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I engage the term ‘social enterprise’ with deep ambivalence. My ambivalence is real – this is not just a nice way of saying I have issues with it. I have two gut level responses that are in tension with each other.

On the one hand I have spent my career attempting to be entrepreneurial and enterprising in the social field. As with all really creative work, it is a most difficult field to operate in successfully. Accessing and competing for the financial resources (funding) to carry out the work has always been a big part of what makes it so difficult. Over the past twenty years I have assisted many other organisations and individuals involved in this field of enterprise in their attempts to be effective in their social purpose. 
Over the past ten or fifteen of these years we have detected growing pressure from business and market forces demanding that we become more like, and more a part of, them. These forces are powerful and inescapable. In part they have been valuable. The non-profit sector has had to learn fast to become more and more business-like in managing its financial affairs in order to survive. But there is a real sense that those schooled in market driven business do not fully understand and appreciate the unique nature and purpose of our more social enterprise. At present business is rampant in its ability to shape the world. It seems unable, from its position of power, to comprehend the need for parts of society to be different from it.

So – one part of my gut response says thanks for helping us become a bit more business-like, it has been helpful. But enough already! You are starting to threaten our ability to perform our function. Our value to the world does not lie in becoming businesses. We have learned from you; how about you learning something from us now? 

This leads to my other gut response. Perhaps business is learning! The notion of social enterprise might represent the early dawning of a consciousness that all enterprise undertaken by human society is (or should be) social in its purpose. My understanding of the societal function of business is that it exists to meet human need. Simply put, its function is to be a mechanism through which people come together to combine their efforts towards providing goods and services that meet the needs of human society. From my point of view profit is merely an important means to this end, but it is not the purpose of business.

My excited gut response is that the notion of social enterprise might reflect the early signs of business learning from the non-profit civil society sector and the different values that it operates out of. My excitement derives from the hope that amongst these new social enterprises there might be incubators of really innovative new forms of business. I am meeting more and more members of the generation now entering the age of “going to work” who are already thinking very differently about what work means. There are inspiring signs of their non-acceptance of business as usual. There is growing interest in more social forms of business that will serve the needs of their generation and those of their children.

I am challenged by the thought of what those of us who have spent many years trying to engage in our form of social enterprise might have to share with them? A few of my thoughts include the following:
Civil society organisations have achieved much in contributing to the progress of society: the women’s and other liberation movements; the environmental movement; the response to the AIDS pandemic; and even the introduction of triple bottom line accounting into business are but a very few of the more dramatic and obvious examples. Business has equally contributed to societal progress around the world. The levels of wealth, technological advancement, and the meeting of human need that have been achieved were unimaginable even to the youth of my generation.
Handouts (as funding for civil society enterprise is often disparagingly called) have not solved poverty – but neither has successful business. Both business and the non-profit sector must accept that we are failing in our attempts to achieve this objective.

In facing our collective failure it is more helpful to think of ‘the process of impoverishment’ than it is to talk of ‘poverty’. The latter tends to lead us to thinking about poverty reflecting shortcomings in the ability of people who are poor to succeed.  The latter helps shift the focus to how the very systems that have been so successful tend to impoverish both natural and human systems. The ways we organise ourselves in society are simply more effective at extracting than re-investing – they end up putting less back than they take out.
Society is at a crossroads. Continued impoverishment is not sustainable. Neither human society nor the natural environment (of which humankind is an integral part) can sustain it. We must face the fact that our collective best attempts are not working. The harder we work the more the gap is growing. The most difficult thing to face is the fact that despite all our cleverness, technological advancement and problem solving ability – between us all – we do not yet have effective responses. 
My sense is that the real value of the concept of social enterprise lies in its potential to be a field of exploration and discovery. If it becomes a means of applying ‘old school’ business practices to ‘fixing’ social problems it will add to our failures and confirm my ‘enough already’ gut feel. When I get glimpses of social enterprises engaged in real experimentation in applying radical new ways of thinking about work and human enterprise I feel my response shifting from ‘enough already’ to ‘viva’ let’s go! 
My conviction is that South Africa can make a leading contribution to this field. We have an incredible wealth of experience and success in both business and in civil society activism.  With one of the biggest gaps between the rich and the poor in the world we have no option but to come together to be truly entrepreneurial and enterprising in the business of the social. 
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