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1. Introduction

To introduce critical perspectives in entrepreneurship research in a short handbook chapter requires two basic things. First, the meanings attached to the concept of critical must do some reasonable justice to the rich and multifaceted research field in question. Second, certain significant scientific uses of the concept must be bypassed due to relatively small space regardless. It is easy to find numerous scientific articles with titles such as ”Management Capabilities and Environmental Characteristics in the Critical Operational Phase of Entrepreneurship – A Comparison of Finnish Family and Nonfamily Firms” (Littunen 2003), or “Critical success factors for e-commerce entrepreneurship: an empirical study of Thailand” (Sebora, Lee & Sukasame 2009) for example, but uses like these are ignored here.

Furthermore, the critical perspective on entrepreneurship and its research that might be judged the most devastating one, will be assessed in some other context. The ideas of entrepreneurship and its research commonly presuppose existence of a freely choosing, acting and innovating entrepreneur, but if there cannot exist such an individual, then surely the common ideas also deserve dissolution? The truly devastating criticism derives from certain defensible philosophical arguments against existence of authentic free will in causally deterministic natural world (see e.g. Kane 2002, Pink 2004). Nevertheless, in case such arguments indeed win the day, conventional understanding of entrepreneurship becomes a rather small piece of what they sweep away. On the other hand, the gloomy sketch of a world inhabited by puppet-like creatures with delusions of (entrepreneurial) freedom still anticipates the most radical perspective of criticism I will introduce. What I call the avant-garde of critical entrepreneurship research namely constructs, through complex philosophical arguments, a remarkably analogous image of our world, which in the avant-garde case though is meant for whole-hearted positive adoption with nothing gloomy about it.

The critical standpoints relevant to this chapter are characterised by relationality and explicit value-ladenness. Criticism necessarily concerns something, it has a target, and one typical thing criticism aims to do is to reveal the target’s more or less implicit value-ladenness and suggest something presumably better in its place. The subject of the critical perspectives in question can be broadly defined as ”mainstream” entrepreneurship research, but the relationality indicates that neither the criticism nor the mainstream are some stable and monolithic blocks with sharp boundaries. In reality, both the contents of the ”blocks” and their mutual relations continuously change over time in numerous ways, and so the introductory text at hand is a limited and transient snapshot. No absolute guarantees protecting from the mistake of introducing empty criticism exist, which means that the ”mainstream” may be accused of doing things it is not actually doing, and vice versa. See Roscoe (2011) for illuminative comments on this. I strive for leaving such useless critical perspectives out.
Moreover, the general problem of value-ladenness involves choice of subject matter, empirical materials, methods, theories and various meta-perspectives[endnoteRef:1] in entrepreneurial research, but questions of very specific or technical nature have been left out. [1:  Values operate in many functions and at many levels, and what I call ”meta-perspectives” cover e.g. questions of scientific methodology and general theories of social reality.    ] 


Sections of this chapter proceed as follows. I start from the many meanings given to ”entrepreneurship” in research literature, and various methodological difficulties involved in doing research on entrepreneurship. Arguments presented here can be well seen as part of the self-reflective mainstream research itself, but in the next section the mainstream research as a whole is seen to advocate a problematic ideology, called ”entrepreneurialism”. Criticism is first explicated through feminist studies of gender systems, and then one key theoretical problem in entrepreneurship research, that is the nature of ”entrepreneurial opportunity”, is analysed with conceptual tools of critical realism. Critical realism is at heart a general metatheory of society, but it tends to endorse the same type of political values of emancipation and empowerment of the oppressed as feminism does. However, concerning entrepreneurship research, no such clearly political values have been at the forefront in studies applying critical realism. Finally, and farthest away from the mainstream research, I introduce what I call the avant-garde. The title is justified by the powerful radicalism, with which the avant-gardists rethink both entrepreneurship and its analysis. They gain their main inspiration from the long and rich tradition of processualist thinking in Western philosophy, and I bring out certain key ideas of their thoroughly positive criticism.                  

                                                         
  
2. The many meanings of entrepreneurship, and flaws in its empirical studies 


What is the subject of entrepreneurship research, that is, entrepreneurship? To begin with a clarifying simplification, I see mainstream definitions of the concept as striving for scientific objectivity, finality and inclusiveness, and so obvious tasks of critical entrepreneurship research would seem to be analysis of these characteristics and demonstration of their problematic nature. However, before any such analyses one general observation is necessary to make. Mainstream researchers themselves have namely agreed to a remarkably little degree on one comprehensive and definitive definition of ”entrepreneurship”.

In his effort at a taxonomy Gedeon (2010), for example, highlights 32 different definitions to ”entrepreneurship” from research literature, which extend from classics of the Age of Enlightement[endnoteRef:2] to founding fathers of the modern economics[endnoteRef:3], and, finally, to contemporary key figures in entrepreneurship research[endnoteRef:4]. Kim (2015), for his part, lists 34 varying meanings, worded by practising entrepreneurs (e.g. Richard Branson), popular media (e.g. New York Times), fiction and the arts (e.g. Breaking Bad TV series) and textbooks (e.g. Kuratko 2009, Gartner & Bellamy 2010). Already in the title of his book chapter Kim states, evidently correctly, that ”entrepreneurship means something different to everyone” (Kim 2015, 59). [2:  The entrepreneur is the bearer of risks inflicted by changes in market demand (Cantillon 1755 [in Thornton 2005]; in Gedeon 2010, 19).]  [3:  The carrying out of new combinations we call ‘enterprise’; the individuals whose function it is to carry them out we call ‘entrepreneurs’ (Schumpeter 1934 [1961]; in Gedeon 2010, 20).]  [4:  Entrepreneurs innovate. Innovation is the specific instrument of entrepreneurs. (Drucker 1985; in Gedeon 2010, 20.) ] 


That the concept of ”entrepreneurship” both stimulates intensive efforts of definition and scatters those efforts into many directions, evokes important critical questions in itself. And the familiar activity of combining ”entrepreneurship” with countless other terms just multiplies potential subjects of a critical perspective; e.g. social entrepreneurship, academic entrepreneurhip, corporate entrepreneurship, innovative entrepreneurship, necessity entrepreneurship, startup entrepreneurship, grassroots entrepreneurship (Gedeon 2010, 27).Yet to focus and delimit the type of criticism dealt with in this chapter, that is, problematization of the mainstream entrepreneurship research’s subject matter, empirical materials and methods, I relate the discussion to one explicit definition of ”entrepreneurship”, which comes from a newish review article on the evolving domain of entrepreneurship research (Carlsson, Braunerhjelm, McKelvey, Olofsson, Persson & Ylinenpää 2013). The authors’ definition summarises many representative features of its mainstream kind in a helpfully detailed manner:
Entrepreneurship refers primarily to an economic function that is carried out by individuals, entrepreneurs, acting independently or within organizations, to perceive and create new opportunities and to introduce their ideas into the market, under uncertainty, by making decisions about location, product design, resource use, institutions, and reward systems. The entrepreneurial activity and the entrepreneurial ventures are influenced by the socioeconomic environment and result ultimately in economic growth and human welfare. (Carlsson et al. 2013, 915.)

Perhaps the most clearly value-laden feature in the definition hinges on the use of the term ”ultimately”. The suggestion seems to be that, even if the entrepreneurial activity and entrepreneurial ventures may not result in economic growth and human welfare at this very moment, we should postpone our judgement until they ”ultimately” do so. Strongly positive expectations are thus built in the definition, and preponderance of similar affirmative statements is familiar from public political discourse in the western countries, for example.

In contrast to the introduced image, several critical studies have shown that only a small group of high-performing entrepreneurial firms actually drive growth, wealth and job creation in economy, whereas an overwhelming majority of all entrepreneurs contribute only modestly or practically nothing to growth or welfare (e.g. Hamilton 2000, Moskowitz & Vissing-Jorgensen 2002, Blanchflower 2004, Bartelsman et al. 2005, Audretsch 2007, Santarelli & Vivarelli 2007, Van Praag & Versloot 2007, Shane 2008, Hall & Woodward 2010). Yet a realistic definition of entrepreneurship presumably should cover also barely managing, bankrupting and even criminal entrepreneurs. Nonetheless, instead of paying attention to potential differences between entrepreneuring individuals, for example, I find it more useful to review empirical and methodological problems in the kind of mainstream entrepreneurship research that, for its part, sustains the strongly and one-sidedly positive views on entrepreneurship. I will follow Nightingale and Coad’s (2013) informative treatment, whose special focus is on research of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

Poor data quality, unrepresentative samples                            
Small firms typically move so fast – they emerge and die quickly; death rate of new companies can be as high as 50% in their first three years (Frankish et al. 2013) – that official statistics or conventional data sets can find it difficult to make these firms visible. Accordingly, there may simply not exist any data, or the available data is inaccurate and unrepresentative. Firms struggling with their existence are less likely to serve government officials or researchers than successful growth-enterprises, and thus a misleadingly positive overview tends to result, where bad and literally hopeless enterprises are underrepresented. Some researchers aware of these problems have rejected the demand of statistical representativeness and gone for rich case studies, but as these cases commonly concern only elite businesses, the general picture of entrepreneurship has generally remained skewed to the positive side. (Nightingale & Coad 2013, 120.)

Skewed statistics, definitional vagueness
Entrepreneurial firms in general differ so drastically from each other that random inclusion or exclusion of even one particular firm, Google, for example, in or from a statistical sampling can decisively change the results (e.g. Hall & Woodward 2010). The implied huge dispersion in the hypothesized whole set thus makes any reference to ”average” economic effect from an ”average” firm frankly meaningless. The rationality of talking about both the small minority of mammuth engines of economy (GE, Google, Apple etc.) and the huge majority of small struggling businessess with the same ”entrepreneurial” concepts hence becomes questionable. From a more technical perspective, lack of reliable and comprehensive statistics often means that attempts to define and distinguish SMEs from different enterprises become haphazardly dependent on what kind of information is available (e.g. Dennis 2011). Comparison of studies on the seemingly same subject thus become difficult. (Nightingale & Coad 2013, 120-122.)

Meagre job creation, productivity, innovation
In spite of the referred empirical and methodological problems, reasonably well-crafted empirical studies on performance of the SMEs have been published (e.g. Disney et al. 2003; Santarelli & Vivarelli 2007; Hvide 2009; Ortega-Argiles et al. 2009). Results of these studies give, however, a complex and rather negative picture, especially if juxtaposed with creating economic growth and human welfare that Carlsson and his colleagues (2013) underline. First, the SMEs’ often hailed ability to create employment has been elaborated by such matters as typically short lifespan of these jobs and relatively low level of experience and education required by them. Second, productivity growth in economy is mainly driven by large established firms, whereas entrepreneurial start-ups usually need many years to achieve comparable productivity levels if anything like them. And furthermore, in the contemporary knowledge economy, an enterprise’s ability to create profitable innovations[endnoteRef:5] is a major key to its prosperity. Although there operate numerous successful SMEs in the fields of computing and biotechology around the world, for example, large firms with their access to considerable venture capital, effective R&D resources, diverse markets etc. tend to win the day in the end. (Nightingale & Coad 2013, 124-129.) [5:  Distinction between innovation and invention is conventionally made. For example, referring to Ahmed and Shepherd (2010), Gripenberg, Sveiby and Segercrantz state that ”invention stands for the generation of a new idea, whereas innovation stands for the fruitful commercialization/exploitation/market capitalization of that idea” (Gripenberg, Sveiby & Segercrantz 2012, 5).    ] 


Basically, noteworthy parts of mainstream entrepreneurship research appear, from the critical perspective summarised above, as biased towards conceptualising, studying and highlighting entrepreneurship, including self-employment, as something to be favoured and endorsed. Core scientific values become nonetheless compromised, if empirical material is gathered without appropriate care, unsuitable research methods are applied, and conclusions not soundly based on empirical results are derived. In economic and political conditions where governments eagerly want ”scientific” support for their optimistic, that is one-sided, entrepreneurship policies, actualisation of scientific values in research may become harmfully influenced by political and related interests. 

Whether the kind of criticism introduced in this section might be considered ”radical” naturally depends on the evaluator’s point of view. Many researchers would claim that Nightingale, Coad etc. produce nothing genuinely radical, that they too belong to the mainstream of entrepreneurship research. Nightingale, Coad and their like-minded colleagues can indeed be argued to act just as realisers of standard, narrowly understood scientific values of self-criticism and self-correction, who do not challenge any profound assumptions of mainstream research. As a way of transition towards different type of value-laden criticism, the lack of deeper reflection on concepts like ”growth” or ”entrepreneur” in Nightingale and Coad’s analysis thus deserves attention. Contrary to usual conceptions, important critical paradigms aspire to reconstruct entrepreneurship research in varying ways, and also give it more ambitious practical tasks than operating as supplier of valid information to policy makers.


3. ”Entrepreneurialism” as ideology and some conceptual questions: feminist entrepreneurship research and critical realism


A major volume of critical entrepreneurship research, which goes beyond upholding common ideals of good scientific practice, is united by a core value-laden thesis. This thesis claims that entrepreneurship and its related economic system, i.e. capitalism, are not necessarily anything good, but they are quite often something remarkably bad. Nightingale and Coad already throw light on the kind of political and societal scheme where positive entrepreneurship ideology, practically propaganda, pushes great numbers of people into dead-end careers as entrepreneurs (Nightingale & Coad 2013, 135-136; see also e.g. Armstrong 2005; Blackburn & Kovalainen 2009; Rehn, Brännback, Carsrud & Lindahl 2013). Similar examples are easy to find. Growth and welfare produced by enterprises to some individuals, groups and nations can be argued to mean, more or less directly, poverty and misery to some other subjects somewhere else (e.g. Jones & Murtola 2012, 129-133; Sveiby, Gripenberg & Segercrantz 2012, 61-84). In the largest picture, the ecological system of the earth has apparently become damaged beyond repair because of the humankind’s relentless entrepreneurial activities in the capitalist mode over the last two hundred years.

Damages brought about by ”entrepreneurialism” deserve an independent review of relevant empirical analyses, but in this general section I outline certain critical theories’ objectives in entrepreneurship research on the basis of Spicer’s (2012) useful summary. First, because the relationships of power and domination inherent in capitalist societies are now seen as fundamentally asymmetrical and unjust, criminal business activity, exploitation of workforce, degradation of environment etc. are not considered aberrations from some ideal type of well-functioning capitalism but outcomes of its normal entrepreneurial functions (Spicer 2012, 150-151). The fact that mainstream researchers do not much study these kind of things does not stem from their commitment to some imaginary value-free objectivity of science, but from their implicit or explicit political values, which critical theorists urge us to reject.

Challenging the conventionally understood value-neutrality of science leads critical theorists to analyse such assumptions behind knowledge production that tend to reduce entrepreneurship into relatively simple engine of economy, for example. More precisely and following Fournier and Gray’s (2000) influential account, Spicer elaborates three critical measures, which should enable destabilization of our routine knowledge claims in entrepreneurship research:
[...] a reflexive epistemology that questions how our methodological assumption structure and in some ways shape how we see our very object of inquiry (i.e. entrepreneurship), a de-naturalizing ontology that seeks to show how objects of inquiry (entrepreneurs) are constructed through ongoing social processes and a political anti-performativity that seeks to un-tether knowledge production from means-ends calculation. (Spicer 2012, 151.)


In the following subsections I detail two notable models for specification of the three critical measures, and I title these models feminist entrepreneurship research and critical realism.

Feminist entrepreneurship research
In its effort at scientific objectivity, finality and inclusiveness, the definition of ”entrepreneurship” by Carlsson and his colleagues states that this ”primarily [...] an economic function [...] is carried out by individuals, entrepreneurs, acting independently or within organizations” (Carlsson et al. 2013, 915). This may look self-evident to us, but, in the light of Spicer’s (2012) critical account, it just means that a lot of conceptual, theoretical and ideological work has gone into making the definition look like a truism. Why not, for example, to see entrepreneurship more broadly as generator of social change, and to analyse both its positive and negative effects on people’s social, cultural, economic and ecological realities in their particular contexts (e.g. Steyaert & Hjorth 2006; Calás et al. 2009; Williams & Nadin 2013; Verduijn et al. 2014; Peredo 2015)?

Tenable analysis of social changes related to entrepreneurship requires, in critical theorists’ view, rejecting the conception of ”entrepreneur” included in common mainstream definitions, that is a remarkably atomistic, abstract and attributeless character, who differs from other individuals by his/her extraordinary capability of entrepreneuring. Probably the most influential critical approach to challenge this kind of image is feminist entrepreneurship research, which carries a several decades’ history of rich and varied scholarship. Accordingly, my short review only gives a few compressed insights of recent feminist entrepreneurship research and related feminist theory. The most straightforward thing to realise from the feminist perspective is that abstract mainstream definitions bypass actual global reality, where female entrepreneurs suffer various modes of economic, social and cultural oppression and subordination that do not affect male entrepreneurs (e.g. Calás et al. 2009; Pines et al. 2010; Ahl 2012; Kwong et al. 2012; Kariv 2013; Al-Dajani & Marlow 2015).

Contemporary feminist theorising principally sees female and male entrepreneurs as important nodes inside pervasive gender systems, where asymmetrical relationships of power and domination typically favour males through socially and culturally embedded processes and practises. However, as recent theoretical feminism problematises all our apparently natural and self-evident understandings in these matters, a more precise way to put the point is to state that the gender system socially, culturally and materially constructs and interpellates individuals to inhabit differing and asymmetrically power-infused social-economic-cultural positions. In and through these positions individuals are expected to perform ”femininity” and ”masculinity”, among many other things they are supposed to perform (e.g. Butler 1990; Braidotti 1994; Evans 2003; Broadbridge & Simpson 2011; Gherardi 2014).

”Performance” then does not mean something clearly distinguishable that could be easily quitted, as an actress leaving theatre’s stage does with her role performance. On the contrary, performance in the intended sense is a continuing and multidimensional process, in which we, through our everyday practices of life, repetitiously and routinely act and produce our ostensibly stable ”personality” and e.g. ethnic and gendered identity into reality. In our interactions with other people we also constantly monitor how well we and others succeed in the performances in question. The penetrating constructionism at hand rejects the common interpretation according to which, for humans, there exist two objectively natural and biological sexes, whereas ”constructed” gender qualities are, more or less freely, hung to individuals of the two sexes. The radical performance constructionism counters this kind of dualism by remarking that our own biology too becomes understandable and manipulable only through some historically and culturally specific conceptualizations and other activities that we attach to it. (Ibid.)

Nonetheless, it must be emphasised that mainstream entrepreneurship research has not ignored women entrepreneurs, rather on the contrary in the past decades. Feminist criticism pinpoints, however, the specific kind of ”problem of female entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs” that mainstream research typically constructs. The problem originates in such statistics that reveal, for example, how in the year 2012 only 29% of all entrepreneurs in 37 European countries were women (European Commission 2014, 7). Under the influence of positive entrepreneurship ideology, this kind of statistics are taken to mean that women should be encouraged to become entrepreneurs, because entrepreneurship is considered their best option, especially in the ”Global South”, to gain independence, break away from poverty and contribute to economic growth of their nation (The World Bank 2015).

One implication of making ”non-entrepreneurial” women the centre of attention is the conviction that they need help to become more entrepreneurial, which basically means that they need help to become more like men. Feminist research has namely shown that attributes linked to ”entrepreneur” in e.g. news media, fiction and entrepreneurship education are consistently the same attributes that westernized global culture constructs as (white) male[endnoteRef:6] (e.g. Vavrus 2002; Ahl 2006, 2012; Lewis 2006, 2013; Achtenhagen & Welter 2011; Dahl et al. 2011; Heilman 2012; Wee & Brooks 2012; Katila & Eriksson 2013; Hanappi-Egger 2014). The dominant image of woman as defective man for its part reproduces gendered power asymmetries in entrepreneurship, and thus hampers economic prospects of great number of women, whether ”entrepreneurial” in the prescribed sense or not, around the world. [6:  Attributes associated both with ”entrepreneur” and ”masculinity” include self-centered, independent, strong willed, energetic, resolute, visionary, detached, achievement oriented, foresighted (Ahl 2006).  ] 


Feminist entrepreneurship research aims to promote women’s emancipation and empowerment, for which purpose it formulates alternative concepts of entrepreneurship, uses different methods, and strives to make research results practicable on women’s own terms. First, in place of narrowly economic means-ends logic of the mainstream definitions (Spicer 2012), feminist research puts understanding of ”entrepreneurship” as broadly creative activity, which can advance positive social change (Calás et al. 2009). Second, socially and materially constructed processes of becoming gendered entrepreneur are often considered more responsive to e.g. narrative and action research methods than to surveys and related statistics (Ahl & Marlow 2012). Third, research-informed, context-sensitive practical projects of empowerment are prolifically realised around the world (Brush et al. 2010; Al-Dajani & Marlow 2015). Furthermore, in the rapidly globalising reality, the often considerable differences in needs, resources and ambitions of women in the West and in the Global South have received increasing attention from feminist critical approaches to entrepreneurship.

Critical Realism
Separation of ”critical realism” as a distinct perspective on entrepreneurship and its research does not mean that feminism and critical realism have nothing in common, since there are distinguished researchers who are both feminists and critical realists (e.g. New 1998, 2005; Lawson 1999, 2003; Clegg 2006). Critical realist feminists, however, challenge the penetrating constructionism that characterises the kind of feminist research introduced before.[endnoteRef:7] If an individual is, a critical realist asks, just thoroughly and multiply produced to ”perform” some deeply gendered and other repetitious roles in society, then how can there exist any comprehensible space for this individual to embark on emancipatory and empowering acts? Obviously such value-laden action, essential to practical and political feminism, conflicts with the picture of closely monitored performers of e.g. ”femininity” and ”masculinity”. Where the desired routine-breaking acts could then stem from? (Ibid.) [7:  On efforts at dialogue between critical realists and strong feminist constructionists see Poutanen 2007.] 


Critical realism is basically a metatheory[endnoteRef:8] that sees social reality as constituted by ongoing dynamic interactions between relatively free human agents and relatively independent social (cultural, economic, involved material/biological) structures (e.g. Bhaskar, 1979, 1986; Archer 1995, 2000; Archer et al. 1998; Sayer 2000; Danermark et al. 2002; Carter & New 2004; Cruickshank 2007; Fullbrook 2008).[endnoteRef:9] Carlsson and his colleagues consequently present an obvious research subject to critical realists when they state, in the designated mainstream definition of entrepreneurship, that ”entrepreneurial activity and the entrepreneurial ventures are influenced by the socioeconomic environment” (Carlsson et al. 2013, 915). Such influences look real enough, but surely launchers of enterprises and entrepreneurial ventures are not just passive targets but reciprocally affect their ”socioeconomic environment”, too? Relationships of presumably complex nature between an entrepreneur and settings of her entrepreneurial actions hence ask for scientific analyses. [8:  Metatheory concerns the most general questions of how social reality exists (the question of ontology), how something could be known about this reality (the question of epistemology), and what would be suitable methods to get this knowledge (the question of methodology). Metatheory does not by itself describe or explain any substantial or concrete phenomena but aims to create the space for doing this. ]  [9:  From the ontological perspective, reality for critical realism is multiply layered, that is, entities at a certain level emerge, i. e. they become more than sums of their parts, from entitites at a lower level of complexity. Social life is constituted by countless dynamic unions of i) human beings with their multiple capabilities; ii) their cultural and material world ”ready-to-hand” with artefacts included; and iii) non-human natural world. However, social life itself is much more complex than its constituents. (E.g. Bhaskar 1986; Archer et al. 1998; Cruickshank 2007.) 
Entities existing at different levels (bacterium, stone, human individual, book, commercial enterprise etc.) carry their own specific structures, which involve mechanisms capable of producing causal effects into reality. In other words, entities carry causal powers, which are real even when they are not exercised (an enterprise keeps its capability to make products and profit through its staff’s holidays). They may also be real only as potentialities (an enterprise cannot operate internationally at the moment, but it has prospects of doing so in future). (Ibid.)
An individual’s freedom of action emerges as joint effects from interaction between her ”inner” constitution and her environment. This freedom is relative, significantly because there are general and particular limits to what we can do (nobody can fly by herself; only some individuals can become top musicians or successful entrepreneurs etc.). On the other hand, social structures, that is, the way our material/biological, cultural and economic conditions of living have been built and moulded by human activity through centuries, exist independently in the sense that we encounter a kind of ready-made social world. Here we do not need to build everything from scratch. This world both hinders and enables our lives in countless ways, and we can affect and change it with our own actions, because we too carry causal powers as complexly structured entitites. Still, the independence of social world is relative too, because without humankind there would not exist any social structures. (Ibid.)                               ] 


As a matter of fact, certain critical realist arguments have joined general discussion on theory of entrepreneurship research, but, at least thus far, critical realism has been adopted from a notably restricted viewpoint. One central problem under debate is comfortably passed over by Carlsson and his colleagues when they note that ”entrepreneurship refers primarily to an economic function that is carried out by individuals, entrepreneurs, acting independently or within organizations, to perceive and create new opportunities” (Carlsson et al. 2013, 915). In their classic article ”The Promise of Entrepreneurship As a Field of Research”, Shane and Venkataraman (2000) namely define the nature of entrepreneurial opportunities as an essential theoretical subject of the field. To put the puzzle most plainly, would it be reasonable to consider entrepreneurial opportunities something that exist independently in reality, waiting for an entrepreneurial person to perceive and discover them? Or is it more justifiable to think that an entrepreneurial person creates and enacts those opportunities through unique understanding of her socio-cultural-economic environment? (Shane & Venkataraman 2000; Gartner et al. 2003; McMullen & Shepherd 2006; Alvarez & Barney 2007, 2010; Klein 2008; Cardon et al. 2009; Venkataraman et al. 2012; Fiet et al. 2013.)

Critical realists position entrepreneurial opportunities as part of relatively independent social (cultural and material) structures, which means that the opportunities can be, in some sense, discovered by human agents. Choosing thus the “discovery-side” entails tricky theoretical problems, but critical realism’s features as metatheory offer argumentative strategies to solve the three paradoxes usually associated with the discovery-side:
1. Entrepreneurship can clearly bring something new into the world, marketable innovations and pathbreaking business models, for example. Novelty of such things becomes difficult to explain, if they are seen to proceed from some detected entrepreneurial opportunities, because, if they already exist in the world, what real novelty can opportunities breed? An entrepreneur’s creativity may now look necessary input to the mix, but the more the importance of “creativity” is emphasised, the more unclear becomes the nature of what an entrepreneur is supposed to discover. (Kirzner 1997, Gielnik et al. 2012, Martin & Wilson 2014.)
2. A clarifying division of labour for opportunity and creativity has been suggested, whereupon entrepreneurial opportunity is a discoverable possibility to recombine resources in a profitable way, and creativity equates to a business idea of doing the recombining (Shane 2012, 10-20). This distinction may be useful, but it shifts the theoretical puzzle to “business idea”. If a business idea has to reflect, as it seems, the related entrepreneurial opportunity, then evidently the idea’s attributes also must be held as “discovered” with nothing crucially new in them. The paradox thus appears to lead to the conclusion that true novelty of entrepreneurial opportunity or business idea means creation of something out of nothing, virtually drawing rabbits out of hats. Not all theorists though want to push interpretation of the key concepts to such mysterious-looking direction. (Klein 2008; Martin & Wilson 2014.)
3. Lastly, our common intuitions about things that exist independently in reality and can be routinely found there, clearly contradict with the conceptual nature of “opportunity”. The real furniture of the world appears tangible and measurable, whereas opportunity is, by definition, “the potential for something not yet in existence” (Martin & Wilson 2014, 5). Opportunities accordingly orient towards future, of which no observations or discoveries can be made at the present. Moreover, the presumed world of customary and stable objects looks like conflicting the essential uncertainty that characterises many entrepreneurs’ work and life experiences. (Fletcher 2006; Dimov 2011; Martin & Wilson 2014.)

 Against the paradoxes, Martin and Wilson utilise critical realism’s layered ontology[endnoteRef:10] to argue that a thing discoverable as an entrepreneurial opportunity is always causal potentiality for something new, and this potentiality resides in already existing structured mechanisms and their causal powers. For example, because of their particular internal constitution, steel and combustion engine can actualise causal powers to make bridges carry and factories run, among other things. Most motor cars are likewise built on steel and combustion engine, but emergence of the first motor car depended on certain inventors using their creative minds to discover, that is, to realise conceptually and not directly observe anything in the world, potential causal power of steel to give durable body to self-moving vehicle, and potential causal power of combustion engine to become the mover. (Martin & Wilson 2014, 8.) Or, to draft a contemporary example, the triumphal march of social media obviously stems from some valid insights concerning massive causal potential of relatively simple apps to draw millions of people into virtual online communities. [10:  The analytically abstracted, ontological layers of reality include i) the real layer of entities’ structured mechanisms with their causal powers, which may be exercised, non-exercised or potential; ii) the actual layer of causal effects brought about by exercised causal powers; iii) the empirical layer of such actual causal effects that can be observed, measured and made direct sense of. To entrepreneurship research this layered model implies that just collecting and combining of empirical data rarely if ever is enough for understanding and explaining phenomena. In addition, conceptual and theoretical work to link the different layers is needed. (E.g. Bhaskar 1986; Archer et al. 1998; Cruickshank 2007.)       ] 


So, from the perspective of the critical realist theory, entrepreneurial opportunities are not created by an entrepreneur, even though a creative and agile mind is usually needed to trace the kind of mechanism, whose potential causal powers might be harnessed for a worthwhile enterprise. This potentiality arguably satisfies the conceptual core of “opportunity”, because possible actualisation of causal power is always a matter of future in relation to its state of potentiality. Reality in general is considered a complex and open dynamic system, where structured mechanisms of material, cultural and other kinds in varying combinations both merge to produce distinctive effects, and contradict each other to freeze some causal powers to the level of potentiality. Enterprise in a strong market leader position may indeed suppress its smaller competitors’ real potentiality for innovation and growth for ever. In this world an entrepreneur has no guarantees of success in finding real opportunities, or grasping intricate interplay of an opportunity with other involved factors. Uncertainty of entrepreneurial life thus looks like the norm.

The critical contribution of critical realists to entrepreneurship research has, at least thus far, mainly consisted of reconceptualising “entrepreneur” and her broadly understood social, cultural and economic setting of conduct with specific theoretical tools. In this work, both strong constructionism and certain assumptions associated with mainstream entrepreneurship research have been rejected.[endnoteRef:11] Yet, movement from the rather complex metatheoretical abstractions towards originally and distinctively critical realist empirical research of entrepreneurship has not proven an easy task but continues as work in progress (e.g. Best 2001, Porter 2002; Bowey & Easton 2003; Leca & Naccache 2006; Blundel 2007; Gilman & Edwards 2008; Edwards et al. 2010; Mole & Mole 2010; Mole 2012; Kitching et al. 2015). [11:  Against strong constructionism is put the relative independence of social reality and individuals’ relative freedom of action. Mainstream research is seen flawed by its flat ontology, that is, by its biased concentration only on the empirical layer. Furthermore, the mainstream’s common ideas of human agency are considered simplified, atomistic and ahistorical (e.g. Archer & Tritter 2000).      ] 


In conclusion, and especially from the standpoint of the founders of critical realism it must, nonetheless, be judged that critical realism in entrepreneurship research appears curiously neutered. This evaluation derives from the fact that theorists like Bhaskar (1986), Sayer (2000) and Collier (2003), for example, are driven by a powerful ideal of political emancipation, that is, in the last resort, the value of critical realism to them should be proven by its ability to help people understand and practically change the social structures that dominate and oppress them. Not much of this general spirit seems to have inspired the specialised critical realist studies of entrepreneurship, but future remains, of course, always open (see e.g. Mingers 2014).


4. Freeing entrepreneurship from all boundaries: the avant-garde of critical entrepreneurship research


The great enthusiasm for discussing ”entrepreneurship” and ”entrepreneur” shown by both academic researchers (Gedeon 2010) and various quarters of the public (Kim 2015) can be taken in two critical but still very different modes. The first, negatively critical, standpoint sees in the zeal proof of how entrepreneurialist ideology of capitalism has permeated societies through and through. This ideology both considers economic enterprises the engine for almost everything good in the world, and nudges individuals into thinking of themselves as one-person-enterprises, who must calculatively plan their life projects, coolly search for means of enforcing their goals, carefully nurture their personal ”brand” etc. As a central consequence of this state of affairs, capitalism can continue its production of injustices and misery uninterrupted, because any other potential source of failure in life, as well as success, than an individually managed life-enterprise is becoming hard to perceive or picture. (e.g. Ogbor 2000; Armstrong 2001, 2005; du Gay 2004; Jones & Spicer 2009; Bröckling 2007; Rose & Miller 2008, Costa & Saraiva 2012; Jones & Murtola 2012; Tedmanson et al. 2012; Vallas & Cummins 2015.)

However, the intensive academic and popular interest in entrepreneurship can be given an essentially more positive reading, too. Maybe common needs and ideas to understand ”entrepreneurship” have simply broken out from the narrow meanings and contexts of traditional economic and business studies, in which case theorists and researchers should also wake up to new reality? The expected awakening has actually occured already in numerous ways, clear signs of which include vibrant empirical research on types of entrepreneurship (e.g. social, cultural, academic), kinds of entrepreneurial agent (e.g. organisational, domestic, immigrant), as well as on hows, whys, whens and wheres of entrepreneurship (e.g. innovative e., imitative e., necessity e., lifesyle e., nascent e., startup e., grassroots e., diaspora e.), for example (Gedeon 2010, 28).

The evident dispersion of conceptualisations and subfields of entrepreneurship research to multiple directions gives rise to theoretical problem of whether anything generally meaningful at all can be claimed about the research and concepts in question. What I call avant-garde of the critical research under review has its own solution to the problem. To explicate in a preliminary way, the avant-garde can be argued to detect in the referred dispersion gradually developing and largely shared sense of entrepreneuring as unifying positive force, which, ultimately, gives processes of life itself the creative spark they need to keep on going (e.g. Sorensen 2006; Steyaert 2007, 2011, 2012; Nayak 2008; Styhre 2008; Weiskopf & Steyaert 2008; Hjorth & Steyaert 2009; Beyes & Steyaert 2012; Hjorth 2015; Hjorth et al. 2015).

What Steyaert, a key figure in the field, calls ”radical process philosophy” (Steyaert 2007, 468)  represents the avant-garde in this review, and I justify choosing it by the fact that, acquiring inspiration and concepts from centuries-long processualist tradition in western philosophy[endnoteRef:12], the avant-garde thoroughly aims to rethink not only entrepreneurship but also our styles of studying, analysing and theorising it. Concentrated in a relatively small group of active and visible researchers, the radical process philosophy represents a true minority position, whose prospects of becoming integrated and domesticated into mainstream entrepreneurship research look quite scant, even compared to critical realism, for example. [12:  Key historical figures include philosophers Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), Henri Bergson (1859-1941) and A. N. Whitehead (1861-1947). ] 


Grasping the core of radical process philosophy
In place of itemising complex and occasionally obscure concepts of the radical process philosophy, it is more useful here to aspire to some intuitive grasp of what it is that the radicals are striving for. The aspiration can start from a rather simple-looking question: What is reality like according to survey questionnaire? Survey questionnaire maps such things as gender, age, marital status, annual income, type of enterprise, and, specifically, quality and strength of respondents’ attitudes to countless matters with Likert scale. Methodologists typically ponder whether Likert scale finds independently existing attitudes or creates them on the spot, but, to the radical process philosophy, the true problem lies in the static ontology of being that survey questionnaire implies. Complying with certain mainstream logic, the research instrument gives a frozen portrait of nailed down and atomistic individuals, who somehow carry remarkable gradual entities called ”attitudes” in their heads. ”Attitudes” are supposed to ”cause” individuals to act in certain ways, but attitudes may change, and so follow-up surveys often acquire material for statistical analysis to reveal all kinds of new connections between units.

However, is reality at all like survey questionnaire presents it? Does dualistic ”gender” or five-alternative ”marital status” make sense when women increasingly adopt characteristics traditionally considered masculine, and vice versa; many kinds of sexual and asexual identities demand to be heard; persons living in an informal intimate relationship may commit themselves to the ideal of faithfulness more strongly than people switching from one marriage to another? Or, when an individual is enmeshed in concrete interactions of her everyday life, could entities of particular sort, i.e. attitudes, really be isolated as engines of her action? The more inclined we are to answer negatively to questions like these, the more open we might become to the ontological alternative that the radical process philosophy offers, with implications to understanding ”entrepreneurship” and its research included.

The radicals replace the static ontology of being with dynamic ontology of becoming, according to which key characteristics of reality include ”movement, change and flow [...] the world is restless, something underway, becoming and perishing, without end” (Hjorth et al. 2015, 599). Hjorth, Holt and Steyaert offer the following intuitively enticing image of a commercial enterprise’s processualist life:
[...] what might seem fixed becomes loose. Buildings are outgrown, symbols are updated, personnel change, the products and services being delivered change, mergers occur, best forgotten histories are repressed, stakeholders loosen their stakes or hold on to them jealously, assets are stripped, tectonic shifts of wider institutional settings are acknowledged, revolts are resented or embraced, and all the while money flows, in and out. Through time, there are breaks in coherence or consistency of these patterns as various groups ignore or advocate different interests and desires. Indeed, we ask, can there be an organization to which employees, resources, prospects and responsibilities can belong? (Hjorth et al. 2015, 599-600.)

Instead of considering an enterprise or organization a spatially and temporally durable entity, it would be more fruitful to think of enterprising or organising, which is an incessant process of becoming. If this kind of change into verbal or functional mode looks odd or incomprehensible, the puzzlement might well be caused by the structure and functioning of language itself. By dividing reality essentially into subjects, objects, attributes, verbs, adverbs etc., language seems to construct a world filled by stable but qualitatively different kinds of things, whose supposedly causal interrelationships offer, for example, the very problems for sciences to solve. Interestingly thus, probably the toughest resistance to making switch from the being-ontology to the becoming-ontology may be intensively ingrained in our thinking.   

Nonetheless, as reality from the processualist ontological viewpoint is constituted of neither distinctive things nor spaces between things to be filled with ”causality”, an intriguing problem surfaces: language profoundly distorts our understanding of reality, but evidently we cannot replace language with anything crucially different, or even reform it radically. The processualists well understand the irreplaceability of language, and in dealing with the problem they i) emphasise the verbal, adverbial and functional nature of reality, that is, the world is becoming in countless ways, and there are always qualities to this becoming, e.g. intensively, haphazardly, strikingly, porously etc.; and/or ii) invent novel concepts and vocabularies to better catch the true nature of the world (E.g. Whitehead 1978 [1929]; Deleuze 1988 [1966]; Steyaert 2007, 2012; Weiskopf & Steyaert 2008; Halewood 2011; Poutanen 2013; Hjorth 2015.)



Entrepreneuring as a mode of the world’s creative becoming
To state that key characteristics of reality are ”movement, change and flow” (Hjorth et al. 2015, 599) does not imply the view that reality consists of nothing but formless and limitless stream. On the contrary, continuous organising of new, though temporary, events and figurations into existence is the crux of the matter (e.g. Gartner 2012). Entrepreneuring is a special kind of organising, where desire for value potential, that is, a kind of pull of an evolving business idea, for example, imaginatively transforms some ”proto-organizational forms into an organization that becomes productive in actualizing the imagined value potential” (Hjorth et al. 2015, 604). Importantly, entrepreneuring is distinguished from managing, because “entrepreneuring ends when desire is coded into interest, when an organization is in place the purpose of which is to capture value as much as possible, for this is when management will do a better job” (Hjorth et al. 2015, 604; see also Hjorth 2012, 2015; Steyaert 2012).

Arguably reality becomes into existence often just “managerially”, for the most of the world’s substance emerges into being only as minimally different reproductions of already existing material. Entrepreneuring in the sense of “desire for value potential” (Hjorth et al. 2015, 604) thus may not be a very general phenomenon. Nonetheless, entrepreneuring appears as fundamental force for creative novelty, whose leverage exceeds any conventionally economic function. Concerning the already analysed problem of entrepreneurial opportunity, to the radical process philosophy true novelty can lie neither in thing-like characteristics of the world, nor in creative/constructive mind of an aspiring entrepreneur. Instead, through eventful movement from desire for value potential into actualisation of this potential, both a particular entrepreneurial opportunity and creative entrepreneur of this opportunity are understood to become into their temporary existence at the same time. The dynamic and diverse constituents in this becoming (e.g. cultural, corporeal, affective, artefactual constituents), in their mutual absorption through ongoing processes, are clearly challenging to capture.

Research of entrepreneurship is still possible but, as there basically exists nothing stable or delimited for empirical description or theoretical representation to correspond with, the radicals aim to “re-create (re-form) [...] studies in entrepreneurship as (participation in) creative processes of world-making, as acts of creation rather than as attempts of discovering the truth about entrepreneurship” (Weiskopf & Steyaert 2008, 15). A kind of double act is hence called for. Scientific research should become inventive, imaginative, creative etc. in the true entrepreneurial sense, and research should also maintain some non-descriptive and non-representative relationship to entrepreneurship “on the outside”. Steyaert, Hjorth and Gartner (2011) formulate six strategies for enforcing the double act:
1. Othering words and concepts. Invention of concepts can create new venues for research, as terms like “glocalization”, “entrepreneurial ecosystem” or “mumpreneur” show. In this mode Gartner (2011) suggests “otherpreneur” to refer to “person who is not the primary ‘founder’ of an organization, yet plays an important role in the creation of the organization” (Gartner 2011, 9; Steyaert et al. 2011, 4).
2. Exploring boundaries. Ideas of “business climate” or “enterpreneuring as a way of life”, for instance, were once novel, and similar rethinking of ostensibly incommensurate things must be encouraged. (Steyaert et al. 2011, 4.)
3. Affecting community scholarship. In place of the myth of a lone, cool and heroic entrepreneur, critical research has put reality of messy and emotional sociality of entrepreneuring. The community of entrepreneurship scholars needs constant myth-breaking in the same mould (Steyaert et al. 2011, 5; Campbell 2011).
4. Affecting entrepreneurship education. Entrepreneurial education should not be about memorising scientific “results” or “theories”, but it must use any means available (e.g. provocation, fabulation, paralogy) to push students into states where creative thinking and doing becomes possible (Steyaert et al. 2011, 5; Hjorth 2011).
5. Contextualising through participation. There exist no such backgrounds or contexts in relation to which “objectivity” of research results could be stabilised. Instead, a scientist with her research subjects, e.g. business entrepreneurs, always enacts the presumed context of a research project in multiple ways. Boundaries between ostensibly different practices, researching and entrepreneuring, for example, are hence fuzzy. (Steyaert et al. 2011, 5-6; Fletcher 2011.)
6. Reconceptualizing method. Scientific research methods consider rather world-making (ontology) than knowledge-producing (epistemology). Therefore, methods should be understood as “method-assemblages that help us to make visible the complex social process in which methods co-figure with other actants” (Steyaert et al. 2011, 6). To study entrepreneuring by launching and running a business evidently offers one opening towards reconceptualization.

To try to discuss, for example, “empirical applications” of the radical process philosophy would be misleading, because the world is not seen to cut its joints into any strict categories like “empirical” or “theoretical”. Furthermore, as researchers we cannot inhabit any detached and durable position from where such distinctions could be meaningfully made, for we are always already tangled in the manifold processes of life. In some constellations of these, we may transiently become what could be reasonably called “free actors”, although we often (usually?) lose our entrepreneurial momentum and freedom to managerially routine churning out of everyday banalities (cf. Introduction). The critically positive mission of the avant-gardists is to create space and time for freedom and entrepreneurialism in the broadest sense to emerge. They have put their mission into practice via various educational and methodological experiments, which have included theatre-like multimedia performances and processualist reconstructions of conventional research, among other things (e.g. Steyaert & Hjorth 2002, Hjorth & Steyaert 2006, Sorensen 2006, Steyaert 2011).


5. Conclusion


In this chapter I have introduced certain critical perspectives in entrepreneurship research in relation to what I call “mainstream” entrepreneurship research. I have intentionally left details of this baseline vague, because boundaries between the “mainstream” and the “non-mainstream” are obviously fluid and constantly in the move. The methodological criticism discussed in the section 2 can be argued to belong to the mainstream, but it also shows awareness of the narrow ideology of entrepreneurialism. This ideology becomes to sharp focus in feminist entrepreneurship research discussed in the section 3. Included in the section is also critical realism, whose position in entrepreneurship research reveals certain peculiarities. Taken as a whole, critical realism namely belongs to marxist tradition in social theory, and endorses political values of emancipation, empowerment and removal of oppression in society. It seems that entrepreneurship researchers inspired by critical realism have not been, at least thus far, much interested in its political heart. They have mainly adopted some helpful critical realist concepts to analyse “entrepreneurial opportunity”, for example.

What I call the avant-garde of critical entrepreneurship research in the section 4 builds on complex ontological theories of processualist reality, and unties “entrepreneurship” from narrow economy- and business-centred meanings. Instead, even if the avant-gardists often study ordinary businesses and enterprises, “entrepreneurship” to them concerns any innovative turning point in the processualist flow of the world, or events of true creativity, where something genuinely novel is brought into existence. With their imaginative methods of research and teaching, the avant-gardists consider their critical task to resist “managerialism”, that is (often dominant) routine-like and banal repetitiveness of human conduct. Obviously, the bold reconceptualisation of “entrepreneurship” in relation to e.g. “creativity” could offer meaningful openings for dialogue between the avant-gardists and more conventionally oriented researchers of entrepreneurship.

