
Antonio Conti, “the goal of 
research is not the 

interpretation of the world, but 
the organisation of 

transformation”.

Ps, I do not ‘necessarily’ speak for Oxford 
University, SEEDA or EQUAL



Researching GONGOs- the co-
option of the non-profit sector by 

New Public Management

Or
Autonomy- the grit in the social enterprise oyster



The objective of critical research

� Identify and challenge assumptions

� Recognise the influence of culture, history and 
social position

� Imagine and explore extraordinary alternatives, 
disrupt routines and established orders

� Aware of the limitations of knowledge

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) p8



Tasks of critical research

� Insight
n Explore the operations of power

� Critique
n Counteract dominant forces

� Transformative definition
n Enable change

Reflexivity
•What am I doing here, with this?
•Is this really what’s going on, 

or what my peers/sponsors expect to be        
going on?
•More crisis than critical!



Resisting what?

� Naturalisation of the social order - ‘capitalism is the natural 
state’

� Universalisation of managerialist interests – ‘what matters in 
SE research is the government and the enterprises, or 
entrepreneurship’

� Primacy of instrumental reasoning –’ all decisions are 
rationally made’

� The way consent is orchestrated (hegemony) – ‘its 
government policy now’

� Alvesson and Deetz 2001



Warp

� Started researching public/social partnerships
� Saw the uniqueness of SEEDA ‘birthing’ social enterprise 

models
� Contrast with a self emerging social enterprise
� Wondered at the ‘social’ – ‘emancipatory exchange’ v 

functional social service
� Contrasted ‘external’ and ‘internal’ social mission
� Exploring critical management research (Alvesson and 

Deetz)
� Len Arthur hints at autonomist geographies
� Exploring ‘Precarious work’ and ‘immaterial labour’



Evidence

� A re-reading of the Mid-term report
n Failure, delay, low credibility, concern, suspicion, ‘yet to 

learn the language’, tensions and barriers, disjuncture 
between public/private

n Mistakes, changes in team composition, loss/lack of 
leadership, poor rationale, lacking in experienced staff, 
poor community engagement, blocks created by 
unrelated staff (finance dept), non-SE policy conflicting 
with objectives

n Disorganisation
n Amateurism
n ‘Un-businesslike’
n Weakness



GONGOs come to town

� NGO — Non-Governmental Organization.
� INGO — International non-governmental organization.
� QUANGO — Quasi NGO.
� GONGO — Governmental NGO.
� GRINGO — NGO with a symbiotic relationship with a government.
� PANGO — Party-affiliated NGO (used mostly in relation to Latin 

America).
� DONGO — Donor-organized NGO (by government, UN, or private).
� BINGO — Business NGO that has taken on corporate trappings even if 

not directly backed by businesses. 

� State –sponsored Social Enterprise
� http://regionsofmind.blog-city.com/pango_quango_gongo_dongo.htm

� Meng Zhao (2006)



Cultural Shift Project

� EQUAL funded, two-year, research and 
demonstration project
• Managed by SEEDA

• Transnational partners in Italy and Poland

� Three different spin-out social enterprises 
in UK
• Public Sector: Standford Hill Prison

• Glasshouse Project

• Private Sector: Really Helpful IT Company
• Public Sector: Portsmouth City Council Regeneration

• Support five community boards to create social 
enterprises



State Sponsored Social Enterprise

� Joint ventures between:
• VCS/Private: Really Helpful IT Company (self emerging)
• Public/VCS: Models of Community Regeneration
• Public/Private: The Glasshouse Project (Standford Hill Prison)

• Significant 
• Financing- state aids/business model
• Influence- John Cobbold/Alex Johns
• Reporting/oversight – EQUAL & EISS

• Oriented towards delivering public policy- ILMs, rehabilitated 
prisoners

• Ideas generated/promoted by civil servants
• High level of networking and hierarchy
• High levels of autonomy/low levels of power



Warp leads to Weft

Is SS:SE an exercise in 
� Contractualism and Agencification

OR?
� Militant decency- Committee for the Defence of Workers 

(Schell  in Weick 2001)
� Post-liberalism -‘beyond NPM’ (Barry, Berg and Chandler 

2006) 
� Autonomism- Len Arthur at LSBU Conference, Autonomous 

Geographies



Public/private cultures

� Bureaucracy
n Only do that which is supported by policy

� Private
n Do anything that is not proscribed by law/ethics



Contractualism

� a ‘contract state’ has been created (Boston, 1995).
� reflecting a movement away from traditional hierarchy and bureaucracy 

towards a model more in line with the principles of private sector 
‘managerialism’.

� Contractualism (Rawls)-> social protection-> new contractualism
� contractualist doctrines are those which require social obligation to be 

mediated by some form of individualised consent’
� ‘just exactly what this [new contractualism] all means is currently highly 

debatable’
� (but choice cannot do the work of voice -They are to have neither choice, 

nor voice, but protection. (Ramia 2002)
� emerging literature on Public Procurement (Tony Bovaird 1999, 2000, 

2006)



agencification

� Ibbs report
� Next Steps Agencies
� Separation of policy making from activity
� Organisation autonomy within policy framework
� Resources, Authority, Finance, Organizational, Informational 

and Staff transferred
� Freedom to accrue income, ability to distinguish service from 

wider civil service budgets, reliant on one ‘Fraser figure’ in 
the department, isolated from political movement, power 
relations were complexified –different responses depending 
on need and circumstance

� Requires insider ACE’s to sustain integration with depts
(Gains 2002)



managerialism

� Efficiency is value free
n "Efficiency" has many conflicting meanings. Does it mean increasing GDP per head, Pareto-

optimality, utilitarianism, maximizing Rawlsian primary goods or maximizing capabilities, in 
Amartya Sen's sense? 

� Power hierarchies not questioned
� Managerialism never questions illegitimate power hierarchies .

n Tony Blair has said that "the most important task of modernization is to invest in human 
capital" - ut if human capital is so important, elementary property rights economics tells us 
that workers, not capitalists, should control firms 

� Highly centralising
n Managerialism has a hubristic faith in centralized power . 

� Causally rationalist
n Managerialism has a total confidence that pulling the right levers can improve society. 

� Ahistorical
n Managerialists know nothing about history. History teaches us that political projects usually 

fail. Management is about "striving" ,"moving forward", "progress." 
� Managerialism ignores trade-offs.

n Their rationalism and ignorance of history lead managers to believe that, if only they can 
think of clever enough policies, they can overcome trade-offs. 

� Emotivist. 
n This is the notion that moral values are only matters of taste that are beyond rational debate, 

and that therefore politics should only be about means, which are matters for technocrats. 



Autonomism

� The term Autonome is derived from the Greek "auto-nomos" referring to 
someone or something which lives by her own rule. Autonomy, in this 
sense, is not independence. While independence refers to an autarcic
kind of life, separated from the community, autonomy refers to life in 
society but by one own's rule.

� i.e. much of social enterprise discourse mentions ‘independence’ or 
‘autonomy’

� Unlike other forms of Marxism, autonomist marxism emphasises the 
ability of the working class to force changes to the organisation of the 
capitalist system independent of the state, trade unions or political 
parties. 

� Early theorists (such as Mario Tronti, Antonio Negri, Sergio Bologna and 
Paolo Virno) developed notions of "immaterial" and "social labour" that 
extended the Marxist concept of labour to all society 

� i.e. the traditionally ‘unproductive’ sectors- mad, bad and indifferent



Militant decency

� Committee for the Defence of Workers (KOR)  1976
� Starting acting as if the (anti-communist) revolution had 

already taken place
� accepted the reality of living in a highly repressive regime 

and decided to act within it.
� began to live out a future consistent with their intention to 

move Poland toward democracy.

� No grand SE plan, just acting as if the end of capitalism is 
already at hand



Social Movement Theory

� ‘Or the Grand Plan theory’
� Charles Tilly defines social movements as a series of contentious performances, 

displays and campaigns by which ordinary people made collective claims on 
others [Tilly, 2004]. 

1. campaigns: a sustained, organized public effort making collective claims on 
target authorities;

2. social movement repertoire : employment of combinations from among the 
following forms of political action: creation of special-purpose associations and 
coalitions, public meetings, solemn processions, vigils, rallies, demonstrations, 
petition drives, statements to and in public media, and pamphleteering; and

3. WUNC displays : participants' concerted public representation of worthiness, 
unity, numbers, and commitments on the part of themselves and/or their 
constituencies.

Also charismatic leadership – in SE case charismatic case studies.
But not a ‘new’ movement – Len Arthur



Neo-liberal project incomplete

� Put crudely, neo-liberalism tells stories about the world, the 
future and how they will develop – and tries to make them 
come true. (Clarke 2004)

� Kingfisher argues that neo-liberalism ‘is neither unitary nor 
immutable, and it is always in interaction with other cultural 
formations or discourses’ (2002:165).

� Process of liberating the community/person but expecting 
them to behave according to plan/policy

� ‘Freedom’ from central control can be ‘earned’ by 
performance – and performance measurement and 
management have been the consistent theme of New 
Labour governance (Clarke, 2003).

� To achieve dominance neo-liberalism has to do political work 
– forming alliances and blocs, and de-mobilising alternative 
possibilities.



Other SE commentators

� The business case discourse is being privileged (Len Arthur) 
but actually……

� We are not very good at it and fail (Pam Seanor, Frogget
and Maskelyne)

� Resistance and complexity (Smircich and Callas)
� Dominant strategies do not occupy an empty landscape. 

(Clarke 2004)
� looking for the grit – taking notice of the recalcitrance, 

resistance, obstruction and incomplete rule (Barry, Berg 
Chandler 2006)



Resistance through legitimacy

� SS:SE is highly legitimised- very close to power

� Would expect high levels of mimetism and dominant 
neo-liberal/NPM discourse

� In fact:
� We find weakness, failure, emancipation, 

participation

� social space that produces and re-produces 
different and alternative social practices can be 
seen ‘spaces of hope’. (Harvey 2002 & Williams 
2002)



Organisation of transformation

� So what?
� The model is not simply that of isomorphism (Dart)
� SS:SE are advantaged because:
� Extrapreneur as actor of resistance as well as co-

option
� Weakness and failure from base of stability
� Richer relationship than contractualism



� SE is a movement that depoliticises (Barry et al ‘politically 
neutral’) the decisions around public service delivery-
rendering it a technico-managerial decision governed by 
financial constraints and market economics rather than 
ethics, inclusivity, democracy etc. 

� The ‘grit’ that indicates resistance (Clarke 2004) is in the 
seeming failure of the social enterprises to perform to plan



� Increase/improve locus of control
� Understand where risk of failure is too great
� Understand autonomy versus independence
� Invest in redundancy rather than insist on efficiency
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