followed by material consequences. The 
existing hegemony must then defend itself with ideas. Of course, violent op-
pression and forms of sanctions also play a role in keeping the social order in 
place, but violent oppression cannot work without ideas as well. 

This reasoning creates a foundation for analysis of the empirical context as 
it provides us with tools to understand the processes that, through the dis-
courses of entrepreneurship and identity politics, shape resistance to fit the 
logics of the neoliberal hegemony. This reasoning also provides us with the 
tools to distinguish between such co-optive processes and counterhegemonic 
struggles that articulate new discourses opposing and undermining the hierar-
chies producing the subordinate subject position. 

3.3 Analytical Concepts and Dimensions 

Through the theories of Laclau & Mouffe, as well as Fraser, we can per-
ceive a distinction between discourses and claims that counteract the existing 
hegemony and those that are co-opted by it. Such distinctions can enable us to 
reveal whether the entrepreneurship in any particular empirical context (in-
cluding the context of this study) is aligned with neoliberalism or if it is con-
testing it. That knowledge would in turn help us further understand the entre-
preneurship produced in this context. 

According to Mouffe (2005), the political lies in antagonisms/agonisms 
among groups and the formulation of an adversary, and as we have seen ear-
lier, according to Laclau & Mouffe (1985), positions of superiority/subordi-
nation among groups within a social order turn into antagonism/agonism when 
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subordination is seen as a form of oppression. For subordination to be seen as 
oppression, the suppressed subjects must have access to ideas outside the dis-
courses of the current hegemony (neoliberalism) that make them believe that 
things could and should be different. This distinction between hierarchies that 
are considered either acceptable or oppressive enables us to understand the 
difference between seeing a social problem as, what I call, either a social in-
efficiency or a social injustice. By social inefficiency, I mean a way of describ-
ing a social problem as apolitical, thus aligned with ideas of neoliberalism and 
post-politics (progressive neoliberalism and ethical capitalism included). So-
cial injustice, however, articulates social problems as political. 

3.3.1 Focusing on the Problem Formulation 
These analytical categories, which are described more thoroughly in the 

next two sections, focus on how the entrepreneurs in this study formulate the 
societal problem they address through their endeavors. This focus is inspired 
by Bacchi (2009), who established the method “What is the Problem Repre-
sented to be?” (WPR) within policy studies. In the following text, I explain 
why this method is relevant to the field of entrepreneurship as well. 

Bacchi (2009) explains that there is a perception in today’s society that 
policies deal with existing exogenous social problems and the job of the poli-
cies is to fix these problems. Policies thus tend to focus on the “fixing” part, 
and the subsequent academic and public discussions generally concern the ef-
ficiency of the fixing. In contrast, the WPR method puts the focus on how 
policies construct the problem they try to solve, and what assumptions are 
inherent in such problem formulations. This change in viewpoint is important 
because when the problem formulation in public discourse is dressed in as-
sumptions of neutrality and problem solving, it conceals execution of power. 
As an example, Bacchi (ibid) refers to a case of high child mortality rates 
amongst Aborigines in Australia. Policymakers defined this problem as re-
lated to the Aborigines’ semi-nomadic lifestyle, while social scientists defined 
the problem as the government’s failure to develop strategies that could ac-
commodate the Aborigines lifestyle and traditions. The different constructions 
of the problem result in different strategies to fix the problem, which in this 
example may have dire consequences for the Aborigines. 

The power dimension of how problems are constructed in policy discourse 
becomes clear in the example of the Aborigines, but we may also expand this 
reasoning to other domains that hold enough power in our society to influence 
societal discourse, such as the mass media, lobbyists, PR-strategies by multi-
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national corporations, etc. Since we have seen that entrepreneurship has be-
come the preferred strategy of policymakers for dealing with social issues 
(Berglund et al., 2018; Fougère et al., 2017; Lauri, 2021c), we may also ex-
pand this analysis to cases of entrepreneurship. 

Bacchi (2009) broadens the discussion by stating that the notion of problem 
solving is a governance project that has been influential in the past decades. 
She refers to the missions of schools and universities to produce problem-
solving subjects, and public policies’ absorption in discussions about “what 
works”, which can be seen by the popularity of phenomena like evidence-
based approaches. She also leans on Cox (1986) who argues that problem-
solving strategies are inherently conservative because they assume that we 
have a generally well-functioning society with some minor issues that need to 
be solved in order for the machinery to run smoothly. Seen from this perspec-
tive, the notion of a society that is essentially permeated by consensus where 
social issues ought to be solved by innovations and entrepreneurship comes 
into a new light. In an ethical capitalist and post-democratic society, the as-
sumption is that we have a generally smoothly running system in which entre-
preneurs act as the fixers that solve problems in the most efficient way. If 
entrepreneurs are increasingly handed the role of fixers of societal problems, 
their ways of defining the problems they address become crucial. 

However, we may not be certain that the entrepreneurs themselves agree 
that we live in a smoothly running system and that the problems they address 
are in fact fixable only through their entrepreneurship. As critical entrepre-
neurship studies indicate, entrepreneurs may not even be in total control of the 
definition of the problem (Barinaga, 2017; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). They 
may be influenced by various societal discourses that resonate with them or to 
which they are required to relate in various ways. In any case, the definition 
of the problem is likely to correlate with the activities of which the entrepre-
neurship consists, and it is bound to reveal the ideas and deep-seated assump-
tions behind the entrepreneurship. By using the analytical categories of social 
inefficiency and social injustice, we are able to distinguish between problem 
formulations that are attached to hegemonic discourses and those that have a 
counterhegemonic character. 

3.3.2 Social Inefficiency 
By social inefficiency, I mean those situations in which societal issues are 

understood as defects in society that create undesired effects. This is a concept 
that fits well into an understanding of society as constructed through rational 
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deliberation forming a consensus. A social inefficiency is constructed as pos-
sible to measure objectively, and in everyone’s best interest and desire to im-
prove. Therefore, the best way of mending the inefficiency is to construct a 
system in which the most efficient solution is implemented and supported. The 
problem is thus not understood as an effect of oppressive relationships be-
tween groups, i.e. antagonisms, because superiority/subordination is essen-
tially accepted as fair if perhaps unfortunate. For example, describing the pov-
erty and exclusion of marginalized immigrant groups as a problem of access 
to and participation in the labor market implies that that these undesirable cir-
cumstances can be improved by helping individuals in these groups to develop 
their own employability. In this problem formulation, the superiority/subordi-
nation between employed and unemployed, employee and employer, wealthy 
and poor, immigrant and Swede are not seen as relationships of oppression. 
The exclusion is rather formulated as an unfortunate consequence of immigra-
tion, where accepting refugees in first place is seen as an act of kindness and 
sacrifice by the state and majority population. 

3.3.3 Social Injustice 
In contrast, a social injustice is understood as produced and reproduced 

within the existing system through oppressive relationships between superior 
and subordinate subject positions. An injustice benefits some while disad-
vantaging others, which means that some are benefitting at the expense of oth-
ers. This concept fits within an understanding of society as permeated by con-
flicts of interests that cannot fully be reconciled, which generates power strug-
gles between groups where power is gained through the expansion of hege-
monic discourses into a hegemonic formation that establishes its description 
of the world as common sense. This common sense becomes the logics around 
which society is then organized, which may be experienced as unjust in the 
eyes of those who are pushed out to the margins. For example, people may 
feel oppressed in their positions as women, racialized, and poor, but at the 
same time, rural and working class people may also feel oppressed by urban 
elites in progressive neoliberalism. Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) gives a 
good description of this latter type of oppression when she explains how the 
decline of the “Rust Belt” in the US became central in Trump’s path to the 
presidency. 

By using these two terms social inefficiency and social injustice, I can an-
alyze the presence of hegemonic or counterhegemonic articulations of the is-
sues the entrepreneurs address. This means that I can investigate processes of 
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co-optation of political struggles as well as the presence of political articula-
tions. By being open to both possibilities, we can understand the context both 
as part of broader political movements and as part of the neoliberal hegemony, 
and we may see how these dual positions and the struggle between the dis-
courses shape the entrepreneurship in this context. 

3.3.4 Resource and Culture Dimensions of Social Problems  
The first layer of the empirical analysis consists of a distinction among dis-

courses that formulates social problems addressed by the entrepreneurs as in-
efficiencies or injustices. The second layer of the analysis involves Fraser's 
(2003, 2008; in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) distinction between the cultural and 
economic dimensions of justice. The fundamental worldview I am using to 
construct the theoretical framework derives from Laclau & Mouffe’s (1985) 
discourse theory, so I tweak Fraser’s concepts to fit this framework. While 
Fraser (2008) defines social justice as parity of participation, I am not inter-
ested in an essentialist definition of what social justice is. I do not take such a 
normative stance on the concept of justice. I rather see social problems as be-
ing formulated as a case of justice or as a case of inefficiency through the 
words of (or about) the group that is constructed as subordinate. The subordi-
nation is refused or accepted by formulating each case as oppression or a le-
gitimate hierarchy. 

For my interpretation of Fraser’s division between the cultural and eco-
nomic dimension of justice, this means that I use the two dimensions to dis-
tinguish the character of the injustice or inefficiency claim. I do not view these 
as dimensions of justice, but rather as a way of distinguishing current dis-
courses around social problems. As the analysis of the empirical material will 
show (chapter 6), it is possible to apply these categories to discourses classi-
fied either as social inefficiencies or social injustices. 

When viewing the categories as dimensions of justice, Fraser (2003) argues 
that the economic dimension of justice is displaced in neoliberalism. My re-
definition of the categories as dimensions of social problems that can be for-
mulated as inefficiencies or injustices allows for an analysis of separate co-
optation processes of both categories. In this way, I have deformed Fraser’s 
initial claim quite severely, but I think that doing so may prevent entanglement 
in a quite unproductive discussion about whether racism or economic inequal-
ity is the “real” problem (which is not to say that Fraser makes any such 
claims). However, the reason Fraser concludes that the economic dimension 
is displaced is because the fundamental idea of neoliberalism is to oppose po-
litical redistribution of economic resources, because the claim is that resources 
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are better distributed through the market. The analysis of this study confirms 
Fraser’s argument, but also shows that hegemonic discourses also co-opt re-
distributive justice claims in the economic dimension by redefining them as 
concerning a more general conception of resources as both intangible and tan-
gible. 

3.4 Summary 

In summary, the process of analysis in this study focuses on how societal 
problems are formulated by the actors in this empirical context. This analysis 
categorizes the problem formulations in two ways. First, problems can be for-
mulated in the form of social injustice or social inefficiency. Social injustice 
claims are part of a counterhegemonic discourse that contests the current ne-
oliberal hegemony. Social inefficiency claims signal alignment with hege-
monic discourses, although these claims may have been part of social justice 
claims that have been co-opted to fit the neoliberal logics. 

Second, problems can be formulated and categorized in two different prob-
lem dimensions, namely the resource dimension and the cultural dimension. 
The resource dimension simply revolves around issues of access to and distri-
bution of resources. The culture dimension revolves around issues of identity 
and subject hierarchies derived from non-economic aspects. 

Now that I have mapped out both the research field to which this study aims 
to contribute (critical entrepreneurship studies) and the theoretical framework 
it uses, I will move forward to provide a detailed description of the study’s 
methodological approach. 
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4 Method 

This study uses ethnographically-inspired methods to gather empirical ma-
terial and analyzes this material through discourse analysis in accordance with 
the theoretical framework. This chapter explains in detail how the study was 
conducted and the onto-epistemological reasoning behind it. To summarize 
the most important aspects of the method, I would describe it as starting as an 
empirically driven study, inspired by multi-sited ethnographic methods (Mar-
cus, 1998), with the ambition to study a network of entrepreneurs counteract-
ing marginalization and aiming to create a more inclusive society. By using 
an abductive approach, I pinpointed and developed the theoretical problem 
and framework that resulted in a discourse analysis of the gathered empirical 
material. The study takes a social constructionist position (Burr, 2015). 

4.1 Ethnography in Entrepreneurship Studies 

Ethnographic studies have generally been scarce within entrepreneurship 
research (Gaddefors & Anderson, 2017; Mauksch et al., 2017; Newth, 2018). 
Mainstream studies tend to copy dominant business research and use positivist 
and quantitative approaches to study entrepreneurship, which means that a 
phenomenon that per definition is connected to change and newness, has pre-
dominantly been studied through homogenizing quantitative methods (Newth, 
2018). Critical entrepreneurship studies on the other hand often focus on pub-
lic narratives around entrepreneurship (ibid). These narratives have commonly 
been studied through various forms of textual analysis, using, for example, 
policy documents (e.g. Berglund et al., 2018; Fougére et al., 2017), books (e.g. 
Dempsey & Sanders, 2010), websites (e.g. Hervieux & Voltan, 2018), or pre-
vious research (e.g. Ogbor, 2000).  

As an alternative, strong arguments have been made for the necessity of 
ethnographic studies on entrepreneurship (Gaddefors & Anderson, 2017; 
Mauksch et al., 2017; Newth, 2018). Ethnography is particularly useful for 
exploring the phenomenon as it unfolds, in all its complexity. It enables stud-
ies on social entrepreneurship to move past common assumptions about social 
entrepreneurship as the management of social versus economic purposes, and 
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unravels other aspects relevant to how practitioners make sense of their oper-
ations (Mauksch et al., 2017). Taking an ethnographic approach also allows 
the field of critical entrepreneurship studies to move forward from its focus 
on powerful discourses to instead investigate how practitioners engage with 
such discourses (Mauksch et al., 2017; Newth, 2018). Such studies avoid pos-
sible marginalization of alternative discourses that may be present in a given 
local context (Newth, 2018), or, as I would argue, within transnational con-
texts such as social movements harboring counterhegemonic ideas. Such stud-
ies are in the minority within the critical entrepreneurship field (Dey et al., 
2022; Mauksch et al., 2017), but they do exist. The conclusions reached by 
these studies are for example that entrepreneurs may (voluntarily or involun-
tarily) become co-opted by public discourses (Barinaga, 2017; Dey & Stey-
eart, 2016; Sandoval, 2020), but also resist (Dey & Steyeart, 2016; Parkinson 
& Howthorn, 2008), or use those public discourses to their advantage through 
tactical mimicry (Dey & Teasdale, 2016). 

In addition, Gaddefors & Anderson (2017) argue that the overemphasis on 
the individual entrepreneur and the tendency to objectify entrepreneurship 
misses the contextual nature of the phenomenon, and through their own eth-
nographic study, they show that entrepreneurship is not brought about by a 
person in a systematic way, but rather evolves through interconnections in a 
local context. Pinpointing the beginning and end of the entrepreneurship is 
thus difficult. This is an insight that mainstream research methods miss. 

In this study, I adhere to these calls for ethnographic methods in entrepre-
neurship studies, and study the phenomenon as emerging through its context. 
In my early encounters with the empirical context, it became apparent to me 
that the political and societal aspects of the context greatly influenced the en-
trepreneurship present there. This observation was not surprising to me, since 
my interest in this specific context stemmed from my own interest in politics 
and issues of social change, which I account for in the upcoming sections. 

Before I describe the process of gathering and analyzing the empirical ma-
terial, I should describe the philosophical basis of my approach and my under-
standings of the field, my role as a researcher, and my relationship with the 
people in the field, and how those factors guided me in this study. 

4.2 Ethnography – The Background Story 

Amit (2000) explains that the strength of ethnography is the focus on par-
ticular lives, broadly contextualized, which helps us understand phenomena 
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that are otherwise commonly described by attaching big abstract terms to ac-
tual people and their practices. Thus, institutions and structures that seem to 
have such overwhelming influence in the world that they give the impression 
of abstract machinery can be depicted as the social relationships, decisions, 
actions and understandings that they actually are. In terms of entrepreneurship 
studies, ethnographic approaches can thus enable scholars to de-objectify the 
phenomenon and move away from the view of it as something static and at-
tached to individual entrepreneurs, and we can investigate how long-range 
public narratives operate amongst practitioners. 

Historically, ethnography was a research process in which a (Western) an-
thropologist studied a (non-Western) culture by spending time in the other 
culture, carefully observing and documenting people’s everyday lives. This 
method brought with it a new appreciation for relativism, and the insight that 
social phenomena can be understood differently depending on context. Con-
sequently, the tendency within anthropology to make global statements about 
the social world decreased; instead, another type of holism was pursued, 
which aimed to represent a culture, a way of life, in as full and detailed a 
manner as possible (Marcus & Fischer, 1986). 

However, this view carried its own issues and received criticism for its co-
lonial tendencies. The criticism was directed towards theorizations of culture 
as “a group’s distinct pattern of behaviors, or coherent ‘way-of-life’” (Eisen-
hart, 2001:209) that can be investigated, objectively measured, and docu-
mented by a detached researcher (Marcus & Fischer, 1986). Instead, the inter-
pretive turn within anthropology conceptualized culture as consisting of ne-
gotiation of meanings that are constructed, appropriated, and manipulated 
within a specific context (Eisenhart, 2001). One consequence of this new un-
derstanding of culture is that the focus shifts to meaning, symbols, and men-
tality rather than behavior and social structure (Marcus & Fischer, 1986). An-
other consequence is that we must acknowledge that the researcher, in the act 
of conducting a study, is also contributing to a construction of meaning around 
other peoples’ activities and culture, especially in the process of writing. 

Criticism from ethnic, feminist, and post-colonial perspectives point to-
wards several inconsistencies in the tendency to conceptualize culture as a 
shared value system within a social group. First, the interconnectedness in the 
world allows people to move back and forth among the various spaces that 
they affect and are affected by; therefore, each individual can encounter dif-
ferent systems of values and norms, even on a daily basis (Eisenhart, 2001). 
The actors addressed in my study are examples of this very issue, defining 
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their identity based on the experience of mobility and in-betweeness. Inter-
connectedness can also apply to those who move between other types of fields, 
such as between classes or cities. This mobility makes homogenous social 
groups simply not likely to persist. Second, the position individuals hold 
within a group is bound to affect their values (ibid). Norms and value systems 
can affect one differently depending on one’s status or gender. The likelihood 
of there being resistance to a value system is high. This criticism thus warns 
about the danger of stereotyping and essentializing social groups in the man-
ner of the traditional view of culture, and this danger becomes even more se-
vere considering the power relations prevalent in anthropology’s traditional 
aim of studying the Other, who becomes a subordinate deviant from the dom-
inant Western culture. 

In line with this criticism, arguments against ethnography as the study of 
cultural Others highlights the impact of technological developments in, for 
instance, transportation and communication, as well as the impact of the large 
numbers of migrants who have made the world increasingly interconnected. 
This interconnectedness in the social world can be seen in studies on contem-
porary global events, changing demographics, and the transnational character 
of New Social Movements (Eisenhart, 2001). The rise of social media is likely 
to further increase this sense of interconnectivity, which can be seen in studies 
on current social movements, such as fourth-wave feminism (Chamberlain, 
2017; Munro, 2013). These studies demonstrate that marginalized identities 
have been able to connect through the internet and form a community despite 
residing in dispersed geographic locations (Chamberlain, 2017). In a similar 
fashion, as we shall see in coming chapters, the actors in this study express a 
sense of connection to movements and identities in other European cities as 
well as the US. Marcus (1998) starts from the conclusion that we need to see 
each individual and social context as part of a shrinking world and a more 
increasingly interdependent world system. Consequently, ethnographic re-
search designs should be adapted to this development. 

However, despite criticism of early approaches to ethnography, Hage 
(2012) acknowledges that they were based on a realization that we are able to 
be different from the way we are, which led to studies about societies distant 
and unknown to the West, showing that the world as we know it is not written 
in stone. Researching societies isolated from one’s own society generated val-
uable knowledge about how we could be different from the way we are. 

To avoid throwing the baby out with the bathwater, Hage (2012) argues for 
the necessity of critical anthropological studies that take inspiration from early 
anthropology by exploring alternative ways of living. By studying alternative 
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ways of constructing realities, critical anthropology stands in stark contrast to 
critical thought, which Hage (ibid) primarily sees as an intellectual practice 
with little intention of creating social change, but only wants to help us view 
society from outside ourselves, as socially constructed. Instead, critical an-
thropology acknowledges that alternative ways of living occur in our current 
society all the time. If these can be exposed to the world, visions of alternatives 
to the existing system of power can be generated. 

Hage (2012) emphasizes the necessity of such approaches by reflecting on 
the social movements from the 70s and forward that have been inspired by 
critical thought. These have primarily consisted of what have been called anti-
movements: anti-colonialism, anti-capitalism, and so on. Although those 
movements might have generated success in overthrowing current systems, 
such as in Iran and formerly colonized societies, ideas about what should come 
next were lacking. There were no imagined alternatives to the existing orders. 
After the belief in a socialist utopia was destabilized as a result of the fall of 
the Soviet Union, there has generally been a lack of imaginaries of alternative 
worlds. 

This argument resonates with Parker & Parker's (2017) call to study organ-
izations that are in agonistic positions towards mainstream management, and 
also with Dey & Steyeart's (2012) encouragement of studies that engage in 
interventionist critique moving beyond “the work of conservative imagination 
to actively produce the space in which the unexpected can take flight” (p. 101). 
This study adheres to such calls by exploring entrepreneurship with a social 
change ambition in the context of a subaltern counterpublic. At the same time, 
the study makes sure to acknowledge processes of co-optation that may be 
present in this context. 

4.3 Multi-Sited Ethnography 

My understanding of contexts and cultures as interconnected is what drew 
me to Marcus' (1998) approach of multi-sited ethnography, which contrasts 
with the place-bound research designs used by early ethnographers. 

Early ethnographers designed their studies as placed in a specific time and 
space, in a location isolated from other social groups, and took on the role of 
the detached and objective researcher. However, through the new theoretical 
developments mentioned in the previous section, later theories show that cul-
ture, value systems, and norms are part of a much more dynamic and complex 
world than the one these early studies were trying to grasp. Marcus & Fischer 
(1986) describe this more complex worldview like this:  
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Most local cultures worldwide are products of a history 
of appropriations, resistances, and accommodations. The 
task for this subtrend in the current experimental moment 
is thus to revise conventions of ethnographic descriptions 
away from a measuring of change against some self-con-
tained, homogenous, and largely ahistoric framing of the 
cultural unit toward a view of cultural situations as always 
in flux, in a perpetual historically sensitive state of re-
sistance and accommodation to broader processes of influ-
ence that are as much inside as outside in the local context. 
(Marcus & Fischer, 1986) 

Acknowledging that culture is no longer to be considered place-bound and 
attached to homogenous social groups means that the idea that a researcher 
should be attached to one specific place at one specific time loses validity. If 
the research subjects move and are affected by different sites in the construc-
tion of their identity and practices, it does not make sense for the researcher 
to stay in one site. Doing so would mean that we cut off substantial parts of 
the context to the phenomenon we are trying to study which would be para-
doxical because the central argument for using ethnography as a method is 
that it allows us to study phenomena as expressed and constructed within a 
broader context (Amit, 2000). As Amit (2000) points out, an overly-deter-
mined approach to field work can end up working against the very strength of 
ethnographic methodology, which is its malleability. Being able to respond to 
changes in social circumstances allows for unexpected discoveries and direc-
tions, which can generate a clearer understanding of the phenomenon we in-
tend to study. These insights have guided me in my approach. In my connec-
tions with the entrepreneurs, I continually tried to stay open to their sugges-
tions and thoughts while making sure I did not lose sight of the main object I 
was following. This approach was also especially useful throughout the unu-
sual circumstances of conducting a study such as this during a pandemic. 

Marcus (1998) introduces multi-sited ethnography as an option to place-
bound ethnography as a means by which to deal with the new circumstance of 
increasing interconnectivity. In multi-sited ethnography, the connectivity 
among sites is explored in the light of a certain phenomenon. Multi-sited eth-
nography acknowledges the fact that people, practices and discourses are part 
of a larger context, a world system, and are thus constructed, not in isolation, 
but in connection with other people, practices and discourses. Of particular 
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importance for entrepreneurship research is the fact that this method acknowl-
edges the blurry boundaries of entrepreneurship, and enables explorations of 
entrepreneurship where its agency is not attached to a single organization, but 
evolves through a web of actors (Mauksch et al., 2017). 

In accordance with multi-sited ethnography, this study does not focus on a 
physical site, but rather on the network of entrepreneurs operating in different 
(sometimes fixed and sometimes temporary) sites in Stockholm. Some of the 
sites are physical, such as the culture collective’s office landscape, or another 
organization’s co-working space in a suburban area, and other sites are located 
on the web and on social media platforms like Instagram and Facebook. Due 
to the pandemic, I conducted several interviews online, which could also be 
seen as an act of constructing our own site to facilitate this study. 

4.4 The Role of the Researcher 

In this study, I am not trying to achieve the role of the detached and “ob-
jective” researcher in encounters with the research subjects. Instead, I agree 
with Jensen & Sandström's (2016) argument the expectation that the re-
searcher should reveal nothing about themselves while the subjects should 
open up and talk freely entails an asymmetric relationship of power. They ar-
gue that the claim of being able to create a value-free and neutral space be-
tween the researcher and the world is irresponsible, as opposed to being good 
research practice. If we acknowledge that the social world is constructed by 
the people within it, and that we are all attached to our context and affected 
by it, the notion of a neutral or detached researcher becomes impossible. 

Despite such arguments, anthropologists have nevertheless responded to 
pressure from those who connect scientific detachment to professionalism 
(Amit, 2000). For instance, one strategy for maintaining detachment (or at 
least its appearance) has been to create a distance between “home” and the 
field, often through actual physical distance. However, this separation of pri-
vate and professional as an ideal should be seen in the light of a much larger 
societal structure, prevalent in capitalist, industrial societies, which does not 
only affect academia but permeates working life. As Amit (2000) points out, 
the connectedness and never-ending overlapping contexts of the world makes 
it impossible for a “field” to simply exist independently of the rest of the 
world. In addition, ethnographers are inevitably affected by the field they are 
in, and as much as they would like to “leave the field”, it has now become a 
part of their understandings and associations. Therefore, Amit argues, the re-
searcher has to construct the ethnographic field and circumstances such as 
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resources and relational, conceptual, and professional opportunities will ines-
capably affect this construction. Acknowledging that the “field” is also a con-
struct implies that the ethnographer does not have to travel to distant places in 
order to generate relevant knowledge. In fact, it might even be beneficial to 
research a context with which one is familiar, since previous participation and 
experience from the same or similar contexts can enable the researcher to de-
velop an understanding of the context that she otherwise might have missed 
(ibid).  

Marcus (1998) provides a nuanced view of this debate by acknowledging 
the affinities between the researcher and the studied subject as a powerful mo-
tivation for a research design; at the same time, he warns us that too much 
self-indulgence might lead to ethnography becoming mere self-quests. Ac-
cording to his view, the key seems to be to initially explore the personal di-
mensions of a project, but to later create a distance where personal affinities 
for, and interest in, the issue become a more objectively-defined research sub-
ject, which would make the study interesting for other scholars, and even a 
public outside of academia. I used this guidance for my approach to the field, 
by viewing it as a strength to be involved in the context as a whole person, but 
to let my time at the office, writing and reading, help me gain distance to the 
empirical setting in order to create independence in my interpretations of the 
empirical material. 

In my contact with the participants in the study, these insights made me 
commit to being open about myself and my experiences. For example, I ini-
tially told the participants in the study that I had a background as politically 
active in the Social Democrats. However, I stopped doing so after a situation 
where I had forgotten to mention it, and the interviewee expressed resentment 
towards a labor movement organization. I was unsure whether he would have 
expressed that resentment if he had known I was involved with the labor 
movement. As a researcher, I of course want to hear those things and avoid 
making the interviewee feel like they have to restrict themselves. 

In the end, I found that most interviewees did not ask me many questions 
about myself. I think that my appearance, accent, use of words, and status as 
a PhD candidate may have affected the interview situation more than any de-
scriptions I gave of myself. In some encounters with people in the context, I 
felt that I came across as “senior” and needed to work on appearing as ap-
proachable as possible so that the person would feel more comfortable in 
speaking with me. In other cases, the person I talked to appeared senior com-
pared to me, which meant that I felt pressure to appear professional in order 
to gain their confidence. In a few meetings, I felt that we were equals, but that 
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there may have been a certain level of skepticism towards me in my position. 
It was a bit hard to navigate interactions while under this impression, but I 
approached such situations by being as authentic and transparent as I could 
manage. Doing so was of course difficult since the messiness of a qualitative 
research process like this one implied that I myself did not know exactly what 
the study would become, so I could not even be entirely transparent with my-
self. 

4.5 Complicity  

My position regarding the role of the researcher of course guided my ap-
proach to researcher-subject relationships. I was inspired by Marcus's (1998) 
idea of constructing the relationship between the subject and the researcher as 
a form of complicity. If we view the world as interconnected and culture as 
constantly produced and re-produced, then our social world is in constant mo-
tion. This viewpoint departs from the previous understandings of culture and 
structures as fixed, and changes as disruptions. Instead, changes and struggles 
are seen as continuous, and we as individuals contribute to them. The previous 
belief that the researcher should study “Others”, and is fixed in a relationship 
with the subject that is permeated by an asymmetric power relation where the 
subject is automatically subordinate to the researcher, no longer holds. 

In a multi-sited ethnographic study, interest instead lies in how sites and 
people are involuntarily affected by other contexts and phenomena, which 
they themselves might suspect and feel anxiety about yet not fully understand. 
In such a situation, the researcher and the subject share a common predicament 
in wanting to develop knowledge and clarity regarding this connectivity, and 
thus they become accomplices in producing this knowledge. The implication 
of this understanding is that the role of the researcher is not to see the world 
through the subject’s eyes, but rather in complicity with the subject in order 
to generate an understanding of a third object, a phenomenon connected to the 
subject. 

Considering the fact that the research subjects in my study are trying to 
achieve social change, they are already highly interested in social structures 
and constructions. They can be assumed to be well read on the topics they 
address, and they know the context they operate in better than I do. Many of 
them were even well read in the same literature that I engage with. I recall an 
online interview with one of the entrepreneurs in which I asked her as a final 
question about what books inspired her, and she mentioned Ahmed's (2017) 
Living a Feminist Life. At that moment, a book by the same author was right 
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beside me on the desk next to my computer. I had read parts of it during break-
fast that very same morning. 

As I see it, incidents like these provided a strong incentive for using the 
complicity approach to my research subjects, and thus also for being sensitive 
to their input into the research process. One example of how I used their input 
was when a member the culture collective suggested that I should get in touch 
with a career and entrepreneurship hub because she thought they had interest-
ing and more elaborate ways of working with inclusion. She also made sure 
to introduce me to one of the founders of the career and entrepreneurship hub 
at one of the collective’s events. This input guided me towards exploring the 
network involved in this context rather than focusing solely on the culture 
collective or studying a few organizations as separate cases in a multiple case 
study. A second example are the interviews I held at a later stage in the process 
where I decided to dedicate the first part of the interview to a more classic 
interview style and ask questions and listen without giving much of my own 
inputs. However, at the end of the interview I opened up for a discussion about 
the study and my ideas of where it was going. This approach was inspired by 
Magalhães Lopes (2018) study on urban activism resisting gentrification in 
São Paulo, Brazil, and it generated some important comments by the inter-
viewees who were able to grasp the topic even better and share some very 
relevant insights about it. 

I would, however, like to acknowledge that if I would have been able to be 
more physically present in the context, I could have engaged even more in 
developing closer relationships of complicity. The pandemic unfortunately 
hindered a more in-depth exploration of this approach due to the lack of phys-
ical meetings. 

My attempt at the complicity approach was particularly important for me 
since I am addressing issues that concern marginalization of groups that I am 
not a part of myself. As a woman in male dominated spaces, I have experi-
enced being a norm deviator and space invader (Puwar, 2004), but I have no 
experience of discrimination and marginalization based on racialization. In 
this aspect, in Swedish society, I am in a privileged position relative to many 
of my research subjects. This position required a sensitivity to their stories on 
this topic and acknowledging that they had and have knowledge and experi-
ences of marginalization that I do not. 
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4.6 Social Constructionism, Language, and Discourse 

When analyzing the empirical material, I focused on discourses, which 
originates from my understanding of language and words as constitutive for 
the social world. While it is common to understand language as separate from 
a person, e.g. a tool for an individual to convey their thoughts and wishes, I 
adhere to a social constructionist understanding of language as influencing 
and restricting our thoughts and wishes. Burr (2015) explains that social con-
structionism understands language as enabling us to structure and make sense 
of our experiences of the world and ourselves, which means that we can only 
understand the world through the language that is available to us. Similarly, 
Fricker (2007) develops the notion of hermeneutical injustice, where injus-
tices can be based on a lack of language to describe experiences, as language 
tends to be constructed around the experiences of the powerful. The powerless 
are thus left to make sense of their experiences through a glass darkly. This 
lack of appropriate language often leads social movements to develop new 
vocabularies describing their experiences and the world in new ways (the fem-
inist movement’s development of the term sexual harassment is an example 
(Fraser, 1990)). Language is thus more than a tool for us to express ourselves. 
It is a means through which we construct and reproduce the social world. 

Adhering to this view of language implies that I understand the social world 
as constructed and reproduced through social relations amongst people; such 
constructions in turn have material impact. We may for example be punished 
materially for breaking norms that have emerged through our constructions of 
the world. We may go to jail if we break the law, we may lose our financial 
income if we are fired, or we may not have gotten a job to start with if our 
actions, way of being, or even our appearance is perceived as controversial. 

This understanding of the world as constructed, and language as the means 
by which to construct it, implies that the world can be understood in different 
ways in different contexts. In fact, the theoretical framework I use suggests 
that struggles among ideas about how to construct the world constantly per-
meates society, which relates to my choice of studying discourses. While lan-
guages are systems of communication containing sounds and written symbols, 
discourses bring meaning to the way language is used. Previously, I described 
discourses as structured totalities (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985) that could be met-
aphorically compared to a fishing net with signs fixed in relation to each other 
(Winther Jörgensen & Phillips, 2000) (see Chapter 3 for a full explanation of 
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the metaphor). In this section, I describe how I interpret discourses more prac-
tically, which of course represents an interpretation originally based on Laclau 
& Mouffe's (1985) discourse theory. 

I view discourses as lines of argument that create a logic that fits together 
– one assumption leads to another assumption, which fixes signs in relation to 
each other. However, several discourses may be present within the same con-
text and they may contradict each other. The same person, in the same inter-
view, may even express conflicting discourses without noticing that they are 
pursuing contradictory arguments at the same time. I believe that this happens 
to all of us – in one moment, we may make a statement that we picked up 
somewhere that resonates with us for one reason or another. We repeat that 
statement and follow the argument through – one assumption that leads to an-
other. In another moment, we may latch on to a different discourse that reso-
nates with us for another reason, and we follow that argument. At times, we 
may notice that these discourses collide, or someone might point the discrep-
ancy out to us. Then a moment of negotiation occurs, requiring us to scrutinize 
the conflict. The resulting awareness may lead us to take a stance, or we may 
try to cover up the inconsistency. We may even just accept that the incon-
sistency is there and that we have to live with a constant negotiation around 
it. Some people adhere strongly to one discourse and are aware that contradic-
tory discourses exist, and such people may be more consistent in their argu-
ments and even deliberately advocate for them. 

This understanding of discourses and the struggle among them has guided 
my analysis, which means that I have created a distance between the actors 
and their words; thus, allowing the actors to be inconsistent. I try to take their 
words at face value without attempting to weed out any underlying psycho-
logical motives for what they are saying. As Burr (2015) explains, discourses 
have nothing to do with attitudes. Studying discourses thus implies a detach-
ment between actors and their words, as the words are not taken as a direct 
reflection of the actors’ inner worlds in terms of experiences, feelings, under-
standings, but rather as the meanings and constructions available to the actors 
as they try to makes sense of their world. It is after all the words (in combina-
tion with associated affect and body language) that are put out into the world, 
and these words are what produce and reproduce discourses that others may 
pick up and repeat, reproduce. 

It may be somewhat unusual to study discourses through empirical material 
that consists of interviews, observations, and text as discourse theory often is 
used to study texts such as policy documents and articles. There are however 
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examples of studies that use similar frameworks to analyze other types of ma-
terial. For example, Spence (2007) uses Laclau & Mouffe’s discourse theory 
to analyze interviews he conducted with sustainability workers who do sus-
tainability reporting, and Contu et al. (2013) use what they call a neo-Gram-
scian framework to analyze material that consists of documents, news articles, 
and 23 interviews. The interviews and observations reveal clearer examples 
of struggles between discourses than texts in the form of policy documents 
would usually do. 

The studies named above support my view that interviews and observations 
are suitable material for this type of analysis, and I think it would be a mistake 
to refrain from using this framework on such material. Documents, especially 
policy documents, tend to be relatively coherent and neatly arranged expres-
sions of discourse, which may make them even more susceptible to processes 
of co-optation by hegemonic discourses. It may be harder to express skepti-
cism towards established norms in text due to the written form’s permanence 
and exposure. Interviews and observations may capture the struggle among 
discourses and inconsistent arguments that text documents would not, as this 
type of material allows for spontaneity and cannot be processed and filtered 
in the same way that a text might. In fact, in the analysis of the empirical 
material of this study, written material appears more frequently in the first 
discourse (the segregation discourse) than the others. This discourse repre-
sents one of the two hegemonic discourses in the context.  

Now that I have presented the onto-epistemological perspectives that guide 
my methodological approach, it is time to describe how I conducted the study 
in practice. In the next sections, I describe how I gathered the empirical mate-
rial and how I analyzed it, followed by an exploration of ethical concerns re-
garding my method. 

4.7 The Empirical Context 

This study started as an empirically-driven project motivated by my interest 
in this particular context. As mentioned, I have a background of grassroots 
engagement with Sweden’s Social Democratic party, especially the party’s 
youth organization. During my time in that organization, my particular region 
(the greater Stockholm region) was very active in debates and advocacy 
around issues of diversity. The reason was that our region included (and still 
includes) several marginalized areas, and a relatively large portion of our 
members came from these areas and/or had experiences of racialization. This 
background in combination with my previous readings on entrepreneurship 
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studies drew me to this context and functioned as the base of my understand-
ing of what was going on there. 

 Consequently, I got in touch with the culture collective at an early stage in 
the process, and entered the field with a quite open interest in how the collec-
tive organized around inclusion. This early stage evolved into an abductive 
approach in which I went back and forth between the books and the empirics, 
and developed my framework and analysis throughout the process. I have used 
various qualitative approaches to gather the empirical material (observations, 
interviews, documented material from the web, documents and books pro-
duced by the organizations in the context). I thus approached the process of 
gathering material with an open attitude, letting my object of interest guide 
me, rather than sticking to a specific type of empirical material. The specific 
object I followed was the discourse on entrepreneurship in relation to issues 
of inclusion and exclusion within the context of, what I view as, a subaltern 
counterpublic. 

4.7.1 Entering the Context 
I entered the empirical context based on my interest in a book that a culture 

collective in Stockholm had produced, namely, the book about the Cross Cul-
ture Generation (CCG) mentioned in the Introduction. The book gathers sto-
ries from second-generation Swedes who had grown up in Sweden while bal-
ancing their parents’ cultures and the Swedish culture. Through the book, an 
identity shared among these second generation Swedes was articulated, an 
identity they connected to characteristics often viewed as positive in our cur-
rent society, as opposed to the loaded term “second-generation immigrant” 
(andra generationens invadrare - a common term in Sweden that signals a pro-
cess of othering that apparently goes on for generations). The positive charac-
teristics connected to the CCG happen to be flexibility, talent, and entrepre-
neurialism, and it seems that several participants in the book are in fact entre-
preneurs; a number of young and innovative organizations appear in it. Read-
ing this book sparked my interest in the culture collective and the context in 
which they operate.  

I got in contact with the collective in the spring of 2018 through a message 
on social media. After a conversation on the phone with the founder, I was 
invited to spend a day with the group, a day that started early in the morning 
at one of the studios of the Swedish public radio service in the center of Stock-
holm. I accompanied the founder to an interview at which he talked about the 
collective, the concept of the CCG, and the collective’s social ambitions. I 
spent the rest of the day at their office space, talking to different members of 
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the group, observing meetings they had scheduled, and participated in an event 
they organized in the evening. This visit evolved into a number of additional 
visits and three interviews throughout the spring. 

The culture collective consisted of hip-hop artists and entrepreneurs. Four 
of the members were working with the organizational aspects revolving 
around the musicians’ artistry, and these four members became my initial fo-
cus in the collective. Through their music, their social media accounts, the 
release of the book about the CCG, and various other projects, this culture 
collective challenged the simplified and dichotomous debate about immigra-
tion/immigrants (good or bad?) and instead addressed racialization and the 
stigma people from the suburbs are subjected to in Sweden, as well as raising 
issues regarding gender inequality and homophobia. 

When I met the collective, they had developed the book into a project that 
resulted in the series of conversational events I call Convo. I visited and ob-
served six of those events, which generally consisted of three speeches made 
by people who were part of the CCG. The intention was to provide a space 
where people who experience marginalization in society were invited to make 
their voice heard. The speakers mainly consisted of creators, artists and entre-
preneurs. 

4.7.2 The Network 
During these observations, I decided to move beyond the culture collective 

and explore other entrepreneurial endeavors present in the broader context 
around the collective. I viewed the culture collective as a node in a network 
organized around ideas of inclusion. Thus, I started to trace the network and 
get in touch with other entrepreneurs in it. As mentioned, a member of the 
culture collective put me in contact with an organization acting as a hub for 
entrepreneurship and career development for young adults in marginalized ar-
eas, and she also urged me to get in touch with a consultant on diversity and 
democracy issues. In this way, my exploration of the network began. 

To clarify some terms used in this study, people in this context and the 
participants in the study often use the word community (the English word, not 
a Swedish translation of it). When I use the word, it comes from the empirics, 
but I have also added some terms describing the context that are not drawn 
from the empirics. The participants use the term community flexibly to refer 
to a sense of recognition and solidarity amongst each other. The boundaries of 
this community is however somewhat fluent. As I will explain in Section 5.5.1 
(The Community as a Subaltern Counterpublic), I have diagnosed this notion 
of community as a subaltern counterpublic by using Fraser's (1990) theory on 
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multiple public spheres. I did so to specify the meaning of community in this 
context. Additionally, I use the term network as a practical tool to describe 
how entrepreneurs and other actors are connected to each other within this 
community and highlight the interactions among them. The participants in this 
study form a sample of this wide-spanning network. 

Since I decided to follow the connections among various entrepreneurs 
within this community and treat the network as my empirics, I ended up get-
ting in touch with a variety of organizations. I kept the specification of which 
entrepreneurs I was going to include very open. The main qualifications that 
guided me was that they had connections to entrepreneurs that I had already 
been in touch with, that they could be considered part of the community, and 
that they had some form of ambition of societal inclusion (broadly defined) as 
mission for their activities. I ended up establishing connections with twelve 
organizations. To provide a general oversight of the organizations that partic-
ipated in this study, I constructed four categories based on the structure and 
practices of these organizations, as listed below: 

Career and Entrepreneurship Hubs: These organizations call themselves 
hubs, platforms or networks, and direct themselves towards young adults or 
youth in a certain suburb or towards women and non-binary people subjected 
to racialization. They focus on enabling their target group to pursue careers or 
entrepreneurship and tend to offer coaching, inspirational events, contacts in 
certain industries, and various courses in leadership, entrepreneurship, pro-
gramming, music production, management of personal finances, etc. Two of 
the organizations I got in touch with described a purpose to “democratize suc-
cess” and the driving motivation for all of these organizations is generally to 
provide resources in the form of knowledge and social networks that margin-
alized groups tend to lack. Another, more intrinsic motivation, is to inspire 
and encourage people to pursue their dreams and reach their potential. These 
organizations are either structured as non-profits or formally consist of two 
parallel organizations, one non-profit and one commercial company. They re-
ceive funds form the public sector or partnerships with private companies, and 
some of them offer consultancy or lectures to established companies and or-
ganizations. 

Consultancy Firms: The second type of organizations that participated in 
this study are more streamlined consultancy companies. Three such organiza-
tions participated in the study, and I got in touch with one of them after a 
recommendation by a member of the culture collective. These organizations 
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direct their activities primarily towards larger established organizations and 
offer consultancy, workshops, and lectures about how to organize in a diverse 
and inclusive way. These consultancy firms are generally quite small; one of 
them consisted of four people and another was a one-person company that 
hired free-lancers when needed. These firms tend to focus on one specific area 
of expertise such as statistics or language and communication. Two of them 
were commercial companies and one was organized as a non-profit. The last-
named had focused on facilitating contacts between employers and people 
who are subjected to marginalization, and it had closed at the time of my in-
terview with a former leader of it. They closed it down because its leadership 
saw an increase in organizations addressing the same issues and felt that the 
urgency of the organization had reduced. They thus moved on to other assign-
ments. Other participants in this study refer to the individuals in this organi-
zation as precursors and pioneers. Because of this organization’s apparent sta-
tus in the community, I found it relevant to talk to a former leader of the or-
ganization, both about the previous organization and her new role as a diver-
sity worker. 

Creative Businesses: Three of the organizations are more similar to the cul-
ture collective in that their core activity are not to increase diversity and in-
clusion. Instead, they produce services and products that are heavily inspired 
by norm criticism and the culture of the community. They channel their am-
bition for social change through these products and services. The products and 
services consist of films featuring norm-deviating people and storylines, fash-
ion and beauty products “by and for” people from the suburbs, an internet 
radio, music events playing music of various identity groups with a special 
focus on culture in the suburbs, and inclusively-constructed ad campaigns di-
rected towards a diverse set of consumer groups that are then sold to compa-
nies. At least one of these businesses also offered consultancy and workshops 
for established companies in addition to their core activities. In the analysis, I 
treat the culture collective as part of this category. 

The non-profit: Finally, one organization has a clearer civil-sector struc-
ture. It is a non-profit financed by project money from the public sector that 
focuses on improving the health of women in a marginalized suburban area. 
This organization provides separatist sports activities for women, and lectures 
and workshops on healthy diets, mental health, etc. The target group is young 
women, and the motivation is the stagnating life expectancy rate among work-
ing class women and women in marginalized areas in Sweden. 
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Common denominators for these organizations, beyond their connection to 
the community, are relative recentness and small size, which makes it appro-
priate to label all of them as cases of entrepreneurship. The career and entre-
preneurship hubs can be considered large based on the members of their net-
works, but not in terms of employees/founders. Another common denominator 
is that the founders are part of the CCG and carry experiences of marginaliza-
tion. 

In addition to the no longer existing consultancy firm described above, at 
least one more of the organizations in this study has closed down, as may hap-
pen when you study a phenomenon as volatile as entrepreneurship. The cul-
ture collective that acted as an entry point for me in this study dissolved in the 
fall of 2018, about half a year after I got in touch with it. During this time, I 
witnessed one member after the other opting out of the collective. In the end, 
they made a press release stating that they were shutting down their opera-
tions. Publicly, they were careful not to talk about the reasons for closing the 
collective; I have been in contact with a few of the members since then, and 
my judgement is that their reasons for dissolving were personal and idiosyn-
cratic. I did not find this situation relevant enough for the topic of the study to 
motivate a closer investigation of it, and furthermore, doing so might have 
risked my relationship with the members. Instead, I moved on to explore the 
network and other organizations. For sake of the interviewees’ anonymity, I 
have changed any quotes members of these former organizations have stated 
in past tense to present tense to harmonize with quotes by the rest of the actors. 

To provide an overview of the connectivity among the organizations, I con-
structed a map (Figure 1, next page) that includes type of organization, short 
descriptions of each organization, and summaries of material I have gathered 
from each organization. The arrows represent connections among the organi-
zations documented in the empirical material. By connections, I mean occa-
sions when a person from one organization mentioned or recommended me to 
get in touch with another organization, occasions where I witnessed interac-
tions between them (for example during observations), documented participa-
tion in the CCG project (Convo, the book, or an event), or if one person men-
tioned another in one of the reports or books I use as empirical material. 

As you may note, there are thirteen organizations in this map, not twelve. 
(The CCG project, which refers to the book and the Convo-events, is also in-
cluded, but does not represent an organization as much as a link between the 
organizations.) The map includes a consultant (upper row) that I wanted to 
mention because I interviewed in her role as a support function to one of the 
career and entrepreneurship hubs, but I do not fully include her as a separate 
organization in this context. 
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Figure 1 
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This consultant helped this career and entrepreneurship hub write reports 
about its operations, but the consultant herself had no previous connection to 
marginalized areas or experience of racialization, and she would not otherwise 
have considered herself, or been considered by others, as part of the commu-
nity. I consider her as an “ally” in this context, a term that will be further 
explained in the following section. 

4.7.3 The Individual Participants 
To clarify, I make a distinction between interviewees and actors in the net-

work. When I use the term interviewee, it means that I have interviewed them 
and address something they said during the interview. However, as there are 
a number of people in this context that appear in the material without being 
interviewees, I will refer to them as “actors” in the context. I will also use the 
word actor if I address something an interviewee may have said, written or 
done outside of the interview, for example during a Convo speech. 

I interviewed twenty-one people in total. The interviewees comprise fifteen 
women and six men, sixteen people who are part of the CCG, and five who 
can be classified as ethnic white Scandinavians. The cultural background of 
the interviewees who were part of the CCG varied from African to Latin-
American to Middle-Eastern countries and cultures, which is quite character-
istic of the Swedish context and seems to be different from, for example, the 
US or the UK where marginalized groups seem to cluster more prominently 
according to ethnicity or culture. I did not ask about cultural or religious in-
heritance, but some mentioned it anyway. Those who mentioned their religion 
mentioned either Islam or Christianity. The ethnic Scandinavians I inter-
viewed were part of the organizations, and in one case acted as a consultant 
for one of the organizations. I noticed that every single one of them felt the 
need to mention their privilege as white or economically affluent in compari-
son to the context. They seemed careful to avoid speaking on behalf of ethni-
cally marginalized people while at the same time stating allegiance to the 
cause of combating racism and exclusion. 

To present a broad image of the people in this context, while still keeping 
their anonymity, I created five characters based on the actors in this context. I 
drew from the actors’ actual stories and descriptions when constructing these 
characters and bundled them together in different ways. This means that each 
character consists of traits and experiences from multiple actors. In the analy-
sis, I refer to these characters when I present different quotes from interviews 
or speeches so that the reader can get a sense of the person behind the quote 
without risking anonymity. 
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The five characters: 

The commercial entrepreneur: This entrepreneur started her first company 
in her teenage years. She has been running a few different companies through-
out the years and created a decent career for herself at a relatively young age. 
Although she has moved to the inner city, she still felt strongly anchored to 
the suburb where she grew up, and is passionate about giving back to the com-
munity where she feels like she belongs. She has big visions for the commu-
nity and believes that individuals within it can support each other to create a 
strong entrepreneurial context and build the startups that will become Swe-
den’s next unicorns. 

The social entrepreneur: This entrepreneur has worked with youth in her 
previous career. She has a background of engagement in the civil sector and 
sports, where she was the captain of a football team in her teenage years. She 
still lives in the suburb where she grew up and is passionate about coming 
together as a community and providing the resources that youth and young 
adults in the marginalized suburbs need in order to create decent lives for 
themselves. She is concerned about the shootings and criminality in these ar-
eas and feels adamant that the youth in the area get in touch with adults that 
care about them and can act as role models. She just wants people to be happy 
and secure, and acknowledges that everyone has their own ideas about what 
happiness means. 

The consultant: This entrepreneur is a diversity consultant that advocates 
for organizations to become more inclusive and harness the untapped talent 
and potential that resides within marginalized groups. According to him, struc-
tures like racism, sexism, and homophobia create obstacles for people and so-
cietal development, and he wants to increase the knowledge and competency 
within society about these issues. He has an academic education with a mas-
ter’s degree and experience from working with diversity issues at a large cor-
poration. At the same time, he has a past of being engaged in loosely organized 
activism in the suburb where he grew up. 

The activist entrepreneur: This entrepreneur had been working within the 
cultural sector but was always disturbed by the compact whiteness he met in 
the workplace and the influential spaces of the industry. He felt that the indus-
try was exploiting culture production by marginalized groups and was engag-
ing in pink washing and diversity washing in order to polish their brands rather 
than actually striving to become more inclusive. He started his own business 
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in order to be able to align his work with his values to a greater extant, but 
continuously finds himself in a position where he needs to balance personal 
responsibility for his economy with his passion for equality. 

The ally: The ally is a project manager within one of the career and entre-
preneurship hubs. She did not herself grow up in the area and is aware of the 
privilege she has as a white person. The organization hired her based on her 
previous experience working in the civil sector and she has always wanted to 
work with something that feels meaningful. She tries to listen and learn about 
the issues the organization addresses and stays in the background when the 
organization is marketing its activities. 

Notably, the entrepreneurs in this context have accomplished various career 
goals, and some are evidently successful in their respective fields. Several of 
them have a significant media presence and a few thousand followers on social 
media. We need to keep this in mind when we study them as part of a com-
munity and a marginalized group. We may think of them as influential people 
in the community who sometimes take on (or are given) the role as spokesper-
sons for the community. This study has not included the target groups for the 
organizations or the most marginalized people in the community. Pragmati-
cally, the pandemic put a stop to physical observations in this study, which 
had been the viable access point to such people. However, because this study 
focuses on discourses, it is suitable to study people that have a clear voice 
within the context and thus drive the conversation and the narratives that may 
resonate among people in the community. 

Although I have constructed characters that enable me to describe aspects 
of the empirical context in a clear way without sacrificing the anonymity of 
the participants, my ambition is to examine the words produced within the 
context. In the analysis, discourses rather than the personal stories of these 
individuals take the front seat. 

4.7.4 The Final Empirical Material 
Initially, during the spring of 2018, I mainly focused on observations, 

which helped me grasp the context and the discussions going on within it. 
During this time, I made observations in the culture collective and the first 
career and entrepreneurship hub I got in touch with. These observations 
guided me in my problem formulation, as I was able to read research and the-
ories with the empirical context as an object of comparison and reflection. 
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When I landed in a more specific research interest and a potential problem 
formulation, I started to conduct interviews. I had planned to continue the ob-
servations and interviews throughout 2020, but the Covid19 pandemic spread 
across the world, and the restrictions that followed made live observations and 
interviews impossible. Therefore, I started conducting interviews online and 
made a few observations of online events organized by the entrepreneurs that 
participated in the study. 

This situation made it difficult to get in touch with new entrepreneurs in 
the context. While I previously could have easily met people at physical 
events, I now had to ask my respondents for recommendations, and contacted 
entrepreneurs that had participated in Convo and were part of the book about 
the CCG. The approach might be described as snowball sampling, but it was 
not used for convenience. It was rather a form of purposeful snowball sam-
pling: a way to tease out a network of entrepreneurs that perceived themselves 
as acting as part of the same community. I used it as a way to follow my object 
of inquiry. 

In the end, I recorded 25 interviews with 21 respondents from twelve dif-
ferent organizations (I did two interviews with six of the respondents and in-
terviews in pairs on two occasions). I also gathered observations on 20 occa-
sions documented through notes, two books produced by actors in the net-
work, two reports produced by one of the organizations, and 18 transcribed 
videos of speeches made at the Convo events that were recorded and published 
(publicly on YouTube and the project’s website) by the organizer during the 
spring of 2018. The interviews were 32 to 84 minutes long (with an average 
of 58 minutes), and the speeches were 8 to 22 minutes long (with an average 
of 12 minutes). A table of interactions (interviews and observations) with the 
empirical context is presented in Appendix 1.  

Although I interviewed twenty-one individuals in total, I talked to many 
more people during my observations. People I did not interact with personally 
through interviews or conversations during my observations appear in the 
study through the transcribed Convo speeches and their appearance in the 
book about the CCG. 

This is the material I use when conducting the analysis, but my research 
approach also included observing the online presence of the entrepreneurs. 
Throughout this study, I followed this context on social media and its appear-
ances in mass-media outlets, etc. By doing so, I was able to trail more actors 
than the ones who appear in the empirical material, and I could follow online 
interactions between the actors, such as co-operations, joint pictures, and likes, 
comments and shares on social media posts. Following the online presence of 
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the actors in the context gave me a more comprehensive view of the context 
and the discussions and activities going on within it, and it also helped me in 
my interactions with the participants as I had knowledge about people and 
events they referred to, which gave me a connection to topics discussed in the 
empirical material. The material I could produce by following the context 
online is however massive as connections and online activity can expand into 
infinity, so I limited the empirical material I use for the analysis to observa-
tions, interviews, filmed speeches, and documents and books produced by the 
organizations that participated in this study. 

Because this study is partially using Bacchi's (2009) “what is the problem 
represented to be?” (WPR) approach for analyzing the discourses and deep-
seated assumptions that influence entrepreneurship in this empirical context, 
the entrepreneurs’ problem formulations have played a major role in the inter-
views as well as the analysis. While studies on policy documents commonly 
trace the assumptions of the problems from the proposed solutions to the prob-
lem, conducting interviews presented me with the prerogative to ask about the 
problem more directly. Consequently, the interviews I conducted mainly re-
volved around questions about how they would describe the problem they 
were addressing and how their entrepreneurship addresses this problem. I also 
asked about the entrepreneurs’ visions for the future to understand their imag-
inaries of what the world could be like, which is an important element within 
Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) discourse theory, as the social imaginary drives he-
gemony. Other topics addressed in the interviews revolved around how these 
individuals collaborate with other actors, and I tried to explore the limits to 
what they felt like they morally could and could not do. 

I had an open approach to my interviews and tried to follow the trails of 
what each respondent seemed to be interested in as well as exploring various 
topics I felt curious about and may have thought about throughout the research 
process. I trusted that my research interest, and my fundamental focus on prob-
lem, vision, and entrepreneurial activity would keep my focus clear enough 
while still being open to relevant topics I may not have been able to predict. 

As a whole, I would characterize the research design as a case study, using 
ethnographically-inspired methods to gather empirical material. Here, the 
“case” is not an organization, but rather a network of entrepreneurs that per-
ceive themselves as part of a marginalized community that is driven by the 
cause of increasing the influence of this community and creating a more in-
clusive society. The empirical case in this study is a case of an entrepreneurial 
context simultaneously permeated by hegemonic and counter-hegemonic dis-
courses in conflict with each other. 
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4.8 Analysis and Interpretations 

To present a fuller view of the analytical process and how it evolved 
throughout this project, I must rewind the tape a bit. My initial research inter-
est in this setting was to explore the entrepreneurs’ ambitions of creating social 
change. I had seen the actors in this context as part of an ongoing societal 
discussion in which they tried to figure out ways to improve society according 
to their individual definitions of what an improvement would be, while still 
managing to live, and perhaps even thrive, in this society. This last part means 
that I have also acknowledged that they are operating in a society with norms, 
laws, expectations, and constraints, which make some paths more available 
than others. I was also aware that intentions to create social change are not 
always pure: such intentions might be motivated by the achievement of suc-
cess and brand image as much as by a passion to help others. I view people as 
complex, and I think that they may have many motivations at the same time. 

However, my focus was not on the individual entrepreneurs and their per-
sonal motivations, but rather on the discourses present in the context. When I 
participated in the Convo events, it became clear to me that there was a con-
versation going on about what was wrong in society today. There seemed to 
be a consensus among the participants that Swedish society, through various 
processes, marginalizes people of color and people from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged suburbs. This consensus resulted in a conversation about what 
could be done to improve the situation, where strengthening each other and 
the community appeared essential. 

It became clear to me that the entrepreneurs in this context viewed them-
selves as acting as part of a community and a movement, and that their actions 
and operations were to some extant guided by discussions and negotiations 
that existed within this community. Exploring these discussions (i.e. dis-
courses) in this community thus became important. As indicated in the intro-
duction, my experience of studies that focus on policy texts, or separate cases, 
is that they may grant long-range hegemonic discourses too much space and 
influence. By exploring the local context with which the entrepreneurs iden-
tify and feel as they are acting on behalf of, other discourses may appear to be 
more influential. 

When analyzing the material, my approach was to focus on words and sen-
tences, so I prioritized the material that contained actual words and sentences 
directly produced by the interviewees, the speeches, and the printed texts, in-
stead of notes from observations. I spent much time reading and listening to 
the material and trying to find different themes and lines of argument that 
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seemed to go together. This repetition helped me to process the material to get 
to know the stories and arguments mentioned from the perspective of the ac-
tors in the study without much practical interference by analytical frameworks 
(although the theories I was interested in were of course still operating in the 
back of my mind). When I finally settled on a clear theoretical framework and 
started using the terms social injustice and social inefficiency, I initiated a 
more technical approach to the material and began to categorize the material 
accordingly. 

To ensure that my analytical technique would capture the information I 
wanted, I did a pre-test on three transcribed interviews and three transcribed 
speeches. I went through this material and picked out quotes in which inter-
viewees or speakers verbalized a problem. Then, I formulated a few questions 
that I posed to these quotes that would enable me to distinguish between for-
mulations that constructed the problem as an inefficiency or an injustice, and 
to understand the character of the constructed problem. These were the ques-
tions I posed: 

- Which relationships between superior/subordinate subject positions are 
described? 
- If oppression is described, what does it consist of? 
- What chains of equivalences or differences emerge from these construc-
tions? 

This pre-test confirmed that it was possible to distinguish a perceived inef-
ficiency from a perceived injustice. The following example illustrates how I 
categorized one problem formulation as a social injustice: 

“I only worked with white people in a company that exploits culture from 
racialized people from socioeconomically vulnerable areas. There isn’t one 
person who comes from these areas. There isn’t one person there that looks 
like me. There isn’t one person there who talks like me. And I’m supposed to 
work for them, and also try to pitch different ideas and thoughts I have, when 
you’re like rejected all the time, and you don’t see anyone who thinks like 
you… It puts out the fire in you, and your ideas become smaller and your 
thoughts around it becomes… like… after 5 pm you just want to punch out 
from work…” 

White people are described as superior and racialized people from socioec-
onomically vulnerable areas as subordinate. Thus, skin color defines superi-
ority and subordination. There is an element of economy and geography as 
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well, where racialized people are attached to socioeconomically disadvan-
taged areas, and white people are not. Being white can thus be understood as 
being attached to wealthier living areas. 
The relationship is understood as oppressive as white people are described as 
exploiting racialized people from socioeconomically disadvantaged areas. 
This bit: “And I’m supposed to work for them”, emphasizes the unfairness of 
this relationship of superiority and subordination. The exploitation of culture 
also indicates an assumption that the culture is produced by the subordinate 
while the superior profits from it. 

In following example, we can however see how the problem formulation 
glides over to construct the problem as a social inefficiency: 

“We are not here to work with criminal youth, or we are not here to work 
with vulnerable youth, like, we are here to work with young adults and we 
think everyone has potential, and that’s not the view the majority society has. 
[…] It’s more like, there are different kinds of societal change, and you can 
take different roads. And like, do I want to change specifically for those who 
are at the malls [and] specifically for these guys that end up in trouble, or do 
I want to make a change for this group that can save that other group?” 

This interviewee worked for one of the career and entrepreneurship hubs. 
The subject positions she mentions are criminal youth and vulnerable youth, 
which she negates as target groups for their organization. Instead, she formu-
lates the subject “young adult with potential”. She then alludes to the superior 
and oppressive relationship between people from the suburbs and the majority 
society (a person from the majority society is thus constructed as in a socie-
tally superior subject position). She describes that the majority society does 
not see that there are young adults with potential in the suburbs, which can be 
understood as a form of oppression that makes these people invisible, or stig-
matizes “good people” as criminals and vulnerable.  

This can be seen as an articulation of the subject position of “the young 
adult from the suburb with potential”. This new subject position is then at-
tached to a hope of being able to save the more vulnerable group, who is 
framed as consisting of criminals and at-risk youth hanging in the mall and 
ending up in trouble. The subject position of the young adult with potential 
thus becomes the “solution to a problem” that has now taken the shape of a 
social inefficiency, where the discussion has shifted from the issue of oppres-
sion to the most efficient way of ”solving the problem”. 
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There were also clear examples of how chains of equivalences between 
different subject groups emerged: 

“It’s a difficult transition to go from understanding that all these different 
structures that are like, racist, classist, sexist, and you have talked a lot about 
this all your life, or well, big parts of your life. You have talked with your 
friends about it, and everyone are totally in agreement about what a totally 
fucked up society we live in. But a lot of it has also been about what you, like, 
know is correct from numbers and figures, and then it feels very different when 
you experience it very physically directly from noticing that like “aoch, it was 
definitely my name that caused us not to get finance for this project. It was 
definitely my name that caused me not to get that job or gig.” 

The superior/subordinate subject positions are not spelled out here, but an-
tagonisms based on such relations are mentioned when the speaker refers to 
racist, classist, sexist structures. We should notice how those antagonisms are 
spelled out in a row and is treated as evident within the speaker’s group of 
friends. This indicates that a chain of equivalence has been articulated between 
the different antagonisms and that it has become fixed within a discourse. 

Due to the nodes “racist”, “classist”, “sexist”, and “structures”, we can al-
ready tell that the subject positions implied here are oppressive. The speaker 
describes that she has known about this oppression before, but now has expe-
rienced it by interpreting herself as being deselected for jobs and financing 
due to her last name. The focus on her name tells us that she refers to racism 
in this particular example. 

Through this quote, I think we can establish racism, sexism, classism and 
structures as possible nodal points forming a chain of equivalence in dis-
courses existing within this context. 

When I had confirmed that this framework functioned well for bringing out 
the distinctions I was interested in, and allowed me to spot and tease out im-
portant shifts and ambiguities in the actors’ lines of argument, I expanded the 
analysis to a larger set of the empirical material and systemized the analysis. 
I constructed a table in Microsoft Excel in which I analyzed problem formu-
lations in the empirical material by categorizing them as social injustice or 
social inefficiency, and I noted the superior and subordinate subject positions 
the quotes mentioned, in addition to signs of antagonistic relationships in the 
use of words like “racism” or “sexism”. In the table, I split up the quotes slid-
ing between social injustice and social inefficiency in different parts, but 
marked them as continuation of the same quote. Table 1 represents an example 
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of what the original table looked like. (I marked the mentioned continuations 
of quotes with ellipses in square bracket […], the second quote thus starts by 
formulating a social inefficiency and then moves on to formulating a social 
injustice.) 

 
Table 1 

I went through fourteen of my different sources (interviews, speeches, and 
reports) and put the problem formulations within them into this table, which 
in total came to 263 tabulated quotes. I chose this initial material on the basis 
that the actors had expressed problem formulations clearly and been particu-
larly thoughtful around them, or displayed an ambiguous position between 
formulating the problem as social injustice or social inefficiency. 

As you can see, I did not categorize an entire interview or material pro-
duced by one person or organization as either social inefficiency or social in-
justice. I focused on the quotes and split them up when needed. It became 
apparent to me that the interviewees often switch from one logic to another 
during the same interview. I do not find this switch in logic to be surprising. 
Many of the entrepreneurs define their operations as experimental and a pro-
cess of trial and error. They describe the issues they address as possible to 
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understand from different perspectives, and say that it is hard to know how to 
approach the issues in the right way. My interpretation is that these entrepre-
neurs are expressing an awareness of the difficulty of sticking to one line of 
argument regarding the issues they are addressing. Processes of deliberation 
and negotiation around societal issues and the organizations’ operations thus 
appear central to the entrepreneurs in the context, which can be seen in the 
interviews I had one-on-one with the entrepreneurs. Their responses to my 
questions are often explorative, twisting and turning the perspectives, with 
small pauses when they take a moment to think about the issue. It happens on 
occasion that interviewees have clear answers and seem sure of their response, 
but overall there seems to be a continuous negotiation around the topics we 
discuss. I find this negotiation to be important because there is an expectation 
for entrepreneurs to have a clear vision, with a fixed elevator pitch they can 
formulate at any time of the day. The entrepreneurs in this context might have 
those things as well, but my encounters with them reveal a more open ap-
proach to their projects. 

The ambiguity and tendency to switch between logics can be explained in 
several ways. It might mean that the actor is able to see things from different 
perspectives and that we are talking about a topic they either find complex or 
they have not yet come to a clear conclusion about. It may mean that I have 
spotted incongruencies in their argument that they at the time did not. I have 
after all been studying their words for a few years now. The understanding of 
the social world as constructed through language also allows us to partially 
interpret these incongruencies as a restriction in our language. The vocabulary 
available to the actors in the context might lead them into hegemonic logics 
and make it hard to describe their experiences in another way, even though 
they want to. 

When I had gathered a significant amount of material in this table, I started 
to look at the quotes in the social inefficiency and social injustice columns 
separately from each other, but in connection with the subject positions and 
signs representing we/they constructions. I noticed different themes and lines 
of argument emerging repeatedly throughout the material. I put all the quotes 
that represented social inefficiency into one document and all the social injus-
tice quotes into another. Then I started to move the quotes around within their 
respective group, putting together quotes that were following the same line of 
argument and addressing the same/similar subject positions. I began with very 
detailed similarities based on mentions of the same subject positions and an-
tagonisms, and gradually worked my way towards fewer and broader catego-
ries by looking at other repeatedly-mentioned signs. 
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Finally, by looking at Fraser's (2003) concepts of redistribution and recog-
nition (economic and cultural dimensions of justice), I realized that, if I 
adapted her idea of the economic justice dimension to my concept of social 
inefficiency, I could create a dividing line that could cut through the social 
inefficiency quotes as well as the social injustice quotes. Adding Fraser’s ideas 
resulted in four distinct groups of quotes, forming four discourses. The idea 
came to me because the social injustice quotes quite naturally fell into a dis-
tinction between economic and cultural injustices due to the chain of equiva-
lence that connected different identity struggles and a dissonance between 
economic and cultural injustice issues that prohibited me from putting them 
together into one theme. 

The table organizing social inefficiencies and social injustices initally 
helped me distinguish between hegemonic and counter hegemonic quotes, but 
adding Fraser’s concepts enabled me to tease out the final four discourses. The 
adaption I made to Fraser’s concepts was to switch the focus on a distinction 
between cultural identities and economic resources to a focus on cultural iden-
tities and a more general conception of resources, both tangible and intangible. 
I could do so because the actors in this context often talked about resources in 
broader terms, such as access to social networks, knowledge, and role models. 
Their perceptions of resources could be compared to Bourdieu's (2001) theo-
rization of social, cultural, and economic capitals. This insight made me ex-
pand Fraser’s understanding of an economic dimension of justice into a 
broader resource dimension of problem formulations that could be categorized 
as either social inefficiency or social injustice. In combination with the con-
cepts in the first layer of the analysis (inefficiency/injustice), I was thus able 
to outline the four discourses, which I have named the segregation discourse, 
the diversity as business discourse, the structural racism/norm deviation dis-
course, and the capitalist critique discourse. The relationship among the four 
discourses are illustrated in figure 2. 

As I continued going through the empirical material, I relaxed my strict 
focus on problem formulations and started looking at entrepreneurial activity, 
visions, stories, and doubts related to the problem formulations. This process 
enabled me to add nuances and test the distinction of these discourses, which 
allowed me to note deviances and perhaps more clearly, moments where 
movement between the discourses occurred. 
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Figure 2 

4.9 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations in an ethnographic study such as this one are com-
plicated, because there are two types of ethical concerns that conflict with each 
other. On the one hand, using people as research subjects requires handling 
their integrity with care. With new laws such as GDPR, these concerns seem 
to be generating an increasing amount of regulation. The way to ensure the 
participants’ integrity is by being informative and transparent about the study 
and the consequences of participating in it, especially when it comes to pro-
cedures of anonymity. A common way of ensuring that all participants are 
aware of the potential consequences is by asking them for their written consent 
before participating in the study. 

On the other hand, the ethnographic research method requires the re-
searcher to have a natural relationship with the research subjects in order to 
come as close to their actual experiences as possible. This requires trust and 
relaxed conversations between researcher and participant. Without it, the abil-
ity to generate accurate stories, opinions, and reactions may be in jeopardy. 
There is always a risk that participants polish their words and engage in image 
management. Requiring a participant to sign a form before participating in a 
study might trigger feelings of distrust and can become an obstacle in creating 
a relaxed relationship with them. 

In addition, anonymity can be difficult to achieve in this type of study, 
where the research subjects have a high presence on social media, and to some 
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extant in mass media. They publish a lot of information about themselves pub-
licly; thus, there is a risk people might recognize them in the study based on 
what they say and do. As organizations, they articulate and use some terms 
and concepts that are specific to them, and relevant to the topic of this study. 
Because the participants are entrepreneurs and activists, there is also a good 
chance that they do not even want to be anonymous and would rather own 
their own narratives, perhaps even feeling that they gain legitimacy from par-
ticipating in a research study. One of the participants in this study actually did 
mention that he would rather not be anonymous. Partly because of this inter-
action, I have been conflicted about what approach I should take to anonymity. 
I finally decided to keep as much anonymity as possible to create harmony in 
the presentation of the study. Some of the participants partook in the study 
with an agreement that they would be anonymous, and some actors are part of 
the material because they were present during observations or in one of the 
filmed Convo speeches published online. I prioritized the anonymity of these 
actors and the most practical way to keep it was to anonymize the empirical 
context as a whole. To achieve anonymity, I not only had to remove names of 
organizations and people, but also introduce the concept of the CCG replacing 
the original concept (which also was the title of a book published by the cul-
ture collective), and be careful about how the various quotes link together so 
that they do not, on an accumulated level, reveal the organization or the person 
behind them. 

An additional issue specific to this study is the fact that the topic is about 
social exclusion, which involves elements such as ethnicity, religion, and sex-
uality. These elements are classified as sensitive personal information by Swe-
dish law and there are legal restrictions on when researchers are allowed to 
gather such information and how we can use it. The Swedish Research Coun-
cil’s guidance for responsible research practice (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017) indi-
cates that observations such as ethnographical ones have to be ethically ap-
proved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority beforehand in case of gath-
ering sensitive personal information, namely political opinions, race or eth-
nicity, and religion. 

When I first entered the empirical context in the spring of 2018, I conducted 
and recorded three informal interviews. In one of the interviews, the inter-
viewee mentioned her religion. It then became apparent to me that even 
though I did not plan to ask about these things, information such as this was 
likely to come up as I gathered more material. In my own notes, I could avoid 
writing this type of information down or keep actors anonymous, but this is 
harder to control during a recorded interview. For this reason, I decided to put 
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my study through an official ethical review, which was approved in May 2019. 
I kept the three initial interviews – the interviewees had after all taken time 
and energy to participate in the study – but I used them as supportive pre-study 
material to help me understand the context and formulate my initial research 
problem, and I did not conduct deeper analyses of these interviews. This in-
tention was presented and approved by the ethical review authority during the 
ethical review. The analysis presented in chapter 6 and 7 is thus conducted on 
the 22 interviews produced after the ethical review, as well as the additional 
material from filmed speeches, observations, reports, and books. 

Before the interviews I conducted after the ethical review, I sent infor-
mation about the study to the interviewees that consisted of details about how 
the data would be handled, and an analysis of risks in relation to sensitive 
personal information. Then I asked the interviewees to sign a consent form 
confirming that they had received this information. However, I did not go 
through the same process during observations since my interactions on these 
occasions were more spontaneous and I was not likely to gather the same type 
of personal information in such situations. The anonymity of these actors was 
not at risk in the same way and pulling out a form of consent would not only 
have disturbed the conversation, but might have been a bigger violation of 
their integrity than the conversation itself. 

In these ways, I have balanced the multiple and (not seldomly) conflicting 
ethical considerations that qualitative research such as this must deal with. As 
such, I have provided an overview of how I conducted the study in practice 
and the methodological considerations that underpin my approach. The next 
chapter presents the broader societal context of which the entrepreneurs in the 
empirics are part. It explores topics of segregation and exclusion in Sweden 
and Europe, as well as current social movements emerging around these top-
ics. 
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5 The Emergence of the Suburbs and the 
Suburban Movement 

The entrepreneurship in this study has emerged as part of a community and 
a social movement in which counterhegemonic discourses and resistance are 
cultivated. The connections among the organizations and actors in the context 
elevate the necessity of studying these cases of entrepreneurship as units that 
are part of a collective effort. Otherwise, their endeavors risk appearing to be 
more localized and individualized phenomena than they really are. This chap-
ter describes the suburban movement to which this entrepreneurship is con-
nected, and the wider societal context that has produced the rise of the subur-
ban movement. 

5.1 The Emergence of Marginalized Suburbs 

The emergence of the type of suburbs addressed in this study is connected 
to the development of a new type of poverty that has arisen in Sweden starting 
in the 1980s and that persists to this day (Schierup & Urban, 2016). This pov-
erty is the result of new neoliberal policies demanding a more flexible work-
force with an increasing number of temporary employments, which has led to 
fast-growing economic expansion that is unfortunately combined with in-
creasing social exclusion, causing a division in society based on factors like 
ethnicity, gender, and class.  

This poverty is characterized by increasing homelessness, youth unemploy-
ment, and decreased support for long-term unemployment, which is combined 
with an increasing geographical concentration of economically vulnerable cit-
izens in certain living areas that are secluded culturally and socially (Dahlsedt 
et al., 2016). These areas are often located in the suburbs of the cities. Stories 
in mainstream media tend to connect the areas to an image of criminality, un-
employment, and cultural otherness, and this image becomes attached to the 
people living there. The result is a combined socioeconomic and ethnic segre-
gation in Swedish cities, which is a development Sweden shares with many 
Western European and North American cities. 
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The people living in marginalized suburbs are often cast as socially ex-
cluded from the rest of society (Atkinson & Davoudi, 2000; Dahlstedt et al., 
2016). Elaborate definitions of the concept of social exclusion describe it as a 
phenomenon permeated by multiple processes, such as cultural stigmatization, 
socioeconomic stratification, and geographic segregation, all of which may 
have discriminatory effects (Dahlstedt et al., 2016). However, due to the elu-
sive nature of the term, it is often simply used a replacement for the word 
poverty (Atkinson & Davoudi, 2000). As such, governmental measures to 
combat this exclusion primarily revolve around inserting unemployed individ-
uals into the labor market (ibid) often through so-called area-based develop-
ment initiatives (Grander et al., 2022). Although such measures may have ben-
eficial effects on individuals, they are not effective in combating the structural 
character of segregation and inequality (Grander et al., 2022). They miss the 
social and cultural dimensions of the phenomenon and the relevance of re-
source distribution (Atkinson & Davoudi, 2000).  

The historic development that led to this point can be traced back to the 
fifties, sixties, and seventies, when employers often used work migrants as a 
buffer for the labor market (Schierup & Urban, 2016). Their work contracts 
were more flexible than the rest of the workforce as they worked during peaks 
in production and were let go during recession. At the time, there was a high 
demand for labor, especially in low-income sectors, which resulted in compa-
nies supporting citizenship and permanent residency for work migrants. Thus, 
an “ethnic hierarchy” was established on the labor market, which remains to-
day. 

The decreasing employment rates that hit Sweden in the middle of the 
1970s particularly affected these migrant workers, and many people ended up 
in long-term unemployment (Schierup & Urban, 2016). In combination with 
discrimination in the firing processes, the unemployment rate for migrant 
workers went from lower than the rest of the population to twice as high; con-
sequently, dependence on social welfare increased. As the immigration 
streams shifted from work migrants to refugees, new arrivals met a much 
tougher labor market and political climate. 

During the 1990s, Sweden went through a radical political shift, which can 
be traced to two significant events: first, a severe economic crisis hit Sweden, 
and second, the country entered the European Union (Rydgren & van der Mei-
den, 2019). Both events had tremendous effects on politics, as they pushed 
Sweden to leave its previous social democratic order behind and enter an era 
marked by neoliberalism and post-politics. Unlike other European countries, 
this neoliberal development was delayed in Sweden, at least in part because 
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of the Social Democrat’s hegemonic position that kept the focus on class con-
flict and socioeconomic policies well into the 1990s. 

Chapter 3 describes the post-political development as a process of increas-
ing convergence among political parties, where economic policies become 
locked into a framework of budget austerity and prudence accepted by parties 
on the right as well as the left (Mouffe, 2005; Rydgren & van der Meiden, 
2019). They all accept a consensus at the center, which in reality implies ac-
ceptance of the neoliberal order (Mouffe, 2005). For Sweden, joining the Eu-
ropean Union gave this post-political development a push, and economic pol-
icies were left in the hands of non-partisan actors (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 
2019). The socioeconomic dimension of the political debate in Sweden thus 
became de-politicized, and it became harder for Swedish voters to distinguish 
among the various parties (a situation that persists to this day). 

The depolitization of economic policies has shifted attention to the soci-
ocultural dimension of political antagonisms, and left space on the extreme 
ends of the political spectrum where radical forces have been able to gather 
support (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019). The radical right-wing party, the 
Sweden Democrats, has for example basically doubled its votes to parliament 
in each election since 2002. In 2022, it became the second largest party in 
parliament and is currently acting as support for the conservative government 
in exchange for extensive political influence. 

The issue of immigration is specifically targeted in this political climate, 
and marginalized suburbs play a symbolic role in the Swedish political debate 
(Dahlstedt et al., 2018). They have received the label “problem areas”, media 
reports on gang criminality and shootings in these areas are frequent (ibid), 
and they are often treated as a scapegoat for various societal problems 
(Sernhede et al., 2019). 

5.2 Competing Framings of the Problems in the 
Suburbs 

The type of violence often referred to as “shootings in the suburbs” in mass-
media and public debate refers to deadly violence related to conflicts in crim-
inal environments. According to statistics from the Swedish National Council 
for Crime Prevention  the deadly violence has increased since 2012 after stead-
ily decreasing during the 1990s and early 2000s (Brottsförebyggande rådet, 
2022), but is very low in compared to other countries (Öberg & Hradilova 
Selin, 2019). In 2021, there were 113 confirmed cases of deadly violence. 45 
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of those were committed using firearms, and about half of those 45 occurred 
in the Stockholm police district (Brottsförebyggande rådet, 2022). 

While deadly violence in family contexts has decreased, deadly violence in 
criminal environments has increased (Öberg & Hradilova Selin, 2019). In 
these cases, it is most often men committing the killings, and men are also the 
victims. The killings tend to occur outdoors, with firearms, and the perpetrator 
is often under the influence of narcotics. These shootings happen quickly and 
the victim and perpetrator often do not have a close relationship. Although 
these crimes tend to occur outdoors, which makes it seem like there should be 
witnesses, people often fear testifying. As a consequence of these factors, 
fewer than a quarter of these shootings are solved by the police or tried in 
judicial system. 

These shootings add fuel to the debate now raging in Sweden about whether 
there should be more police and tougher punishment for violent crimes, and 
the suburbs are increasingly subjected to politics of securitization with mili-
tant policing and racial profiling (Schierup et al., 2021). Grass roots organiza-
tions within the suburbs are forming with the purpose of calling attention to 
the severity of the situation. An example is The Suburbs Against Violence 
(Förorten mot våld), which is a network expanding across marginalized sub-
urbs in several Swedish cities with the mission of drawing the attention of 
politicians to the gun violence in the areas, and the necessity of both short-
term and long-term efforts to restrain it (Sernhede et al., 2019). 

In November 2018, I visited a demonstration in Stockholm’s center, ar-
ranged by some of these organizations, which were advocating for govern-
mental recognition that Sweden is in a state of crisis due to these shootings. 
The participants in this event consisted of mothers, friends, and relatives of 
young men affected by these crimes, family and friends who had been criti-
cizing the government for not taking these shootings seriously. The speeches 
held during the event emphasized the humanity of those who had been shot 
and killed, who otherwise tend to be depicted as simple criminals, and it was 
made clear that a larger police force and tougher punishments were not the 
sole answer, but rather that social measures in the suburbs need to be taken as 
well. 

Thus, although discourses circulating in mass media and amongst activists 
from the suburbs all frame criminality and violence in these areas as a prob-
lem, the definition of the problem differs. The struggle around how to make 
sense of the situation is exemplified by the different ways of framing the up-
risings that swept through marginalized suburbs in Swedish cities in 2009 and 
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again in 2013 (Rosales & Ålund 2017). These uprisings are known to the pub-
lic for the car burnings and property destruction that took place. The national 
TV-show Uppdrag Granskning (Mission Scrutiny) portrayed the riots and car 
burnings in 2013 through a dramaturgy that conveyed fear with “dark shadows 
of young men moving in the twilight of suburban evening” (Rosales & Ålund, 
2017:365), which reproduced the “common sense” stereotypes of violent 
young men and passive young women prevalent in Swedish discourse (ibid). 

The organization Megafonen (an activist organization that has engaged in 
protests and campaigns as well as educational training, public lectures, and 
interventions in mass media) tried to publicly explain the riots by connecting 
them to wider structural-institutional causes, but were often treated as untrust-
worthy (Schierup et al. 2021). In many instances, Megafonen was even treated 
as guilty by association, accused of criminal intent for failing to condemn vi-
olence (Rosales & Ålund, 2017). 

5.3 The Activist Movement in Swedish Suburbia 

Studies on organizations such as Megafonen have caused researchers to 
proclaim the context of the Swedish suburbs a breeding ground for counter-
hegemonic social struggles (Rosales & Ålund, 2017; Schierup et al., 2018). 
According to Schierup & Ålund (2011), the riots and car-burnings in 2009 and 
2013 are simply more spectacular instances of a more continuous and con-
tained form of activist resistance growing amongst suburban networks and so-
cial movements. This movement was sparked by frustration amongst youth in 
these areas with welfare cuts, discriminatory racialization processes, and ex-
clusion from the decision-making processes of urban planning (Schierup et 
al., 2021). 

We see a new movement contesting urban degradation 
and reclaiming Sweden in terms of an inclusive citizen-
ship, social welfare and democracy. Through their engage-
ment in education and consciousness-raising among youth 
they are re-connecting with the original meaning of Swe-
dish folk-movements as schools of democracy. Thus, we 
see the suburban movement as carrying seeds of demo-
cratic renewal that has sprouted in many versions. It pre-
sents a vision of society and a version of activist citizen-
ship which may in the long run play an important part in 
institutional transformation, deepening democracy and the 
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work of truly reimagineering Sweden. (Rosales & Ålund, 
2017:371) 

Sernhede et al.'s (2019) study on the suburban movement mentions the 
emergence of several organizations, two of which (Megafonen and The Sub-
urbs Against Violence) have been mentioned earlier in this chapter. Other ex-
amples are United Suburbs (Förenade Förorter), which arranges a widely 
popular poetry-slam contest every year, StreetGäris, which mobilizes young 
women and non-binary people, and The City is Yours (Staden är din), which 
claims physical space in the city of Gothenburg through street dance perfor-
mances. 

Pérez Aronsson's (2020) study on online safe spaces for racialized youth in 
Sweden can be connected to this broader suburban movement. The activist 
environment she studies creates online spaces in social media, and cultivate 
anti-racist discourses that confirm identities of marginalized groups. These 
activitsts construct strategies and spaces aimed to debrief and combat the mar-
ginalization such groups are subjected to. 

The suburban movement mainly consists of children of migrants (that is, 
second generation Swedes), generating a political subjectivity that works 
against the subordination of migrants and their descendants (Rosales & Ålund, 
2017). The movement addresses exclusion of visible minorities (people sub-
jected to racialization) in Sweden through a multitude of initiatives. Like many 
current social movements, it takes the form of loose networks and groups 
bound together by a shared identity that is not always easy to define. Online 
debate forums and organizations attached to the movement discuss the ques-
tion “who are we that live in the suburbs and what do we have in common?” 
The articulation of the identity “Cross Culture Generation” is one such exam-
ple, and symbolizes the relative novelty of Swedish suburbia. 

Sernhede et al. (2019) describe this suburban movement as establishing 
counterpublic structures, raising consciousness as a method, and using culture 
as its weapon. The movement has an overt strategy of educating and training 
activists from the marginalized areas in politically effective Swedish so that 
they can describe their experiences of living in these areas to the general pub-
lic (Rosales & Ålund, 2017). This outreach can be seen as a way to counteract 
the perception that only people who live outside the suburbs appear in public 
discussions about the problems that exist there (Sjöberg & Kings, 2022). 

Discourses cultivated within the movement connect to ideas about class, 
racism, and sexism (Rosales & Ålund, 2017), and the movement itself displays 
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ties to the Swedish traditional labor movement, for example through the rein-
vention of the traditional community centers called  “The People’s House” 
(Folkets hus) and cooperation through various events (Schierup et al., 2021). 
The movement is connected to the emergence of a new form of youth-led ac-
tivism around the world, which represents a political engagement that cannot 
be analyzed through formal indicators such as voting and participation in party 
politics (Rosales & Ålund, 2017). Rosales & Ålund (2017) make the point that 
scholars have reached the wrong conclusions about political apathy amongst 
youth because they have not adhered to the spaces that youth have invented 
for political participation. 

Despite the counterhegemonic nature of the suburban movement, it too has 
become subjected to processes of co-optation by hegemonic discourses due to 
conditioned financial support from partnerships and public funding that re-
quires the organizations to address certain topics and follow certain narratives 
(Schierup et al., 2021). However, Schierup et al. (2021) also note that the 
movement has produced a number of “organic intellectuals” who, through 
their activism in this movement, have acquired positions in public agencies 
and civil society organizations. The term organic intellectuals refers to the fact 
that their understandings of the structural conditions that generate marginali-
zation have been attained through first-hand experience, and they bring their 
understandings with them into these positions. 

The notion of identity politics ingrained in the movement has been criti-
cized by left-wing political debaters of acting as a tool for co-optation (Pérez 
Aronsson, 2020). These critics argue that identity politics tends to have a 
heavy liberal (instead of socialist) leaning in its focus on language policing 
and the micro-level of the individual. This argument draws on a debate within 
the left that can be traced back to the 1970s and the division between Marxists 
and the New Left. At the same time, identity politics also receives criticism 
for contradicting the Swedish self-image of being a progressive, rational, and 
colorblind society. For instance, right-wing political debaters accuse anti-rac-
ist separatist organizations as embarking on a slippery slope towards biologi-
cal racial divisions.  

The entrepreneurship studied in this research project has emerged within 
this post-political societal context, where immigration and the suburbs have 
become focal points for political debates. It has emerged at a time when radical 
right-wing forces are gaining increasing support, but also at a time of increas-
ing political activity amongst youth and young adults subjected to racializa-
tion and/or stigmatization on the basis of their attachment to the suburbs. The 
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entrepreneurship investigated here has emerged as a part of a wider suburban 
movement. 

5.4 The Community 

This section moves forward from descriptions of the wider societal context 
of this study and zooms in on the empirical context, starting by addressing the 
term community, which I picked up in contact with the empirics. The intention 
of this section is to construct a picture of what exactly the actors in this em-
pirical context mean when they talk about the community. I do so by drawing 
from the observations I made in the process of gathering empirical material: 

The fashion designer sat in the middle of the room together with two other 
speakers. They were sitting on white blocks surrounded by around 50 people, 
give or take, most of them youth or young adults, either wearing hoodies and 
sweats, or colorful and creative clothes. This was one of six conversational 
events arranged by the culture collective that I attended during the spring of 
2018. It was an event series they held throughout the spring that had a con-
ciseness-raising ambition around issues of marginalization. I call this event 
series Convo. Everyone was welcome to partake in the Convo-events, but the 
main focus was to provide a space where people experiencing marginalization 
could be heard. 

The fashion designer, who had just talked about his path in the fashion in-
dustry, which had been anything but simple and straight, exclaimed: 

“That’s the kind of knowledge I wish I had when I was 19 and completely 
clueless! I kind of knew you needed a portfolio, and maybe a few sketches and 
things to get in somewhere, and if you wanted to go to Konstfack or Beckman’s 
[prestigious Swedish fashion schools] you had to pay like 20 000 SEK at prep-
aration schools, but if there had been a person who had said ‘there are these 
ways and those way, you don’t have to do that, you can skip the study loans, 
you can lalala…’ Like fuck! So it’s like you’re also saying, like, an individual 
doesn’t have to re-create the wheel. Just by saying a few words, you can travel 
forward in time, and just like [mimicking a skating sound]. That’s how all the 
extremely rich people do it. It’s how the Rockefellers do it. Their born into 
this. You know, they get all of this by birth, the whole thing. And that’s what 
we should do for each other.” (Convo, activist, creative business, published: 
Apr 26, 2018) 
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The energy in the room was rising during the speeches and one of the other 
speakers, a young woman working with inclusion and diversity projects in a 
non-profit organization, continuously encouraged people to help each other 
out by appealing to a sense of responsibility for each other. Her idea was that 
everyone has a responsibility to contribute with what they have, if they have 
abundance. By abundance, she did not strictly mean financial means, but also 
abundance in connections or knowledge. She wanted them to be the network 
for each other that their parents did not have. The moderator of her speech 
contributed with the idea of paying it forward. 

“Moderator: If everyone sees criminal people whenever they see someone 
from the suburbs, but you see a person who is really awesome, then you are 
the only one who can open a door for them. And like, think about how much 
he has helped you, and that comes back, it can become like this game, what’s 
it called?  

Speaker: Domino. 
Moderator: Yeah, it becomes a domino effect. In the end, hundreds of peo-

ple will have the opportunity because one chose to do it, really.” (Convo, so-
cial entrepreneur and moderator, published: Apr 26, 2018) 

The event ended with the moderator encouraging people in the room to ask 
for help if they needed so they could be matched with people who could pro-
vide that help. Some people thus started to raise their hands asking for help 
within their specific field of interest, for example fashion design or writing. 
Someone else in the room, with experience in the particular field, would meet 
this request for help and agree to talk after the event. 

This episode is very characteristic for this context, partially because of the 
focus on career and discussions about collective strategies to enable each other 
in the pursuit of their dreams, and partially due to the sense of community 
amongst the participants in the event. The common denominator shared by 
most of the participants is the Convo-events were experiences of being mar-
ginalized and racialized, having parents from cultures other than the Swedish 
one, and an attachment to marginalized suburbs. 

It must be said that it does not seem that all of these three denominators 
must fulfilled in order to be part of the community. In that sense, the bounda-
ries of the community is somewhat fleeting. Similarly to the use of the word 
community, it is very common that the actors in this context refer to a “we”. I 
asked the interviewees about this “we”, and I have also been looking at what 
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they talk about in relation to the words “we” and “us”. In order to illustrate 
how the “we” is a fleeting concept, we can look at how one of the entrepre-
neurs responded to the question: Whom do you refer to when you say us? 

Our and us is… I believe a lot in like this new progres-
sive generation and when I talk about youth, it’s like the 
people with this perspective that is ours, and in that, I mean 
it’s not, everyone is allowed in. Age, where you live, back-
ground, sexual orientation doesn’t matter the slightest, and 
no one cares about it […] and that’s who I mean when I 
talk about us. (Interview, creative business, activist) 

This highlights another dimension of the “we”. It is a more political defini-
tion where holding progressive values seems to be the common denominator. 

However, after a scrutiny of this entrepreneur’s use of the word “we”, I 
could see three ways in which he uses it, which refer to an inclusive political 
movement, a transnational community of black or racialized people, and a 
community of post-migrant Swedes. The inclusive political movement is con-
nected to expressions like inclusion, diversity, representation, youth culture, 
freedom, progressiveness, breaking boundaries, being driven, and doing in-
stead of complaining. His description of an inclusive political movement re-
sembles movements like fourth-wave feminism that have a strong focus on 
intersectionality (Chamberlain, 2017) and organize extensively through social 
media and consciousness-raising groups (Blevins, 2018). 

The transnational community is connected to the African diaspora, Black 
culture in the US, and social movements that battle racist structures in the US, 
UK, and France, such as Martin Luther King and the civil rights movement, 
the Brixton Riots, and Black Lives Matter. The entrepreneur sees these exam-
ples as a common global movement that is sweeping over a number of coun-
tries, where it starts with protests and turns into more black people being in-
cluded in society, and an upgrade in value of black culture and black entrepre-
neurship. He explains that this wave has led to black-owned businesses, black 
directors, black producers, black athletes, black stars, etc. He links cultural 
expressions such as hip-hop, Caribbean and West Indian culture to this move-
ment, as well as music genres such as afro trap, garage, grime, bashment, etc. 
He also perceives seeds of this movement in Sweden and connects those seeds 
to the 2009 and 2013 uprisings in marginalized suburbs, the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement in Sweden, and the evolution of Sweden’s hip-hop scene over 
the past few years.  Another entrepreneur also made a connection to a similar 
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transnational “we”, but he connected it to other similar community formations 
in Europe, for example in Amsterdam and Paris (notes, activist, creative busi-
ness). 

The community of marginalized Swedes is connected to the suburbs, peo-
ple of color, hip-hop music, and diasporic communities with roots in countries 
outside Europe. When the first entrepreneur  talks about movements in Britain 
and the US, he tends to use the word “black”, but when he talks about Sweden 
he uses the word “racialized”. He also wants to highlight the experiences of 
black people in Sweden in particular, but he seems to understand it as a spec-
ified group within the broader group of racialized people. 

When I asked two other interviewees about who they refer to when saying 
“we”, one of them answered quickly and with precision: “the CCG” (inter-
view, social entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship hub). Since this term 
was introduced to the community through the culture collective’s book, I think 
this answer signals how easily many of the people in this context identified 
with the term. 

In addition to the description of a community that conveys the feeling of 
home or family, some of the entrepreneurs describe the notion of an ecosystem 
of people that identify with each other and express sympathy for the same 
causes. In contrast to the term community, the word ecosystem is attached to 
activism and thus appears operational. It refers to a strategy where people 
work on their own ends to generate the common goal of social change. In an 
ecosystem, everyone plays their own important part, and everyone is needed 
for their particular function. Activists, entrepreneurs, writers, musicians, and 
politicians adhering to the same values are all needed. The notion of an eco-
system and events such as Convo indicate that the sense of a community does 
not only provide a feeling of home. There are also a feelings of purpose con-
nected to the idea of a community, which provides direction. This understand-
ing of a community with purpose has led me to Fraser's (1990) definition of a 
subaltern counterpublic. 

5.4.1 The Community as a Subaltern Counterpublic 
I think Fraser's (1990) concept of subaltern counterpublic is a good way of 

describing the expression of community in the empirics. Fraser establishes this 
concept by problematizing Habermas’ theory of a singular public sphere. Ac-
cording to Fraser, Habermas drew the concept of the public sphere from what 
he called a category of bourgeois society, which acts as a place where political 
participation is enacted through discourse. From that, he developed a norma-
tive idea about how a public sphere would be distinct from the state and act as 
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a space that facilitates deliberation amongst citizens about public matters that 
could be critical towards the state and thus hold the state accountable. 

The utopian potential that Habermas saw in the role of the public sphere 
was never realized, and Fraser's (1990) argument is that the problem partially 
lies in Habermas’ normative ideal of one single public sphere developed from 
bourgeois ideals. Her argument contains both a descriptive and a normative 
account. She argues that the potential of having a single public sphere where 
all citizens can deliberate as equals is not possible unless society is equal. 
There are too many social processes that silence certain groups in relation to 
others, which is why marginalized groups have found it feasible to form their 
own spaces of deliberation. As an example, she points to the feminist move-
ment in the US with its journals, bookstores, video distribution networks, con-
ferences, festivals, and local meeting places. She calls such spaces subaltern 
counterpublics.  

Her descriptive argument is thus that our Western societies tend to consist 
of multiple public spheres, and her normative argument is that this may be a 
good thing because it gives marginalized groups the possibility to form their 
own vocabulary, stories, and claims about their marginalization. She argues 
that, in a single public sphere, subordinated groups would not have spaces for 
deliberation amongst themselves without the supervision of dominant groups, 
with the consequence that they could not formulate their own needs, strategies, 
and objectives. It would be harder for them to to find the right voice for ex-
pressing themselves, which could result in silencing them. 

Her argument aligns well with Fricker's (2007) later description of herme-
neutical injustice, where part of the injustice lies in the lack of words and ex-
pressions that can describe the injustice. Through the formation of a feminist 
counterpublic, the feminist movement was able to formulate concepts such as 
“sexism”, “sexual harassment”, and “the double shift”, which gave names to 
what they experienced as oppression of women as a group, and therefore ena-
bled the formulation of political claims that could counteract these phenomena 
(Fraser, 1990). We must however note that Fraser acknowledges that all coun-
terpublics do not have an emancipative agenda, which Holm (2019) demon-
strates in her exploration of anti-feminist online counterpublics in Sweden.  

I will not go into the normative discussion about the utopian view of mul-
tiple or a singular public sphere. Instead, I will stick with the description that 
society consists of multiple public spheres, and I think that the community that 
the actors in this empirical context refer to can be understood as the formation 
of a subaltern counterpublic.  
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Fraser (1990) notes that subaltern counterpublics are not to be considered 
enclaves, even if they may be enclaved by the wider society. Rather, public 
spheres may consist of limited publics, but the members understand them-
selves as part of, what Fraser refers to as, “the public-at-large”. The function 
of subaltern counterpublics is withdrawal and regrouping, but these counter-
publics are also training grounds for participants to develop skills in agitation 
that they can use to advocate for their causes in wider publics. Rosales & 
Ålund (2017) and Schierup et al. (2021) demonstrate such strategies in their 
studies on activists in marginalized Swedish suburbs, amongst others, the de-
velopment of the previously-mentioned “organic intellectuals” that can par-
ticipate effectively in Swedish political discourse. 

In order to define the common experience of racialization, people in the 
context describe the group of people subjected to racialization as racialized 
people or people of color (more specifically, they use the abbreviation PoC in 
English). I will use these terms as well, and include the term “non-white” 
when I refer to people whose appearances differ from the white, “ethnic Swe-
dish” majority, and I will describe the process of marginalization based on 
appearance and skin color as racialization. None of these terms are uncompli-
cated, but I find them to be useful in order to describe the marginalization 
expressed in the context, and because they are as close as possible to the words 
used by the actors themselves in this context. 

Understanding the community as a counterpublic enables us to see the com-
munity’s political potential as a space where counterhegemonic discourses 
may emerge and develop. The fact that the entrepreneurs are part of a coun-
terpublic means that they are not as likely to be completely wrapped up in 
hegemonic discourses of entrepreneurship as advocated by policymakers and 
narratives in the mass-media. Rather, they are likely to engage in strategies 
and discursive activities that are formed on the basis of common experiences 
of marginalization, and (as displayed in the previous extract from the empir-
ics) there may also be a sense of responsibility and accountability towards this 
community. The empirical context’s connection to a counterpublic does not 
mean that neoliberal hegemonic discourses lose their power and influence, but 
it allows for the possibility that there may be struggles among discourses in 
this context. This potential discursive conflict makes this particular counter-
public a relevant case for the field of entrepreneurship studies, and emphasizes 
the necessity of studying entrepreneurs who are affiliated with social move-
ments and counterpublics. 

The analysis of the empirical material begins in the next chapter which out-
lines the four discourses found in the context of this study. 
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6 Formulating the Societal Issue: Inefficiency 
or Injustice? 

I have divided the analysis of this study into two parts. The first part, ad-
dressed in this chapter, uses the terms social inefficiency and social injustice, 
in combination with the resource and cultural dimensions developed from Fra-
ser's (2003) concepts recognition/redistribution, to distinguish the four dis-
courses present in the empirical context: the segregation discourse, the diver-
sity as business discourse, the structural racism/norm deviation discourse, 
and the capitalist critique discourse. The task of this chapter is to separate 
these discourses in a clear way. Thus, for sake of clarity, I attempt to avoid 
nuances and complexities at this stage. I instead leave these to the second part 
of the analysis presented in Chapter 7. 

Chapter 7 explains how the actors in the empirical context move between 
the hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses through processes of co-op-
tation and attempts to push back against co-optation through reflexive prob-
lematization of own practices, identification of co-optation, tactical alignment 
with hegemonic discourses, and expansion of counterhegemonic discourses 
into a chain of equivalence. It also shows that the actors can end up caught in-
between accommodation and contestation of the hegemony (which still im-
plies an awareness of the contradictory position that they are in). 

Two of the four discourses outlined in this chapter construct the societal 
problem as a case of social inefficiency, which should be solved in the most 
efficient way in accordance with current structures. These two discourses 
align with ideas of growth and profit, and their putative contribution to societal 
development. Efficiency and economic growth are thus imagined to lead to a 
win-win situation for society as a whole. While the interviewees sometimes 
claim that the changes pursued according to the logic of these discourses are 
on a structural level, I do not classify it as such due to the alignment with 
neoliberal core values. The two remaining discourses, on the other hand, pur-
sue structural change through a counterhegemonic character. They construct 
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the societal problem as injustices where some are unjustly oppressed by oth-
ers, which implies clear divisions between an “us” and a “them”, i.e. clear 
adversaries emerge in these discourses. 

The discourses represent four different “fishing nets” that fixes moments 
in relation to each other and produce a logic and lines of argument that influ-
ence the way the actors construct the societal issues they address. The same 
person and same organization may formulate sentences aligning with more 
than one of the four discourses in the same interview. They move in-between 
them, often seemingly unaware of their contradictions. It is thus not possible 
to attribute one of the discourses to one certain person or organization. As 
such, the discourses are best understood as separate entities from the individ-
uals in the context and their attitudes. They should rather be seen as affecting 
what the actors express. 

I have divided the chapter into sections according to the four discourses, 
and the subtitles within each section represent lines of argument that together 
constitute the discourse. At the end of each section, a summary provides an 
analysis of the discourse in its entirety and puts it in the context of previous 
literature. A final section summarizes the key elements of the discourses in a 
table, and describe how they relate to each other.  

A note on the quoted material: If a speaker using a slightly louder tone for 
emphasis on a word, that word is indicated by italics. Other means of emphasis 
are noted in the citation for the quote. I use ellipses in square brackets […] to 
indicate omission of irrelevant material. For sake of anonymity, I did not add 
the date of the interviews to the quotes because the date in combination with 
the table in the appendix could have made it possible to connect the different 
quotes and thus reveal the organization or even person behind them. I added 
however the publishing dates of the Convo-speeches as they do not run the 
same risk. 

6.1 The Segregation Discourse 

The segregation discourse is anchored in the type of analysis we saw schol-
ars make in chapter five, in their studies on social exclusion (5. Exclusion and 
Resistance – The Societal Context) (Schierup & Urban, 2016; Sernhede et al., 
2019, etc.). These analyses describe Swedish society as increasingly segre-
gated, which is a process that involves cultural stigmatization, socioeconomic 
stratification, and geographic segregation leading to discrimination of margin-
alized groups. This discourse thus rejects popular ideas that locate the problem 
of segregation in specific vulnerable areas (Grander et al., 2022; Roelofs, Kim 
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& Salonen, 2019), which tends to cast the population of those areas as prob-
lematic and a potential threat to the rest of society. 

However, the segregation discourse in this empirical context slides into 
hegemonic construction through underlying assumptions that economic 
growth will lead to societal development beneficial to all, and that the labor 
market is the obvious way of distributing resources, which directs the dis-
course’s focus towards accumulation of intangible resources such as social 
networks, knowledge, and relatable role models. 

The focus on intangible resources produces social entrepreneurship in the 
civil sector that aims to enable individuals from marginalized groups to access 
the labor market by making themselves employable and entrepreneurial. This 
focus also generates a strategy to market “good choices” to the youth of the 
suburbs that will attract them to become law-abiding citizens, and to improve 
the image of the suburbs in the eyes of the Swedish public. The following text 
outlines this reasoning in detail. 

6.1.1 Segregation and Oppression as the Starting Point 
The segregation discourse has a place-bound focus on housing segregation, 

which it constructs as a societal problem, and it understands this segregation 
as expanding into a cultural and social division between people in the affluent 
inner city and economically marginalized suburbs. 

The housing segregation in Swedish cities coincides 
with a social, economic and cultural segregation that re-
sults in a societal division between the privileged majority 
society’s ethnically and culturally homogenous majority 
and the socially and economically marginalized area’s plu-
rality of language and traditions. These areas consist of 
apartment buildings built within the million program 
1965-75 and are dominated by rental apartments. People 
who live there do not have access to society’s recourses in 
the same way that people in other parts of the city do. The 
areas are generally referred to as “the suburb”. Mass media 
is conveying stories about social unrest, violence and crim-
inality from the suburbs while politicians and societal pub-
lic debaters are calling them disadvantaged. Children who 
grow up there learn that the surrounding society considers 
their home a bad place. (Report 2, career and entrepreneur-
ship hub) 



116 

This quote elaborates on the frontier between the identity positions of af-
fluent ethnic Swedes, also described as the majority society, and marginalized, 
racialized, first and second generation Swedes, the Swedishness of whom 
tends to be questioned in private conversations as well as public debates. A 
report by one of the career and entrepreneurship hubs leaned on Iris Marion 
Young (2000) in describing how segregation of housing areas exacerbates the 
division between these identity positions, granting the privileged even more 
opportunity while further diminishing the opportunities of the marginalized. 

Thus far, we can see that the discourse distinguishes between a superior 
and a subordinate identity position, where the affluent ethnic Swede in the 
inner cities represent the majority society and the inside of society where 
power and resources are concentrated. In contrast, the marginalized and ra-
cialized first and second generation Swedes end up on the outside of this inner 
circle, on the margin of society, far away from power and resources. Through 
this distinction, the discourse opposes dominant ideas in the broader society 
that frame the suburbs as a problem external to Swedish society as a whole 
(Rosales & Ålund, 2017; Schierup et al., 2021; Sernhede et al., 2019) and 
instead finds the problem in the division between two groups and two geo-
graphic areas. As a consequence, the privileged are defined as a group rather 
than remaining an unmentioned “normality”. 

The final part of the quote illustrates how the discourse pinpoints stories 
conveyed by the media, politicians, and public debaters as targeting the self-
esteem of youth in the suburbs. A similar reasoning can be found in the activist 
organization Megafonen in Rosales & Ålund's (2017) study that describes how 
people from the marginalized suburbs are stigmatized as second class citizens, 
which they see as detrimental to people’s self-esteem. The segregation dis-
course thus portrays a process of stigmatization and the effect it has on those 
who are under the stigma. 

Consequently, the discourse actually identifies processes of oppression, but 
as it moves forward, it articulates the distinctions and oppressions between 
groups as a social inefficiency that keeps society from flourishing and reach-
ing its potential. This shift is caused by a conflation between economic and 
societal development prevalent in the discourse, and its focus on employment 
and career development illustrated in the following section. 

6.1.2 Unequal Distribution of Intangible Resources 
The central issues in this discourse revolve around a perceived asymmetry 

in conditions of people who grow up in the inner city areas and those who 
grow up in the marginalized suburbs. The discourse describes youth in the 
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suburbs as lacking the prerequisites for becoming productive and responsible 
citizens. When asked what problem her organization was addressing, one re-
spondent answered: 

Inclusion and equality. No but, that it’s not an inclusive 
society, that it’s pretty excluding, or it’s a segregated soci-
ety, and the segregation leads to some people having worse 
starting conditions than others, and that prevents them 
from reaching their full potential or contribute back to so-
ciety that way, so I think it becomes like this vicious circle. 
(Interview, social entrepreneur, career and entrepreneur-
ship hub) 

This quote establishes that unequal conditions inhibit those who lack the 
prerequisites for reaching their “full potential” and contributing back to soci-
ety. An assumption revealed in the quote is that society is an entity with com-
mon interests to which everyone should contribute, and the way they should 
contribute to it is by developing themselves as productive individuals to reach 
their full potential. 

The source of this quote is a co-worker in one of the career and entrepre-
neurship hubs that supports people from marginalized areas in their entrepre-
neurial endeavors. As we saw in the description of the network, four of the 
organizations target careers and entrepreneurship as their key issues. For ex-
ample, another of the career and entrepreneurship hubs focuses on supporting 
young adults from what they call the “outer city” in their efforts to become 
“successful”. In the segregation discourse, such success is connected to career 
development, which aligns with the neoliberal idea that self-actualization 
ought to be pursued through labor (Bröckling, 2016). According to this dis-
course, the problem with housing segregation is that it depletes marginalized 
areas of resources that could enable its young people to reach such success: 

Based on their own and their friends’ experiences, the 
founders of [organization] know that many young people 
in marginalized suburbs have a hard time knowing and for-
mulating what they want to achieve, their own definition 
of success, and how they can reach their goals. Some im-
portant reasons for this is that many young people lack role 
models, knowledge and social networks. (Report 1, career 
and entrepreneurship hub) 



118 

According to this report, people in marginalized suburbs lack resources in 
the form of role models, social networks and knowledge compared to people 
in affluent areas, and they particularly lack knowledge about possible career 
paths and how to embark on them. The resources it mentions are however not 
of the material economic kind; rather, the quote lists intangible resources. No-
tably, although this discourse derives from the division of the affluent inner 
city and the economically marginalized suburb, it does not focus on redistri-
bution of tangible economic resources – it assumes that those resources are 
distributed through the market, through paid labor in the form of employment 
or entrepreneurship. Instead, it shifts focus to intangible resources such as role 
models and social networks, which could enable individuals to develop suc-
cessful careers and, by doing so, gain a more secure economic status. 

This line of argument produces an entrepreneurial mission to provide these 
intangible resources and a form of emotional support for the individuals in the 
organization’s target group in their paths towards success. These resources 
would allow people to gain the confidence, mindset, and network to pursue 
such development on their own. All of the organizations that function as career 
and entrepreneurship hubs provide coaching, courses, and access to networks 
in established sectors, and engage in processes that foster individuals to be-
come successful entrepreneurial selves so that they can reach their full poten-
tial and add value to society by developing careers, businesses, or other civil 
society organizations. 

The segregation discourse thus acknowledges that the chances of becoming 
a successful and economically productive subject are not equally available to 
all people. Thus far, this discourse is in agreement with Bröckling (2016), Gill 
(2014), and Pongratz & Voss (2003) in their concerns about the unequal op-
portunities for becoming the ideal subject that neoliberalism expects people to 
be. The discourse also acknowledges that marginalized groups in particular 
have a hard time becoming this ideal subject. The solution presented in the 
discourse is however not to banish the ideal productive subject or contest the 
assumption that increased productivity lies in everyone’s interest, that every-
one should contribute with economically productive labor in order to be of 
value to society. Instead, the discourse constructs the problem as an ineffi-
ciency that can be mended by supporting people subjected to marginalization 
in the process of developing their human capital, making them employable 
and increasing their value in the market. A solution that, according to this 
logic, is in everyone’s interest, whether they know it or not. 
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6.1.3 The Public Sector’s Misguided Focus on At-Risk Youth 
One line of argument in the discourse specifically criticizes the public sec-

tor, not for a lack of investment in the suburbs, but rather for making the wrong 
investments. This argument identifies the majority society’s domination over 
political institutions as the cause for this inefficiency. The critique is that the 
public sector pursues efforts directed towards the suburbs and marginalized 
groups that are guided by the majority society’s stigmatization of the suburb 
and its inhabitants. When I asked one interviewee about majority society’s 
problem formulation in relation to the suburbs, she answered: 

It is based on criminality… Violence and criminality in 
the suburbs. It is based on a view of young people as either 
perpetrators or victims, or potential perpetrators, future… 
Young people in the suburbs are future perpetrators if we 
don’t stop them in time. That’s the [majority society’s] 
problem formulation. […] The negative consequences of 
segregation manifests in the suburb and therefore [public 
institutions] are putting all the efforts there with a one-
sided handling of a problem that involves the whole soci-
ety. And it has become more common to base the selection 
of what areas to work with from the police’s “vulnerable 
areas” [an official list the Swedish police authority has 
constructed as a strategy for their operations], and that is 
strengthening that problem formulation. (Interview, ally, 
career and entrepreneurship hub) 

The quote conveys that because public institutions see the problem as spe-
cific to the suburbs, they fail to see that the problem actually is produced 
through the division and inequality between the different areas. 

The next quote constructs the cause of this problem formulation as the pub-
lic institution’s focus on the majority society, which highlights that the prob-
lems in the suburbs eventually may affect the majority society. 

Researchers mean that as long as the problem in the 
suburbs is not perceived as a threat against the majority 
society and economic structures, no structural changes will 
take place. (Report 2, career and entrepreneurship hub) 
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The line of argument is that the public institutions only direct efforts to-
wards the suburbs with the intent to do what is necessary to protect the major-
ity society, which implies a disregard for any inherent value in improving the 
conditions in the suburbs for the sake of the people living there 

The previous two quotes seem to advocate solutions that would be two-
sided (as opposed to a single focus on the suburbs), which  could imply public 
reform directed towards the affluent inner city, but the following quote illus-
trates how the critique of the public institutions’ misconceptions of the prob-
lem instead leads to a refocus on the suburb, but this time, with alternative 
constructions of the people within it. 

From the conversations, we understood that the outer 
city is viewed as dangerous by the majority society and 
that the focus in the development of the area is on mini-
mizing the criminality. The target group for many of the 
efforts thus becomes young people who are not motivated 
in school and who are at risk of making destructive 
choices. The fact that it’s also important to support young 
people who have a drive [motivation] and dreams does not 
appear in the problem definition. We could see that none 
of the people we met talked about the commercial sector’s 
significance for a socially sustainable development of the 
city. A narrative that tells us that the young in the suburbs 
are criminals contributes to employers within qualified oc-
cupational areas not looking for future employees in the 
suburbs. (Report 2, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

The “efforts” mentioned in the last quote should be understood as efforts 
made by the municipality and the public sector. This passage from a report 
describes the majority society’s perspective as stigmatizing the suburbs as 
dangerous and permeated by criminality. Because it is in the interest of the 
majority society to minimize crime, all efforts are targeting “at risk” youth – 
a term that refers to youth that already are, or are at risk of becoming, crimi-
nals. The consequence is that the problems experienced by the marginalized 
groups themselves remain ignored by public institutions. These tendencies 
align with Sernhede et al.'s (2019) description of the post-political develop-
ment in Sweden, where political parties are afraid of supporting marginalized 
and low-income groups in Sweden, as they risk being stamped as a party that 
supports pacification of the population. This concern is attached to processes 
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of individual responsibilization, which conveys the idea that people who fail 
to succeed do so due to laziness and reliance on social welfare, an idea that 
emerged in Sweden during the 90s and which can be connected to neoliberal-
ism (Sernhede et al., 2019) and promotion of the entrepreneurial self (Bröck-
ling, 2016). 

The quote reveals the perception that the stigma and limited view of the 
suburbs is missing all of the other people in these areas, all of the people who 
are not at risk of choosing a criminal path – those with dreams and drive 
(which those constructed as at-risk youth apparently are lacking). The word 
“target group” in the previous quote indicates that there is a distinction be-
tween categories of people here. The quote does not refer to different desires 
or motivations that may reside in the same person, for example. 

Furthermore, the commercial sector and employers are constructed as hav-
ing a key role in the development of these areas through offering employment 
and career opportunities. The quote frames them as the hidden key to the prob-
lem that the public sector is unable to see. Public administration is criticized 
for contributing to a stigma that ends up influencing the commercial sector 
and coloring the view of potential employers, scaring them away from hiring 
individuals from marginalized groups. In this logic, the commercial sector 
thus appears innocent and neutral in relation to the public sector, and the pub-
lic sector appears as the place from where the problem originates. 

The focus on employers and the commercial sector connects to the segre-
gation discourse’s construction of work and career, and the lack thereof, as the 
central issues of the suburbs. The logic is that, if people had access to jobs and 
careers, things would be better. Instead, politicians and public administrations 
focus excessively on criminality, honor violence and radicalism/extremism. A 
focus that the segregation discourse constructs as missing the mark. The crit-
icism of public institutions portrays their efforts as fragmented and ill advised, 
based on a lack of understanding of the suburbs and marginalized groups, 
which make the efforts inefficient. 

6.1.4 The Choice between Criminality and Reaching Your Dreams 
The segregation discourse connects criminality and high levels of unem-

ployment in the suburbs to lack of intangible resources in the areas. The divi-
sion between people from the suburbs and affluent people from the inner city 
conveys the belief that young people who grow up in the inner city have access 
to role models, social networks, and knowledge about various career paths 
through the local community and their families. This assumption leads to a 
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line of argument in which housing segregation becomes central because it in-
hibits people (with various levels of resources) from meeting, which removes 
any possibility for youth from marginalized areas to get in touch with such 
resources. Poverty thus becomes concentrated and whole areas are depleted of 
resources and opportunities. The following quote comes from a report created 
by one of the career and entrepreneurship hubs, and is a direct quote from one 
of the interviewees that participated in the project that resulted in the report: 

 “If you live in an area where your adult role models 
only have certain types of jobs… where the adults that 
have safe jobs work like bus drivers, where the one who is 
an entrepreneur is a taxi driver that owns their own car, 
someone owns a store, but it never does very well. You’ve 
never seen or experienced success…” (Report 1, career 
and entrepreneurship hub) 

The quote connects lack of resources in these marginalized areas to the fact 
that individuals lack a positive outlook on life in general, and it connects a 
positive outlook on life to the ability to imagine a successful career and work 
life. In this way, the segregation discourse creates a chain of events from lack 
of role models to criminality, arguing that the lack of role models leads to lack 
of hope for the future, which is causing youth to make “destructive choices” 
and engage in criminality. This discourse understands criminality as some-
thing affecting all of society. It is bad for everyone – society as a whole. 

Young adults who grow up in the outer city often expe-
rience that the opportunities of success that society offers 
isn’t for them – the opportunities belong to the youth of 
the majority society. They lack positive role models in 
their living area because those who achieve success often 
move away from the area when they have the opportunity. 
These positive role models leave an emptiness behind 
them where a community around what is possible would 
have thrived. Instead, the emptiness is occupied by nega-
tive role models who have received the aura of success 
through making destructive choices. They are visible be-
cause they have ties and are physically present. It’s also 
that sort of success that reaches “fame” through media. 
The consequence is that many young people have a hard 
time finding meaning in dreaming bigger, despite being 
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able to manage school and get jobs. They get a harder time 
making constructive choices for their future and easily get 
stuck in the limited view of what is possible for them. (Re-
port 1, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

The negative role models described here are criminals, and, as we can see, 
this discourse understands criminality as becoming an attractive path for youth 
in disadvantaged suburbs that lack resources and the imagination to embark 
on other, more law-abiding career paths. The discourse acknowledges that 
there is a problem of criminality in these areas and warns against the ability 
and practice of criminals to pull youth into these environments.  

As such, criminality is key in the construction of the abject in this dis-
course: the criminal and the at-risk youth, who symbolizes what is undesira-
ble. The at-risk youth are described with words like “the guys hanging at the 
malls” or the Swedish slang word centrumtuggarna, which refers to the 
(mostly young) men who gather in groups at the small local malls that can be 
found in these marginalized areas. Thus, there is a symbolic chain between 
young men hanging at the local malls, at-risk youth, and criminals. 

As mentioned, the discourse constructs criminal gangs as carrying a certain 
allure that draws youth, especially boys, into their lifestyle by establishing an 
aura of success and a lavish lifestyle. 

“When your group of friends seeks success and fast 
cash through criminality, you have a choice to make”, says 
M, who has experiences of making destructive choices at 
a younger age. The destructive gang’s influence is strong: 
”Within the gang, they boost each other’s egos at the same 
time as they are putting each other down. No one should 
think that they’re better than anyone else /…/[omission 
made in the report] It was a way for them to control you: 
One was nice, the other was mean. You’re trying to pull 
people in that way.” (Report 1, career and entrepreneur-
ship hub) 

The notion of a choice is very prominent. The youth of the suburbs are 
described as having a choice to make between being a criminal or being a law-
abiding citizen. 

You choose to be a criminal or a good guy /…/ [omis-
sion made in the report] From whom does he want respect? 
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What audience does he turn to? (Report 1, career and en-
trepreneurship hub) 

The notion of a choice reveals a responsibilization process in the segrega-
tion discourse. The discourse constructs the individual as able to choose who 
to be – the responsible law-abiding subject, or the criminal abject. This line of 
argument fits well into the neoliberal ideology, which revolves around an in-
dividual’s responsibility for herself. Consequently, although the segregation 
discourse acknowledges that the ability to become an economically valuable 
and employable subject is limited for marginalized groups in the suburbs, it 
still slides into the logics of the individual’s ability to choose her own path in 
life. 

This discourse is supported by Lemke's (2001) observation that neoliberal-
ism constructs criminality as a rational economic choice, a choice that you 
make if the benefits of doing crime appear higher than other options. The task 
for society is thus to make crime costly, so that other alternatives appear more 
beneficial. The segregation discourse follows a similar logic but flips it around 
and puts focus on the reward rather than the cost. Instead of arguing for mak-
ing criminality more costly, it argues for marketing “good” choices and mak-
ing them appear more attractive. 

The entrepreneurial solution to this understanding of individual choice is 
thus to find ways of making “good choices” more appealing to the youth in 
the suburbs, partly so as to compete with the allure of a criminal career. One 
interviewee conceptualizes this method as generating a positive peer pressure 
amongst the youth (interview, social entrepreneur, career and entrepreneur-
ship hub), and several of the career and entrepreneurship hubs explicitly focus 
on helping their members and adepts develop an entrepreneurial mindset, 
which will enable them to obtain a positive, problem-solving outlook on their 
life and society. Concrete strategies aligned with this mission are to present a 
cool image, meet the target group with an encouraging attitude, offer courses 
in various popular career fields, and create a network of role models to which 
the target group can gain access. 

Motivation is important here. The segregation discourse portrays those who 
are unmotivated as being at a higher risk of choosing a criminal path, and those 
who are motivated as likely to become law-abiding citizens. As a result, this 
discourse criticizes the public administration for focusing exclusively on the 
unmotivated, at risk-youth, which implies that they overlook those who are 
motivated. To work against this tendency, the discourse argues for a shift of 
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focus towards the youth of the suburbs who are motivated, to construct them 
as able and holders of potential. 

We are not here to work with criminal youth, or we are 
not here to work with vulnerable youth, like, we are here 
to work with young adults and we think everyone has po-
tential, and that’s not the view the majority society has. 

It’s more like, there are different kinds of societal 
change, and you can take different roads. And, like, do I 
want to change specifically for those who are at the malls 
[and] specifically for these guys that end up in trouble, or 
do I want to make a change for this group that can save 
that other group? (Interview, social entrepreneur, career 
and entrepreneurship hub) 

In this quote, the respondent disconnects vulnerable and criminal youth 
from the position of target group for their organization. Instead, she formulates 
the subject young adult with potential. She then alludes to the majority soci-
ety’s stigmatization of the suburbs, saying that the majority society does not 
see that there are young adults with potential in the suburbs, which makes 
these people invisible and consequently stigmatizes “good people” as poten-
tial criminals and vulnerable.  

In this quote, we can see how the segregation discourse articulates the sub-
ject position of the young adult from the marginalized suburb with potential. 
It attaches this new subject position to a hope of being able to save an “at risk” 
youth. The young adult with potential is thus envisioned as being able to in-
fluence the “at risk” youth to make better choices. Consequently, the subject 
position of the young adult with potential becomes the “solution to a prob-
lem”. Thus, the public sector’s focus on “at risk” youth loses the notion of 
oppression and stigmatization, and instead becomes constructed as a poor and 
inefficient strategy that does not solve the problem. The problem is thus con-
structed as a case of social inefficiency. 

We should note that, even though the last quote states that “everyone has 
potential”, there is still a division between motivated and unmotivated, where 
the motivated surely comes across as having more potential than the unmoti-
vated. The segregation discourse thus opposes stigmatization against people 
in the suburbs by arguing that not everyone in the suburbs is a criminal. There 
are good people with potential too. The youth of the suburbs are divided into 
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a group of those at risk of becoming criminal and those with potential to be-
come successful in the labor market. By doing so, it opposes a construct of the 
citizen of the suburb as abject and reconstructs the abject as the criminal. 

6.1.5 Role Models 
In the segregation discourse, developing an entrepreneurial mindset and 

being inspired by role models appears to be key for making the choice to be a 
law-abiding citizen attractive. The topic of role models is extremely present 
in this context. The discourse constructs the problem as a lack of (visible) role 
models, and traces the problem at least in part to media’s exaggerated and 
sensationalist focus on criminality in the suburbs, which drowns out the posi-
tive stories and people. The discourse also in part traces the problem to the 
fact that people tend to move away from socioeconomically vulnerable areas 
as soon as their economic status improves. Examples of people who have 
gained economic success are thus limited in these areas. 

In their report on area-based development initiatives, Roelofs & Salonen 
(2019) confirm this tendency to leave the area when achieving a higher eco-
nomic status and explain that such departures skew the statistics and image of 
the areas in question. The segregation discourse argues that the departures lead 
to criminals gaining the status of role models because they are the only ones 
left that have an image of money and success, which makes kids model their 
behavior after them. The solution to this problem is to show other “positive” 
role models in order to influence and redirect the dreams and desires of the 
suburban youth. 

When I’m, like, as a 16/17 year-old see a person driving 
around in a Ferrari and [they] have done that through en-
trepreneurship, I think that’s a path you actually can take, 
but if I had been in an environment where someone drives 
around in a Ferrari because he has done a lot of bad stuff, 
then that might be the road you take. (Interview, commer-
cial entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

The career and entrepreneurship hubs pursue the mission to make role mod-
els visible by arranging inspirational events and inviting speakers who then 
act as successful examples. The speakers are usually people of color with 
backgrounds in the suburbs who have successfully pursued a career of some 
sort. For example, I visited one such event where the speaker had become a 
successful filmmaker (and thus a law-abiding citizen) despite starting his ca-
reer with a stolen camera because he could not afford to buy his own. 
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In this discourse, the word “role model” represents someone who has 
achieved some form of professional success (within the legal framework of 
society). One interviewee explicitly blamed the concentration of unemployed 
people in an area for producing a lack of role models, which negatively influ-
ences the self-image of citizens in that area. 

The way it looks today, in the areas where we work is 
that a lot of kids grow up with a self-image that they 
don’t… They see others in their area that are in unemploy-
ment or that don’t… You might not have so many role 
models that have shown that, or are examples of that you 
actually can reach your goals and dreams. (Interview, ally, 
career and entrepreneurship hub) 

This discourse thus aligns with neoliberalism in its construction of unem-
ployment and passiveness as negative and abject, while constructing entrepre-
neurship, productivity, economic growth, and career development as positive. 

Furthermore, the discourse here emphasizes role models’ relatability to the 
youth of the suburbs. In order to encourage the target group to become pro-
ductive law-abiding citizens, these role models must be relatable, and to be 
relatable they must have experience of the same type of hardships and dis-
crimination that the target group experiences. They must thus also be sub-
jected to racialization, come from a marginalized areas, and/or have some kind 
of foreign background. If an ethnically Swedish person from the inner city 
would try to act as a role model, they could be dismissed as having an easier 
time than the target group. For this reason, one career and entrepreneurship 
hub does not use one of their employees, perceived as belonging to the major-
ity society, to coach their members. In addition, the role models should not be 
too successful, as their success might appear unattainable. 

Sometimes you highlight these one-in-a-million-people 
like Zlatan [Ibrahimovic, famous football player] or peo-
ple who have worked extremely hard, but there isn’t space 
for 300 Zlatans. Then you need that role model that is 
working at Spotify or Universal, or that’s, like, within your 
reach. (Interview, social entrepreneur, career a entrepre-
neurship hub) 



128 

This concept of relatability results in encouragement to collectively act as 
role models for each other and build a community that generates a positive 
peer pressure. 

I think that a lot of people can be role models without 
knowing it themselves. So we also try to highlight that it 
is cool, what you have done, and there are people who 
would appreciate hearing about it. (Interview, social entre-
preneur, career a entrepreneurship hub) 

The notion of role models thus produces a call for people in the community 
to participate in the civil sector and take on the responsibility of acting as role 
models. This discourse thus produces an ethical subject that engages in repro-
ductive labor in the civil sector. The next section digs deeper into this part of 
the discourse. 

6.1.6 Reproductive Labor and the Ethical Subject 
Fraser’s (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) conceptualization of capitalism as a so-

cial order provides useful concepts for understanding the entrepreneurship that 
emerges through the segregation discourse. I am specifically referring to how 
she theorizes capitalism as constructed around divisions like economic pro-
ductive and social reproductive labor, where the latter acts as a background 
condition necessary for the former. This relationship implies that people are 
simply not able to participate in the economic foreground of society without 
input from social reproductive labor, since reproductive labor is what turns 
people into skilled labor power that can contribute to the production system 
successfully. These concepts clarify the segregation discourse’s argument, 
which is that there are informal systems in place that provide people from 
affluent areas with this reproductive labor, while there are not enough such 
systems in place for people in marginalized areas. The discourse’s solution to 
this inefficiency is social entrepreneurship that can produce such reproductive 
labor and direct it towards marginalized groups in the suburbs. 

This strategy is apparent when looking at the activities produced in the ca-
reer and entrepreneurship hubs, and the non-profit. The groups receive fund-
ing through various partnerships with private and public organizations, which 
allows them to have a few employees, but their activities also require a lot of 
unpaid labor conducted by, for example, mentors and coaches that engage in 
the activities on their spare time. 

To manage this free social labor, the segregation discourse promotes an 
ethic in the community as a whole around values of helping each other out and 
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supporting each other as fellow marginalized individuals. In the episode pre-
sented in chapter 5 (5.5 The Community), we could see how the participants 
in Convo produce this ethics, which results in exchange of favors, and proba-
bly some unpaid reproductive labor. Remember the following quote from that 
section: 

If everyone sees criminal people whenever they see 
someone from the suburbs, but you see a person who is 
really awesome, then you are the only one who can open a 
door for them. (Convo, moderator, published: Apr 26, 
2018) 

The quote directs itself to the individual and appeals to her to open the door 
for a fellow community member. It appeals to the common experiences of 
stigmatization that people from the suburbs and racialized people share. This 
is an example of how the segregation discourse produces a particular ethical 
subject around an idea of “giving back” – to the community, to society, and to 
the world.  

The previous quote shows that the discourse constructs an ethical subject 
that acts ethically by opening up their social network to fellow people in the 
marginalized community. Acting as a role model and contributing positive 
peer pressure are also aspects of this ethical subject.  

In addition, the discourse identifies a particular sentiment in the common 
experience of being a child of refugees, which it claims produces an intrinsic 
urge to give back to the community and the greater society. This line of argu-
ment stems from stories about the parents of second generation Swedes and 
their flight from their home countries. Referrals to “our parents” occurs many 
times in this context and the word “our” signals a shared experience amongst 
second generation Swedes, and an assumption that they can recognize them-
selves in each other’s stories. The parents are described as having fled from 
their own home countries, often as refugees, and arriving in Sweden without 
many resources. Their situation in Sweden is portrayed as tough and full of 
sacrifice for their children’s future.  

Our parents who came here and didn’t have a social net-
work, and didn’t have resources, didn’t understand how 
the system worked. And we have heard multiple times that 
you didn’t get a job because you didn’t know people, you 
didn’t have a social network. (Convo, social entrepreneur, 
published: Apr 26, 2018) 
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These stories produce a perception that, as children of refugees, second 
generation Swedes should be grateful to their parents, to the state, and to life 
itself to be in Sweden, a country understood as offering immense opportunity 
and safety. 

It seems quite common that it is the first generation 
Swedes in the family that communicate to their children a 
debt of gratefulness towards Sweden. One should be grate-
ful, not make any demands, and pay your debt back to the 
new country. (Report 1, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

The segregation discourse however problematizes the pressure this puts on 
youth and young adults. It constructs the feeling as both positive and negative 
at the same time: while it encourages an ethical subject, it also risks over-
whelming that subject. This conflict results in an ambition to channel these 
feelings in constructive ways by producing activities in which the ethical sub-
ject can give back and at the same time avoid becoming overwhelmed by the 
task. An interviewee from one of the career and entrepreneurship hubs (inter-
view, ally, career and entrepreneurship hub) specifically describes how they 
are trying to operationalize concrete ways in which members of their network 
can channel this urge to give back so that the feeling remains positive and does 
not become suffocating. 

The final aspect of the ethical subject relates to a commitment to the suburb 
as an area. Studies on area-based development (Grander et al., 2022; Roelofs, 
Kim & Salonen, 2019) have shown that the extensive focus on increasing un-
employment and counteracting criminality is ineffective when it comes to 
mending structural issues of inequality and segregation, because these solu-
tions target individuals. These individuals tend to move away from such areas 
once they have reached more economic stability, which means that they do 
not contribute to the development of the area once they have reached the goal 
of the program. Staying in the area, and continuing to contribute to the area 
after reaching a more stable economic status, thus becomes an ethical act in 
this discourse. 

One interviewee explains that the career and entrepreneurship hub she is 
part of has started to redefine their mission as area-based development (inter-
view, social entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship hub). By contributing 
to an entrepreneurial spirit within the community, the hub wishes to market 
the area as infused by a certain type of cool and progress. This is the segrega-
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tions discourse’s response to the ineffectiveness of previous area-based devel-
opment programs. In fact, one interviewee specifically mentions the studies to 
which I refer above (interview, ally, career and entrepreneurship hub). The 
intention is to move focus from single individuals to the area as whole, but the 
line of argument still revolves around market logics, in that entrepreneurship 
and branding (of an area) can make that area attractive and generate economic 
growth, which as a consequence would lead to development of the area. 

6.1.7 Summary 
In summary, the segregation discourse constructs the core problem as a ge-

ographic division between socioeconomically advantaged and disadvantaged 
areas, where immigrants and their children tend to end up in disadvantaged 
areas, which causes a concentration of poverty in some areas versus a concen-
tration of wealth in others. It argues that concentrating the lack of resources in 
specific areas depletes the whole area of intangible resources such as net-
works, knowledge, and role models, which makes it hard for people in the area 
to enter the inner circle of society, which is where the more lucrative jobs are 
located. Criminality thus becomes an attractive career path for youth in these 
areas. 

The entrepreneurship produced through this discourse aims to compensate 
for lack of intangible resources such as social networks, knowledge, and role 
models in the disadvantaged suburbs. The discourse calls upon the community 
of marginalized people to come together and pool their intangible resources 
in order to enable more marginalized individuals to develop and become their 
entrepreneurial and employable selves. These activities emerge within the 
civil sector and require voluntary social reproductive labor from community 
members. 

The logics of the discourse also produce activities that aim to inspire youth 
to make good choices and pursue their dreams, such as inspirational speeches 
by individuals from marginalized groups who have become successful in var-
ious ways. The hope is that this strategy can create positive peer pressure on 
youth, and that young adults will then choose the path of the law-abiding cit-
izen. In turn, this process could help the community to rebrand their suburbs 
and turn them into a more attractive place, in the eyes of the Swedish public. 

While the discourse starts in a problem formulation that identifies the stig-
matization of the suburbs as a form of oppression, it organizes around key 
elements of neoliberalism. Consequently, it reframes the problem as a social 
inefficiency, which produces entrepreneurship that seeks to find the most ef-
ficient way of solving the problem that benefits society as a whole, both the 
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inner and the outer circle of society. The main neoliberal assumptions that 
enable this co-optation are, first, that economic growth is legitimately the main 
goal for everyone in society because it (presumably) leads to societal devel-
opment; second, that the economic status of the suburbs only increases if more 
individuals in the suburbs get an occupation (through employment or entre-
preneurship), which the commercial sector is seen as the main provider of; 
third, that self-actualization occurs through career development, i.e. that peo-
ple mainly find success, happiness, and meaning through work (Bröckling, 
2016). Dreams are defined in terms of professions. 

Previous research on the entrepreneurial self and employability has re-
vealed the consequences of a discourse containing these elements. My earlier 
literature review demonstrated that those who are successful in becoming their 
entrepreneurial selves are advantaged by these ideas, but those who are not 
successful may be further marginalized because their misfortune will be at-
tributed to their own individual failures (Gill, 2014; Scharff, 2015). These 
ideas push individuals to constantly work on themselves, and their space for 
vulnerability becomes limited. The risk of burn-out increases. 

This particular discourse also cuts through the people of the suburbs, divid-
ing them into a camp of abject criminals and at-risk youth versus good law-
abiding citizens with potential to make something of themselves. The dis-
course is basically looking to increase the camp of “good people” by turning 
to the community and urging people within it to dedicate time and effort to 
social reproductive labor within civil sector forms of organization. The dis-
course thus calls on people within the community to take on the responsibility 
for the welfare of the community. Individuals thereby do exactly what neolib-
eralism intends them to do. When the public institutions roll back social pro-
tection systems, neoliberalism expects civil society to take over the responsi-
bility of people’s welfare by organizing organically and altruistically through 
communities (Berglund & Skoglund, 2015; Fougére et al., 2017). 

This discourse also follows Fougére et al.'s (2017) study on the EU’s strat-
egies regarding social entrepreneurship, where neoliberal austerity policies are 
rolling back the public sector’s responsibility for social protection of citizens, 
while legitimizing that rollback through the support of social entrepreneurs, 
who are hoped to be better suited than the public sector to fight social prob-
lems in an innovative way. Using Fraser's (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) under-
standing of capitalism’s background conditions, it becomes possible to frame 
these activities as social reproductive labor that is necessary for providing the 
labor market with labor power, while at the same time disavowing such social 
reproductive labor as unproductive and thus not rewarded by the market. If it 
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is rewarded, it is only indirectly rewarded in the form of increased social status 
and the ability to position oneself as an ethical human being (Vrasti, 2009). 
Thus, the logics of the discourse basically urges people in the community to 
work double shifts, both to provide economically for themselves, and to en-
courage and enable others to become economically productive as well. 

6.2 The Diversity as Business Discourse 

The diversity as business discourse is also a hegemonic discourse that de-
fines the social problem as an inefficiency. It addresses the problem of exclu-
sion by connecting diversity to good business practice, which means that di-
versity becomes a means for generating profit and economic growth. In agree-
ment with neoliberalism, it also assumes that economic growth automatically 
leads to societal development. 

The discourse perceives the political sphere as having a closed door that 
does not allow marginalized groups to voice their claims, while the commer-
cial sector has an open door because companies are motivated by economic 
growth and profit, which means that they can be persuaded to pursue diversity 
work so long as they see an economic benefit in it. The task is thus to convince 
them that diversity is good for business. A task that is achieved by connecting 
diversity to innovation, which neoliberal logics already constructs as key to 
achieve economic growth. Consequently, the discourse derives from a prob-
lem formulation that constructs lack of representation as an inefficiency that 
is in everyone’s interest to improve. 

6.2.1 Lack of Representation 
It is common in this context to read or hear that marginalized people do not 

see individuals like themselves in powerful and affluent spaces of society such 
as large corporations and institutions. There are many examples of actors de-
scribing a lack of self-recognition in the people who are in these powerful 
spaces, which they formulate as a lack of representation – a criticism they 
direct towards various white-collar industries, affluent institutions, or visible 
spaces such as various forms of media outlets, books, films etc. The following 
two quotes are examples of such expressions. 

The further I climbed, the lonelier I got, the fewer [own 
name] around, especially in the top, especially in the 
boardroom, especially in the ownership. (Convo, commer-
cial entrepreneurs, career and entrepreneurship hub, pub-
lished: Apr 23, 2018) 
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We quickly realized that there was a lack of representa-
tion. Not just at the physical scenes, but digitally as well, 
when we watched SVT Play, or when we watched 
YouTube, or when we watched… just looked at any digital 
medium we felt like, I can’t see myself or my friends here. 
I see… I can’t see what I always see IRL [in real life]. (In-
terview, activist, creative business) 

The lack of representation is explained by focusing either on the marginal-
ized groups or on the powerful and affluent organizations perceived as domi-
nated by the majority society. When focusing on the marginalized groups, it 
is explained by the group’s perceived deficiency of intangible resources such 
as knowledge, role models, and network, with the consequence that young 
people in marginalized areas neither choose nor dare to choose to pursue ca-
reers that would lead them into these affluent and powerful spaces. (This focus 
on the marginalized group is what the segregation discourse described in the 
previous section.) When the focus is on affluent and powerful spaces, lack of 
representation is explained by organizations’ absence of interest in attracting 
or letting marginalized groups into their spaces and organizations (and their 
lack of ability to do so, when they do have interest). 

The diversity as business discourse is constructed around this second type 
of critique. It criticizes powerful and affluent companies and organizations, 
and their lack of representation, which it argues essentially leads to missed 
opportunities of economic gains, both for the company and society as a whole. 
This critique goes hand-in-hand with a more fatalistic critique against the po-
litical sector, which it frames as non-representative, quite authoritative, and 
not likely to change. 

6.2.2 The Failing Political Sector 
The image of Swedish politics that emerges in this context is quite gloomy, 

coming across as depressive, non-representative, not in touch with the real 
world, etc. In several cases, the actors in the context portray the commercial 
sector as being more responsive to their causes. 

What makes me cynical is politics. Parliamentary poli-
tics. It’s, like, when I’m out in the commercial sector, if 
you will, I see a lot of hopeful elements. I see, like, some 
companies, they’re motivated by the fact that there’s 
money to lose or money to gain, and I have no issues with 
that. I’m like, if it creates motivation for you to implement 



135 

change, I can come in and support you in that process, as 
long as you also actually achieve real equality in your or-
ganization as well. I have no problem with that. But the 
politics, the politics is… it’s deeply depressing. To the 
point where I’m sometimes thinking about taking off the 
entrepreneurial outfit and jumping into politics. Because 
there, I feel like what I see is very dystopian actually. It 
doesn’t look very good. It makes me, it makes me very 
cynical. It makes me feel like, if we get a shift in parlia-
ment, which is totally possible, where like SD [the Sweden 
Democrats] increase their power, then we know that like 
humanities will be attacked, money’s going to be pulled 
back. I think that sometimes we forget that there are real 
consequences of national politics. It scares me to be hon-
est. (Interview, consultant, consultancy firm) 

At the time of this interview, Sweden’s government consisted of the Social 
Democrats and the Green Party with support of the Liberals and the Center 
Party. The Liberals and the Center Party used to be part of the right wing 
block, but switched after the election prior to this quote, breaking up “the al-
liance” among the four right-wing parties that had governed over the previous 
eight years. These parties usually advocate more economic liberalization, and, 
at the time, took a stand against cooperation with the radical right-wing party, 
the Sweden Democrats, which had managed to get elected to parliament in 
2010, and since then has been increasing its support. However, the Sweden 
Democrats is currently the second-largest in Sweden and has an extensive in-
fluence on the Swedish government. 

The quote describes the Sweden Democrat’s influence on parliamentary 
politics as scary and depressing. Racism and conservatism are seen as the main 
threat to the well-being of society and primarily connects those ideas to ex-
pressions within parliamentary politics. On the other hand, the quote discon-
nects the commercial sector from racist and conservative ideas, at least those 
companies that understand the economic gains diversity is thought to offer. 

Regardless of whether the motivation for pushing issues of diversity and 
equality is profit or intrinsic values, the quote conveys the impression that 
entrepreneurs in this context can become allies with corporations in their pur-
suit of diversity. This impression implies that there is no relationship between 
the problems facing marginalized groups and claims that might infringe on 
companies’ interests of profits and growth. The diversity as business discourse 
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thus constructs inclusion and diversity as issues that are separate from criti-
cism against capitalism. Consequently, what the quote refers to as “real equal-
ity” is not equality in terms of economic redistribution, but rather equality of 
access to influential positions within the company. In other words, this quote 
does not question the hierarchies within organizations, nor construct them as 
oppressive. Instead, it advocates the equal opportunity for everyone, regard-
less of identity position, to reach the upper tiers of those hierarchies. 

Other interviewees express a similar detachment between the social prob-
lem and criticism against neoliberal economic distributive policies, which be-
comes evident when they detach the social problem from the political right/left 
scale (which in the Swedish context can be signaled by aversion to party pol-
itics): 

Respondent: We don’t have any political affiliations, so 
it would be clear that we would be talking to everyone […] 
Interviewer: Why don’t you have political affiliations? Re-
spondent: Because this issue transcends party-politics. It’s 
not an issue only for those who traditionally talk about di-
versity. I would say it’s the opposite, my god, we need to 
talk about this in a much broader way, so, not the least 
among those who don’t talk about diversity. (Interview, 
consultant, consultancy firm) 

In addition to the detachment of diversity issues from the left/right political 
scale and party politics, party politics is also detached from “real” politics. 

I see it as a political struggle, but not as a party political 
struggle. I see that, I really see it as an ideological struggle, 
like, and not a particular party politics in Sweden at least. 
It’s much more about organization, like, on social media 
and like, it’s another thing I would say, the struggle that is 
conducted today. That, and the Black Lives Matters move-
ment, you don’t see any political parties there. You don’t 
see any names of political parties. It’s not at [yearly polit-
ical event in a Stockholm suburb] it gets powerful, it’s out 
on the streets it gets really powerful. Then you’re supposed 
to choose a party every fourth year and then it’s important 
to remember what you have fought for and try to find the 
party that you think represents that the best, but it’s not the 
parties per se that are going to lead us in this struggle. It’s 
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a people’s struggle that is conducted every day when peo-
ple have conversations and take a stand, like, yeah, mostly 
conversations actually. (Interview, activist, creative busi-
ness) 

This last quote signals that the reason this issue is described as transcending 
party politics is not because it is an apolitical issue, but rather because party 
politics is not seen as political enough. Paradoxically, in the commercial sec-
tor, the issue is constructed as a non-political matter of efficiency, but in the 
public sphere, it is constructed as more political than party politics. Conse-
quently, the diversity as business discourse conveys the assumption that the 
commercial sector is more responsive to the political concerns of marginalized 
groups than the political sector. At the same time, the discourse describes the 
political sector as more responsive to the claims of far-right populism and par-
ties like the Sweden Democrats. 

The detachment between the notion of real politics and party politics con-
nects to post-political development in Sweden, where democratic institutions 
have become a concern mainly for those who already have a safe position in 
society (Sernhede et al., 2019). Current party politics has displaced political 
struggle by locking the political discussion into a cage of consensus (Mouffe, 
2005; Sernhede et al., 2019). The only way to pursue political struggle is thus 
outside of so-called party politics. Studies on the suburban movement suggest 
that political struggle is instead done through activism and protests (Rosales 
& Ålund, 2017; Schierup et al., 2018, 2021; Sernhede et al., 2019). 

The following quote reveals a notion of danger related to expressions of 
political ideas that challenge the neoliberal consensus. 

It has been important for [the organization] to not be-
come too political, to not become party-political or create 
confrontation, and not go into separatist positions, because 
it’s so polarized. What you’re doing then is to risk getting 
stabbed in the back. So, to navigate that is really difficult. 
(Interview, ally, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

This argument signals that this discourse has taken shape under a perceived 
threat of social sanctions if you position yourself politically. On the other 
hand, business logics and economic arguments come across as uncontrover-
sial, neutral, and safe. 

The post-political aspect of this discourse results in efforts being directed 
towards the commercial sector and organizations in their roles as employers 
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rather than to the political sector. As such, the discourse aligns with the logics 
of ethical capitalism, e.g. Drayton's (2002) wish for more blurred lines be-
tween sectors, and Porter & Kramer's (2011) idea that all organizations are 
responsible for pursuing shared value (a combination of social and economic 
value). The discourse does not argue that the political sphere is no longer re-
sponsible for social protection and resource redistribution. Rather, it con-
structs the political sphere as incompetent in, or inefficient for, securing the 
welfare of its citizens, while it highlights the commercial sectors’ increasing 
engagement in corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability issues. 
The commercial sector thus appears as an appropriate place for directing 
claims of justice and generating social change, especially when the claims can 
be formulated in a way that appeals to the goals of the commercial sector. 

A division between the people and politicians is relevant to this discourse. 
This division constructs politicians as belonging to an elite group and ruling 
on topics that they do not actually know much about. The vote is pinpointed 
as the only democratic element in Swedish politics, while all the structures 
around politics are described as excluding marginalized groups from decision-
making processes. 

They are elected by the people, but that’s it, that’s 
where our democracy ends. It’s just that they’re elected for 
the parliament. Then the rest is, like, even if they are rep-
resentative in that way, I feel like there’s a gap between 
them and, really, us in society. So, it’s like, if I have the 
possibilities, if I have the knowledge about what it should 
look like, and you have the tools, and we don’t meet, we’re 
always going to speak past each other, and I think that’s a 
little bit what’s happening. (Interview, social entrepreneur, 
career and entrepreneurship hub) 

This division between politicians and the people is attached to descriptions 
of low trust between marginalized groups and public institutions. This lack of 
trust is described as a general problem in the suburbs that is getting worse. 

There is this with mistrust and suspicion, dissatisfac-
tion, that is growing. We know that trust towards institu-
tions is decreasing in general, but it’s decreasing even 
more among groups that are subjected to marginalization, 
and I, I know about that because I have lived that life. I 
was, when I was turning 18 and was voting for the first 
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time, I would lie if I said I was skipping to the ballot box 
and felt like, “my vote counts, this is amazing!” […] I un-
derstand that there are youth that like; why should I vote? 
No one believes us, and no one cares anyway. (Interview, 
consultant, consultancy firm) 

The diversity as business discourse constructs politics as a place where so-
cial change is unlikely to happen on the basis that the influence marginalized 
groups have in political institutions is limited to non-existent. Recall a previ-
ous quote: “I think that sometimes we forget that there are real consequences 
of national politics. It scares me to be honest.” The “real consequences” this 
interviewee refers to are the consequences if the Sweden Democrats were to 
be elected into the government or were to increase their political influence. 
The argument for engaging in parliamentary politics is thus, first and fore-
most, to use the vote in general elections to safeguard against the influence of 
radical right-wing forces. The discourse thus sees political institutions as 
blocked from influence. In a way, it accepts an antagonistic construction be-
tween the people and the political elite, but its construction of the commercial 
sector as an alternative avenue for social change depletes it of its counterheg-
emonic potential. 

6.2.3 Advocating and Educating in the Commercial Sector 
An important assumption in the diversity as business discourse is that in-

clusion and diversity is something that everyone would benefit from, and that 
companies would benefit from it too in strictly financial terms. This assump-
tion is what makes it logical to direct advocacy towards commercial and other 
organizations as employers. The discourse constructs the problem as compa-
nies’ inability to realize that they would benefit from diversity, or that, even 
though they do realize the benefit, they do not know how to achieve inclusion 
and diversity and attract marginalized groups. The discourse describes a lack 
of competence and interest amongst organizations ranging from political and 
public institutions to corporations in various industries. 

The accumulated level of knowledge and competency, 
it isn’t that high. There are a few that stand out, and, like, 
but those are anomalies. Like, the general competency, 
that then also can be translated to willingness to some ex-
tent, it’s low. It’s sometimes shockingly low. (Interview, 
consultant, consultancy firm)  
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If the problem of segregation and exclusion is due to lack of competency, 
there is an underlying assumption that organizations would become more in-
clusive if they learned how to do it, and they would want to become inclusive 
if they understood that it would benefit them. As such, the discourse constructs 
the issue as a matter of meritocracy and competition, but it does so as a way 
to criticize elites, who commonly justify their positions based on meritocracy 
and competency by using their own language of justification. If the organiza-
tion is not inclusive, it is due to incompetency; according to meritocracy, in-
competent players should not be in the market game at all, especially if there 
are more competent players out there. The lack of competency in diversity and 
inclusion thus becomes a risk factor for the company. Consequently, the dis-
course aligns the notion of diversity and inclusion to the logics of the hegem-
ony in order to get marginalized groups into places they are currently excluded 
from. 

The politicians don’t have the competency and no one 
is gathering the commercial sector for a socially sustaina-
ble city development: “We need to talk business value, 
KPIs, financial ratios, not so much nice and hearts. It’s 
business, diversity pays off. The marketing and business 
mindset is important.” (Report 2, career and entrepreneur-
ship hub) 

The quote constructs the commercial sector as central in solving issues of 
segregation, and it identifies a need to motivate the commercial sector, be-
cause it will not be convinced by niceness and appeals to empathy and fairness 
alone. By saying “not so much nice and hearts” the report is actually denying 
the possibility of a political dimension to the problem and instead is establish-
ing economic value as the main, if not only, important value. Through this 
logic, diversity should be pursued because it brings economic value and 
growth to the commercial sector; at least, this is the way the commercial sector 
should be convinced to pursue diversity. This rationale for pursuing diversity 
is another way to align the social problem with the logics of the hegemony 
and the capitalist values of profit, growth, and accumulation. The implication 
is that the economic benefits have to be put to the test and proven. This ra-
tionale also separates advocacy for inclusion from advocacy for economic re-
distribution that could inhibit a corporation’s growth and profits. 

The assumption that inclusion can generate economic gains makes lack of 
awareness and competency appear to be obvious problems. 
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I know that, many times, it’s not that people are direct 
opponents, it’s rather more like, wow, we haven’t thought 
about this. It’s a blind spot that we have both individually 
and institutionally. (Interview, consultant, consultancy 
firm) 

The discourse also identifies the inconvenience of change and that the ne-
cessity of challenging mindsets and traditions is an obstacle for achieving di-
versity and inclusion, which also appears as an obvious inefficiency. 

“Diversity of any kind demands energy and creates fric-
tion. It’s easier when it’s completely homogenous. When 
it comes to the crunch, existing structures are challenged.” 
For a long-term sustainable development, the commercial 
sector needs to see that there’s a profit to be made through 
co-workers that have different backgrounds and experi-
ences. If there isn’t any engagement from the board, there 
are no finances for a socially sustainable societal develop-
ment. (Report 2, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

This quote constructs the commercial sector and the leadership of compa-
nies as key figures in creating socially sustainable societal development, 
which it understands as a societal development in which marginalized groups 
are able to pursue careers within the commercial sector. These key figures are 
thus to be persuaded to commit to such causes and can only be persuaded 
through appeals that align with their own interests. The commercial sector and 
board members of corporations thus do not seem to have interests that are in 
direct opposition to the marginalized groups, and although they may exclude 
marginalized people, it is not because they stand to benefit from the margin-
alization, but rather from their lack of competence, knowledge and awareness; 
from a fear of inconvenience; perhaps also from a fear of change. Here, the 
diversity as business discourse constructs board members as possible allies 
rather than oppressors and positions them as central to the organization of so-
ciety and possible social change. 

The argument that society and corporations can profit from diversity fo-
cuses on innovation, particular characteristics of the marginalized group, and 
risk management. One of the consulting companies in the context launched 
the concept density of perspectives, and actually conducted quantitative stud-
ies showing that having many different perspectives in a working group gen-
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erates more innovation and a broader set of solutions to a problem. This com-
pany developed tools in order to map organizations’ densities of perspectives, 
and prevent what they describe as leakages of perspectives (lack of multiple 
perspectives due to a homogenous working group). The underlying argument 
is that density of perspectives (in other words, diversity) should be desirable 
for corporations as well as public and civil society organizations, since inno-
vation is thought to drive economic growth and generate efficient organiza-
tions. 

6.2.4 Marketing the Identity, Culture, and Place 
The diversity as business discourse does not only advocate the economic 

benefits of diversity. In addition, it promotes the CCG and marginalized peo-
ple as particularly useful for innovation and societal development. As an ex-
ample, the following quote attaches specific characteristics to marginalized 
subjects, which fits with a logic that values entrepreneurialism and develop-
ment: 

What doesn’t show in the majority society is that there 
is also a driving force in the suburbs. If you are an under-
dog, you have different forms of driving forces that want 
to contribute, develop, and give back. (Report 2, career and 
entrepreneurship hub) 

The words contribute, develop and give back resonate with the vision of an 
ethical capitalism, as these words align with ideas of economic growth and 
innovation through sustainable and ethical practices. This discourse connects 
being entrepreneurial and contributing to development to acts of helping and 
making the world a better place. 

The presentation of a seminar about the CCG mentioned in the Introduction 
is an example of how the discourse attaches entrepreneurial characteristics 
specifically to the identity of the CCG: 

The Cross Culture Generation – the unicorns Sweden is 
missing: Meet the talents that can be the key to Sweden’s 
continued position as the world’s first country of innova-

tion. (culture collective, published July 7th, 2017) 

Here, not only is a plurality of perspectives connected to innovation, but 
also innate qualities amongst individuals in marginalized groups on the basis 
of their being underdogs; the flexibility and adaptivity they have learned was 
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presumably generated through the necessity of balancing different cultures 
during childhood. This quote basically constructs these qualities as a unique 
selling point for this particular group of people, thus constructing them as an 
untapped resource in society, just like Swedish policy discourse constructs 
female entrepreneurs (Berglund et al., 2018). 

The discourse thus infuses the subject of the second generation Swede, the 
CCG, with terms that are desirable in the neoliberal system, such as innova-
tion, talent, flexibility, and entrepreneurship. As Bröckling's (2016) theory 
suggests, the identity becomes a way of differentiating oneself in the market 
and promoting oneself as a particularly talented entrepreneur of the self. This 
differentiation does however not seem to generate competition between mem-
bers of the community, as they are all seen to contribute to increasing popu-
larity of the cultural expressions to which they are connected, which results in 
an expanding market that contributes to the community as a whole. Instead, a 
joint effort to increase the attractiveness of the culture, the marginalized 
places, and the identity itself is developed. 

6.2.5 Risk Management 
In the diversity as business discourse, economic and innovative gains are 

used as carrots to make diversity and inclusion desirable for corporations and 
public institutions. Activists appear in the discourse as well, but they act more 
like a stick that pushes companies to pursue inclusion as part of risk manage-
ment. During the spring of 2020, the protests following the murder of George 
Floyd in the US also spread to Sweden. A Swedish branch of the Black Lives 
Matter movement developed and held demonstrations in the larger cities. In 
the interviews I conducted during the fall of 2020, several respondents re-
ported that, as a result of the protests, there was a surge in companies and 
organizations contacting them to ask for help with creating more inclusive 
organizations and recruiting people from marginalized groups. 

Even before the BLM protests, some participants in this study often de-
scribed a momentum for issues of diversity and inclusion, and a notion that 
urban culture and cultural expressions connected to the suburbs have become 
very popular. These expressions follow the logics of the diversity as business 
discourse and construct companies and organizations as being under increas-
ing pressure to become more inclusive. 

Black people, as well as the LGBTQ community, are 
the most desirable people in the whole labor market right 
now. All companies are so desperate. They all want to 
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show off, and they don’t want the person […] to have the 
right mandate to create real change, but very often it’s just 
to fill a quota and be able to show it off on the website, and 
there I’m scared that, that’s when I get cynical. (Interview, 
activist, creative business) 

This quote connects the marginalization of black people and LGBTQ peo-
ple, and constructs marginalization and the increasing activism around it as 
creating attraction towards these identity positions, which in turn makes these 
identities desirable to companies and their reputations. Companies are por-
trayed as wanting to attach their brands to these marginalized identity posi-
tions, an idea that may be found in Fraser’s (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) descrip-
tion of a progressive neoliberal hegemony, where displaying diversity has be-
come image management for companies wanting to establish their brands as 
modern and good. 

However, the quote reveals some ambiguity by questioning the authenticity 
of this inclusion companies are pursuing. The argument that companies should 
be inclusive in order to increase innovation and profits is challenged by the 
interviewee’s implied criticism, namely that the company’s diversity work 
does not generate anything for the marginalized group. Here, another dis-
course creeps in and constructs companies as hypocrites that use marginalized 
groups to market themselves and manage risk without including these groups 
in the more powerful positions of the companies. This second discourse re-
veals a limitation of the idea of diversity as business that correlates with Fra-
ser’s critique of progressive neoliberalism, which she argues only ever meant 
to include what the majority perceives as “deserving” and “talented” individ-
uals from minority groups (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). This doubt about the au-
thenticity of corporate diversity ambitions displays incongruence between the 
diversity as business discourse and the structural racism/norm deviation dis-
course, which I elaborate on in section 6.3 (The Structural Racism/Norm De-
viation Discourse). 

6.2.6 Summary 
The diversity as business discourse directs its advocacy towards the com-

mercial sector. It does so by formulating a strong argument for diversity and 
constructing diversity work as a competency and a skill that needs to be learnt 
and practiced. This argument generates entrepreneurship in the form of con-
sultancy for businesses and other organizations, lectures, and various co-op-
erations in which larger companies get to associate themselves with the brands 
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of the entrepreneurs and get access to talented individuals in their networks in 
exchange for various forms of support. The entrepreneurs in this context need 
to be highly skilled in communication and be able to develop attractive brands. 
By cooperating with other entrepreneurs and actors in the same context, and 
by forming an attractive culture and identity together, these entrepreneurs are 
able to build a stronger business case for diversity and their own inclusion in 
powerful organizations. They are thus successful in playing along with the 
structures and turning themselves into assets on the market.  

This discourse epitomizes the co-optive processes theorized by Fraser 
(2003; Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) and studied by critical entrepreneurship schol-
ars (Berglund et al., 2018). It demonstrates that neoliberalism embraces re-
sistance as long as that resistance can align itself with the logics of the market 
(McNay, 2009). The discourse aligns itself with the market by directing itself 
towards the commercial sector, framing marginalized identities as a unique 
selling point, and activism as a form of consumer demand. 

In essence, this discourse follows the logics of progressive neoliberalism 
(Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). As such, it contains the same problems as co-optive 
processes illustrated in other studies (e.g. Berglund, 2013; Berglund et al., 
2018; Bröckling, 2016; Costea et al., 2012; Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018; Pongratz 
& Voss, 2003; Scharff, 2015, etc.). According to these logics, companies, and 
by extension society, can profit from including marginalized people, and 
therefore marginalized people have to be constructed as resources – competent 
and innovative talents. This construction implies that a marginalized person 
must make constant effort to work on themselves to increase their market 
value and human capital, which limits the space for vulnerability, imperfec-
tion, and values that do not coincide with economic gains (Bröckling, 2016; 
Oksala, 2013; Scharff, 2015). People who are not able to make themselves 
employable and valuable on the market end up in an extremely precarious sit-
uation because they become the opposite of the ideal ethical subject, the abject 
(Gill, 2014), at the same time as social protection systems and support de-
creases. 

This begs the question: What would happen if new research were to show 
that diversity does not lead to innovation and economic growth? I actually 
posed that question in an interview with a consultant, and her response was: 
“Well, then the issue becomes political,” a statement that indicates that her 
conviction about the necessity for inclusion is not actually anchored in a pas-
sion for economic growth. Disproving the connection between diversity and 
growth is thus not likely to kill advocacy for inclusion and diversity because, 
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as will be illustrated in the upcoming sections, the interviewee has other dis-
courses at her disposal that frame the problem as an injustice and thus take on 
a counterhegemonic character revealing the political dimension of the issue. 
Disproving a connection between diversity and growth might however make 
the struggle appear more difficult, as it would close the avenues opened up by 
the diversity as business discourse. 

Up until this point, I have outlined discourses that frame the problem as 
social inefficiency, which aligns the efforts of the entrepreneurs with the val-
ues of the neoliberal hegemony. The discourses either formulate the problems 
as inefficiencies from the beginning (accepting the logics of existing hierar-
chies) or they slide into it by reformulating perceived oppression as an ineffi-
ciency (which is detrimental to all and in everyone’s interest to solve). Such 
reformulations are essentially a way of appealing to people at the top of the 
hierarchy, convincing them that they too would benefit from improving the 
conditions of subordinate subject positions. However, formulating the prob-
lems as inefficiencies comes at the cost of creating distance from an abject, 
putting minority groups in the position of constantly having to prove their tal-
ent and competency, and displacing claims that do not align with the goals of 
profit and economic growth. The next sections address discourses that are 
more committed to the notion of oppression, which means that they take on a 
counterhegemonic character. 

6.3 The Structural Racism/Norm Deviation Discourse 

Two counterhegemonic discourses are expressed in this context. I classify 
them as counterhegemonic because they formulate the societal problem as un-
just, and produced by oppressive hierarchical relationships. The first one of 
these, the structural racism/norm deviation discourse, shifts the focus from 
the division of Swedes/immigrants to one of white majority/racialized minor-
ities as social constructions. This discourse constructs the societal problem as 
racist structures that lead to stigmatization and discrimination of people of 
color and people from marginalized suburbs. As such, it contests the idea of 
Swedish exceptionalism and the image of Sweden as an equal and culturally 
tolerant society. 

This understanding of structures also expands to include sexist, homopho-
bic, and classist structures, which expands the we/they construction to a divi-
sion between the somatic norm and various types of norm deviators. The fol-
lowing sections describe how this line of argument emerges. 
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6.3.1 Structural Racism 
The subordinate subject in this discourse is the person of color who is sub-

jected to racialization and whose way of looking and being (or place of living) 
is attached to negative stereotypes in public Swedish debates. The discourse 
constructs the superior subject position as the white majority in Swedish soci-
ety, or “ethnic Swedes”. The notion of whiteness is important here as the dis-
course criticizes a common dichotomy expressed in Swedish society between 
immigrants and Swedes. Expressions such as “second and third generation 
immigrant”, commonly used in Sweden, reveal an assumption of the immi-
grant status as fixed in national identities rather than reflecting the act of mi-
grating to Sweden. The structural racism/norm deviation discourse thus criti-
cizes the dichotomy on the basis that people of color who are born in Sweden, 
and/or have lived much or all of their lives in Sweden, still tend to be classified 
as immigrants in that dichotomy. 

Although it may be easy to assume that the main concern in this discourse 
is Sweden Democrats, right-wing populists, and explicitly racist movements, 
I found that this is not the case. Racist movements and right-wing populists 
are mentioned when the political sector is discussed, when addressing a po-
tential future threat, or as past experiences from the 90s when skinheads and 
incidents like Lasermannen (“the laser man” – a murderer with racist motives, 
who shot 11 people from afar using a laser sight) influenced Swedish society. 
At the time of this study, such movements were often constructed as small and 
extreme groups of people, objects of fear, but not the main issue directly af-
fecting the everyday lives of people subjected to racialization. 

I grew up during the 90s, when you… I got chased by 
Nazis, and I saw Nazis on Efterlyst [a weekly TV-docu-
mentary about crime] and you know, it became like an im-
age of horror where I, like, you know… But really it’s… 
They’re not many, but damn, the noise they make… (In-
terview, activist, creative business) 

Instead, the discourse focuses on racist structures as its main concern, 
which it claims permeate most institutions and corporations – the powerful 
spaces in society. The discourse traces these racist structures to the majority 
society’s negative construction of people of color as abject – dangerous and 
non-desirable. The reasoning is that, to the Swedish public, the bodies of peo-
ple of color are associated with the criminal (the drug dealer, the gang mem-
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ber, the shooter, the murderer), the oppressed woman, and the religious ex-
tremist. One report written by a career and entrepreneurship hub found that 
common ideas within the public sector construct people from the suburbs as 
attached to radicalism and Islamism as well (Report 2, career and entrepre-
neurship hub). For example, there is a perception that if you have ever been a 
member of the organization Sweden’s Young Muslims, you will never get 
public funding for any civil society projects you may want to start. The object 
of criticism is thus an idea amongst the white majority that falsely attaches 
non-white bodies to criminality and religious radicalism, thus constructing 
these bodies as a threat to society: 

For Sweden doesn’t see us, the suburban population, as 
a part of the nation. Constantly dehumanized, criminal-
ized, and monitored, and at the same time we’re supposed 
to come up with solutions to the problems we are the vic-
tims of. (Book 1, activist) 

According to this statement, oppression consists of dehumanization, sur-
veillance, and exclusion of the suburban population, which stems from the 
construction of non-white people, and people from the suburbs, as abject. 

This discourse stems from a social constructionist perspective and prob-
lematizes society based on social structures that it finds problematic. It re-
volves around the gaze of the majority society: how this gaze tends to con-
struct people in this empirical context, and how this construction affects them. 
The term structure appears frequently in this context as a way to describe the 
social constructions, norms, and assumptions society organizes around. My 
perception is that people in this context commonly have a basic understanding 
of social constructionism and adhere to such a worldview as it enables them 
to make sense of racism, discrimination, etc. 

There are clear similarities between this discourse and ideas expressed in 
studies on the suburban movement, which addesses how people from the sub-
urbs express feeling of being stigmatized as second class citizens – an experi-
ence that is detrimental to the self-esteem (Rosales & Ålund, 2017). In these 
studies, Megafonen also addresses an exclusion from the ability to partake in 
democratic institutions and processes (Schierup et al., 2021), which in this 
empirical context is formulated as lack of representation in powerful spaces 
in society (institutions, mass media, etc.). 



149 

The structural racism/norm deviation discourse identifies lack of represen-
tation as restricting the view of people of color as having successful careers 
and characteristics that are generally considered positive in Swedish society. 

But representation… I would say that it’s, like, these 
fundamental stereotypical assumptions that we as a society 
contribute to produce, in everything from who gets to be a 
professor, to who gets to appear on television and speak 
about economy, like… to who is a [nanny/works with 
childcare]. It’s the whole range, like, stereotypical as-
sumptions about who can do what. (Interview, activist, 
consultancy firm) 

The discourse argues that such assumptions are reproduced through teach-
ers, media, and societal institutions, as exemplified in the following quote: 

For example during [a yearly event in a suburb]. There 
were a lot of companies there that were going to recruit 
thousands of people. Really great, like really, very much 
needed, but how is it that not one of those companies re-
cruited for any other positions than […] low skilled, sim-
ple jobs. No one was there to recruit the newest person in 
the leadership, no one was there to recruit the HR manager, 
or you name it. Everyone was talking about restaurant as-
sistant, healthcare, home care, and that’s awesome, it’s 
needed, it fills really important societal functions, but if 
that’s all you talk about, what kind of signals are you giv-
ing people that live here? You’re basically saying that this 
is all you can become. (Interview, social entrepreneur, ca-
reer and entrepreneurship hub) 

The line of reasoning is that these assumptions make it hard for people to 
imagine a person of color in various powerful positions or as attached to pos-
itive ideals. It even makes it hard for people of color to imagine themselves in 
such positions. Therefore, they are discouraged from pursuing such positions 
or ideals, which in turn makes negative life choices more readily available for 
them. Consequently, making people of color visible in various powerful posi-
tions and “breaking into” spaces dominated by white people becomes a logical 
strategy. 
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Puwar (2004) describes people who deviate from the norm in certain spaces 
as space invaders – constantly visible in these spaces and thus subjected to a 
form of social surveillance where everything they do becomes amplified and 
connected to the group they are seen to “represent”. The only black person in 
a predominantly white space thus has to carry the responsibility for the white 
people’s perception of all black people. The strategy produced through the 
structural racism/norm deviation discourse is to deliberately take on the role 
of space invaders, and encourage others to do the same, so that more may be 
able to share the burden of representation and normalize their belonging in 
powerful spaces. The aim of this strategy is to widen the perception about 
what an entrepreneur, an author, a journalist, a film producer, etc. looks like, 
which is similar to the argument made by Lindgren & Packendorff (2009) who 
argue for the necessity of diversifying the idea of the entrepreneur to include 
people other than normative affluent white male entrepreneurs. The discourse 
replicates this argument in relation to various other professions and industries. 

The discourse thus does not envision the invasion of spaces as an individual 
endeavor, but rather construct it as a collective mission. For example, the met-
aphor of keys is repeated frequently in this context: those who have received 
keys to excluding spaces now have to make sure to copy those keys, to let 
everyone in. In a Convo speech, a fashion designer describes how, every time 
his organization gets a paid job, it tries to maximize the amount of people who 
can share the money of that project.  

Now that we are a little recognized, and we get invited 
to come to fashion week, or [influential spaces in the art 
sector], it’s like, how many people can we include? It’s a 
little bit like we usually joke about Erik Lundin’s [a Swe-
dish rapper’s] song [lyrics] “Twenty [sic] dudes role in like 
Tour de France”. [Original lyrics: Trettio shunos rullar 
upp som Tour de France]. (Convo, activist, creative busi-
ness, published: Apr 26, 2018) 

In this quote, entering spaces signals an act of solidarity within the com-
munity. The speaker behind the quote describes a strategy of sharing invaded 
spaces and resources, opening it up for more people in the community. 

6.3.1.1 Accumulation of Racist Encounters 
The discourse clearly formulates a relation of oppression of people of color 

by white people in the majority society. It traces this oppression to the negative 
images attached to people of color prevalent in the Swedish society. Actors in 
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this context commonly illustrate these racist structures by listing a number of 
examples of occurrences that accumulate into a pattern of oppression. In the 
book about the CCG, a Swedish rapper gives the following examples from his 
childhood: 

While the adults could say things like “go home to Af-
rica” or “we don’t do like that here in Sweden” if we 
played basketball in the yard or did other things kids and 
teenagers do, the word [n-word] was more common 
amongst people my own age […] a teacher said I should 
show gratitude to have the privilege to be here. As if I 
wasn’t born here. As if not all people who live here should 
show the same gratitude. (Book 1, musician) 

These are examples of how people, who many times come across as unde-
fined, are conveying to this child that he does not really belong in Sweden. 
The accumulation of such comments and slurs, and the relative anonymity of 
the person who is expressing them, make them appear as if they are coming 
from “all around”. 

The notion of gratefulness shows up here as well, but this quote illustrates 
that the pressure to show gratefulness does not only come from parents, but 
the surrounding society as well. Additionally, this rapper points out that a dis-
tinction occurs: white Swedes are allowed to take the benefits of growing up 
in Sweden for granted, while people of color are not allowed such preroga-
tives. He clearly conveys this distinction as unjust.  

While the previous quote gives clear examples of racism, the next quote 
emphasizes that the problem is not only such explicit comments, but more 
subtle behavior as well: 

We wanted to talk about the black experience here in 
Sweden […] I wanted to show support from our platform 
to the whole Black Lives Matter movement in the US, but 
I also wanted to raise the issues we have here in Sweden 
as well, and not just when it comes to brutality from insti-
tutions, but also this systemic, like the system really. 
Where people don’t get jobs because of the way they look 
or what name they have, where they don’t get an apart-
ment, where they get called in [to the landlord] by the 
neighbor because they “seem a little threatening”. They 
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think that they’re selling drugs in the apartment etc. (Inter-
view, activist, creative business) 

In this statement, the interviewee indicates the existence of brutality from 
institutions, meaning forms of institutionalized violence towards racialized 
people, but he also makes a point about not focusing only on this form of 
oppression. Instead, he highlights smaller everyday incidents that, as also seen 
in previous quotes, seem to come from all around (employers, landlords, and 
neighbors act as examples in this quote). Similarly, the next quote emphasizes 
comments and actions that may seem small, but that reoccur: 

When I was down in the courtyard, a neighbor literally 
stuck out his head from the window and was like “hello, 
can I help you? Yeah, it looks like you’re searching for 
something.” I’m like: “Yes hello, I’m just hanging out in 
my courtyard, why are you asking?” Like, it’s these eve-
ryday occurrences. If you’re gonna like, when I talk about 
this spectrum, and it’s also like people are often speaking 
English to me. It happens in the weirdest situations, in a 
library, in an elevator… It’s not only in international envi-
ronments or at the restaurant. Or that I have been stopped 
by the police so many times. It’s like, your identity is dis-
rupted then, this constant questioning, and sometimes it’s 
coming from well-meaning people who just want to know 
“where you’re really from”, and sometimes it’s in the form 
of racial profiling by the police. (Interview, consultant, 
consultancy firm) 

This particular interviewee also said that he lives in the inner city, implying 
that he is living in a predominately white area; thus, it seems safe to assume 
that the neighbor in this story is white.  

As we have seen in the past three quotes, occurrences such as these tend to 
be mentioned in a stream of several examples. They are seldom mentioned 
alone, which signals that the speaker is referring to a broader phenomenon. A 
fuller picture of the racialized subject’s experiences emerge when all of these 
incidents accumulate. Because oppression is constructed as an accumulation 
of many subtle, and some not so subtle, experiences, this stream of examples 
is often described using the terms racism, discrimination, and stigmatization. 
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This need to carefully explain and illustrate structural racism through mul-
tiple  concrete examples is connected to Swedish society’s self-image of Swe-
dish exceptionalism, progressiveness, and tolerance  (Schierup & Ålund, 
2011), where racist structures appear to be unacknowledged and unnoticed by 
the majority society. 

To grow up in a racist society, that is structurally racist, 
and where, like, it’s like a tyranny of goodness. The ma-
jority Swede is, like, colorblind, with all the best inten-
tions, so you don’t want to acknowledge this racism that 
you reproduce just by not acknowledging it. And all of 
that, it’s like, you can’t touch it. It’s so sensitive. It’s so 
thorny to handle. People are reacting on reflex, and do not 
want to acknowledge that it could be that way. (Interview, 
ally, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

The recounting of the examples thus functions as a way to prove that struc-
tural racism actually exists in Sweden. A task which is attached to a burden-
some feeling. 

6.3.1.2 Colorblindness 
As mentioned, the need to list examples to prove that Sweden actually has 

a problem with racism is connected to the image of Sweden as a progressive 
and tolerant country, the solidary heroic country that has been accepting refu-
gees and offering people shelter. In this empirical context, there is a critique 
against this image and the discourse of “colorblindness” that is seen as perme-
ating Swedish society. 

It sounds, at first, as something positive, that I don’t see 
color, I don’t see... I’m colorblind and so on. What you’re 
effectively saying is that you don’t see racism, and you 
don’t see that we’re living in a color coded society. So I 
think that in the best of worlds it’s, like, innocent. It comes 
from a place of innocence. It comes from a neutral place, 
and it probably corresponds to what we talked about in our 
previous meeting as well, this disinclination, ehm, cultu… 
That we’re culturally fostered to not talk about skin color 
or race. We think that’s something positive. We think that 
it’s good that we don’t do that, but I have, somewhere… 
We have an idea that it makes you a racist to talk about 
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race and so, and I think that’s a… I think that’s a naïve 
attitude. (Interview, consultant, consultancy firm) 

This interviewee appears quite diplomatic in this description of those who 
adhere to the discourse on colorblindness, but it is common in this context to 
use the word ‘colorblindness’ as symbolizing covert racism. In Swedish we 
have a word for covert racism – smygrasism – and we use it to describe people 
who appear to be anti-racists or adhere to tolerance on the surface, but who 
make racist jokes in private spaces and engage in subtle racist practices such 
as deselecting non-white people as social contacts, employees, etc.  

The quote constructs the problem with colorblindness as covering up rac-
ism, rather than leading to actual colorblindness and equality. This critique 
derives from the understanding of racism as a social structure, which implies 
that an equal legal system and formally equal policies within organizations are 
not enough to dismantle racism, because racism is produced in the informal – 
the stereotypes, the slurs and negative comments, the excessive surveillance, 
exclusion and deselection, etc. Thus, the term ‘structure’, as it appears in the 
structural racism/norm deviation discourse, is understood as produced and re-
produced through norms, stereotypes, practices, and interactions on an every-
day basis. 

Although scholars have declared Swedish exceptionalism dead after the re-
cent changes in laws on Swedish citizenship and the rapid growth of inequality 
from the 1980s onward (Rydgren & van der Meiden, 2019; Schierup & Ålund, 
2011), the structural racism discourse indicates that a lot of time and effort is 
still spent on contesting and disproving the idea of Swedish exceptionalism. 
The discourse thus perceives the idea as still alive and kicking in the public 
perception of Sweden. 

The description of racist structures can be qualified as a counterhegemonic 
positioning describing oppression by the white majority in Swedish society, 
where the societal problem is constructed as a social injustice. The discourse 
constructs the oppression as stemming from the attachment of people of color 
to criminality and extremism, and the disconnection between people of color 
and success or other positive characteristics. This discourse complicates the 
segregation discourse, as the issue is no longer primarily an unfortunate sepa-
ration of Swedes and immigrants, wealthy and poor, into different living areas 
causing misunderstandings and concentration of resources and lack of re-
sources. Instead, this discourse holds that the white majority is oppressing 
people of color through exclusion, stigmatization, surveillance, and even har-
assment on the basis of appearance. 
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6.3.1.3 Psychological Concerns 
The discourse does not only concern itself with how racialization affects 

people of color in physical and material ways, such as career paths and posi-
tions. It also addresses psychological effects. A person of color’s appearance 
becomes important here, because the discourse understands the stigma to be 
produced through negative images primarily connected to their bodies and the 
way they look, how they speak, and their names. 

Every day I have to fight this society to be able to love 
my hair, my skin, my language, and my traditions. (Book 
1, activist) 

This quote expresses the idea that experiencing yourself as negatively con-
structed by the society you live in makes it hard to love yourself, which in turn 
triggers destructive behavior and mental health issues. The logic is that being 
non-white in this society is damaging to your mental health. 

It’s traumatic being black in Sweden, and it’s even 
more traumatic now. (Interview, activist, creative busi-
ness) 

The structural racism/norm deviation discourse identifies the effects racial-
ization have on the mental health of people subjected to it as something that 
black people, people of color, and the CCG share. The identity of the CCG is 
also constructed around joint experiences of what is called in-betweenness, 
which refers to the experience residing in-between identity positions that are 
constructed by the general society as contradictory, leading to a balancing act 
between them, and feelings of rootlessness. These shared experiences of 
trauma and hardship lead to expressions of an urgency for the CCG to con-
struct a community and a sense of belonging. For this reason, safe spaces and 
consciousness-raising events are organized where experiences, opinions, 
dreams, etc. can be discussed and shared without being questioned by the priv-
ileged majority. Convo is an example of such an event. It was not a separatist 
event in the sense that only people from the CCG were invited, but the hosts 
of the event clearly set the tone that this was a safe space primarily dedicated 
to support and listen to people subjected to marginalization.  

Similarly, one of the career and entrepreneurship hubs designed the physi-
cal space they use in a way that reflects urban culture. They did so in order to 
provide a sense of comfort and value to their members. 
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Just that like, creating the physical spaces. [The organ-
izations’] physical spaces are cool. […] The rooms them-
selves tell you that you have a worth, that here we have 
spent, here we are spending our energy on creating a cool, 
comfortable vibe where you are the center. It’s, like, this 
family, and it’s the “we”. (Interview, ally, career and en-
trepreneurship hub) 

These are the kinds of efforts and events that form a counterpublic out of 
this community (Fraser, 1990). 

6.3.2 The Demand and Refusal to Adapt 
The segregation discourse alludes to a necessity for immigrants to enter and 

to become accustomed to Sweden as a society, including networks, culture, 
and formal rules and regulations. In contrast, the structural racism/norm devi-
ation discourse problematizes this notion of adaptation. In the following quote, 
one interviewee talks about a political proposal made in 2008 by the conserva-
tive party, Moderaterna, where they suggested that immigrants should have to 
sign a so-called Swedish Contract, in which the obligations, rights, and values 
of Swedish society would be defined. 

People that immigrate, it’s just like a paraphrase of non-
white bodies, they’re supposed to sign a Swedish contract 
where you sign that, like, I’m going to be as Swedish as 
possible […] and all the amazing qualities that are associ-
ated with Swedishness. […] It’s a lot of those things in-
stead of, like, we need to deal with the real issues. Dis-
crimination exists and it’s like, there are so many studies 
that show that it’s not good for societal development and, 
like, the well-being of society. (Interview, consultant, con-
sultancy firm)  

The quote criticizes the discourse about segregation and the assumption of 
Swedish greatness that comes with it, where refugees and other migrants are 
“welcomed” to Sweden but are also expected to take on Swedish culture and 
adapt to Swedishness. The criticism is implied by referring to oppression 
through discrimination. In the quote, we can see a shift between the subject of 
the immigrant to the subject of the non-white person. This shift is significant 
in this empirical context because it re-articulates the line of argument from 
Sweden (and by extension Swedes) being solidary and welcoming towards 
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immigrants, the latter of whom unfortunately but logically end up in a situa-
tion of marginalization, to a discourse where Swedes turn into white people 
who are unjustly discriminating against people of color. As such, the re-artic-
ulation of subject positions reformulates the issue as a case of social injustice 
instead of social inefficiency, which counteracts the societal self-image of 
Swedish exceptionalism and re-attaches Sweden to historical processes of co-
lonialism and institutionalized racism. 

In the passage “all the amazing qualities that are associated with Swedish-
ness”, the interviewee is adding a sarcastic tone that indicates skepticism to-
wards the supposed superiority of Swedish culture. In the first sentence, he 
also suggests that the expected adaptation is not actually directed towards peo-
ple who have immigrated to Sweden, but is rather targeting people of color, 
who are assumed to be culturally different. Since he positions discrimination 
as the “real issue”, the cultural adaptation immigrants are supposed to go 
through appears as a trap that can never truly be achieved due to the discrim-
ination of non-white bodies. 

While the previous quote addresses formal demands from politicians that 
immigrants adapt to Swedish culture, other interviewees describe implicit re-
quirements to adapt that occur in the workplace, or in other spaces dominated 
by the white Swedish majority. 

Even if you are a full time employee at a company, you 
are often alone, maybe the only person who is subjected to 
racialization, and feel like you don’t belong. You don’t 
feel comfortable. It’s like, it’s the mental and psychologi-
cal factor that makes… that can affect your health. […]I 
realized that quite late in my life, how much it affected me 
mentally and, like, psychologically, to always, constantly, 
be in rooms where I don’t fit in. Or, like, have to […] code 
switch. Like, you have to make yourself into some kind of 
chameleon and become another person. And how that af-
fected my work when I couldn’t be myself 100%. So I 
couldn’t deliver 100% either. (Interview, social entrepre-
neur, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

This interviewee alludes to a difference between herself as part of a mar-
ginalized group and the white majority. However, this difference is never de-
scribed as significant in terms of values, such as democracy, equality, etc. 
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Even though the actors in the context do not mention Bourdieu, their descrip-
tions of the difference is rather similar to his concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 
1984). The perception is that people from the suburbs have a certain way of 
speaking and dressing, and that they have particular tastes and interests that 
differ from those of the white majority. When entering a space dominated by 
white people, they feel a requirement to adapt their language, dress code, 
tastes, and interests to that of the white majority in order to be accepted. 

In one of the interviews, the interviewee tells me about an incident that 
occurred when he arranged a public discussion-seminar between members of 
what he tended to refer to as the establishment (in the form of politicians) and 
members of a marginalized group (in the form of rappers and a writer). The 
seminar was organized during a yearly event for politicians, media, and vari-
ous organizations in one of Stockholm’s suburbs with the intent to address 
issues related to the suburbs. He conveys the notion that the rappers and the 
writer were in a position of subordination, not used to speaking in public, and 
therefore needed support in order to participate. Quite spontaneously, the day 
before the seminar, the interviewee invited two police officers who were 
trained lecturers to participate as speakers in the event. However, five minutes 
before the event, he rescinded the invitation as he had failed to inform the 
other participants of their presence, and the rappers and the writer expressed 
insecurities about participating in the seminar if the set-up was changed last 
minute. This twist of events resulted in the rappers and the interviewee’s or-
ganization getting vilified in social media by one of the police officers who 
had been supposed to participate, which in turn led to a storm of critique on 
Twitter and in an established newspaper. The story in the press became that 
the police officers were thrown out by the organizers because the rappers 
wanted to establish authority over the territory, meaning the suburb they were 
in. 

This was a clear example of how, like, you have to 
adapt. If I have a [conversational seminar] on their 
stages… Because [the event] is really their stage. [TV-
channels] are there, the party leaders are there. It’s the top 
of the establishment, even if it’s placed in [a marginalized 
suburb] […] You still have to adapt and be damn ready to 
do everything perfectly, because if you don’t, they are 
ready to shoot you down. (Interview, activist, creative 
business) 
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The interviewee connects this experience to the notion of a demand from 
the establishment and the white majority for people who are racialized, and 
connected to the culture of the suburbs, to adapt to the norms and habitus of 
the white majority. This narrative shows how the structural racism/norm de-
viation discourse identifies the stigmatizing connection between people of 
color and negative images of criminality and extremism, and consequently re-
quires them to compensate for this view and behave perfectly. Because the 
public view so readily will construct them as villains and abject, they are given 
the task of disproving the negative stereotype. 

I can for example feel that, when I meet new people, I 
have to show them that I know Swedish, and that I’m not 
just okay, I’m actually good at it. I have always felt that, 
like, for example, when I started studying at the university, 
I felt that, like, a passing grade is not enough. I have to get 
at least a C [according to the European A-F grading sys-
tem] for them to get that I’m not just here because I got 
lucky, or that I got in as a reserve, or that it just happened, 
but that I have earned my spot. I think that many feel like 
it’s not enough to just be. You have to perform at all times. 
(Interviewee, social entrepreneur, career and entrepreneur-
ship hub) 

I sit with a presentation for a client two days more than 
a normal colleague would have done, because I think that, 
no but, I only have this chance, because these people still 
don’t believe in me […] because they don’t recognize 
themselves in me. So I have to perform ten times more, 
and that’s like, ten hours more than another person. Ten 
days more… Ten years more that I have to work in order 
to get to the same position. [...] I still have that in me, that 
I have to perform much better to for them to believe in me. 
(Interview, commercial entrepreneur, creative business) 

Here, the interviewees describe that they experience the requirement of ad-
aptation as a burden, demanding hard work to compensate for the stigma to 
which they are subjected. In the light of these last two quotes, the previous 
example of the discussion seminar (to which the police were uninvited) can 
be interpreted as demonstrating that these requirements can be quite detailed 
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and extreme, and that they may even come with a threat of sanctions if they 
are not fulfilled. 

The discourse’s identification of the requirement of adaptation produces 
skepticism towards the notion of trying to enter spaces dominated by the ma-
jority society, because the price of being the only, or the only one of few, 
people of color in a space dominated by the white majority appears too high. 
The question becomes whether it is reasonable to put so much effort into 
breaking into spaces that require you to adapt your whole persona and possibly 
lose yourself in the process. The discourse constructs the demand for perfec-
tion, the disadvantage in initial conditions, and the requirement for a person 
of color or a person from the suburbs to work much harder than a white person 
from an affluent area, just to reach the same position or level of success, as 
unjust. Identifying these circumstances produces a strategy to avoid adapting 
– to not change the language, the clothes, the tastes, and to encourage each 
other to avoid adaptation. 

At the office of one of the creative businesses, there was a mind map drawn 
on a white board with the business’ name in the middle surrounded by several 
symbolic words. They had done an exercise where they brainstormed what 
they wanted the organization to be and stand for. One expression was “stay 
punk” (written in English). This expression meant that upon entering the “finer 
rooms” of society, as they called them, they should refuse to change them-
selves and adapt to the norms present in those rooms. Instead, they should stay 
true to themselves – stay punk. 

The discourse also produced ideas about not invading spaces but rather cre-
ating their own spaces outside the institutions of the majority society. Several 
of the interviewees say that they have let go of the idea of trying to be included 
in majority spaces and instead focus on creating these new spaces. One exam-
ple is the following quote: 

Personally, I don’t feel like I have the strength to move 
structures, so we’ll have to build a new structure, but col-
lectively, when we have built a structure it won’t be possi-
ble to say that, like, or it won’t be possible to continue re-
producing the image in the media of that this is a destruc-
tive group of people that doesn’t wish society well. So it 
becomes like this positive counterforce. (Interview, social 
entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship hub) 
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This reasoning inspires different endeavors in this context. For example, it 
is how a music web-platform for people in the community and progressives in 
general was created, and how an alternative fashion week started. It is how 
clubs and events directed to people from the community emerge, and how 
products, art, and projects “by the community/for the community” are gener-
ated. In their study on the suburban movement, Sernhede et al. (2019) describe 
an emerging suburban cultural avant-garde that is becoming popular in the 
cultural sector. The entrepreneurship described here most certainly contributes 
to such an avant-garde. 

6.3.3 The Expansion from Racist Strcutures to Intersectionality 
Several interviewees refer to similarities between feminist, anti-racist and 

LGBTQ-perspectives, and one interviewee in particular bundle these ideas up 
into the broader umbrella term  norm criticism. She describes the connection 
among these different forms of oppression as the common notion of norm de-
viation. As we can see in this following quote, she calls the linkage between 
the various subject positions intersectionality, which describes a linkage be-
tween different power structures. In this context, the term intersectionality is 
used frequently this way. 

We usually talk about, the nowadays maybe quite 
washed out term, but that is intersectionality, or intersec-
tional perspective, that I think is a little bit where I’m try-
ing to place myself to like have a more constant awareness 
around the fact that all of these power relations, regardless 
of whether it is about classism, or like about transphobia, 
or whatever it may be, or ableism, that they are connected 
in some way. That it’s also about that different forms of 
deviations that is not part of the ruling norm is disadvan-
taged by it. (Interview, activist, creative business) 

She links these various power structures through the notion of identity po-
sitions and norms. This quote shows that the word “intersectionality” makes 
the the division between white Swedes and marginalized people of color ex-
pand into a more general division between the “ruling norm” and norm devi-
ators. Like Puwar (2004) in her book Space Invaders, I use the expression 
“somatic norm” to describe what this interviewee articulates as “the ruling 
norm”, i.e. an identity position that is considered the “normal” way of being 
in Swedish society (and the West), which the interviewee perceives as the 
white, able-bodied, cis, upper/middle class man. I use the expression “somatic 
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norm” to emphasize the physical, bodily aspect, because otherwise “norms” 
may refer to formally and informally established practices. 

The interviewee explains that everyone who is not considered part of the 
somatic norm is a norm deviator and thus ends up in a subordinate position 
subjected to some form of oppression. The term “diversity” thus applies to all 
of these different identity positions, as it is the concentration of the somatic 
norm within powerful and influential spaces in society that is constructed as 
the problem. Consequently, although the organizations I study mainly seem to 
focus on white Swedes’ oppression of marginalized people of color, the actors 
in the context commonly describe themselves as part of a broader struggle of 
various groups that are subjected to subordination in relation to what they con-
struct as the ruling norm.  

In general, the word privilege is used to describe the superior identity po-
sition in all of these dichotomies: white people are privileged relative to people 
of color, men relative to women, straight relative to queer, cis-gendered rela-
tive to trans, able-bodied relative to disabled, etc. The structural racism/norm 
deviation discourse thus identifies most people as being both privileged and 
oppressed at the same time depending on which aspect of their identity is of 
significance in the specific situation. Here, we can see the worldview of social 
constructionism shine through yet again, and this logic functions very well 
with Mouffe's (2005) understanding of identity as fragmented. 

One interviewee elaborates on this dynamic, saying that he has worked with 
black female consultants (he is black himself), and that he clearly can see how 
they are treated with less respect during workshops and seminars than he is, 
which he attributes to gender. He also notes that the leaders of organizations 
that are engaged in diversity promotion are almost always women, and almost 
never white men.  

6.3.4 Norm Deviation as a Chain of Equivalence 
Because the discourse equalizes structural racism to sexism, homophobia, 

etc. through the understanding of norm deviation and privilege, it becomes 
possible to copy strategies from feminist and queer movements. Invading 
spaces to normalize norm deviation functions for all of the excluded identity 
positions; to make norm deviators visible in various situations and to contest 
the stereotypes the norm deviators are connected to. The same goes for the 
strategy to create safe spaces for norm deviators where they can temporarily 
be protected from the discriminatory behavior they are subjected to. In one 
interview, a consultant explicitly says that he wants to copy strategies used by 
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the feminist movement in Sweden and replicate them in diversity work regard-
ing race as social construction (interview, consultant, consultancy firm). 

What we see here is the creation of a chain of equivalence, where the par-
ticularities of each identity position and the oppression they are subjected to 
remain largely intact, but a joint discourse is articulated where all of these 
subject positions can identify with one another and fight the same battle. The 
adversary, the illegitimate subject position in superiority, becomes the white, 
cis, heterosexual, able-bodied, middle/upper class man. The more subject po-
sitions articulated as deviating from this norm, the more specified this partic-
ular identity position becomes. He is the symbol of the ultimate privilege. 

As described in chapter 5 (5.5 The Community), people often refer to “us” 
in this empirical context, and in many cases they refer to the CCG, or some-
times black people or people of color, but sometimes they also refer to this 
broader movement that is working for diversity and inclusion of norm-deviat-
ing identity positions. Most of the time this movement is unnamed, and for-
mulated by listing a few different movements (feminists, the LGBTQ move-
ment, anti-racists, etc.), but in a quote we saw in chapter 5 (which is repeated 
below), this movement is articulated as the progressive generation. The inter-
viewee also uses the word “youth culture” quite often, which connects the 
movement to youth, young adults, and perhaps most prominently, the future. 
Other interviewees use the word pop-culture in a similar way (interview, com-
mercial entrepreneur 1, creative business; interview, commercial entrepreneur 
2, creative business). 

Our and us is… I believe a lot in, like, this new progres-
sive generation and when I talk about youth. It’s like the 
people with this perspective that is ours, and in that, I mean 
it’s not, everyone is allowed in. Age, where you live, back-
ground, sexual orientation doesn’t matter the slightest, and 
no one cares about it […] and that’s who I mean when I 
talk about us. (Interview, activist, creative business) 

The adversary for this progressive movement is defined as the establish-
ment and constructed as a protector of homogenous spaces and the existing 
somatic norm. This is how the same interviewee answered the question, “who 
are they?”: 

Well, I guess you could say the establishment. I mean, 
national media, the established media, the established… 
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almost all politics, institutions, multinational corpora-
tions… well, not all of them of course, but a lot of them. 
Corporations that are engaging in monopoly and oligop-
oly. Like, really big things. (Interview, activist, creative 
business) 

This quote constructs politics, the media, and large corporations as one and 
the same – the establishment – illustrating that the structural racism/norm de-
viation discourse does not acknowledge any separation of power among me-
dia, judicial institutions, politics, etc. By making this connection, the inter-
viewee rather formulates a frontier between the establishment and “the peo-
ple”, where the establishment is dominated by the somatic norm and “the peo-
ple” represents a diverse mass. We could see this frontier in a previous quote: 

I see it as a political struggle, but not as a party-political 
struggle. […] It’s a people’s struggle that is conducted 
every day. (Interview, activist, creative business) 

Several actors in this context express hope in relation to this progressive 
moment/movement/generation, and the interviewee behind the last few quotes 
even constructs the movement’s societal impact as inevitable. The establish-
ment and the somatic norm is portrayed as old and dusty, protecting what used 
to be, and completely out of tune with what is to come. Admittedly, at the 
same time, he expresses cynicism and skepticism about the future in regards 
to the right-wing populist and racist movements that he see as being on the 
upswing in society. In this sense, he describes the populist moment that 
Mouffe (2019) addresses, where neoliberalism is contested both by right and 
left populist forces. The interviewee meets this moment with uncertainty about 
whether he feels hope or fear about the future. 

6.3.5 Summary 
In this structural racism and norm deviation discourse, the hegemony is 

constructed as sexist, racist, classist, homophobic, ableist, etc., which act as 
the basis of oppression. Consolidating these anti-hegemonic struggles pro-
duces a chain of equivalence that links together a number of subaltern coun-
terpublics into a larger counterhegemonic movement. The discourse derives 
from a focus on structural racism, which seems to be the main concern for the 
entrepreneurs in the context, but constructs it as part of a broader form of op-
pression where the somatic norm, which dominates the establishment, unjustly 
excludes and discriminates against multiple identity positions. 
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In contrast to the hegemonic discourses, this discourse is more confronta-
tional, pinpointing oppression and defining an adversary. It does not organize 
around an assumption of societal consensus, aiming to find solutions that 
would be in the interest of society as a whole. Instead, it argues that the way 
society is organized today unjustly benefits the superior identity position at 
the expense of subordinate identity positions. Thus, society must be reor-
ganized, not because it would benefit everyone in their current positions, but 
because it would be fair. The focus on identity puts this discourse in the cul-
tural dimension of justice issues, according to Fraser's (2003, 2008) distinction 
between a cultural and economic dimensions of justice, but, in this form, this 
identity focus keeps its counterhegemonic character and has not become co-
opted by neoliberal market logics and visions of consensus. In this discourse, 
it is not the subordinate groups’ value and potential on the market that ought 
to be recognized, but their equal rights as citizens. 

The discourse generates various forms of organizational activities such as 
collective strategies to invade spaces, the creation of safe spaces and con-
sciousness raising activities, and development of products, cultures, and 
events that act as alternatives to influential institutions. Definitions of entre-
preneurship revolving around organization creation, opening up spaces, and 
newness (e.g. Daskalaki et al., 2015; Farias et al., 2019; Hjorth, 2014) would 
understand many of these activities as entrepreneurship. 

Entrepreneurship produced through the structural racism/norm deviation 
discourse follows the non-economic rationalities (both communitarian and 
discursive rationalities) demonstrated by Barinaga's (2013) study on different 
social entrepreneurial rationalities. Her three cases of social entrepreneurship 
follow economic, discursive, and communitarian rationalities respectively – 
and these rationalities have implications for how they approach the problem(s) 
they try to solve. Her point is that the cases following discursive and commu-
nitarian rationalities reveal that not all social entrepreneurs follow an eco-
nomic rationality. The entrepreneurship produced through the structural rac-
ism/norm deviation discourse confirms her argument. Using this perspective, 
we can distinguish among the types of entrepreneurship that emerge in this 
discourse and the types of entrepreneurship that emerges in the segregation 
discourse and the diversity as business discourse. 

6.4 The Capitalist Critique Discourse 

We have seen how the discourses on oppression against people of color and 
people from the suburbs often intertwine with capitalist values of competition, 
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accumulation, and profit, but we should pace ourselves to avoid an over-inter-
pretation of this alignment. Studies on the suburban movement reveal connec-
tions between its activism and the traditional Swedish labor movement. Ac-
tivists in those studies make claims that revolve around economic redistribu-
tion through the political system, which indicates that discourses around eco-
nomic redistribution are circulating in activist environments in the suburbs 
(Rosales & Ålund, 2017; Schierup et al., 2021). 

The capitalist critique discourse in this empirical context criticizes neolib-
eral economic distribution, and questions economic inequality and insecurities 
in the labor market. It also expands the logic to include the idea of norm devi-
ation by arguing that unfair economic distribution exacerbates the oppression 
of norm deviators. The moments and lines of argument in this discourse are 
not as fixed as they are in the other discourses. Ideas such as individualism, 
materialism, and prioritization of profits over social missions appear in the 
empirical context, but seldom come across as clearly defined when they do. 
Therefore, I find that this discourse is present, but somewhat weaker than the 
other discourses. 

6.4.1 Economic Inequality 
An intuitive skepticism towards capitalism is present in this empirical con-

text. The term “capitalism” generally acts as a negative symbol and an unfor-
tunate reality, although the exact problem with capitalism is usually undefined 
or quite loosely connected to words such as materialism, individualism (which 
is equally loosely defined), or the prioritization of profit over values. How-
ever, I have encountered elaborations on how economic inequality inhibits 
people’s abilities to create careers and that this inequality is reproduced 
through generations, which makes social mobility inaccessible to many peo-
ple. In other words, this logic questions the neoliberal belief that talent and 
dedication are sure paths to success. 

If the family has a tight economy, the children take re-
sponsibility without the parents having to ask them for 
help:  “You don’t need to say it, you notice it at home. 
[Money’s] tight. If I can get a job to ease the burden on my 
parents… It’s the young men who take on this role for the 
family. Then school isn’t the first choice. It’s logic.” (Re-
port 1, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

Here, a very strong sense of responsibility was commu-
nicated amongst youth for their parents’ marginalization, 
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which often led to poverty being reproduced in the family. 
(Report 1, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

One interviewee elaborates on how low income levels are reproduced 
through generations. She perceives the general view in Swedish society as 
(wrongfully) assuming that, because we have a welfare society, everyone has 
the same starting conditions, regardless of whether they are born in a working, 
middle, or upper class family. This perception of equality in Sweden thus re-
quires her to explain how this is not the case, and she turns to knowledge as 
well as tangible economic resources in order to do so. 

[…] because when you say that “managing personal fi-
nances, like, yeah, we learn that in school…” No! It’s like 
one course in home economics about debts and, but it’s 
like ridiculous. And then you hear that, when you talk to 
people who work in the banking sector, “but my sons are 
like eco…” Yeah, well, probably from home… Because 
you have that competency. We don’t have the same start-
ing conditions that you do, like, you’re ten laps ahead of 
me. So, for me, I think I’m driven by that issue because I 
have understood that it’s not equal. […] We need to start 
assuming that we can’t distribute… It can’t be that we’re 
all getting the exact same. We have to adapt it from our 
starting conditions. And I have understood that people find 
this very problematic. “It’s supposed to be equally distrib-
uted. We’re all Swedish. It’s not my fault that I’m rich and 
you’re poor.” But like… okay… no… (Interview, social 
entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship hub) 

The image of the Swedish mentality that the interviewee describes appears 
very different from the perception of Sweden as a social democratic country 
permeated by wide support for economic redistribution and equality. The in-
terviewee adheres to these ideas, but thinks that the actual Swedish way of 
thinking is that everyone should get the same social support regardless of their 
starting point, and that after that, success is your own responsibility. The pic-
ture she paints of the general mentality in Sweden aligns with the hegemonic 
shift from social democracy to neoliberalism that happened in Sweden starting 
the early 1990s and persisting to this day (Sernhede et al., 2019). She is posi-
tioning herself against a common sense that aligns with neoliberal logics and 
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instead constructs an argument that mirrors traditional social democratic 
logics. 

She argues that equal distribution without acknowledging differing starting 
conditions does not result in equality of opportunity, partially due to asym-
metry in knowledge of household economy/management of personal finances. 
In the following quote, she also gives the example of how initial economic 
resources make it easier to generate more resources, making resource accu-
mulation increase exponentially: 

Education in all honor, but we have to start putting 
money behind it. We need mentors, but we also need cap-
ital. We need the support to be able to have the strength 
and desire to go for your ideas. Because it’s super easy to 
say, as a privileged person, like, but I’m going to take six 
months and invest in my idea, my dad will give me money. 
And I’m like, well no, it feels like I have like 40 jobs at the 
same time that I’m trying to run my own business, because 
I have some sort of vision that it’s much more important 
for me. But I can’t expect everyone to think like that. (In-
terview, social entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship 
hub) 

This quote reveals a skepticism towards a limited focus on providing mar-
ginalized individuals with intangible resources such as knowledge, which is 
central in the segregation discourse. Instead, it emphasizes the need to address 
tangible (economic) resources. The following quote expresses a similar notion 
but instead focuses on who has the power in society. 

We can sit here and talk about that we should have a 
diversified society and have different types of people in all 
different rooms, but in the capitalistic society, an extreme 
amount of the power lies in the hands of the ownership. 
Almost more power than our politicians have, who are ac-
tually supposed to be the highest power. And the ones who 
own the companies we buy our products from are not di-
versified. Why you don’t talk about this today is because 
it’s hard to change. It’s hard to say, hey you have to sell 
your shares to someone who might not have the resources 
to buy them. (Convo, commercial entrepreneur, career and 
entrepreneurship hub, published: Apr 23, 2018) 
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The capitalist critique discourse has a truth-telling character, a realization 
that resource distribution matters. These latter quotes form a line of argument 
in which ownership and economic resources are key for counteracting oppres-
sion, and that the political sector is in the hands of capitalists, which makes it 
virtually ineffective. One of the organizations started to offer its members 
courses in management of personal finances as a result of these ideas, which 
basically implies a shift back to provision of knowledge, but in this case, the 
knowledge is about how to increase your tangible economic resources. The 
same organization started to push larger organizations they collaborate with 
to provide paid (instead of unpaid) internships to their target group, because 
whether one gets paid or not often determines whether a person from a low-
income family can dedicate their time to such activities. 

6.4.2 Ownership and a Parallel Economy 
There is also open criticism in the context towards venture capitalists and 

the fact that financial investments predominately go to white affluent men, 
which leads to a focus on economic distribution. In the structural racism/norm 
deviation discourse, we saw ideas that broke with the notion of trying to be-
come included in the majority society and a shift of focus towards creating 
new spaces for the community. In the capitalist critique discourse, these ideas 
take on an economic rationale. 

The ideas about how to actively deal with the problem of economic mal-
distribution tends to circle around how to generate resources for the commu-
nity through the existing system and an emerging imaginairies about a parallel 
economy, which we can see developing in the following few quotes. 

Money isn’t everything, but there is power in money, 
and I believe that if we give that money to people who can 
represent more people in the society, there can be a solu-
tion in just that. Not the whole truth and not the whole so-
lution, but I think there’s something there that will change 
what the commercial sector looks like at least. Then some-
one else can take the fight in the parliament. […]That’s 
why I believe more in starting our own new companies, 
where the company owners are not majority-Sweden, and 
don’t belong to the norm. […] My purpose is to help peo-
ple that have ideas to start companies and get those com-
panies to fucking make it, and not just a little, but big. 
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(Convo, commercial entrepreneur, career and entrepre-
neurship hub, published: Apr 23, 2018) 

This quote is pushing the social imaginary towards more equal economic 
distribution and  contestation of the ownership ideology (Piketty, 2019) prev-
alent in our society. However, this redistribution is to occur through entrepre-
neurship by marginalized people, which puts a lot of hope in the character of 
the owners of such enterprises, expecting them to be more ethical beings and 
motivated to contribute back to the community. The following quotes by an-
other interviewee develops these ideas further: 

My idea about diversity and inclusion is not that I’m 
going to go to white […] homogenous workplaces and try 
to get them to care about inclusion. For me it’s about […] 
owning the product, owning the business, and that we 
should be able to buy from each other […] So I have basi-
cally dropped the idea of getting into different businesses 
and talk about diversity. Instead it’s like, I don’t care so 
much about other businesses right now. I care about my 
own business that I can create and own, and how I can 
work with diversity and inclusion in my own company.  

A good expression is […] we perform on the stage a lot, 
but we don’t own the stage we stand on, and that’s quite 
telling that […] we can be […] entertainers but we don’t 
own the production companies, we don’t own anything be-
hind it. We’re like puppets then, I feel. (Interview, com-
mercial entrepreneur, creative business) 

While these quotes present a critique towards essential elements of capital-
ism, thus far, the strategies still align with capitalism. They convey an attempt 
to beat the economic elite at their own game and create streams of capital that 
will flow into the community, still imagined to be done through individual 
entrepreneurship and based on the entrepreneurs’ sense of belonging to the 
community. 

The capitalist critique discourse thus constructs the problem as a problem 
of economic maldistribution, which occurs through an unjust subordination of 
socioeconomically vulnerable marginalized groups by affluent, predominately 
white groups. At the same time, the solutions we have seen thus far still align 
with capitalist logic. 
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However, there are also seeds aligning with ideas stemming from social-
ism, social democracy, and the labor movement. In the following quote, the 
interviewee applies logics inherent to the blue-collar labor unions in Sweden 
to the network of entrepreneurs in the community. It is the promise to never 
accept a lower salary than what the union members jointly have agreed upon, 
which is part of a strategy to avoid wage dumping and push through collective 
demands (Göransson & Holmgren, 2006). 

Exactly, so this is where entrepreneurs become im-
portant and it’s also there that like, knowing how opera-
tions should be run, and knowing how to actually charge 
[decent prices for their services], and that’s also about sol-
idarity in that, like, we can’t be cheaper than everyone else 
is now. We can absolutely be cheaper if we don’t have the 
competency, but if one starts to be really cheap then it’s all 
going to fall apart. (Interview, commercial entrepreneur, 
creative business) 

Other examples are imaginations about coming together in collective forms 
of organizations and sharing ownership, which displays similarities to co-op-
erative movements (Trägårdh, 2000), which we can see in the following 
quotes: 

It’s also about like, creating a new economy. A new Ica 
Maxi [chain of supermarkets]. New, you know like, why 
are there twenty like these small shops where one is fo-
cused on Indian, one West African, put them together in a 
big wholesale market! Let’s make the Ica Maxi and their 
shopping carts and self-service cash registers, so that those 
who go to Ica Maxi also can shop there because they know 
the system, but we throw in products that are like, that we 
may only be able to find in specific shops in Stockholm. 
[…] I see that we need to do more, like, in the economy, 
to include in a capitalistic way. Like, here’s a lot of money 
that we’re missing. (Interview, activist, creative business) 

One idea that people have had, that I, well, have thought 
about for quite some time is that… Because a lot of differ-
ent small businesses popped up, at least in the entertain-
ment industry, and what if we would own a part of each 
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other? I think that it would be very interesting, like, if we 
own a part of each other, we’re going to pretty naturally 
take each other in to each other’s projects because it’s go-
ing to benefit all of us. […] That’s what I’m looking at 
right now, maybe, how do you do this in practice? It’s a 
very nice thought, but it can be pretty difficult to do in 
practice. (Interview, commercial entrepreneur, creative 
business) 

In contrast to studies on the suburban movement (Rosales & Ålund, 2017; 
Schierup et al., 2018, 2021; Sernhede et al., 2019), my encounters with de-
mands on governmental investments in the marginalized suburbs and political 
redistribution of resources in this empirical context are scarce. This may of 
course be because I am studying entrepreneurship, i.e. the actors in the context 
have already chosen to address social problems by organizing outside public 
institutions, but it also seems as if the social imaginary is somewhat restricted 
when it comes to what the political system is capable of accomplishing. This 
produces a logics that change in economic distribution must be achieved 
through the market by collectively innovating economic organizations and 
collaborations. The problem is still formulated as an injustice and the hierar-
chies as oppressive, but the strategies of how to deal with it looks somewhat 
similar to the “roll with it” logic that we could see in Fougére et al.'s (2017) 
study on EU strategies for social innovation. 

However, there is a difference between “roll with it” logics that stem from 
neoliberalism’s naturalization of capitalism as truth, and a form of acceptance 
that the political system is part of the oppression the discourse constructs. Both 
may result in the conclusion that change is most effectively pursued outside 
the political assemblies, but they lead to different forms of activity. The quotes 
above show that the latter produces ideas that lean towards prefigurative forms 
of organization, which is a political (post-capitalist) form of organizing that 
takes the position of being a means and an end all at once (Maeckelbergh, 
2011; Schiller-Merkens, 2022). It means engaging in alternative (economic) 
organization with the purpose of creating precedent for others to follow the 
same path (Schiller-Merkens, 2022). Examples include cooperatives, solidar-
ity-based producer-consumer networks, ecovillages, etc. All of which embod-
ies imaginairies of a future after capitalism. (Even though the first of the two 
quotes actually says “to include in a capitalist way”, he seems to envision 
some form of cooperative that accumulates capital for a community rather 
than individuals.) 
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If we return to Barinaga's (2013) study on social entrepreneurial rationali-
ties (communitarian, discursive and economic), the case that displays an eco-
nomic rationality is a project providing microloans to marginalized people in 
order to make them bankable. The idea is that bankable people acting on the 
market through entrepreneurship are automatically included in society. This 
means that exclusion is simply defined by being outside the market, which is 
a definition that disregards social and cultural dimensions of the phenomenon 
(Atkinson & Davoudi, 2000). If we compare Barinaga’s (2013) case to the 
entrepreneurship expressed through the capitalist critique discourse in our em-
pirical context, we can see that the case of microloans and entrepreneurship 
generated through this discourse are motivated by very different ideas and for-
mulate the societal problem in very different ways, even though they all follow 
an economic rationality. 

The capitalist critique discourse in this empirical context thus reveals that 
there are different forms of economic rationalities within (social) entrepre-
neurship, which contrasts tendencies within critical entrepreneurship studies 
that address the economy as one-dimensional. For example Barinaga's (2013) 
conceptualization of one economic (in contrast to communitarian and discur-
sive) social entrepreneurial rationality, or the (single) market’s colonization 
of everyday life (Eikenberry, 2009, 2018). 

6.4.3 Chain of Equivalence between Norm Deviation and Capitalist 
Critique 

Up until this point, the capitalist critique has remained quite local, some-
what fragmented, and  has not amounted to a more elaborate systematic theo-
rization of capitalism. However, one interviewee makes a systematic critical 
description of capitalism and explains how it exacerbates oppression of norm 
deviators. 

The biggest problem is a combination between how in-
credibly homogenous the industry still is and that it’s con-
trolled by an economic system that rules the rest of society, 
which is deeply problematic, and that contains a logic of 
classism, but also violent exploitation of labor. A lot of in-
dustries have been affected by us going from this big shift 
from before when they had 40-year employments until 
now when there aren’t any employments at all, basically. 
[…] The fundamental platform that everyone is standing 
on is very insecure. There’s a fundamental consciousness 
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that everyone is basically 100% exchangeable and there is 
no labor union whatsoever [in the Swedish media indus-
try]. There are no labor laws. The only thing that can give 
working people some sort of influence in these parts of the 
industry is to have a reputation. […] I would say all of this 
fits within the concept of capitalism. That our system is in 
itself both racist and misogynic, and hostile to basically all 
groups that in some way are disadvantaged by the capital-
ist structure. So it’s not just that, capitalism isn’t just an 
economic, an economic injustice, but there are a lot of ide-
ologies inherent to it. And that’s basically all groups that 
aren’t directly privileged by the norm, they are affected in 
different ways. And there are structures that are directly 
damaging for people’s health and evidently also for the 
planet we live on, and it’s a huge obstacle for the societal 
development that is needed for people to be able to live 
more peacefully and healthfully. (Interview, activist, crea-
tive business) 

This quote frames capitalism as the fundamental structure of society and 
points out that this “platform that everyone is standing on is very insecure”. It 
connects its critique of capitalism to the discourse of norm deviation by ex-
plaining how oppression is exacerbated by the insecurity capitalism is creat-
ing. By mentioning capitalism’s effect on the planet, it also connects capital-
ism to ideas about the environment and global warming. In this sense, the rea-
soning seems quite close to Fraser’s description of capitalism as a social order 
(Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). As a result, a chain of equivalence is created among 
capitalist critique, the environmental movement, and the progressive move-
ment appearing in the structural racism/norm deviation discourse. 

In fact, there seems to be a repeated conflation between the discourse of 
norm deviation and capitalist critique related to the notion of a racialized 
working class. In the following quote, another interviewee, constructs the 
white man as being in a position of superiority in this society. He uses the 
word privilege to describe this superiority, and at the same time, connects the 
word “privilege” directly to social mobility and economic resources rather 
than identity positions. 

To work in the culture sector in Stockholm means that 
you’re forever like, very few percentages get to come to a 
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middle class. The rest are often, like, workers. There 
simply is no social mobility. There is no social mobility 
within the culture sector, and it’s only a few percentages, 
a few privileged… and obviously in a privileged system 
and society, the privilege never comes to racialized people 
with different backgrounds etc. But first in line in our so-
ciety is the white, Swedish ethnicity man, and then of 
course there are exceptions but they have to adapt. (Inter-
view, activist, creative business) 

Consequently, you become privileged if you are able to achieve upward 
social mobility, meaning you have a successful career that offers economic 
stability. However, this success primarily happens to white men – the somatic 
norm. A connection between economic injustices and racist, as well as sexist, 
structures are thus created. 

The following quote uses the word privilege in a similar way. It comes from 
one of the reports from a career and entrepreneurship hub and is a quote from 
one of their interviewees, who tells a story about when he got into a high 
school with a high concentration of the more affluent layers of Swedish soci-
ety. The quote distinguishes between privileged and non-privileged people 
with foreign backgrounds (a common expression in Sweden for people who 
are subjected to racialization). 

I was very lonely. It was one of the toughest periods in 
my life. It was the first time I realized we live in our own 
bubbles. It was like entering a new world. It wasn’t very 
mixed. Even if there was someone with a foreign back-
ground, they were privileged. (Report 1, career and entre-
preneurship hub) 

The quote basically uses the term privilege as a class divider, which reveals 
a potential rift within this subaltern counterpublic that constructs itself as a 
community primarily based on shared experiences of racialization. Since the 
theoretical framework in this study views subjects as fragmented, we can un-
derstand the formation of a community as necessarily having to smooth over 
such potential rifts and basically choose which similarities and common ex-
periences to emphasize in the construction of the community. In the structural 
racism discourse, the racialization was the common denominator and class 
was smoothed over, but in the capitalist critique discourse, class re-emerges. 
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6.4.4 A Fatalistic Construction of Capitalism 
Although the capitalist critique in the context has generated imaginaries of 

new types of economic organizations and economic distribution, one of its 
lines of argument also tends to metamorphose into cynicism. The interviewee 
in the previous section (who reflects elaborately on capitalism as an insecure 
platform) refers to a book by Mark Fisher (2009), “Capitalist Realism”, when 
she says that she absolutely has an easier time imagining the end of the world 
than the end of capitalism3. She explains that real social change necessitates 
the abolishment of the capitalist system, which, according to her quote, can 
only be accomplished through collective revolt. 

I’m very doubtful as to whether this entrepreneurship 
can result in any form of like positive societal development 
in practice. So, I mean that it mostly leads to legitimizing 
capitalism as a system, because what happens when you 
affect, when you’re trying to affect a system from within, 
is that you’re legitimizing the system as a way of engaging 
in this type of entrepreneurship. And my dream is like to 
get beyond that system that obviously isn’t working and 
try to find another system, another world we can live in. 
But it becomes some sort of eternal race because I’m still 
conducting my business within this system. I’m practicing 
these thoughts and dreams as a part of it, and I feel very 
stuck in it. And I live like a normal human life where I try 
to support myself. I have a child to support. It’s like, you 
still have to take this economic responsibility for your life 
[…] I think like the only way that actually would have 
worked is if people actually just decided to revolt, and like, 
destroy things [laughs]. Destroying this system in its core, 
instead of constantly trying to save the system by [labeling 
it with sustainable certifications, kravmärka det]  (Inter-
view, activist, creative business) 

However, she does not actually portray revolt as a real option for her. In-
stead, she emphasizes a need to balance the economic responsibility she has 
for herself and her family with attempts to do something that would make 
society at least a little bit better. At the same time that capitalism appears im-
possible to change, its racist, sexist, homophobic, etc. structures come across 

                                                      
3 The quote originates from Jameson (2003). 
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as somewhat possible to change, which ends up directing the strategies to-
wards those of the structural racism/norm deviation discourse. This particular 
interviewee attempts to create a safe space for norm deviators in her industry, 
and portraying more stories from norm deviators through motion pictures in 
order to normalize those perspectives. 

Thus, this line of argument in the capitalist critique discourse constructs 
capitalism as inevitable and connects this idea to expressions of cynicism and 
hopelessness. Entrepreneurial activities are still produced, such as safe spaces 
and active production of stories through motion pictures, but these activities 
appear small in relation to the social change the capitalist critique discourse 
deems necessary. The fatalistic character of the capitalist critique discourse 
thus effectively seems to inhibit some types of activities. Instead, it becomes 
necessary to tap into other discourses in order to engage in social change with-
out using antagonistic approaches such as violence, civil disobedience, or oth-
erwise breaking the law. 

6.4.5 Summary 
The capitalist critique discourse highlights that people are divided accord-

ing to class and describes a system that reproduces and exacerbates these class 
divisions. The discourse connects economic inequality with identity positions, 
and argues that the somatic norm is generally more economically well off than 
norm deviators. This discourse also connects the suburbs to resource scarcity, 
and people who are subjected to racialization to the suburbs, which creates a 
line of signification that links class, economically disadvantaged suburbs, and 
racialization, and results in the racialized working class. Thus, the discourse 
positions the racialized subject as particularly vulnerable to economic scarcity. 

This discourse constructs the societal problem as a case of social injustice 
where the working class and norm deviators are not provided with enough 
resources to be able to perform according to the expectations put on them, or 
in ways that will provide them with economic security. This perception of 
unfair economic distribution generates collective strategies to accumulate re-
sources for the community, partially through entrepreneurship, but there is 
also a fatalistic aspect of the discourse that reluctantly accepts the inevitability 
of capitalism, which, in this context, pushes social change activities towards 
other discourses, where change is framed as somewhat possible to accomplish. 
Although, as we saw in the last section, fatalistic sentiments also may lead to 
ideas about the necessity of violence, which confirms Mouffe's (2013) argu-
ment that frustrations towards society that lack direction generate violence and 
destructive methods. 
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The entrepreneurship that stays within the discourse displays an economic 
rationality that differs from neoliberal economic rationality, which is exem-
plified by a project providing microloans to marginalized people in order to 
make them bankable (Barinaga, 2013). The idea in the case of microloans is 
that bankable people acting in the market through entrepreneurship are auto-
matically included in society, which means exclusion is simply defined by 
being outside the labor market and would be solved by inserting people in the 
market – an idea that disregards cultural and social factors (Atkinson & 
Davoudi, 2000). However, the case of microloans clearly differs from the eco-
nomic rationality displayed in entrepreneurship emerging through the capital-
ist critique discourse, which focuses on accumulation and redistribution of 
economic resources based on communitarian values rather than market logics 
and individualism. 

6.5 Summary of the Four Discourses 

In table 2, I present the core assumptions of the four discourses, the entre-
preneurship generated by each, and the effects of the discourses, i.e. what the 
discourses “do”. The effects are identifiable in the underlying assumptions 
that enable the logics of the discourse, the subjects and hierarchies constructed 
by it, and the silences that leave out aspects that exist in other discourses. (The 
table is only shown to provide a pedagogic overview of the discourses as the 
previous text accounts for all aspects of this table.) 

In summary, two of the discourses in this analysis (the segregation dis-
course and the diversity as business discourse) construct the societal problem 
the entrepreneurs in the context address as cases of social inefficiency, which 
means they essentially accept the core values of the existing neoliberal he-
gemony. They accept economic growth as the main goal for society, and as-
sume societal development to be an automatic consequence of economic 
growth. The main discussions thus revolve around the most efficient way of 
achieving economic growth, which appears to be an evident and objectively 
sound goal. 

These two discourses align with the hegemony but focus their efforts in two 
different directions. The segregation discourse directs its argument towards 
the marginalized groups and produces social reproductive labor that can sup-
port and foster marginalized people to become employable and entrepreneur-
ial, with the hope that they can successfully be inserted in the market through 
(self)employment. The entrepreneurship thus attempts to compensate for the 
scarcity of resources in marginalized suburbs by finding ways of providing 
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intangible resources such as knowledge, social networks, and role models in 
the hope that it can enable individuals to become successful within the existing 
system. 

The diversity as business discourse on the other hand directs its efforts to-
wards the powerful companies and institutions of the majority society. These 
organizations ought to be convinced of the economic gains they could make 
by becoming more diverse and inclusive. The entrepreneurs use this discourse 
to appeal to the upper layers of society and to advocate for the recognition of 
marginalized individuals’ productive value on the market. In this discourse, 
the entrepreneurs attempt to act as translators or bridges between marginalized 
communities and the majority society, therefore they tend to take on roles as 
consultants and lecturers for established companies and institutions. 

The next two discourses (the structural racism/norm deviation discourse 
and the capitalist critique discourse) construct society as permeated by injus-
tices and oppression, where some people benefit at the expense of others. 
These discourses do not assume a societal consensus in which everyone ben-
efits from resolving an external problem; rather, they identify the problem as 
produced through the existing social order due to unfair power structures. 
These discourses construct a clear “we versus they” relationship between su-
perior and subordinate subject positions with an adversary that has illegitimate 
power. As such, I classify them as counterhegemonic discourses. 

The differences between the two counterhegemonic discourses align with 
Fraser's (2003, 2008) distinction between cultural and economic dimensions 
of social justice. The structural racism/norm deviation discourse focuses on 
recognition and normalization of identities that deviate from the somatic 
norm, and norm-deviators’ rights as citizens. This discourse identifies the 
problem as produced and reproduced, not only through laws and material 
structures, but in the interactions among people through symbols and discur-
sive constructions. In contrast, the capitalist critique discourse shifts the focus 
to maldistibution of economic resources, and highlights the necessity of equal 
economic distribution.  

The entrepreneurship generated out of the structural racism/norm deviation 
discourse revolves around the construction of the community, including con-
sciousness-raising activities in safe spaces. This entrepreneurship generates 
collective efforts to invade spaces and share the load of being norm deviators, 
and it produces the organization of new “platforms” and “spaces” that offer 
alternatives to the organizations of the majority society. All of these activities 
are essentially executed through the innovation of new organizations and pro-
jects, with both commercial and non-profit elements. 
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In contrast, the capitalist critique discourse does not follow a clear pattern 
in the entrepreneurship it generates. This discourse reveals a fatalistic under-
standing of capitalism as inevitable, which inhibits entrepreneurial initiatives 
and may produce more violent protests and revolts against existing systems. 
This line of argument pushes the entrepreneurship into strategies that align 
with other discourses, but with diminishing visions and goals. However, when 
this fatalistic understanding is less present, a strategy is generated to accumu-
late tangible resources for the community. This line of argument sometimes 
results in capitalistic notions of constructing big companies founded by mar-
ginalized people in the hope that these founders will follow more equal and 
inclusive ethics, and sometimes the line of argument generates imaginations 
of a parallel economy and something similar to the cooperative organizations 
and community collaborations that emerged within early movements critical 
of capitalism (Trägårdh, 2000). 

When we summarize these four discourses, we can see that the segregation 
discourse and the capitalist critique discourse are mainly concerned with re-
sources and the provision of such resources. However, in the segregation dis-
course, economic resources seem untouchable and can only be provided 
through individual accomplishments in the market. Instead, the entrepreneurs 
try to find ways of compensating for lack of economic resources through the 
provision of intangible resources. The entrepreneurs are thus using social en-
trepreneurship to compensate for diminishing social protection programs and 
redistributive policies (which confirms arguments made by Eikenberry, 2018; 
Fougére et al., 2017; Horn, 2018). 

The entrepreneurship generated through the capitalist critique discourse 
also focuses on resources, but specifically on tangible resources. It identifies 
redistribution of such resources as crucial for counteracting injustices. This 
entrepreneurship produces imaginaries of a parallel economy and accumula-
tion of resources in the community through prefigurative organizational forms 
and a version of advocacy for equal pay.  

In contrast, the diversity as business discourse and the structural rac-
ism/norm deviation discourse both define the problem according to cultural 
aspects. Recognition and normalization of various identity positions become 
important here. However, the type of recognition differs between them. While 
the diversity as business discourse advocates recognition of the economically 
productive value of marginalized groups, the structural racism/norm deviation 
discourse advocates recognition of marginalized groups’ rights as citizens. 

As such, the four different discourses fit quite neatly into Fraser's (2003, 
2008) distinction between advocacy for recognition and redistribution, the 
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character of the appeals differing only in their hegemonic and counterhege-
monic character (for overview: see model, p. 97). However, the next chapter 
complicates these distinctions between the discourses by illustrating move-
ments between them. 
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7 Movement Between Discourses 

The four discourses (two hegemonic, two counterhegemonic) presented in 
the previous chapter exist simultaneously in this context. None of the organi-
zations, nor any of the entrepreneurs, adhere fully to only one discourse, in-
stead adhering to different discourses at different times and moving between 
hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses. My analysis of the empirical 
material shows that these entrepreneurs do not only move towards the hegem-
ony, which would be the process of co-optation. Instead, they oscillate be-
tween hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses. This fluidity is important 
to note because co-optation tends to appear as a one way process (e.g. Ber-
glund & Skoglund, 2015; Sandoval, 2020; Spence, 2007), which is a notion 
that misses any iterative processes that may be involved in discursive strug-
gles. 

This chapter describes the movements between discourses in this empirical 
context and identifies different characteristics of movement. The aim is to nu-
ance how the field understands co-optation, and to place co-optation within a 
context of discursive struggles. Such an understanding implies that power is 
not unidirectional nor does it originate only from a single source. Rather, 
power is multidirectional, coming from multiple sources (or centers of power) 
struggling with each other, where one center may become more powerful (es-
tablishing a hegemonic formation) in relation to the others at one point in time, 
only to become less powerful later, as a result of another power center’s ex-
pansion (into hegemony). 

I have divided the movement between discourses into three categories, 
namely co-optation, entrapment, and pushback. The first category, co-opta-
tion, addresses expressions of co-optive processes in the empirical context, 
e.g. how hegemonic discourses reformulate counterhegemonic claims in ways 
that align them with the current hegemony. The second category, entrapment, 
develops the concept of co-optation and distinguishes between a situation in 
which subjects end up advocating hegemonic ideas, and a situation in which 
subjects actually adhere to counterhegemonic claims, but still experience 
themselves as being forced to adapt to hegemonic discourses in order to avoid 
various forms of sanctions. The position of entrapment distinguishes itself 
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from co-optation because co-optive discourses are formulated to attract sup-
port. People who find themselves caught in-between hegemonic and counter-
hegemonic discourses are not advocating for the hegemonic discourses, and 
may be skeptical of their own activities. They may also engage in processes 
of negotiation, trade-offs, and experimentation in trying to figure out how to 
deal with the impossibility of the situation. The third category, pushback, de-
scribes the (empirically-observed) reactions when co-optation is noticed by 
those who adhere to initial counterhegemonic claims. Co-optation is identified 
and problematized, which leads to a pushback through the means of counter-
hegemonic discourses. This pushback may articulate co-optation, maybe even 
give it a name, and generate strategies to deal with the co-optation. The result 
is a sort of game in which the frontiers between hegemonic and counterhege-
monic discourses are moving. The next three sections describe these catego-
ries and the characteristics of movement between discourses in detail. 

7.1 Co-optation 

Co-optation is the process that occurs when the hegemony meets counter-
hegemonic claims by reformulating them in a way that aligns with the ideas 
of the hegemony. The literature review (chapter 2) illustrates many ways in 
which entrepreneurship acts as a tool for co-opting social struggles into ne-
oliberal logics. In this empirical context, the hegemonic discourses (the seg-
regation discourse and the diversity as business discourse) are examples of 
such processes. 

The segregation discourse aligns capitalist critique with neoliberalism by 
accepting economic growth as a main societal goal based on the assumption 
that economic growth automatically leads to societal development, which 
(presumably) is beneficial to everyone. These assumptions marginalize ideas 
about economic redistribution, and promote an image of tangible economic 
resources as untouchable. In addition, the discourse constructs public institu-
tions as incompetent in relation to the problems emerging in the suburbs. Be-
cause advocacy towards political institutions is rather silent in this discourse, 
the only solution is for the community to come together and build a strong 
civil society engaging in social reproductive labor that can provide community 
members with the intangible resources they need to become entrepreneurial 
employable selves and enter the labor market. Entering the labor market is in 
turn equated with entering society, and contributing back to society. The con-
sequence of this rationale is a responsibilization, not only of the individual for 
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herself, but also of the community for fellow community members. The prac-
tices of the public sector, corporations, and employers are essentially left un-
touched by this discourse. 

Similarly, the diversity as business discourse co-opts counterhegemonic 
claims within the structural racism/norm deviation discourse by constructing 
diversity as an opportunity for growth and profit. The political sphere is pre-
sented as a blocked path towards social change, while the commercial sector 
is presented as open to change as long as the claims take on the logics of the 
market. This discourse thus seeks to make CEOs and corporate boardrooms 
into allies by using strategies of persuasion. This solution, however, requires 
branding of diversity and marginalized individuals as good for innovation and 
business, which implies a demand on marginalized individuals to deliver on 
such promises. The connection between inclusion and economic growth thus 
results in advocacy for inclusion of talented and deserving norm deviators, i.e. 
those who are able to position themselves as economically valuable. Those 
who are unable to do so, or who fail to do so, remain marginalized. This logic 
may even exacerbate stigmatization of those people because it strengthens the 
argument that their marginalization is a result of their own individual failures. 
Thus, the discourse does what Fraser (in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018) warns about, 
by privileging (admittedly underrepresented) individuals who already possess 
high levels of social, cultural, and economic capital, and risks doing so at the 
expense of those who do not. 

The following examples provide detailed descriptions of how co-optation 
occurs in this context. The first one shows how the diversity as business dis-
course emerges when opposition against devaluation of people “in need” ac-
cepts neoliberal hierarchization of people according to economic value and 
capital. The process starts in criticism of how racialized people are devalued 
in our current society because their bodies become attached to images of pov-
erty. 

Everything in this capitalist society is that they, they 
don’t think I have money. The only ones who think I have 
money are [the guards on public transports who check if 
people have paid their tickets]. They are the only ones who 
want my money. And there aren’t, you know, these com-
panies don’t think I have money, and that’s why they don’t 
want my money. (Interview, activist, creative business) 
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The quote identifies prejudices against the interviewee as poor as being the 
problem, not poverty as such being the problem. The concern conveyed by the 
quote can be connected to a problem another interviewee (interview, ally, ca-
reer and entrepreneurship hub) identifies when she says that investors require 
the career and entrepreneurship hub she is part of to formulate a “sob story” 
in order for them to open their wallets and invest in the organization. She ar-
gues that creating sob stories contradicts the mission of the organization, 
which is about displaying the strength and the force that their target group 
inhabits. 

In parallel to the processes of devaluation that these interviewees highlight, 
studies have shown that socioeconomically affluent people and organizations 
increase their status by portraying themselves as ethical subjects and estab-
lishing themselves as helpers of people in need (Dempsey & Sanders, 2010; 
Vrasti, 2009; Wettermark & Berglund, 2022). The problem is that those who 
are helped by altruistic efforts become stigmatized as weak and needy in a 
society that depicts strength, activity, and being entrepreneurial as virtues. Un-
der neoliberalism, being weak and needy is the opposite of being virtuous 
(Wettermark & Berglund, 2022). 

Additionally, the mentioned interviewee from the career and entrepreneur-
ship hub reports that her organization initially wanted to organize as a business 
because the group thought it would help them create a sustainable economic 
model for themselves. Against their wishes, they were forced to form as a non-
profit in order to receive funding from the public sector, which enables con-
struction of their organization and the target group as dependent on good-
hearted contributors (interview, ally, career and entrepreneurship hub). 

As a response to this criticism, actors in this context attempt to disconnect 
people of color from the image of poverty and weakness, and instead construct 
them as valuable consumers. This disconnection is part of the battle against 
stigmatization, but it acts within the idea frame of neoliberalism, and thus ac-
cepts the neoliberal construction of poverty as abject. The line of argument 
connects low income to weakness, and the subject of the charity case, which 
the following quote illustrates: 

We have a view that minority groups have a certain so-
cioeconomic status […]. When we have seen that it’s 
much broader and more complex than our preconceived 
understandings. “We need to take care of them.” No, we 
have a purchase power of 400 billion. That’s what we 
have. We also need to see that there’s strength, and not 
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always see the target groups we work with as weak. (Inter-
view, consultant, consultancy firm) 

This line of argument propels the diversity as business discourse, construct-
ing marginalized groups as valuable to economic growth in their role as con-
sumers. It opposes a stigmatizing and patronizing image of marginalized 
groups in a way similar to the way the segregation discourse opposes the pub-
lic sector’s stigmatizing approach to the suburbs. This opposition essentially 
draws from the structural racism/norm discourse’s criticism of stigmatization, 
but because it accepts economic value and resources as a basis for hierarchi-
zation of people, it marginalizes ideas of equality and economic redistribution. 
Neither of the quotes above formulate the problem as oppression based on 
unequal distribution of economic resources, but rather as based on the false 
perception of a person as poor. This reasoning thus accepts the capitalist def-
inition of legitimate hierarchies. 

The line of argument shows how the struggle against stigmatization and 
discrimination is co-opted through the acceptance of economic resources as a 
measure of strength and value, which results in a construction of the connec-
tion between marginalized groups and low income as demeaning. In an at-
tempt to cast away the stamp of neediness, and increase the status of the mar-
ginalized group, the argument constructs the marginalized group as consumers 
that have economic resources. Actually being poor and actually needing eco-
nomic assistance thus becomes a problem for the image of marginalized 
groups, adding to their position as abject norm deviators. 

This argument is essentially creating a rift that rips through the claims of 
the structural racism/norm discourse, and divides people within marginalized 
communities into a hierarchy based on socioeconomic status. While such a 
division is most likely not the intention, the argument favors wealthy people 
of color at the expense of poor people of color, who become a burden because 
they keep legitimizing the stigmatizing connections between people of color 
and poverty. It is the construction of the marginalized as consumers that ena-
bles such division. 

Another example of how co-optation occurs is presented in the following 
quote: 

What you talk about now is, like, to create an equal 
commercial sector in terms of women, men, non-binary, 
but I believe in diversity on other levels as well. And not 
just like, my parents are [ethnicity]. Not just that but like, 
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do we have functionally varied people? Where are their 
voices? Or people with different talents, like just because 
I’m good at IT-companies doesn’t have to mean I should 
work with that for the rest of my life. What happens if we 
put a poet on the board or in the ownership? What happens 
if we match or mix people? Or hook on to each other for 
real? Not just in the ownership but in everything? (Convo, 
commercial entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship 
hub, published: Apr 23, 2018) 

This quote starts on the frontline between the somatic norm and norm de-
viators, but spins off and becomes detached from the analysis of power struc-
tures and oppression. Instead, it takes the form of a generally liberal notion of 
inclusivity. The frontline becomes watered down through the celebration of 
diversity and everyone’s individual uniqueness, and assumes an agreement 
around the corporate mission of growth. 

These examples confirm that co-optation does occur in this context. In both 
examples, the actors in the empirical context form lines of argument within 
the framework of neoliberal market logics. They start by contesting aspects of 
the neoliberal order, but as they move the argument forward, they position 
themselves as competent in economics, and drive their argument by adapting 
it to logics of economic growth. This process turns them into advocates for a 
progressive form of neoliberalism, which reproduces the core values of the 
social order. 

I would argue that these are classic cases of the kind of resistance that ne-
oliberalism endorses (Bröckling, 2016;  McNay, 2009). These examples differ 
in character from the examples I present in the next section because they ad-
vocate and support neoliberal logics, which the next section’s examples do 
not. I have not yet seen this distinction in critical entrepreneurship studies ad-
dressing co-optation, but I argue that it is an important distinction resulting in 
different consequences for entrepreneurs and resistance.  

7.2 Entrapment 

Entrapment between discourses is actually not so much of a movement as 
it is a state of being caught in-between contestation and accommodation of 
hegemonic discourses. In the following examples, the entrepreneurs reflect on 
society from the perspective of a counterhegemonic discourse, but find it im-
possible to act in opposition to hegemonic logics. 
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In other critical entrepreneurship studies on co-optation, I find that this type 
of entrapment between discourses and co-optation tend to be conflated: both 
get categorized as ways of stabilizing the social order (Barinaga, 2017; Bröck-
ling, 2016; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004; McNay, 2009). Such conflation fills 
an important function because it illustrates the power of the hegemony and the 
difficulty of contesting it; however, I think there is an important difference 
between co-optation and entrapment. In a process of co-optation, the hegem-
ony is actually gaining support for its logics, which effectively smothers con-
testation. In the in-between state of entrapment, spaces may still be opened 
that facilitate counterhegemonic discourses. 

In the capitalist critique discourse, we find a fatalistic notion, in that the 
capitalist social order seems impossible to change. This fatalism however does 
not necessarily mean that the entrepreneurs completely give up and align 
themselves with hegemonic logics. For one interviewee, the fatalism made her 
create her own business within the media and culture sector, which allows her 
to align her activities with her values in a clearer way. 

My purpose of being in this industry is going to kill it-
self if I can’t do this on my own terms, because it’s going 
to be so incredibly counterproductive. So I was a little bull-
headed because I didn’t want to work with the managers 
that seemed to be available to me. So I started [my own 
business] to be able to do it in my own way. (Interview, 
activist, creative business) 

In our interview, the same entrepreneur describes how she has to constantly 
negotiate with herself about how to run her company and which assignments 
to take, because while she is driven by her values, she still has to take eco-
nomic responsibility for herself and her family. The organizations she feels 
that she can legitimately work with never have enough money to compensate 
her with more than a symbolic amount of money, while taking assignments 
from larger corporations could allow her to finance her own projects for a 
year. She describes this as a situation that is unsolvable, requiring constant 
deliberation, and she tries to accept the situation as it is. In the following quote, 
she says that she might not be able to contribute to a revolutionary change, but 
at least she can try to provide a safe space in an insecure industry. 

There is some type of hope that you then can create a 
small safe room in a very insecure industry where the ones 
who work for and with me have a little umbrella over them, 



190 

but ehm… a unit where you know that, like, we are nice to 
each other in this way. Here, we are wearing these glasses. 
Here, we are working actively with what person I employ 
to work both in front and behind the camera in different 
productions and are very careful in which way people 
should feel safe. (Interview, activist, creative business) 

The state of entrapment thus seems to direct activities towards missions 
that the entrepreneurs consider achievable. One such mission for this inter-
viewee is to create spaces where the people she works with can feel safe, 
where they are able to challenge and experiment with societal norms, and 
where discriminatory language and practices are dissuaded. These spaces are 
created by carving out pockets in society that may function as protection in an 
unjust world. They are places to rest, regain energy, and, in conversation with 
like-minded people, create an elevated consciousness of unjust and unfair be-
haviors and the effects that they have. In essence, it is a way of contributing 
to the formation of a counterpublic. 

Making money and getting paid for the work you do seems to be a tricky 
question in this setting. Being sustainable as an organization requires funds, 
and most of the participants in this study have chosen to engage in entrepre-
neurship as a way to engage in activism on a full-time basis.  Making money 
from your activism may however draw criticism from within the community, 
as these entrepreneurs may be accused of either “selling out” and adapting to 
the majority society, or even of capitalizing on an activist struggle. The fol-
lowing quote describes how this situation can feel impossible (damned if you 
do, damned if you don’t): 

It can be problematic to end up in a dichotomous divi-
sion to either have a 100 percent image of that you have to 
be an entrepreneur to survive in this reality and then 100 
percent sell yourself out etcetera or to be this complete an-
tagonist and martyr that is like a pauper [fattiglapp] their 
entire life and basically end up homeless in the forest […]. 
It’s a classic situation of damned if you do, damned if you 
don’t. […] They do so incredibly much, really, unpaid la-
bor as activists, and people always celebrate these martyr 
activists, and think it’s terrible that they should have to do 
this for free, and that you get burnt out […]. But as long as 
people act like martyrs and burn themselves out and suffer, 
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you think that they deserve a lot of money to live off this, 
but as soon as they manage to get a deal that they can make 
money from […] you immediately think that they have 
sold themselves out and then serve capitalism’s most dirty 
purposes. There’s really no way to win there… (Interview, 
activist, creative business) 

This quote aligns with problematizations of how “the activist” in today’s 
society has become equated with a standard of perfection, requiring rigour, 
humility, and relentless dedication (Bobel, 2007). In fact, Bobel’s (2007) 
study on the menstrual activist movement shows that this notion causes social 
movement actors to resist the label of  the activist, describing it as out of reach 
for them, which is a tendency I saw in this empirical context as well. Even the 
person who had been labeled true activist by others in the context refuted this 
term (interview, consultant, consultancy firm). 

A number of actors in the context emphasize that they are not actually mak-
ing a lot of money in their operations. Two interviewees (notes, consultant, 
consultancy firm; Interview, commercial entrepreneur, creative business) ar-
gue that they obviously are not doing this for the money, because if earning 
money were their main goal, they would do something else. One simply earns 
too little by combining this type of activism with entrepreneurship for it to be 
a lucrative business. 

During discussion after speeches at a Convo event, one entrepreneur states 
that it has to be okay to make money in this community, and that people within 
the community need to stop dragging each other down for it, and support each 
other instead (notes, activist, creative business). This statement should be put 
in context of his own personal situation, which he had addressed in a social 
media post a few months earlier. In that post, he said that people seemed to 
see him as a powerful and influential person, while the truth was that, despite 
approaching 40, he had never had a secure and regular income or a stable ac-
commodation (Convo, activist, creative business). During the discussion, he 
argued that the problem is that the industries in which many of the attendees 
act have a lot of money, but this money does not trickle down to them, so they 
never get a significant piece of the profits of their work. He gave examples of 
how he and other minorities in the industry are often asked to participate in 
various projects without getting paid, with the argument that they gain expo-
sure, which is highly valuable in their line of work, but also enables more 
powerful actors to take advantage of unpaid labor. He referred to an occasion 
when he was asked to give a diversity speech at a conference where all of the 
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other speakers were from the white majority. His options in the situation were 
to either decline the invitation and accept that it was an all-white event, or to 
use his speech to address the issue, but with the knowledge that he would be 
subjected to exploitation while doing so. In the discussion at Convo, he advo-
cated for the idea that the community’s mission should be to try to carve holes 
in the industries in order to have money trickle down to them, instead of ac-
cusing each other of profiting from their own social struggles (notes, activist, 
creative business). 

In Lauri's (2021a) study on feminist entrepreneurs, she finds that the entre-
preneurs apply the feminist discourse on equal pay in relation to their entre-
preneurship, which legitimizes their efforts to earn money through their busi-
nesses. She argues that using feminist ideas in this way results in the construc-
tion of an affluent feminist entrepreneurial subject. The same type of analysis 
seems to be applicable in this empirical context. We must however note that 
many of these entrepreneurs evidently do not actually make a lot of money 
and are involved in industries in which they are subjected to exploitation in 
the form of unpaid labor in order to gain exposure. Most of them can thus 
hardly be construed as affluent subjects. 

This character of movement between discourses shows that the entrepre-
neurs see themselves as being caught in-between a contestation of the social 
order as unjust and the necessity of adapting to the hegemonic discourses they 
contest. The difference between co-optation and entrapment is that co-opta-
tion effectively turns contestation into advocacy for the social order, while in 
entrapment, counterhegemonic discourses are still cultivated. This difference 
is exemplified by the strategy to carve out safe pockets in an otherwise unjust 
world, and how strategies to deal with the situation of being caught in-between 
is discussed within these spaces. The distinction between co-optation and en-
trapment is not merely conceptual, but rather it has practical implications for 
subjects caught up in social struggles. 

Co-optation and entrapment are two types of movement between dis-
courses that are distinct from each other, but both contain processes of smoth-
ering contestation of the hegemonic discourses. Co-optation draws ideas to-
wards the hegemony, while entrapment catches the subjects between hege-
monic and counterhegemonic discourses, which leads to a state of ambiguity 
and impossibility for the subject to act in accordance with her values. The next 
type of movement, pushback, has a clearer movement from co-opted hege-
monic discourses back to contestation of the hegemony. 
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7.3 Pushback 

The structural racism/norm deviation discourse and the capitalist critique 
discourse problematize and contest the social order on the basis that it unjustly 
oppresses some groups and privileges others. These discourses are however 
subjected to co-optation, which reformulates their claims and aligns them with 
the logics of the neoliberal hegemony. However, within this empirical context, 
another movement appears, which pushes back against co-optation. It is thus 
a movement back from the hegemonic discourses towards the counterhege-
monic discourses after co-optation has occurred. While co-optation develops 
and refines hegemonic discourses to include resistance against it, pushback 
generates a similar development and refinement of counterhegemonic dis-
courses, which advances the contestation of the hegemony. 

I have identified three ways in which this pushback occurs. First, the actors 
engage in a reflexive problematization of their own practices and hegemonic 
constructions in the segregation discourse and the diversity as business dis-
course. Second, they identify co-optation and sometimes even give it a name, 
which enables reconstruction of the counterhegemonic discourse to contest 
co-optation. Third, they engage in tactical alignment of hegemonic norms and 
ideas in order to accumulate resources and create an innocent and non-threat-
ening image, which allows them to contest hegemonic discourses and prac-
tices incrementally, one battle at a time. 

These tactics are part of a larger strategy, involving the whole subaltern 
counterpublic (and multiple movements), to advance the frontier of counter-
hegemonic discourses, pushing hegemonic discourse back and requiring them 
to reconstruct and engage in further co-optation. Such expansion occurs in 
parallel with the construction of a chain of equivalence between multiple so-
cial struggles advancing the contestation of the hegemony. 

The following sections are divided according to the three tactics and a fur-
ther description of how the counterhegemonic discourses are expanding. 

7.3.1 Tactics of Pushing Back 

7.3.1.1  Reflexive Problematization 
Dey & Steyeart (2016) identify problematization of contemporary ration-

alities as a practice of freedom in relation to popular perceptions of social en-
trepreneurship, describing this process as opening up alternative ways for in-
dividuals to relate to themselves. Such problematization occurs in this context 
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as well. In fact, all four discourses presented in chapter 6 problematize con-
temporary rationalities in one way or another. However, the practice of prob-
lematization I particularly want to highlight here is a reflexive type of prob-
lematization, expressed by the entrepreneurs, and directed towards rationali-
ties and hegemonic constructions that they themselves use. 

My first example illustrates how some actors in the context problematize 
hierarchization of people based on productive value on the market that 
emerges through the segregation discourse and the diversity as business dis-
course. An interviewee from one of the career and entrepreneurship hubs ex-
presses concern that their organization is becoming too elitist when they ar-
range activities and events in collaboration with large corporations. 

Now it might become a bit fuzzy, but for example, 
sometimes I feel like we become too elitist. And [other 
founder] doesn’t agree, because she thinks it’s more about 
crushing the expectations, and do something that attracts 
the target group that never got the chance to be seen with 
like big brands […]. While I’m more like, but will this per-
son even dare to go to one of those meetings? Or like, how 
do we make sure that the person dares to go? […] It’s that 
balance we need to keep, that we can’t only work with 
those who naturally will go there, but also help the person 
who might be afraid, that like… It doesn’t mean they’re 
not motivated, it means making that person understand that 
it could be an opportunity for them. So I mean, it has to be 
a balance. And then also that it shouldn’t get to commer-
cial, because I think it’s awesome with big brands and, 
like, that we’re showing that to, like, people who would 
never believe that we’re cooperating with the biggest ones, 
but I also think it’s important to show for example, well, 
maybe we need to show what universities there are. Like, 
do you see what I mean? We have to show like, but how 
does the Social Insurance Agency work? Do you see what 
I mean? Like, it must be okay to talk about basic needs as 
well. (Interview, career and entrepreneurship hub, social 
entrepreneur) 

Her concern aligns quite well with an experience I had after an event of 
theirs. Her organization had invited a moviemaker from the community to 
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hold an inspirational speech at one of their events. His speech was very grip-
ping. He talked about his life story, which followed the rags-to-riches narra-
tive. He began describing his poor background and gave examples of how he 
had the odds stacked against him, but due to hard work and persistence, he 
was able to achieve significant success. The speech was supposed to function 
as encouragement for those who listened. When the event was over, I left with 
some of the participants. We took the subway together and chatted about the 
day. When we addressed the speech, one girl expressed her impression of the 
speaker, which was that he had to be a very special person in order to be able 
to achieve that kind of success. The whole group seemed to agree, nodding 
and humming, while another person added that you definitely had to be very 
special and very driven to be able to do what he had done, and concluded that 
she could never have done the same. Clearly, they did not identify with the 
speaker’s drive, and rather than being inspired by his journey, they seemed to 
distance themselves from it. His talk almost seemed to have a discouraging 
effect (notes, career and entrepreneurship hub). 

Although the rags-to-riches story appeared prominently in the context 
when I started the study, skepticism seemed to build up against it throughout 
the process, which partially led to a development of the segregation discourse 
that began to emphasize the relatability of role models, but also a problemati-
zation of the inherent assumptions this narrative contains about socioeconom-
ically disadvantaged areas and groups. For one of the last interviews I did, the 
interviewee wanted to have a discussion before she agreed to the interview 
because she wanted to understand the purpose of the study. During this con-
versation, she made it clear that she was not interested in an interview that 
would be constructed around the rags-to-riches narrative (notes, consultant, 
consultancy firm). Since this was not my purpose, it was easy for me to agree. 
In the interview, I asked her to elaborate on her concern, and she argues that 
the rags-to-riches story casts a negative light on the place she comes from and 
the people who live there. This narrative implies that she is supposed to con-
struct herself as “lucky to get away”. Instead of leaning into this narrative, 
which could have increased her own status in society, she opposes this Swe-
dish version of “the American dream”, where fortune and fame is imagined to 
reach the deserving who work hard enough (interview, consultant, consul-
tancy firm). 

Similarly, one of the career and entrepreneurship hubs that had explicitly 
focused on motivated people – urging their members to dream big and achieve 
success – nuanced their language around these issues while the study pro-
gressed. They started to emphasize that success was not something static, but 



196 

something each person defines for themselves. They also began to nuance the 
division between motivated and unmotivated people. Today, they say that peo-
ple can be motivated or unmotivated at different stages of life, which implies 
that they reject an image of motivation as an inherent and static characteristic 
(Notes, social entrepreneur, career and entrepreneurship hub). 

These examples demonstrate that the actors in the context question, not 
only contemporary societal rationalities, but also the rationalities they them-
selves at one time constructed and advocated. It shows that they follow hege-
monic ideas, but also are able to stop and reflect over these ideas, and try out 
other ways of articulating identities and constructing stories. It may seem like 
a small thing at first glance, and the risk of being co-opted back into hege-
monic logics is high, but this reflexive problematization opens up a space for 
experimentation around discursive constructions, where new constructions 
aligned with counterhegemonic claims may emerge. 

7.3.1.2 Identifying Co-optation 
Although co-optation of social struggles is present in this empirical context, 

as exemplified by the segregation discourse and the diversity as business dis-
course, this co-optation does not go unnoticed by the actors. In the capitalist 
critique discourse, one interviewee for example identifies co-optation in her 
description of how the type of entrepreneurship she engages in actually legit-
imizes the capitalist system (6.4.4 A Fatalistic Construction of Capitalism). 
Several actors in the context also note that companies use diversity as a mar-
keting tool, while remaining homogenous at the core of the organization. Such 
descriptions essentially identify co-optive processes. 

The diversity as business discourse is highly present in the context, but at 
the same time, there are clear manifestations of criticism against its logics. 
This criticism relates to the perceived demand on marginalized groups to adapt 
their habitus and values according to the majority society. In contrast to the 
positive construction that business logics can open doors for diversity, there 
are also expressions of resentment against how companies exploit marginal-
ized people and profit from the positive impact diversity has on their brand. 
The criticism questions the authenticity of companies’ engagement in diver-
sity promotion, and argues that companies engage in diversity processes only 
as long as doing so makes them look good on the surface. The argument is 
that the companies only engage in diversity processes in a way that allows 
people from the somatic norm to keep control over the companies, and avoid 
any real influence by marginalized groups or other perspectives. 
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I only worked with white people in a company that ex-
ploits culture from racialized people from socioeconomi-
cally vulnerable areas. There isn’t one person who come 
from these areas. There isn’t one person there that looks 
like me. There isn’t one person there who talks like me. 
And I’m supposed to work for them, and also try to pitch 
different ideas and thoughts I have, when you’re like re-
jected all the time, and you don’t see anyone who thinks 
like you… It puts out the fire in you, and your ideas be-
come smaller and your thoughts around it becomes… 
like… after 5 pm you just want to punch out from work… 
(Convo, activist, creative business, published: Mar 16, 
2018) 

In this quote, the oppression comes in the form of exploitation, and white 
people profiting off urban culture and art produced by marginalized people. 
The interviewee constructs the powerful party in this dynamic (a booking 
agency) as the problem. He argues that they only want to work with artists 
from marginalized groups in order to make money, while, at the same time, 
they are not willing to hire people from marginalized groups or let them have 
any influence on the decisions made within the company. The following quote 
describes another example of how predominantly white, or normative, organ-
izations are constructed as taking advantage of people of color, or any norm 
deviator: 

As a lecturer about norm criticism and inclusion you 
often get hired by very homogenously white working 
places that are very normative, and like, my overall per-
ception and experience of holding lectures and workshops 
is that they can doubtlessly be perceived as a very positive 
experience by those who go to the lecture, but they lead to 
absolutely no change in the sense of the purpose. And it’s 
like, it’s as if it then becomes something corresponding to 
pink washing but for norm criticism, since I often had 
some type of anti-racist approach to the lecture, and used 
to deal with different types of anti-discrimination perspec-
tives. And the way I perceive it, and that doesn’t only ap-
ply to my operations, it applies to many people who have 
held that type of norm critical lectures, even if it has been 
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from the LGBTQ-perspective or if it has been feminist or 
anti-racist perspectives… That what it leads to in practice 
is a pat on the back for a job very well done, and that they 
get to boast and feel incredibly pleased for having checked 
this of the list, like, their norm criticism outwards, they can 
check it of the list, having done one such thing during the 
entire year. “It’s amazing, I have been listening to this little 
brown girl, amazing…” And then their operations won’t 
change at all. (Interview, creative business, activist) 

This critique pushes the diversity as business discourse into a debate about 
a form of diversity washing that only leads to change on the surface versus 
“real change”. Diversity washing is my own term, which I articulate based on 
the previous quote’s reference to “something corresponding to pink washing”. 

The identification of diversity washing could explain why innovation has 
become central to the diversity as business discourse, as innovation is seen as 
a central issue to companies, which necessitates diversity within the core of 
the organization. Diversity becomes a “must have”, not a “nice to have”, and 
the hope is that this sentiment will create more permanent change within the 
entire organization. 

Diversity’s crucial importance for innovation is clearly part of a co-optive 
process, but is preceded by advancements of both the structural racism/norm 
deviation discourse and the capitalist critique discourse. The structural rac-
ism/norm deviation discourse develops its construction of how discrimination 
and exclusion is practiced, and the capitalist critique discourse develops its 
understanding of exploitation and the process by which corporations profit off 
social struggles. The criticism of diversity washing disqualifies companies 
who only aim for inclusion in marketing aspects, which has required the di-
versity as business discourse to re-co-opt the contestation by focusing on di-
versity’s importance for innovation. I argue that this process from co-optation 
to pushback to re-co-optation, and so on, represents a situation that moves the 
frontier of the counterhegemonic discourses forward, pushing the hegemony 
back. It creates a push for companies to become inclusive in all parts of the 
organization. In fact, Torfing (1999) argues that Gramsci initially identified 
co-optation as a sign of retreat on the part of the hegemony, indicating that the 
hegemony is in a defensive state. I might not go as far to draw such conclu-
sions, but based on this analysis, I think it would be correct to view co-optation 
as a struggle between discourses rather than a sign of the hegemony’s expan-
sion or all-encompassing state. 
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The next example shows just how complex the movement between co-op-
tation and pushback can be. In the following quote, the interviewee describes 
an event that he uses as example of corporations’ exploitation of hip-hop and 
urban culture from the suburbs. The example comes from an incident when he 
was working at an influential booking agency in the music industry. This first 
quote shows that his original counterhegemonic claim becomes co-opted by 
mainstream business logics. He describes how lack of representation led to 
misinterpretations of consumers, which ultimately resulted in a fracas. 

You don’t have such a good understanding of that con-
sumer group, so you don’t really dare to do what they see 
as taking chances, but for me clearly is a safe bet. There 
was like, when they put up a French rapper, [name of rap-
per], that like, he became a wave all over Europe’s sub-
urbs. You couldn’t hear it on the radio or anything, it was 
on YouTube, it was on Spotify […] and he started this new 
genre. And they chose to put him on [a smaller stage], 
while I suggested they put him on [a bigger stage], that is 
like, double the size. And... It got sold out in like a week, 
and it became a little… Like, about 50 kids showed up, 15 
years old, and positioned themselves outside with hoodies 
and masks, and I said, like, to all of the people there, like 
hello! These kids are going to rush in, and it’s going to be 
a problem. I said it to the company in charge of security, I 
said it to the people I worked with, who had booked the 
artist, but it wasn’t taken seriously. They didn’t think they 
would actually do it, but after like 10 minutes into the 
show, they had found a ladder and gotten in from another 
direction. And like, there are guards running around eve-
rywhere, and they became completely surprised, you 
might say. (Interview, activist, creative business) 

The interviewee makes sense of this incident by framing the kids and mar-
ginalized groups as a consumer group, and he describes the issue as being the 
booking agency’s lack of understanding of this particular consumer group, 
which in turn is due to their lack of diversity. In this example, he himself ends 
up in two oppositional subject positions, as he sees himself as being part of 
the same marginalized group as the kids, while at the same time being an em-
ployee at the booking agency. Because he can see the perspectives of both 
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subject positions, he realizes the events will lead to commotion, and constructs 
the dissonance as a misunderstanding that could have been avoided if there 
would have been a greater understanding between the two groups. If the com-
pany would have listened to him, and given more credence to his knowledge 
about the consumer group, the incident could have been avoided. As such, he 
sees a necessity for people like himself to gain more influence and act as a 
bridge between the different subject positions. Such bridges could help com-
panies decrease risk and spot business opportunities, meaning the lack of such 
bridges can be classified as a social inefficiency. 

The interviewee is not actually elaborating on the perspective of the subur-
ban kids, but previous quotes (see the first quote in this section) show that he 
identifies the company as exploiting the culture of marginalized groups. An 
alternative construction of this incident could be that the booking company 
and the guards were treating the situation as a market phenomenon, and were 
solely interested in how much profit they could make from this concert. They 
made a business decision to avoid taking on too much risk. For them, it was 
obvious that those who have paid for the concert would get to see the show, 
and they seemed to have a hard time understanding that other people might 
not share their view. 

From the point of view of the kids, this artist is a part of their culture. As 
customers, or non-customers, they end up in a subordinate position to the 
booking company (a company that is dominated by the white majority), where 
they have to pay this company to see a concert by an artist belonging to their 
own culture. The company thus places itself in-between the group and their 
cultural expression, claiming it has the right to make economic profit from this 
relationship. This is a position the kids find illegitimate (and oppressive). 
From their point of view, and as we saw in the first quote of this section, they 
consider this superiority/subordination exploitative. Taking this view enables 
us to classify their framing of the problem as a social injustice. Lacking op-
tions to give voice to this injustice, their view of the superior/subordinate po-
sition morphs into enmity and what could have been seen as an adversary now 
becomes an enemy. The we/they relationship thus becomes antagonistic. Con-
sequently, the kids deny their enemy’s worldview (which is that the company 
has the right to rule over the concert) and, instead, they forcibly try to take 
what they consider to be rightfully theirs, and they storm the concert. 

From a neoliberal market focus, the acts of these kids seem irrational and 
immoral, and the kids come off as thugs and troublemakers who have no 
agenda other than selfishness and an envious wish to destroy the enjoyment 
of others. If we instead use Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) framework and 
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acknowledge the political dimension of the situation, the kids’ actions make 
sense. 

In the same interviewee’s Convo speech, he makes the same statement that 
we saw in a previous quote by another interviewee, that although the commu-
nity may own the culture they produce, they do not own the stages they are 
standing on. As a result, he and a friend started a platform for music and cul-
ture that has a clear purpose of diversity and is connected to urban culture. In 
this sense, their entrepreneurship can be seen as a way of replacing the book-
ing agency he used to work for, which acted as a middleman between the artist 
and the community in the example above. In his eyes, the culture should be 
produced and consumed within the community, without being exploited by 
the establishment. He explains that the community has already realized that 
they need to own their own art and have implemented practices to achieve that 
by working in culture collectives such as the one in this study. However, he 
argues that they now need to advance and take on the infrastructure around 
their culture production as well. 

But there are no businesses today that take this business 
fight, that, like, take the board room meetings and make 
sure that we don’t get screwed basically, and that our cul-
ture isn’t exploited to be put on their scenes, their festivals, 
in their format, on their premises. (Convo, creative busi-
ness, activist, published: Mar 16, 2018) 

This reasoning motivated the interviewee to leave his previous employer 
and start his own business; a business that would be more aligned with his 
values and that would take inclusion and the culture of the marginalized seri-
ously. Even though the interviewee in one instance formulates himself accord-
ing to the diversity as business discourse, his entrepreneurship emerges from 
a contestation of that discourse, which indicates that, even though his argu-
ment falls in line with neoliberal logics, he does not stay in this world of ideas, 
but moves back into contestation of the hegemony. It may be that his adher-
ence to the diversity as business discourse is based on a lack of language to 
describe the situation using words other than business terms that frame people 
as consumers. Either way, he seems to be engaging in an experimental process 
of figuring out ways to do things differently, and thus challenge the status quo. 
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These examples of how co-optation is identified indicate that there is more 
to the story than co-optation. The movements between discourses are not uni-
directionally moving towards the hegemony. They are bi-directional, oscillat-
ing between hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses. 

7.3.1.3 Tactical Alignment 
The empirical material in this study includes examples of “tactical mim-

icry” (Dey & Teasdale, 2016), which is as form of resistance towards the so-
cial enterprising rationalities pushed by governments. Here, an individual de-
liberately mimics the ideal subject of the social entrepreneur in order to gain 
access to resources that can be redirected towards emancipatory ends, opening 
up spaces for collective agency away from powerful institutions. However, 
the actors in this study are not necessarily impersonations of the ideal subject 
of the social entrepreneur. Instead, they are deliberately imitating the hegem-
ony’s rationality in order to downplay the organization as a threat to the social 
order. This mimicry is done in order to access resources that at a later stage 
can be redirected towards more oppositional ends, and so that the most suita-
ble battles can be chosen, in an attempt to incrementally expand counterhege-
monic discourses and push the hegemony back. I conceptualize these practices 
as tactical alignment with hegemonic discourses and norms. 

The following example shows how one entrepreneur uses the diversity as 
business discourse to manipulate the hegemony to redirect resources towards 
engagements that align with her purpose to make films that contest the current 
social order and imagine alternative realities. 

So I thought, ah shit how awesome, political correct-
ness has started to become a bit trendy, and it has started 
to become trendy with diversity. I’m going to offer this and 
this and this and I’m like a Kinder Egg of points for polit-
ical correctness to just tick off. SVT [the Swedish public 
service television company] will fucking love me! And I 
really saw them sprinkling money over me, because I 
would give them, like, a good conscience, and, like, okay 
they don’t deserve it, but it’s great. They’ll be able to have 
me as a female, blatte-quota [blatte: offensive Swedish 
slang for person of color], and that will be my entering 
point. And then, when I get enough money […] then I’ll 
have enough money to invest in my own productions. 
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(Convo, activist, creative business, published: Apr 19, 
2018) 

In an interview, this entrepreneur describes how she would like to produce 
films that expand the societal understanding of normality, which aligns with 
the structural racism/norm deviation discourse. She criticizes mainstream me-
dia for being exclusively white and reproducing destructive ideas and stereo-
types, but in this quote, she positions herself as willing to let SVT use her to 
improve its image with a long-term strategy in mind to change the practices 
of the industry. 

The next example illustrates how one of the consultancy firms deliberately 
portrays itself as nice and agreeable in order to make its criticism of structural 
racism and exclusion appear less threatening. This consultancy firm combines 
consultancy with strategic advocacy in social media and mass media around 
issues of racism and gender inequality. In an attempt to appear non-threaten-
ing, the firm strategically tries to persuade organizations to pursue voluntary 
measures to achieve diversity, and deliberately avoids advocating for 
measures that would require legal regulation. 

The more dangerous an issue appears, the more you 
need to smile and [appear accommodating]. It’s some kind 
of strategy to not… to dress the issue in softer tones, or 
like, to make it appear nicer. I mean like… Regardless of 
what power imbalance we talk about, to change it is trou-
blesome. Like, it’s going to be difficult enough. If I avoid 
looking angry while I do it, it might ease it a little bit... or 
like… yeah… And of course you can get, like, but should 
I really have to play fucking theater at the same time? But 
if that’s the way it is… yeah, it’s been a strategy, defi-
nitely. But I have also always been of the opinion that, we 
might take that role, but people who take a different role, 
shifting something and saying it more directly, are needed 
too. So my attitude has always been, like, if we manage to 
push the door open a little bit, getting invited because 
we’re sweet and agreeable, even if we say skarpa [direct 
or controversial] things in the end, like, maybe it will be 
easier for the one who’s saying “you need to get a grip and 
step up [skärpa er] now!” That this person also can come 
in… But sometimes you need to pave the way… That’s the 
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strategy, to pave the way. (Interview, activist, consultancy 
firm) 

The quote indicates that this organization engages in a form of tactical 
alignment with the norms and behaviors that appear accommodating to the 
organizations they meet. It is possible to argue that, by doing so, they are suc-
cumbing to the pressure of co-optation, but including the knowledge that they 
are part of a broader movement, their strategy to open doors for the movement 
does in fact appear to pave the way for more opposition. Interviewees from 
other organizations in the context seem to take inspiration from them, refer-
ring to them as predecessors and examples of effective activism. 

The same interviewee also describes how, in relation to mainstream organ-
izations, she tries to push the issue of diversity where she finds openings, but 
holds off when she experiences closures. In that sense, she finds that she can 
slowly press an organization to becoming more equal and inclusive. In this 
way, she attempts to incrementally expand the discourse of structural rac-
ism/norm deviation while pushing back the power established by the hegem-
ony. 

7.3.2 Expanding the Frontier and Uniting Counter Hegemonic 
Struggles 

Up until this point, the empirical analysis has presented several examples 
of how the entrepreneurs in this context describe themselves as acting on be-
half of a community and a movement, and engage in smaller acts of entrepre-
neurship as part of a greater whole. The notion of an ecosystem of activists, 
entrepreneurs, artists, public debaters, politicians, and “corporate activists” (a 
concept formulated by one interviewee; interview, activist, consultancy firm) 
appears within this empirical context, and there is an outspoken strategy to 
organically divide the roles among the people in the community so that each 
person is doing what they do best. A couple of interviewees exemplify this 
strategy by delegating requests for assignments to the person in the commu-
nity who has expert status on the particular topic (interview, consultant 1, con-
sultancy firm; interview, consultant 2, consultancy firm). This strategy aligns 
with the development of “organic intellectuals” identified by a previous study 
on this context (Schierup et al., 2021). Similarly, the previous section about 
tactical alignment shows that a single entrepreneur can construct different 
roles within the movement – in that case, letting her organization take on a 
friendly, non-threatening demeanor in order to pave the way for others who 
might take a more confrontational approach. 
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In addition, this study shows that the entrepreneurs in the context hook on 
to movements other than only the suburb movement. The critique against 
structural racism expands into a chain of equivalence that unites multiple so-
cial struggles into a more general critique against marginalization of norm de-
viators in relation to the somatic norm. Similarly, the capitalist critique dis-
course connects economic maldistribution to marginalization of norm devia-
tors (and even to destruction of the environment) and forms an even broader 
chain of equivalence between capitalist critique, the structural racism/norm 
deviation discourse, and the environmental movement. According to Mouffe 
(2005, 2019; see also Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2006), chains such as these 
can expand a new hegemony by challenging the hegemonic formation that is 
keeping the current social order in place. 

This perspective illustrates the importance of contextualizing the entrepre-
neurship in this context as part of a social movement, linking the various forms 
of pushback and placing them in a larger context. Reflexive problematization, 
identification of co-optation, and tactical alignment become tactical practices 
that are part of a larger strategy to push back the current hegemony and expand 
counterhegemonic discourses. 

7.3.2.1 7.3.2.1 Managing Rifts between Counter Hegemonic Struggles 
As Mouffe (in Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2006) describes, Thatcher man-

aged to dissociate social struggles by pitting ethnic British workers against 
immigrant workers (see 3.2.5 Chain of Equivalence as a Strategy for Struc-
tural Change). Similarly, Fraser (2003, 2008) identifies cultural and economic 
dimensions of social justice that comprise a rift between identity and class 
struggles. These are examples of processes that prevent chains of equivalence 
from forming. 

This study demonstrates how co-optation causes the same type of rifts be-
tween identity and class struggles in this empirical context. When articulation 
of oppression against marginalized groups morphs into a business case for 
diversity, the economic dimension of justice is displaced, and claims of eco-
nomic redistribution are silenced. However, the rift between cultural and eco-
nomic dimensions of injustices that Fraser illustrates seems to get amplified 
through the articulation of identity politics, which generates a general critique 
against all forms of resistance in the cultural dimension, whether it is counter-
hegemonic or not. As mentioned in chapter 5 (5.4 The Activist Movement in 
Swedish Suburbia), identity politics has become a target for Swedish political 
debaters both on the right and on the left (Pérez Aronsson, 2020). On the one 
hand, critics on the right argue that identity politics is a slippery slope towards 
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more extreme racial divisions based on imaginations of biological differences. 
On the other hand, critics on the left argue that identity politics focuses on 
liberal ideas of language policing and the micro level of the individual rather 
than inequalities caused by economic structures. 

Three of the interviewees in this study specifically problematize such cri-
tique (interview, consultant, consultancy firm; interview, activist, consultancy 
firm; interview, activist, creative business) which leads to another form of 
pushback against rifts caused by co-optation. This pushback seeks to unite 
different counterhegemonic struggles by directing attention towards the “real 
adversary”, that is, those in power. One interviewee addresses the criticism 
against identity politics by constructing a division between two types of cri-
tique. He says that he accepts elaborate criticism that problematizes displace-
ment of economic distribution, while dismissing arbitrary rejections of iden-
tity politics, and he constructs such arbitrary rejections as unfair attacks on 
activists in subordinate subject positions with the ambition of silencing their 
activism. In the following quote, he unites cultural and economic justice 
claims, while re-establishing the somatic norm as the adversary. 

That we’re talking more about identity markers and less 
about, for example, class, that’s something we need to con-
sider […] but like, this extreme… like, that everyone who 
talks about racism is identi… It’s used as a pejorative, like 
it’s an insult, [that’s] a master suppression technique be-
cause you’re trying to silence the debate. I do not accept 
that. […] Many times, I think the importance of identity is 
trivialized. It’s super important. It’s one of the most inti-
mate things we have. […] We need to discuss identity 
more, identity construction anyway. Racism is a disruptive 
force there that disturbs identity construction for many 
people. […] And often it [criticism against identity poli-
tics] comes from a place of privilege, where your identity 
is not questioned, where your identity is rewarded, where 
your identity is represented, where your identity is not con-
structed as a problem. […] And I think that comes from an 
incredibly protected and privileged position when you’re 
saying that it [identity] is not real. And many times it 
comes from the left! It’s like, “stop blabbering about iden-
tity, let us talk about infrastructure and building new rail-
ways.” Like, it’s a false dichotomy, first of all. And can we 



207 

talk about both, and we need to talk about both, and like, 
let’s instead talk about what happens when we travel on 
that railway, how often I get questioned if I travel first 
class. […] Because I’m from a social democratic home, 
and obviously a fan of redistributive policies, where I think 
politics needs to continue playing a role, and that we may 
have lost sight in the redistribution policy debate, but like, 
blaming that on, by and large, racialized activists. That’s 
unacceptable! (Interview, consultant, consultancy firm) 

In this empirical context, politicians on the left who focus on redistributive 
policies are often constructed as actually being part of an elite – the white 
privileged somatic norm. Political parties are framed as part of the establish-
ment regardless of whether they lean to the right or to the left, and even the 
umbrella organization for the labor unions (which organizes blue-collar work-
ers) is seen as a power player consisting of the somatic norm and not at all 
diversified. 

By using infrastructure and railways as an example of what is supposed to 
replace identity politics, the quote constructs these physical issues as deflect-
ing from justice issues as a whole. Thus, the interviewee points out that eco-
nomic justice claims on the left also are entangled with co-optive processes. 
This argument could be backed up by Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) argument 
that identity politics is not responsible for the success of the neoliberal hegem-
ony. Instead, they argue that social democratic acceptance of neoliberalism as 
unavoidable bears that responsibility. The discourses in this empirical context 
suggest that both arguments hold some validity, which in itself shows that co-
optive processes are successful in disconnecting social struggles by referring 
to a consensus that portrays opponents of the social order as troublemakers 
who are disturbing the peace. Co-optation thus causes rifts between the strug-
gles, preventing chains of equivalence from forming, which subsequently re-
quires efforts to patch up such rifts and reconstruct the adversary. 

7.4 Summary 

The analysis in this chapter nuances the view of co-optation and resistance 
prevalent in critical entrepreneurship studies. It scrutinizes these processes in 
detail and contextualizes them as part of movements between hegemonic and 
counterhegemonic discourses. This approach has enabled me to introduce a 
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few new concepts that contribute to the understanding of co-optation and so-
cial change in relation to entrepreneurship. 

First, the analysis illustrates that, if the ambition is to understand the pro-
cess of co-optation, it is important to study ideas present in empirical contexts 
rather than individual opinions or attitudes. This approach stems from the in-
sight that ideas are co-opted, not people. Co-optation is not an identity at-
tached to you, such as woman, PhD student, or Swede; rather, it is a process 
that may be expressed through the ideas you articulate and practices you en-
gage in. Based on the findings in this study, it may be difficult to classify an 
organization as co-opted. I suspect that one entire organization, including all 
of its members, is unlikely to be completely arranged under one discourse. 
This question may however be an empirical one. My main point is that I find 
it more useful to view groups and organizations as battlegrounds where strug-
gles between discourses take place. 

Second, by leaning on a theorization of the social world as constructed 
through discursive struggles, the analysis puts a limit to the concept of co-
optation, which reduces the notion of the hegemony as all-encompassing. The 
analysis clarifies how tactics of resistance, such as reflexive problematization, 
identification of co-optation, and tactical alignment can be conceptualized as 
parts of a broader movement and long-term strategy to push back the hegem-
ony of the social order. This insight emphasizes the need to contextualize re-
sistance and avoid treating each act of resistance as isolated single cases. 

Third, this chapter shows that co-optation is not the end of the story, but is 
rather caught up in a continuous struggle to keep the order in place and protect 
it from contestation. This continuous struggle forces both hegemonic dis-
courses and counterhegemonic discourses to develop and continuously re-
frame their ideas. 

The next chapter elaborates on these findings and connects them to current 
discussions within this field of critical entrepreneurship studies. 
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8 Discussion 

As presented in the introductory chapter, this study investigates the rela-
tionship between entrepreneurship and social change in a social order that ide-
alizes entrepreneurship and encourages certain forms of resistance (Bröckling, 
2016; McNay, 2009). However, by shifting the focus from co-optation to 
struggles between discourses, the study lets the story continue beyond co-op-
tation (in contrast to e.g. Bröckling, 2016; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004; Sand-
oval, 2020). Thus, the study explores hegemonic and counterhegemonic dis-
courses in the context of a subaltern counterpublic that is simultaneously per-
meated by hegemonic entrepreneurship discourses. Discursive struggles are 
particularly evident in this empirical context, and the analysis outlines various 
expressions of such discursive struggles categorized as co-optation, entrap-
ment, and pushback. 

As a result, the study presents a nuanced perspective on co-optation and 
resistance as part of an iterative struggle. It confirms that co-optation is present 
in the empirical context, but it also demonstrates pushback against co-optation 
through reflexive problematization, identification of co-optation, and tactical 
alignment, all of which expands the space for contesting the social order and 
moves its frontier, pushing the hegemony back. 

Studying the entrepreneurship in the empirics as part of a network and a 
subaltern counterpublic has enabled me to connect these smaller acts of re-
sistance to broader (even transnational) counterhegemonic movements. As 
such, these acts are not correctly theorized as individual attempts to escape 
power through desubjectification (as resistance appears in studies by e.g. Dey 
& Steyeart, 2016 and Hedeboe Fredriksen & Berglund, 2019), but are better 
understood as part of a continuous iterative struggle for social change. 

These findings contribute to an understanding of entrepreneurship and its 
political dimensions. I clarify this contribution by using the concepts of an-
tagonism, agonism, and accommodation to distinguish various types of entre-
preneurship, and expand on the affiliations that connect entrepreneurship, ac-
tivism, and social movements. In addition, the study contributes to the discus-
sion about what can constitute resistance in a neoliberal order that encourages 
a certain form of resistance as part of its logic. Here, I develop Berglund et 
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al's (2022) theorization of resistance as learning practices, and argue for the 
relevance of the political context in studies on entreprenuership aiming for 
social change. 

8.1 Antagonism, Agonism, and Accommodation 

Mouffe's (2005, 2013) terms agonism and antagonism are useful for distin-
guishing different forms of resistance to the social order. However, theories 
showing that neoliberalism encourages and co-opts resistance, thereby making 
resistance part of its hegemonic formation, indicate that these two terms are 
not adequate for capturing all forms of resistance. Thus, I turn to Parker & 
Parker's (2017) useful addition of the term accommodation to Mouffe’s an-
tagonism and agonism. Parker & Parker connect the notion of accommodation 
to critical performativity scholars in the management field, and argue that, in 
their attempt to engage in constructive and affirmative critique of mainstream 
managerial practices, these scholars still appear to accommodate their meth-
ods. Parker & Parker instead argue that such accommodating positions lack 
an understanding of the political, and therefore risk slipping into co-optive 
relations with dominant management discourses. 

Antagonism, agonism, and accommodation can be differentiated by the 
ways that they construct the we/they relationship. An antagonistic state con-
structs the we/they distinction as a relationship between enemies, where the 
enemy’s existence is not accepted. An agonistic state constructs the we/they 
distinction as a relationship between adversaries, where the existence of the 
adversary is accepted even if its ideas are dismissed (Mouffe, 2005). An ac-
commodative state on the other hand denies any frontiers between adversaries 
or enemies in the name of constructive and affirmative critique (Parker & Par-
ker, 2017). 

The entrepreneurs in this study primarily express constructions of accom-
modation and agonism. Constructions of antagonism expressed by the entre-
preneurs only appeared on one occasion (and solely in discourse, not in prac-
tice). The antagonistic construction I refer to appears in the capitalist critique 
discourse (6.4.4 A Fatalistic Construction of Capitalism), and is connected to 
the imagination of revolt and destruction of the capitalist system. This partic-
ular thread of the discourse negates the effectiveness of entrepreneurship and 
thus turns to violent approaches. However, in the context as a whole, we can 
see other situations of antagonism appear, namely in the riots and car burnings 
addressed by studies of the suburb movement (Rosales & Ålund, 2017; 
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Schierup, 2001) and the incident when youth broke into a concert (7.3.1.2 
Identifying Co-optation).  

I would not classify either of these examples of antagonistic resistance as 
cases of entrepreneurship. Instead, the entrepreneurship I have identified in 
this empirical context occurs in a state of accommodation or agonism. The 
type of entrepreneurship expressed in relation to these two states are quite dif-
ferent. Entrepreneurship generated through accommodation of hegemonic dis-
courses revolves around the individual and her self-actualization through labor 
(as in the segregation discourse), and the belief that economic growth will lead 
to societal development that is to the benefit of all (as in the diversity as busi-
ness discourse). The entrepreneurship produced through these discourses take 
the form of social reproductive labor within the civil sector, as well as various 
forms of consultancy and educative activities advocating diversity, motivated 
by visions of increased innovation and productivity within the commercial 
sector. Entrepreneurship generated from an agonistic form of resistance is 
connected to collectivity and experimentation. It focuses on creating new 
spaces for the community, experimenting with organizational forms, and pro-
ducing alternative stories and cultural practices that challenge the norms of 
the social order. 

8.2 Entrepreneurship as Entangled in Political 
Struggles 

The study shows that whether entrepreneurship can be considered hege-
monic or counterhegemonic, in and of itself, is unclear. This is an empirical 
question, which means I cannot align with a view of entrepreneurship as in-
herently connected to hegemonic neoliberal discourses (e.g. Bröckling, 2016; 
Vrasti, 2009). At the same time, I think nuance must be added to the view of 
entrepreneurship as inherently political and, in its essence, an attempt at break-
ing norms and challenging the status quo (Daskalaki et al., 2015; Farias et al., 
2019). 

I partly agree with conceptualizations of entrepreneurship as the creation 
of new organizational forms, opening up new spaces, and challenging existing 
norms (Daskalaki et al., 2015; Farias et al., 2019). I do not, however, agree 
that the political dimension of entrepreneurship can be found in the way it is 
challenging norms and opening up spaces. I argue that one can break norms 
and change the status quo without acting against the social order. This argu-
ment is supported by Bröckling (2016) and McNay's (2009) findings  that ne-
oliberalism encourages resistance as part of its logics. 
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The framework of this study permits an understanding of entrepreneurship 
as, at times, emerging in environments that align heavily with hegemonic 
ideas, often even advocating them, for example as in the movement advocat-
ing social entrepreneurship (Hervieux & Voltan, 2018). At other times, as in 
the empirical context of this study, entrepreneurship may on the other hand 
emerge from contexts and movements permeated by counterhegemonic dis-
courses, which provides a foundation for activities that challenge current 
structures. 

To capture the complexity of entrepreneurship’s affiliation with political 
struggles, I thus suggest a conceptualization of entrepreneurship as a practice 
that may be both hegemonic and counterhegemonic, and that operates in a 
society permeated by struggles between hegemonic and counterhegemonic 
discourses. Consequently, the definition of entrepreneurship would do well 
without a normative infusion of it as an inherently positive phenomenon. 
While I still think entrepreneurship as a concept is valuable for pinpointing 
the particular phenomenon of creating new organizational forms (e.g. defini-
tions by Farias et al., 2019; Hjorth, 2014) it must be combined with the under-
standing that these new forms are not always to the benefit of all and society 
as a whole, but often are to the benefit of some and the detriment of others. 

Despite my problematization of Farias et al.'s (2019) understanding of en-
trepreneurship as inherently political, I find their description of entrepreneur-
ship as colonized by an enterprising discourse helpful. This view identifies 
dominant public discourses as a distinct set of ideas that influence a societal 
understanding of what entrepreneurship is and what it is supposed to do. At 
the same time, it does not allow entrepreneurship as a phenomenon to become 
absorbed in that set of ideas. Instead, this view allows entrepreneurship to be 
different things depending on context, discourses, and practices. 

According to this argument, which is supported by the findings of this 
study, the political dimension of entrepreneurship cannot be found simply in 
its connection to newness and breaking of norms. Instead, the political dimen-
sion lies in the necessity for each organization to position itself in a society 
permeated by discursive struggles. Entrepreneurship can thus act as a battle-
field for discursive struggles about what social ideas and practices should be 
pursued and in what way. 
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8.3 Clarifying the Concepts: Entrepreneurship, 
Activism, and Social Movements 

At this point, I find it relevant to explain my view of activism in relation to 
entrepreneurship. Within entreprenuership studies, activism has been concep-
tualized in different ways. Some scholars have contrasted activism and social 
entrepreneurship by defining activism as indirect action through influence of 
e.g. governments, NGOs, consumers, workers, and so on, and social entrepre-
neurship as taking direct action to change existing conditions (Martin & Os-
berg, 2007). In contrast to this distinction (and rather glorified view of social 
entrepreneurship) some critical scholars have taken another path, conflating 
the concepts by introducing the concept “activist entrepreneurship” (Dey & 
Mason, 2018; Gawell, 2006), which basically refers to entrepreneurial pro-
cesses emerging from activism with activist intent. 

I suggest that the notion of activist entrepreneurship can be further devel-
oped by using the concepts of antagonism, agonism and accommodation. As 
opposed to entrepreneurship, I would argue that activism is necessarily coun-
terhegemonic. In a study on activism in the digital age, Neumayer & Svensson 
(2016) uses Laclau & Mouffe's (1985) concept of radical democracy as a 
framework for developing a typology of different forms of digital activism. 
From this perspective, they understand activism as: 

[…] a coalition of excluded opinions, views and expres-
sions that no longer fit within the liberal parliamentary po-
litical arena and its quest for agreement and consensus. 
(Neumayer & Svensson, 2016:132) 

Activism thus expands the sphere where political participation takes place 
beyond the institutions of representative democracy. In practice, activism can 
involve long-term commitment to social movements, or more short-term in-
volvement in advocacy for single issues. Here, the typology of activism is 
constructed around agonistic or antagonistic relations to an adversary or en-
emy, and the willingness to participate in civil disobedience (Neumayer & 
Svensson, 2016). In their view, activism thus moves within the space of ago-
nism and antagonism, while I argue that entrepreneurship, in the empirical 
context of this study, moves within the space of agonism and accommodation. 
If we accept these understandings of entrepreneurship and activism, the two 
concepts do not become polar opposites (entrepreneurship as hegemonic and 
activism as counterhegemonic), but meet in the space of agonism. 
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My understanding of society as permeated by discourses in struggle, and 
my finding that the entrepreneurs in this study move between hegemonic and 
counterhegemonic discourses, leads me to believe that people and organiza-
tions may oscillate between states of antagonism, agonism, and accommoda-
tion. Diagnosing the state of any particular person or organization as being 
antagonistic, agonistic, or accommodating may thus be difficult, and so would 
diagnosing something as activist entrepreneurship. Although, according to my 
study, entrepreneurship seems to become something else when the discourse 
arises from an antagonistic state; namely, it becomes revolts, riots, civil diso-
bedience, much of which can be classified as antagonistic activism. Similarly, 
antagonistic or agonistic activity can no longer be classified as activism when 
the discourse moves into accommodation. It turns into accommodating entre-
preneurship, consulting activities, organizational development, or something 
of that sort.  

I argue that the concept of entrepreneurship is relevant in relation to the 
concept of activism, because it pinpoints the creation of organizations. Other-
wise, activism does not necessarily result in the long-term development of or-
ganizations, but rather in social movements, temporary outbursts of protest, 
etc. Activism generally represents networks of more informal interactions. A 
classic article by Diani (1992) describes the common aspects amongst social 
movements as shared beliefs, collective action on conflictual issues, and as 
largely acting outside of institutional spheres. None of these aspects capture 
the organization creation processes that may emerge from social movements. 
Consequently, instead of defining activism as a form of entrepreneurship, or 
dismissing entrepreneurship emerging from activism as necessarily co-opted, 
I think it would be useful to understand entrepreneurship as something that 
may emerge from the context of a social movement, a counter public, or other 
forms of activist environments (which Gawell, 2006, illustrates through her 
study on an organization emerging from a social movement), and may be sub-
jected to co-optation, or not. 

The empirical context of this study is useful for illustrating the distinctive-
ness of activism, entrepreneurship, and social movements. The context is 
based on a subaltern counterpublic, which is influenced by the suburban 
movement, as well as larger social movements such as fourth wave feminism, 
Black Lives Matter, and the traditional Swedish labor movement. Counterheg-
emonic discourses are cultivated within this context. In the empirics, we 
clearly see that notions of community and social movement are represented 
within all four discourses.  
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The empirical material, as well as previous studies on  the suburban move-
ment (Rosales & Ålund, 2017; Sernhede et al., 2019), show that activism is 
happening in this context through protests, demonstrations, and other forms 
of momentary counterhegemonic practices (Rosales & Ålund, 2017; Schierup 
et al., 2021; Sernhede et al., 2019). Entrepreneurship emerges when actors in 
the context engage in some form of long-term organization-building activity 
with the intention of doing things differently than the mainstream. When do-
ing so, they must find ways of creating sustainability for their endeavor, which 
is when a certain susceptibility to hegemonic neoliberal discourses become 
particularly evident. 

However, the entrepreneurs stay attached to the counterpublic, which 
means that they as well are continuously influenced by counterhegemonic dis-
courses within it. The power of hegemonic discourses and their ability to co-
opt social struggles leads to a tug-of-war between hegemonic and counterheg-
emonic discourses, which plays out within these entrepreneurial endeavors 
and in interactions between actors in the context. 

8.4 Implications for Resistance 

The previous three sections discussed the contributions this study makes to 
how we understand entrepreneurship and its political dimensions. The follow-
ing sections go back to the discussion about resistance presented in the litera-
ture review (chapter 2). This was a discussion about how to theorize resistance 
in a social order that encourages resistance as part of its logic, and it showed 
examples of how resistance and social change are discussed amongst critical 
scholars who acknowledge that popular entrepreneurship discourses repro-
duce neoliberalism. 

Bröckling (2016) is particularly relevant here as he explores actual re-
sistance to the neoliberal order when he examines feasible ways of critiquing 
the subjectivity of the entrepreneurial self. However, his view that the inter-
pellation of the entrepreneurial self is totalizing leads him to conclude that it 
can only be resisted through tactics of de-subjectification (a form of resistance 
in the here and now) and the avoidance of strategy, which he sees as involving 
totalizing discourses and power. This argument stands in stark contrast to 
Mouffe’s idea of the expansion of a new hegemony, which can only be seen 
as a strategic approach. I would point out that the title of Laclau & Mouffe's 
(1985) book is “Hegemony and the Socialist Strategy”, which dedicates its 
final chapter to its own suggestion of a strategy. 
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In contrast to Bröckling’s conceptualization of resistance as escaping sub-
jection of power, Mouffe (in Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2006) argues that abol-
ishment of power is not a feasible goal. Instead, power and hegemony are nec-
essary elements of society. Her argument implies that the goal for progressive 
movements is not necessarily the abolishment or subversion of power, but ra-
ther to organize power around different ideas, e.g. a more democratic hegem-
ony. Consequently, social movements’ and activists’ advocacy for social 
change should not automatically be interpreted as calls for individual emanci-
pation and autonomy, but as attempts to achieve greater equality and a decent 
living through the expansion of a new hegemony. 

Theories on co-optation and how neoliberalism encourages resistance as 
part of its logic in combination with a conceptualization of resistance as lim-
ited to escaping power through de-subjectification is bound to produce fatal-
istic notions about the possibility for social change. In contrast to such fatal-
istic tendencies, Mouffe clearly states: 

Every hegemony can be challenged. I do not think that 
one should see hegemony as some kind of fatality. 
(Mouffe in Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2006:967) 

This is an important point to make, which becomes clear when Mouffe 
(2019) stresses that Thatcher’s and Reagan’s advocacy for neoliberalism is an 
example of how hegemonies can be replaced without the necessity of a revo-
lution or violent attack on existing institutions. She uses this example as evi-
dence against a traditional Marxist view that revolution is necessary for 
change.  

To me, this is an important insight, because I think we should not underes-
timate the risk of a fatalistic view about the possibility of resistance leading to 
social change. Bröckling's (2016) position that resistance can only occur in the 
here and now through momentary escapes from subjectification and cannot 
take on a systematic form worries me, since it may lead to the conclusion that 
violent revolutions are the only real options for social change. In fact, this is 
exactly the conclusion an entrepreneur in this study drew after proclaiming 
the end of the world as a more likely outcome than the end of capitalism (6.4.4 
A Fatalistic Constrcution of Capitalism). 

We must keep in mind that, for many people, social change is something 
they pursue out of a sense of desperation. If such sentiments do not have a 
direction, if they are not combined with sense of hope, when people feel like 
they have nothing left to lose, their resistance is bound to take on a destructive 
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form. Mouffe (2013) takes the example of the riots in France in 2005 and 
Greece in 2008 (which were similar to the riots in Swedish suburbs in 2009 
and 2013), where youth went on rampages, setting fire to vehicles and public 
buildings without voicing any specific claims. She explains that subsequent 
empirical studies have shown that, in the case of France, the only common 
characteristic between the rioters was unemployment and a conviction that 
they had no future. Mouffe argues that the violence erupted due to a lack of 
discourses available to the rioters through which they could politically articu-
late their anger. Violence thus became the only way for them to express their 
dissent. In contrast to Bröckling, Mouffe maintains that social change can be 
achieved through strategic collective efforts, and that social change neces-
sarily has to confront the institutions that uphold neoliberalism. 

The notion of a subaltern counterpublic, and an ecosystem of actors engag-
ing in social change activities, presented in this study contributes to a devel-
opment of studies that describe how resistance becomes co-opted or repressed 
(e.g. Bröckling, 2016; Dashtipour & Rumens, 2018; Sandoval, 2020). The fact 
that the entrepreneurship in this study is part of this wider counterpublic, or 
ecosystem, means that, while parts of its resistance may be co-opted or re-
pressed, counterhegemonic discourses persist within the empirical context as 
a whole and continues to influence entrepreneurial activity emerging within 
the context. 

These struggles between hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses in 
the empirical context generated processes of learning and experimentation. 
The entrepreneurs learned by identifying and problematizing co-optation, 
which generated experimental processes developing new organizational activ-
ities. This aligns with Berglund et al. (2022) who describe feminist resistance 
in a post-feminist terrain as an interactive and iterative learning process, which 
highlights the relevance of collective resistance in contrast to the individual-
ized resisting subject constructed in post-feminisim. However, a difference 
between the women entrepreneurs in Berglund et al.’s study, and the actors in 
my study, is that the actors in my study are aware that they are resisting exist-
ing structures, which the women entrepreneurs in Berglund et al.’s study, at 
least initially, were not. My study thus adds the layer of consciousness and 
commitment to resistance, revealing collective processes of active learning 
and deliberate experimentation, which, like the resistance in Berglund et al’s 
study, differs from the neoliberal resisting subject: 
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The autonomous self who swims upstream, clenches his 
[sic] fist and who does not take no for an answer. (Ber-
glund et al, 2022:13) 

This study thus shows an example of how collective resistance can take 
form, and that entrepreneurship can be a part of it. This insight, in turn, illu-
minates the relevance of entrepreneurship’s political context. Researchers like 
Gaddefors & Anderson (2017) highlight the importance of context in relation 
to entrepreneurship, and I would like to specifically point out that, when we 
are studying the relationship between entrepreneurship and social change, or 
entrepreneurship and resistance, investigating the political context in which 
the entrepreneurs operate is crucial. 

Studying entrepreneurship in this empirical context as part of a network 
within a subaltern counterpublic, rather than as individual separate cases, has 
revealed that these organizations consider themselves as part of an ecosystem 
of people and organizations with a shared political direction. They are not act-
ing alone, but consider themselves as doing their part in a larger process that 
they hope will amount to social change. 

8.5 The Social and the Economic as Neoliberal 
Constructs 

The two research streams presented in the literature review (chapter 2) both 
theorize the expansion of neoliberal economic rationality into all aspects of 
life (the market’s colonization of the everyday life (Eikenberry, 2009)). The 
first stream focuses on how this process occurs through individual subjects, as 
the social order requires people to become entrepreneurial selves and make 
themselves valuable to the market. The second stream examines how market-
ization processes are expanding into the public and civil sectors, smothering 
activism and turning social struggles into problems to be solved through inno-
vative and effective entrepreneurship. 

Both streams essentially dichotomizes the social and the economic, and 
convey a message that the social sphere is in need of protection from the ruth-
less, rational, and self-propelling economic sphere. Based on the findings of 
this study, I am however skeptical of this dichotomy, not only because it pro-
duces an overly simplified image of the social and the economic (as argued by 
Fraser in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018), but because the dichotomy between the so-
cial and the economic is produced by neoliberalism itself. 



219 

For example, theories on the marketization of the civil sector convey an 
image of the civil sector as evident and historically present in (Western) soci-
ety, and that it is now, under neoliberalism, becoming marketized, which 
causes it to lose its traditional values (e.g. Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). The 
view of the economy as a neutral space and the civil sector as an ethical space 
is exacerbated in this type of argument. What the argument fails to fully 
acknowledge is that the civil sector acquires the role of service provider as a 
result of the neoliberal idea that the public sector should minimize its social 
support in order to deregulate and set the market free (Eikenberry, 2018; Horn, 
2018). (For a concrete example, see Muelbach's (2012) ethnographic study 
which demonstrates that neoliberalism is generating ethical subjects in the 
voluntary sector of Italy.) 

Notably, in the analysis of this study, the segregation discourse is the one 
discourse that puts the most emphasis on the necessity of a strong civil society. 
In this discourse, civil society is crucial for providing reproductive labor that 
can supply people with the tools, networks, and inspiration they need to be-
come successful in the labor market and self-actualize through work. This 
hegemonic discourse aligns with neoliberal logics, and it shows that the very 
division between the economic and the social is strengthening the construction 
of a strong civil society and its ability to act as a service provider. The idea 
that the economy is rational and self-propelling produces the necessity for in-
puts of the social. 

The Swedish context is interesting in this regard, because the notion of a 
civil society has been very different from traditions in the US and the UK. As 
mentioned in the literature review (chapter 2), the word civilsamhälle (civil 
society) first emerged as a popular term in Sweden in the 1990s as the country 
shifted from its previous social democratic order to a neoliberal order 
(Trägårdh, 2000, 2008). Until then, what we now call civil society was mainly 
organized through popular social movements such as the labor movement, the 
revivalist movement, and the temperance movement. These movements based 
their organizations on voluntary commitment, emphasized the distinction be-
tween work and leisure, and engaged extensively in advocacy with direct dem-
ocratic linkages to public decision makers (Kings, 2022). 

The popular social movements complemented public institutions, and the 
state was constructed as representative of the public good, embodying univer-
sal interests (Kings, 2022). In the light of processes of privatizations, public 
budget cuts, and deregulation, the construction of a civil society producing 
and providing social services has come into force. While the former construc-
tions of popular movements highlighted political differences between these 
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movements (i.e. the political difference within, what now is constructed as 
“the social”), the construction of a service providing civil society portrays this 
civil society as a unified entity in opposition to the market. In extension, this 
leads to conclusions that civil society is in need of protection from the market. 

My critique of the image of the social in need of protection from encroach-
ment by the economic (e.g. as argued by Oksala, 2013) is that it limits the 
imagination of how society could be organized, because it makes the division 
between the social and the economic appear to be a fact rather than a social 
construction. The only thing left to play with in such a structure is the size of 
the spheres. Other divisions and constructions of society seem to be incon-
ceivable. 

In contrast to the social/economic dichotomy, the counterhegemonic dis-
courses in the empirical context (the structural racism/norm deviation dis-
course and the capitalist critique discourse) construct societal divisions differ-
ently. They delineate the community of marginalized people from a dominant 
establishment, and whether one operates within the commercial sector or the 
civil sector appears less important in comparison to whether one is part of the 
community and the movement. The capitalist critique discourse specifically 
constructs resource accumulation as a collective endeavor for the community, 
which leads to the emergence of ideas about collective forms of economic 
organization. The economy becomes political rather than a neutral space in 
need of protection from political interference (as neoliberalism would have it). 
I argue that refuting the social/economic division in this way can be consid-
ered counterhegemonic in itself. 

In fact, the empirics of this study show that public institutions (which rep-
resent the neoliberal hegemony in this dynamic) force the entrepreneurs out 
of the market and into the non-profit sector in order to provide them with 
funding (7.1 Co-optation). This process is criticized within the context be-
cause it demands that the entrepreneurs come up with sob stories and portray 
themselves as needy, which reduces their position in society while allowing 
the giver to increase their status. 

Here, I must clarify, that refuting the social/economic division and politi-
cizing the economy is not to be confused with the idea of blurring lines be-
tween sectors as advocated by neoliberal visions of ethical capitalism, which 
is a process that has been described as marketization of the public and civil 
sectors representing the expansion of the economic sphere (e.g. Abildgaard & 
Mølbjerg Jørgensen, 2021; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004; Vrasti, 2009). The 
counterhegemonic discourses in this context do not construct the different sec-
tors as a team co-operating to solve social problems, which (supposedly) 
would be in everyone’s best interest. It would thus be incorrect to lump the 
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entrepreneurship in the capitalist critique discourse together with enterprises 
that, for instance, organize microloans (as in the case of the economic social 
entrepreneurial rationale in Barinaga, 2013) solely because they all engage in 
the economy while also pursuing social purposes. 

I would argue that imagining resource distribution as happening in a way 
different from the neoliberal values of accumulation, profit, efficiency, the in-
visible hand, and so forth should thus be considered a counterhegemonic prac-
tice. From this perspective, economic logics can come in different forms and 
engaging in the economy (but in alternative ways) is a necessary element in 
the contestation of neoliberalism (which is in accordance with argument by 
e.g. Gibson-Graham, 2008). 

The dichotomization of the economic and the social makes it possible to 
classify all forms of activism and entrepreneurship engaging with the market 
as co-opted, which produces claims that activism and contestation of capital-
ism must occur outside of the market in order to avoid co-optation. Such con-
clusions can be seen in the Occupy movement (Mouffe, 2013). (In critical en-
trepreneurship studies, Sandoval (2020) for example advocates imagining po-
litical action outside and against the market.) 

Whether organizing outside the market means contentious politics like pro-
tests or prefigurative organization like Occupy, I would caution against con-
clusions that posit these activities as superior counterhegemonic practices. 
First, I fear that such a view ends up privileging the activism of affluent 
groups. In his study on the Occupy movement, Juris (2012) notes that one of 
the internal critiques was that this movement lacked diversity, failing to in-
clude the 99% they claimed to represent. Statistics on Occupy’s own website 
indicated that the representation was skewed towards people with better soci-
oeconomic positions, men, white people, and people with higher education. 
He concludes that the methods the movement used had an exclusionary effect 
on individuals from marginalized communities who had neither the time nor 
the resources to devote to the amount of activities the occupation demanded. 
The very definition of activism as necessarily existing outside the economic 
sphere may thus limit the availability of the label “true activism” to those who 
are affluent enough to have a lot of free time to dedicate to such activities. 
Thus, this reasoning runs the risk of arbitrarily deeming activism actually 
emerging from marginalized groups as marketized and co-opted. In chapter 7 
(7.2 Entrapment), we saw that the entrepreneurs expressed feelings of entrap-
ment caused by this type of reasoning. 

Although I think that theorizations of the market’s colonization of the life-
world and the subjection of all aspects of life to economic logics are pedagogic 
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and reveal significant processes of co-optation, I would like to use the discus-
sion of this section as a backdrop to caution against letting such theorizations 
result in simplified conclusions about resistance. I think we should avoid con-
ceptualizing non-co-opted resistance as the avoidance of any markets, and in-
stead highlight its agonistic/antagonistic position in relation to the neoliberal 
hegemony. 

8.6 Implications for Practitioners 

Although, the focus of this study has been on contributing to the academic 
field of critical entrepreneurship studies, more so than on contributing with 
suggestions of how activists and entrepreneurs should practice resistance and 
engage in social change, I think practitioners of entrepreneurship pursuing so-
cial change can benefit from the findings of this study as well. 

First, the study confirms previous findings that neoliberal logics of produc-
tivity and societal consensus individualizes problems that are produced on a 
more structural level. The pursuit of social change thus requires critical anal-
ysis of these ideas. I would thus caution against accepting discourses that re-
volve around the pursuit of economic growth with the hope that it automati-
cally will lead to a better society for all. The findings in this study demon-
strates how these ideas reproduce rifts between people on the basis of socio-
economic status and put marginalized groups in the position of constantly 
having to prove their economic value to society. Instead of talking in terms of 
business and profits, I argue that current structures would better be challenged 
through a language of citizenship and fairness. (Although I do not dismiss 
tactical alignment as sometimes necessary and perhaps even beneficial.) 

Importantly, entrepreneurs pursuing social change should be aware of the 
rifts neoliberal logics are producing between movements and groups. An ex-
ample would be the connection between environmental and identity oriented 
(e.g. feminist, anti-racist, etc.) movements, since environmentalists tend to 
question the possibility for eternal economic growth (see for example Greta 
Thunberg's, 2019, speech to the UN). When identity oriented movements align 
with neoliberal logics of economic growth, and attempt to appeal to corporate 
leadership, this may create a rift between them and environmentalists, which 
in the long run may be detrimental for both types of movements.  

Second, the study contains a broad set of concepts such as co-optation, en-
trapment, pushback, chain of equivalence, reflexive problematization, and tac-
tical alignment, and these concepts may provide a language that can help en-
trepreneurs pursuing social change make sense of their activities and ideas 
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about society in a clearer way. It may create awareness about co-optation and 
refine the tactics of pushing back against hegemonic discourses. Tactical 
alignment and pushback that may previously have been practiced intuitively 
may become part of a more deliberate strategy. 

Finally, the study illustrates the relevance of political context for entrepre-
neurship pursuing social change, which should urge such entrepreneurs to 
look beyond their own organizations. Based on the findings of this study, in 
combination Laclau & Mouffe’s (1985) theorization of chains of equivalence 
and previous critical studies addressing co-optation through social entrepre-
neurship (e.g. Barinaga, 2017; Berglund & Skoglund, 2015; Eikenberry & 
Kluver, 2004), I argue that their individual organizations do not hold as much 
potential of challenging current structures in comparison to the social move-
ments to which they are connected. Entrepreneurs should thus consider their 
organizations’ political positioning and to which ideas about the world and the 
people within it they wish to contribute. 

8.7 Implications for Policymakers 

Based on the framework of this study, I find it rather problematic to address 
“policymakers” as a unified group who, through the study, should be informed 
by the most efficient way of solving the societal problems addressed in this 
thesis. In this section I will however make an effort to address the contribu-
tions this study makes to policymakers and members of political parties that 
sympathize with the vision of a society permeated by more extensive equality 
and participatory democratic practices. 

Based on the findings of this study, these policymakers and party members 
should be warned about an exaggerated enthusiasm over social entrepreneur-
ship and marketization processes in the public and civil sectors since these 
processes basically represent a shift from representation to innovation as the 
preferred strategy to combat social ills. They promote the idea that social prob-
lems should be solved through effective innovations rather than inclusion of 
the voices of people who are victims of the problems (Eikenberry & Kluver, 
2004; Ruebottom, 2018). Notably, although, the entrepreneurs in this study 
turn to entrepreneurship in order to deal with social problems, they still em-
phasize lack of representation as a main concern. The skepticism against pub-
lic institutions presented in the empirical context should be of concern for 
these policymakers and party members who should consider ways in which 
the policies they advocate can become relevant for marginalized groups in 
their everyday lives. 
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9 Conclusion 

Overall, I would argue that this study contributes to a third critical turn 
within entrepreneurship studies. My argument builds upon Skoglund & Ber-
glund's (2018) theorization of how entrepreneurship studies historically has 
gone through two critical turns generating new insights on the phenomenon. 

The first turn criticized the narrow focus of entrepreneurship studies, which 
revolved around the idea of entrepreneurship as enterprise (Skoglund & Ber-
glund, 2018). This idea was permeated by an underlying assumption of entre-
preneurship as a functional, inherently good phenomenon necessary for eco-
nomic growth, and the entrepreneur was usually constructed as an extraordi-
nary individual connected to the image of a white Western male. This critical 
turn opened up the phenomenon to include a broader set of organizations and 
activities. Concepts such as social, cultural, and community entrepreneurship 
emerged. This critique however did not manage to break with the idea of en-
trepreneurship as an inherently positive activity; the difference was that the 
new turn invited more people and activities into this positive concept (e.g. 
Calás et al., 2009; Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007; Rindova et al., 2009), which 
in turn led to visions of entrepreneurship’s revolutionary potential if these 
forces were to be unleashed on social inefficiencies in society such as poverty, 
exclusion, environmental destruction, etc. (Skoglund & Berglund, 2018). 

The second turn expressed skepticism towards the hype that seemed to 
form around entrepreneurship’s revolutionary potential if unleashed in alter-
native contexts and fostered among more people and identities (Skoglund & 
Berglund, 2018). The concept of the entrepreneurial self revealed that the first 
critical turn has produced new rejuvenated forms of entrepreneurial subjects 
that position themselves against the greedy, socially irresponsible conven-
tional entrepreneurial self. The problem is that these new and better subjects 
still do not escape neoliberal governing techniques, and the alternative forms 
of entrepreneurship produced within the first critical turn still function as way 
to responsibilize individuals for their own (and now others as well) welfare. 
The consequence is that entrepreneurship becomes as a tool for co-optation of 
social struggles into the neoliberal social order. 
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I argue that a sense of dystopia emerges along with this second critical turn, 
because it conveys an idea that nothing escapes the claws of neoliberalism. It 
posits neoliberalism as “moving target” (Skoglund & Berglund, 2018) that co-
opts criticism into its own logics, and thus changes enough to dismantle the 
criticism while still keeping its core values and ideas. I think that this sense of 
dystopia has contributed to field becoming locked into fixed positions of for 
and against entrepreneurship (as demonstrated by Dey, 2020). This risks pro-
ducing a notion that social change is only possible in the eyes of those who 
dismiss the theories of the second turn and hold on to the belief in entrepre-
neurship’s revolutionary potential. 

However, I see a third turn emerging in entrepreneurship studies, one that 
adheres to the insights produced within the second turn, but rejects the notion 
of dystopia. Examples of this turn are Dey's (2020) advocacy for a “critique 
2.0”, which takes an agonistic stance towards mainstream entrepreneurship 
research, Verduyn et al.'s (2014) theorizations of entrepreneurship as both 
emancipative and oppressive, and calls for interventionist critique and studies 
focused on practitioners of social entrepreneurship (Dey & Steyeart, 2012; 
Mauksch et al., 2017). This study contributes to this third turn by suggesting 
a path beyond co-optation, which can be achieved by studying society as per-
meated by discursive struggles, and detaching entrepreneurship as a phenom-
enon from categorizations as either hegemonic or inherently connected to so-
cial change. 

This study thus illustrates that entrepreneurship can be both accommodat-
ing and agonistic in relation to the neoliberal hegemony, which rejects the 
notion of entrepreneurship as necessarily co-opted. However, I think it might 
be possible to identify antagonistic forms of entrepreneurship as well. This 
study was conducted on a predominately agonistic empirical context subjected 
to co-optation, which may have limited the expressions of entrepreneurship 
within the context to agonistic and accommodating versions. Studies based in 
more controversial environments, such as the radical right wing and religious 
extremist contexts, could generate insights about how entrepreneurship could 
take an antagonistic form. Alternative media outlets within these environ-
ments could for example be feasible cases for such explorations. 

I would also suggest further studies exploring entrepreneurial practices 
within an agonistic environment more in-depth. This study focused on how 
entrepreneurs within a network talk about what they do and how they describe 
their perceptions of the societal issues they address. In-depth observations of 
entrepreneurial practices in an agonistic environment could further develop an 
understanding of how the struggle between accommodation and contestation 
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of the hegemony play out in practice amongst entrepreneurs, and a study based 
on such observations could explore processes of entrapment and pushback in 
more detail. 

However, I think the most important task for the third critical turn of entre-
preneurship studies is to follow Parker & Parker's (2017) advice to redirect 
our focus from mainstream entrepreneurial practices and rationalities towards 
emerging alternative forms of organization. This approach counteracts the nat-
uralization of mainstream entrepreneurship as the only viable form of entre-
preneurship and elevates options to mainstream organizational rationalities. 
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Appendix 

NO. DATE ORG. ACTIVITY TYPE OF 
EMPIRICS 

MATERIAL 

1 180118 CB14 Phonecall with foun-
der 

phonecall notes 

2 180209 CB1 Introductory meeting 
with founder 

meeting notes 

3 180220 CB1 Full day at office + 
Convo 

fieldwork notes 

4 180221 CB1 Interview with co-
worker 1 

interview recording, 
notes 

5 180228 CB1 Interview with co-
worker 2 

interview recording, 
notes 

6 180305 CB1 Interview with co-
worker 3 

interview recording, 
notes 

7 180308 CB1 Event: book release fieldwork notes 

8 180313 CB1 Event: Convo fieldwork notes 

9 180404 CB1 Event: Convo fieldwork notes 

10 180424 CEH15 Introductory meeting 
with founder 

meeting notes 

11 180425 CB1 Event: Convo fieldwork notes 

12 180502 CB1 Event: Convo fieldwork notes 

13 180516 CB1 Event: Convo fieldwork notes 

14 180605 CEH1 Event: Company vi-
sit 

fieldwork notes 

                                                      
4 CB: Creative Business 
5 CEH: Career and Entrepreneurship Hub 
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15 180610 CEH1 Event: social event + 
inspirational speech 

fieldwork notes 

16 180614 CB1 Meeting with co-
worker 1 

meeting notes 

17 181105 CB1 Meeting with co-
worker 2 

meeting notes 

18 190925 CF16 Interview with foun-
der 

interview recording, 
notes 

19 191003 CEH1 Interview with foun-
der 

interview recording, 
notes 

20 200227 CEH2 Joint interview with 
founder and co-
worker 

interview recording, 
notes 

21 200316 CEH1 Interview with co-
worker 1 

interview recording, 
notes 

22 200320 CB2 Interview with foun-
der 

interview recording, 
notes 

23 200326 CEH2 Interview with foun-
der 

interview recording, 
notes 

24 200327 CEH2 Interview with co-
worker 

interview recording, 
notes 

25 200411 NP7 Interview with foun-
der 

interview recording, 
notes 

26 200422 CB3 Interview with foun-
der 1 

interview recording, 
notes 

27 200423 CEH1 Digital event: discus-
sions about entrepr-
neurship during a 
pandemic 

fieldwork notes 

28 200505 CB3 Interview with foun-
der 2 

fieldwork recording, 
notes 

29 200603 CEH3 Digital event: 
speeches by target 
group 

fieldwork notes 

30 200606 CB4 Interview with foun-
der 

interview recording, 
notes 

31 200706 CEH3 Interview with co-
worker 1 

interview recording, 
notes 

                                                      
6 CF: Consultancy Firm 
7 NP: Non-profit 
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32 200909 CB2 Coffee and 2nd inter-
view with founder 1 

fieldwork, 
interview 

recording, 
notes 

33 200918 CF2 Introductory digital 
meeting with founder 

fieldwork notes 

34 200918 CEH1 Interview with co-
worker 2 

interview recording 

35 200924 CEH1 Presentation of 
CEH1 at digital event 
by other org. 

fieldwork notes 

36 201001 CF2 Interview with foun-
der 1 

interview recording 

37 201006 CB2 2nd interview with 
founder 

interview recording, 
notes 

38 201023 CEH1 Observation at office 
space 

fieldwork notes 

39 201103 CF1 2nd interview with 
founder 

interview recording, 
notes 

40 201103 CEH4 Joint interview with 
two co-workers 

interview recording, 

41 201106 NP1 Event: dinner for 
members 

fieldwork notes 

42 201112 CEH3 Interview with co-
worker 2 

interview recording 

43 201208 CEH1 2nd interview with 
founder 

interview recording 

44 201218 CF3 Interview with previ-
ous board member 

interview recording 

45 210105 CEH1 Interview with con-
sultant 

interview recording 
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239 2023 Christoph Baldauf Empirical Essays on Retail Logistics and Cus-
tomer Behavior 
 

238 2022 Mohamed Mahied-
dine 

Before Audit. Essays on the necessity of imagi-
nation. 
 

237 2022 Jonatan Södergren “Woke” Authenticity in Brand Culture. A 
Patchwork Ethnography. 
 

236 2022 Matilda Eriksson Entreprenörskapets tysta(de) röster. En narrativ 
studie om kvinnor om delar sitt liv med en man 
som är entreprenör. 
 

235 2022 Fatemeh Aramian Off-exchange Trading in Modern Equity Mar-
kets. A Market Microstructure Perspective on 
Systematic Internalizers. 
 

234 2021 Anton Borell In Between Competing Ideals. On the Relation-
ships among Accounting, NPM, and Welfare. 
 

233 2021 Aylin Çakanlar Essays on Consumers’ Socially Responsible De-
cision Making. 
 

232 2021 Elina Malmström An Audit is An Audit. 
 

231 2021 Kim Eriksson Att anordna styrning. Tillblivelse av en mångfald 
styrteknologier. 
 

230 2020 Wenderson de Lima Modern Missionaries. An Ethnography of Social 
Entrepreneurs and Entrepreneurial Legitimation 
in the Humanitarian Field. 
 

229 2020 Ian Khrashchevskyi Essays on Risks in Investment Strategies. 
 

228 2020 Yashar Mahmud Organizing Refugees. 
 

227 2020 Emelie Adamsson The Construction of Corporate Irresponsibility. 
A constitutive perspective on communication in 
media narratives. 

226 2020 Amir Kheirollah The Art of Discretion. Essays on Earnings Man-
agement, Governance, and Capital Structure. 
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225 2019 Petter Dahlström New Insights on Computerized Trading. Implica-
tions of Frequently Revised Trading Decisions. 
 

224 2019 Anton Hasselgren Essays on Investor Behavior and Trading Strate-
gies in International Financial Markets. 
 

223 2019 Ester Félez Viñas Changing the Rules of the Game. A Market Mi-
crostructure Perspective on the Effects of Regu-
lating Financial Markets. 
 

222 2018 Maíra Magalhães 
Lopes 

The Making of Us. How affects shape collective 
bodies resisting gentrification. 
 

221 2018 Abu Chowdhury Essays on Insider Trading and Initial Public Of-
ferings. 
 

220 2018 Liesel Klemcke The Quirky Character Camouflaged in the Con-
ceptual Framework. A study of the financial 
statement user. 
 

219 2018 Emma Stendahl Headquarters’ Involvement in Managing Subsid-
iaries. 
 

218 2018 Peter Markowski Collaboration Routines. A Study of Interdiscipli-
nary Healthcare. 
 

217 2018 Luigi Servadio Customer Rituals. Ethnographic explorations of 
wine rituals with families and friends. 
 

216 2018 Sara Öhlin An improvisational, practice-oriented approach 
to innovation. Examples from the fashion indus-
try. 
 

215 2018 Cristoffer Lokatt Auditors’ Constitution of Performance. A study 
on the duality of performance in the auditing 
profession. 
 

214 2017 Hanna von Schantz Well, that makes sense! Investigating oppor-
tunity development in a technology start-up. 
 

213 2017 Kerstin Thomson Styrning och samhällsvärde. En studie med ex-
empel från museivärlden. 
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nese Mega-Cities. 
 

211 2017 Janet Johansson “Sweat is weakness leaving the body” A study 
on the self-presentational practices of sporty top 
managers in Sweden. 
 

210 2017 Elia Giovacchini Weaving the symbiotic relationship. A longitudi-
nal study of the maintenance of a firm-sponsored 
open source community. 
 

209 2017 Alisa Minina Consumption of financial services in global mo-
bility. A Cephalopodic consumption mode? 
 

208 2017 Janet Vähämäki Matrixing Aid. The Rise and Fall of ‘Results Ini-
tiatives’ in Swedish Development Aid. 
 

207 2016 Natallia Pashkevich Information Worker Productivity Enabled by IT 
System Usage. A Complementary-Based Appro-
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tionships between Accounting and Users. 
 

205 2016 Mohammad Irani Essays on Mergers and Acquisitions and Event 
Studies. 
 

204 2016 Steffi Siegert Enacting Boundaries through Social Technolo-
gies. The Dance between Work and Private Life. 
 

203 2016 Andrea Lucarelli The Political Dimension of Place Branding. 
 

202 2016 Danilo Brozovic Service Provider Flexibility: A Strategic Per-
spective. 
 

201 2015 Andreas Sundström Representing Performance/Performing Repre-
sentation: Ontology in Accounting Practice. 
 

200 2015 Dong Zhang Essays on Market Design and Market Quality. 
 

199 2015 Niklas Wällstedt Managing Multiplicity: On Control, Care and 
the Individual. 
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198 2014 Goran Zafirov Essays on Balkan frontier stock markets. 
 

197 2014 Christer Westermark Implementering av redovisning som styrmetod. 
Om hållbarhetsredovisningens effekter i statligt 
ägda företag. 

196 2014 Anna Wettermark Tales of transformation: Expatriate encounters 
with local contexts. A postcolonial reading. 
 

195 2014 Randy Ziya Shoai Multinational Enterprises, Sociopolitical Con-
straints and Intermediaries. A Sociopolitically 
Informed Network Approach. 
 

194 2014 Christofer Laurell Commercialising social media. A study of fash-
ion (blogo)spheres. 
 

193 2014 Fredrik Jörgensen The Law Businessman. Five Essays on Legal 
Self-efficacy and Business Risk. 
 

192 2013 Caihong Xu Essays on Derivatives and Liquidity. 
 

191 2013 Mikael Andéhn Place-of-Origin Effects on Brand Equity. Expli-
cating the evaluative pertinence of product cate-
gories and association strength. 
 

190 2013 Sabina Du Rietz Accounting in the field of governance. 
 

189 2013 Fernholm, Johanna Uppförandekoder som etisk varumärkning? An-
svar i företag med globala värdekedjor. 
 

188 2013 Svärdsten Nymans, 
Fredrik 

Constituting performance: Case studies of per-
formance auditing. 
 

187 2012 Kumar, Nishant Globalisation and Competitive Sustenance of 
Born Global. Evidence from Indian knowledge-
intensive service industry. 
 

186 2012 Yngfalk, Carl The Constitution of Consumption. Food Labeling 
and the Politics of Consumerism. 
 

185 2011 Fyrberg Yngfalk, 
Anna 

Co-Creating Value. Reframing Interactions in 
Service Consumption. 
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184 2011 Molander, Susanna Mat, kärlek och metapraktik. En studie i var-
dagsmiddagskonsumtion bland ensamstående 
mödrar. 
 

183 2011 Kylsberg, Gösta Kunglig kommunikation – Körkonst och tradit-
ion. En autoetnografi om autenticitet i ett kung-
ligt konstföretag. 
 

182 2011 Lindh, Kristina Reciprocal Engagement. A grounded theory of 
an interactive process of actions to establish, 
maintain, and develop an enterprise. 
 

181 2011 Schultz-Nybacka, 
Pamela 

Bookonomy. The Consumption Practice and 
Value of Book Reading. 
 

180 2011 Lund, Ragnar Leveraging cooperative strategy. Cases of sports 
and arts sponsorship. 
 

179 2010 Svendsen, Jens Mar-
tin 

Gör som jag säger! igen och igen. Om lojalitet 
och lek i marknadsföringen: En beskrivning av 
legitimeringssystematik. 
 

178 2010 Hansson, Jörgen Köp av tjänster för ledningskompetens. En poly-
fonisk process. 
 

177 2010 Ljungbo, Kjell Language as a Leading Light to Business Cul-
tural Insight. A Study on Expatriates’ Intercul-
tural Communication in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. 
 

176 2010 Demir, Robert Strategy as Sociomaterial Practices: Planning, 
Decision-Making, and Responsiveness in Corpo-
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175 2010 Radón, Anita The Rise of Luxury Brands Online: A study of 
how a sense of luxury brand is created in an 
online environment. 
 

174 2010 Martinsson, Irene Standardized Knowledge Transfer: A study of 
Project-Based Organizations in the Construction 
and IT Sectors. 
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Theresa 

Formernas liv i designföretaget. Om design och 
design management som konst. 
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Team Entrepreneurship. A Process Analysis of 
the Venture Team and the Venture Team Roles in 
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171 2009 Svensson, Jenny The Regulation of Rule-Following. Imitation and 
Soft Regulation in the European Union. 
 

170 2009 Wittbom, Eva  Att spränga normer. Om målstyrningsprocesser 
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169 2009 Wiesel, Fredrika Kundorientering och ekonomistyrning i offentlig 
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168 2008 Essén, Anna Technology as an Extension of the Human Body: 
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167 2008 Forslund, Dick Hit med pengarna! Sparandets genealogi och 
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166 2008 Gustafsson, Clara Brand Trust: Corporate communications and 
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165 2008 Jansson, Elisabeth Paradoxen (s)om entreprenörskap: En romantisk 
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164 2008 Jüriado, Rein Learning within and between public-private 
partnerships. 
 

163 2008 Söderholm Werkö, 
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Patient Patients? Achieving Patient Empower-
ment through active participation, increased 
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