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Abstract
This article examines working-class entrepreneurialism in Turkey from a
comparative perspective. Based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in a
working-class neighborhood of İstanbul, the article focuses on the
perceptions, aspirations, and entrepreneurial attempts of manual workers
employed in formal jobs. It aims to contribute to the understudied
literature on working-class entrepreneurialism, which is often overlooked or
underestimated by the critical research on labor and the working class.
First, the article demonstrates that the level of entrepreneurialism among
manual workers is rather high. Alongside revealing the popularity of
aspirations for self-employment and the working-class roots of many self-
employed individuals, I present an ethnographic account of five workers’
transition from wage work to self-employment. Second, the article finds
that a colloquial phrase, “el i̧si” or “a stranger’s business,” is widely used to
refer to wage work. I argue that this phrase perfectly manifests the popular
resentment felt toward wage labor in a social milieu where self-employment
seems accessible. Finally, by drawing on a review of a scattered set of
studies, I claim that entrepreneurialism among working-class men seems to
be quite common, especially in peripheral countries.
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Introduction

An article by Cihan Tuğal explores the prevalence of petty entrepreneurialism
among “sub-proletarians” (i.e., workers with irregular wages and precarious
employment) in Sultanbeyli, one of the poorest working-class districts in
İstanbul. In the article, Tuğal asks whether there are “traces of small producer
ideology even among the proletariat.” Based on his interactions with a few
workers in the formal sector, he suggests that they seem less influenced by
the small-producer ideology, before concluding with an invitation for further
research in order to determine “whether aspirations to small business persist
among the proletariat despite changing conditions.”1

This article answers Tuğal’s invitation by examining working-class2 entre-
preneurialism in Turkey from a comparative perspective. I aim to contribute to
the understudied, scattered, and mostly non-comparative literature on the
subject in question, which is often overlooked or underestimated by the critical
research on labor and the working class. The article is based on research that I
conducted in İkitelli, a working-class neighborhood in northwestern İstanbul.
My ethnographic interest in İkitelli dates back to 2007, when I investigated a
local labor struggle as part of the mobilizations on which I was focusing for
another research project.3 During the research process, I became acquainted
and developed friendships with many factory workers living in this neighbor-
hood. After working on labor movements during the early years of my gradu-
ate studies, I felt the necessity to look beyond just the tip of the iceberg and
delve more into everyday life. It was thus my intention to dig deeper in order to
uncover the rather hidden dilemmas that labor movements are forced to con-
front. Originally, working-class entrepreneurialism was not at all an item on
my agenda, until, during my fieldwork, I came across its prevalence.

I subsequently moved into the neighborhood, lived in two different apart-
ments, and conducted ethnographic fieldwork for nearly two years between
2010 and 2011.4 I have since continued this fieldwork, though less intensively,
by maintaining my relationships with a core group of İkitelli residents. Since I
had already had friends in the neighborhood thanks to my previous research, I
was able to build close relationships with my new neighbors, and so initially

1 Cihan Tuğal, “‘Serbest Meslek Sahibi’: Neoliberal Subjectivity among İstanbul’s Popular Sectors,” New
Perspectives on Turkey 46 (2012), 79–80.

2 In this article, for practical purposes, “working class” refers to the traditional understanding of the
term; that is, wage laborers working in manual occupations. I define “sub-proletariat” as the minority
within the working class that endures slightly worse working conditions than the average.

3 Alpkan Birelma, Ekmek ve Haysiyet Mücadelesi: Günümüz Türkiyesi’nde Üç İşçi Hareketinin Etnografisi
(İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2014), 81–152.

4 The official name of the neighborhood is Mehmet Akif, with İkitelli being the colloquial name of the
larger area.
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entering the field was not very difficult. This study, in addition to years of
participant observation, includes 81 interviews.

İkitelli originally hosted only a small population, until the mid-1990s, when
it began to boom. The reason for the influx of new residents was the opening of
the İkitelli Organized Industrial Zone (İkitelli Organize Sanayi Bölgesi, İOSB) on
the northern side of the neighborhood. Like many other working-class districts
in İstanbul, there are three major communities in İkitelli: Sunni Turks, Alevis,
and Kurds. Following a preliminary inquiry into the field, I followed in the steps
of certain well-known studies on the working classes and decided to focus on
one particular ethnocultural community.5 Had I not made this decision, my re-
search would have likely ended up as a comparison of the subjectivities of dif-
ferent ethnocultural groups.6 Although such a comparison would certainly be
interesting, it would compel me to make generalizations about each community
and focus on the differences between the communities. Therefore, I chose to
study the Sunni Turks instead of the other two communities.7 Lamont points
out that the white working class is “the backbone of American society” in the
sense that they “exercise an especially strong influence on social and political
change” in the country.8 It is reasonable to assume that a parallel argument holds
true for the Sunni Turkish working class of Turkey.

For similar reasons in this article, I confined my focus to one gender. In
Turkey, women’s participation in the labor force and their rates of entre-
preneurship are among the lowest in the world.9 Moreover, only a quarter

5 For instance, Thompson neglects the histories of Scottish and Welsh workers “not out of chauvinism, but
out of respect,” and states that “it is because class is a cultural as much as an economic formation that I
have been cautious as to generalizing beyond English experience”; see Edward P. Thompson, The Making
of the English Working Class (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1963), 13. Willis examines neither other ethnici-
ties (apart from the English) nor females “for the sake of clarity and incision, and in no way implying their
lack of importance”; see Paul E. Willis, Learning to Labor: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1981), 2. Skeggs examines only white working-class women; see
Beverley Skeggs, Formations of Class & Gender: Becoming Respectable (London: Sage, 1997). Kefalas studies
only the whites in a working-class neighborhood; see Maria Kefalas, Working-Class Heroes: Protecting
Home, Community, and Nation in a Chicago Neighborhood (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).

6 For such a comparison, see Michèle Lamont, The Dignity of Working Men: Morality and the Boundaries
of Race, Class, and Immigration (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).

7 Many studies on entrepreneurship in the United States and in the United Kingdom argue that “excluded,
non-assimilatedminorities” tend tomanifest higher levels of small-scale entrepreneurial activity. See, e.g.,
Frank Bechhofer and Brian Elliott, “The Petite Bourgeoisie in Late Capitalism,” Annual Review of Sociology
Vol. 11 (1985), 187. My preliminary observations among Kurds tentatively confirm this argument.

8 Lamont, The Dignity of Working Men, 2.
9 The share of full-time entrepreneurs (employers � own account workers) among males working in

non-agricultural sectors is 19 percent, while the same share was 11 for women in 2017; see Türkiye
İstatistik Kurumu (TÜİK), “İstihdam Edilenlerin Yıllar ve Cinsiyete Göre İşteki Durumu,” TÜİK, http://
www.tuik.gov.tr/PreTablo.do?alt_id=1007. According to Global Entrepreneurship Report, Turkey
ranks 60th among 64 countries in terms of the female/male early-stage entrepreneurial activity ratio;
see Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, Global Report 2016/17 (Babson Park: Babson College, 2017), 98.
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of the people whom I was able to reach during my research were women.
Therefore, I decided to focus on male workers’ entrepreneurialism. The male
workers of İkitelli, and especially the Sunni Turks, are primarily employed in
regular jobs in the formal sector.10

In the section that follows, I will review the theoretical and empirical find-
ings about working-class entrepreneurialism in the literature and clarify my
contribution thereto. The second section will explore a particular colloquial
phrase (el i̧si) that reveals how workers and their families perceive wage work
in contrast to entrepreneurship. The final section will examine the entrepre-
neurialism of male workers in the field and present five cases of workers who
attempted to become full-time entrepreneurs.

Working-class petty entrepreneurialism

There are competing discourses over the precise definition of entrepreneurship.11

In this article, I use the term “entrepreneur” to denote an individual who engages
in an economic activity by taking responsibility for the whole process and by
assuming risks in the hope of making profit.12 In this, I follow the broader defi-
nition of the term as articulated by sociologists, who conceive of entrepreneurship
as a practice of creating new organizations, and more specifically, business
organizations.13 Following the critical and/or empirically oriented studies of entre-
preneurship, this definition of entrepreneurship does not entail any “innovative”
or “heroic” qualities.14 I employ the term “entrepreneurialism” to capture
not only the actual practice, but also aspirations towards entrepreneurship.

Two other concepts, self-employment and petty bourgeoisie, have also been
widely used in the literature on the examination of entrepreneurship at a small
scale. At the empirical level, self-employment is “the closest approximation” to

10 Both my observations in İkitelli and a quantitative study reveal that casual and precarious employ-
ment is much more common among Kurds than Turks. See Seyfettin Gürsel, Gökçe Uysal-Kolaşin,
and Onur Altındağ, Anadil Ayrımında İşgücü Piyasası Konumları (İstanbul: BETAM, 2009).

11 Dieter Bögenhold, “From Hybrid Entrepreneurs to Entrepreneurial Billionaires: Observations on the
Socioeconomic Heterogeneity of Self-employment,” American Behavioral Scientist 63, no. 2 (2019),
140; Simon Parker, The Economics of Self-Employment and Entrepreneurship (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 5.

12 John Benson, The Penny Capitalists: A Study of Nineteenth-century Working-class Entrepreneurs (New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1983), 5.

13 Howard E. Aldrich, “Entrepreneurship,” in The Handbook of Economic Sociology, ed. Neil J. Smelser
and Richard Swedberg (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 457–458. See also Sarah
Thébaud, “Entrepreneurship,” in Sociology of Work: An Encyclopedia, ed. Vicki Smith (Los Angeles:
Sage, 2013), 251.

14 Aldrich, “Entrepreneurship,” 455. For a critique of the rhetorical “clean” image of entrepreneurship
and a similar, broader definition of the term, see also Bögenhold, “From Hybrid Entrepreneurs to
Entrepreneurial Billionaires.”
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the manifestation of full-time entrepreneurship.15 However, the two terms
“self-employed” and “entrepreneur” do not completely overlap, as there are
two exceptional groups outside the overlap. The first of these are those seem-
ingly self-employed people who are actually disguised wage workers. Although
self-employed, they are fully dependent on one client “who controls the process
and outcomes of work and absorbs the risks involved.”16 The second exceptional
group comprises wage workers who engage in entrepreneurial activities as a side
job in order to supplement their wage income.17 “Petty bourgeoisie” is the third
term with a similar meaning to (full-time) entrepreneurship and self-employ-
ment on a small scale.18 The petty bourgeoisie is primarily defined as those
of the self-employed who run a business but do not hire any full-time workers.19

Figure 1 below summarizes the nuances and overlaps between the definitions of
these three concepts.

Figure 1. Nuances and overlaps between the concepts “self-employed,”
“entrepreneur,” and “petty bourgeoisie.”

* For the sake of simplicity, I ignore those bourgeois who do not work for their income; namely, the rentiers.

15 Parker, The Economics of Self-Employment, 5–6. See also Aldrich, “Entrepreneurship,” 458; Bögenhold,
“From Hybrid Entrepreneurs to Entrepreneurial Billionaires”; Randy Hodson and Teresa A. Sullivan,
The Social Organization of Work (Belmont: Thomson, 2008), 242.

16 Martha Alter Chen, “Informal Employment: Theory and Reality,” in The SAGE Handbook of the
Sociology of Work and Employment, ed. Stephen Edgell, Heidi Gottfried, and Edward Granter
(London: Sage, 2016), 418–419. For the intricacies of how to define the disguised wage worker,
see also Chris Gerry and Chris Birkbeck, “The Petty Commodity Producer in Third World Cities:
Petit-Bourgeois or ‘Disguised’ Proletarian?” in The Petite Bourgeoisie: Comparative Studies of the
Uneasy Stratum, ed. Frank Bechhofer and Brian Elliott (London: The Macmillan Press, 1981), 141.

17 Benson, The Penny Capitalists, 130–133.
18 Bechhofer and Elliott, “The Petite Bourgeoisie in Late Capitalism.”
19 George Steinmetz and Erik Olin Wright, “The Fall and Rise of the Petty Bourgeoisie: Changing

Patterns of Self-Employment in the Postwar United States,” The American Journal of Sociology, 94,
no. 5 (1989): 979–981.
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For the working class, entrepreneurialism is mostly related with “a mid-life
search for independence, for freedom from the increasingly severe restraints of
factory and other work discipline”20; accordingly, the self-employed express higher
levels of satisfaction with their work as compared to wage workers.21 Push factors
related to the low quality of available wage work or unemployment may, in many
cases, be more prominent in the choice to undertake self-employment.22 Indeed,
the high rates of entrepreneurship in developing countries are largely explained by
the presence of fewer opportunities for finding decent wage work.23

The transition from wage work to self-employment does not necessarily
lead to upward mobility, since some forms of self-employment may actually
bring about worse conditions.24 Even those who manage to gain a degree of
independence and generate better income are probably exploiting themselves
and/or are being exploited by the larger firms for which they produce.25

The low cost of starting up a business in a certain sector at a certain
place and time ensures the popularity of entrepreneurship in that niche,
but it also creates fierce competition as well as low and fluctuating profit
rates.26 It is thus no wonder that bankruptcy rates are high among small
enterprises.27

20 Benson, The Penny Capitalists, 131.
21 Ruth Milkman, Farewell to the Factory: Auto Workers in the Late Twentieth Century (Berkeley: University

of California Press, 1997), 122; Natalie Sappleton, “Self-Employment,” in Sociology of Work: An
Encyclopedia, ed. Vicki Smith (Los Angeles: Sage, 2013), 755.

22 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Entrepreneurship at a Glance
2014 (OECD Publishing, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1787/entrepreneur_aag-2014-en, 88–89.

23 Thébaud, “Entrepreneurship,” 251. Smith and Wallerstein describe the same phenomenon by noting
that households in peripheral countries tend to rely on a combination of wages and petty market
operations; see Joan Smith and Immanuel Wallerstein, Creating and Transforming Households (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 256.

24 Benson, The Penny Capitalists, 49. The same subgroup of the self-employed, who are termed “margin-
als” by Boratav and “petty traders” by Koo, mostly deal with worse conditions as compared to those
found in many working-class jobs; see Hagen Koo, “Small Entrepreneurship in a Developing Society:
Patterns of Labor Absorption and Social Mobility,” Social Forces 54, no. 4 (1976), 779; Korkut Boratav,
İstanbul ve Anadolu’dan Sınıf Profilleri (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 1995; Ankara: İmge, 2004),
24, with citations referring to the İmge edition.

25 Diane E. Davis, Discipline and Development: Middle Classes and Prosperity in East Asia and Latin
America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 230; Theo Nichols and Nadir Sugur,
“Small Employers in Ankara,” in Work and Occupation in Modern Turkey, ed. Erol Kahveci, Nadir
Sugur, and Theo Nichols (London: Mansell, 1996), 72–96; Erdem Yörük, “Labor Discipline in the
Informal Economy: The Semi-formal Professional Code of Istanbul’s Apparel Urban Factory,”
Berkeley Journal of Sociology 53 (2009), 54.

26 Benson, The Penny Capitalists, 110. See also Çağlar Keyder, State and Class in Turkey (London: Verso,
1987), 175–176.

27 Alejandro Portes, Economic Sociology: A Systematic Inquiry (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2010), 87.
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Aspiration or actuality?

It is telling that in his otherwise seminal book, Dignity at Work, Randy
Hodson mentions working-class entrepreneurialism in only a single sentence,
wherein he refers to a book published in 1955.28 This attests to the arguments
claiming that self-employment remains understudied by sociologists, “espe-
cially when compared with its counterpart in the labor market, wage-work.”29

Self-employment rates have indeed declined historically, as foreseen by the
classical Marxist argument concerning the “liquidation and elimination” of the
petty bourgeoisie.30 This decline is due largely but not exclusively to a univer-
sal decline in the agricultural sector.31 Erik Olin Wright claims that “the clas-
sical Marxist argument” about the petty bourgeoisie needs a “significant
modification,” because, given the theoretical claims, the petty bourgeoisie
“should have virtually disappeared by now” in Western countries.32

Michael Mann claims that the decline of the urban petty bourgeoisie in
Western countries during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was “largely
confined to manufacturing and to relative proportions, not absolute numbers.”33

John Benson discovers that small-scale entrepreneurial activity “remained a
widespread and vital component of working class life throughout the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries” in Great Britain.34 However, in terms of labor
history, working-class entrepreneurialism remained always “on the margins:
at best unimportant, at worst unknown.”35 While affirming the general
historical decline, Frank Bechhofer and Brian Elliott underscore “the remarkable
resilience” of the petty bourgeoisie,36 which keeps finding “new niches” in the
economic structure in the face of major economic, political, and technological
changes.37 They emphasize that the petty bourgeoisie survives “by a continuous

28 Randy Hodson, Dignity at Work (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 36. In the same vein,
Hodson and Sullivan’s 529-page textbook The Social Organization of Work, which is one of the finest
in the field of the sociology of work, grants the self-employed only one page; see Hodson and
Sullivan, The Social Organization of Work, 242.

29 Rachel Lara Cohen, Kate Hardy, and Zulema Valdez, “Introduction to the Special Issue Everyday Self-
Employment,” American Behavioral Scientist 63, no. 2 (2019), 225; Erik Olin Wright, Class Counts
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 68.

30 Nicos Poulantzas, Classes in Contemporary Capitalism (London: NLB, 1975), 151.
31 Raymond Sin-Kwok Wong, “Vertical and Nonvertical Effects in Class Mobility: Cross-National

Variations,” American Sociological Review 57, no. 3 (1992), 399.
32 Steinmetz and Wright, “The Fall and Rise of the Petty Bourgeoisie,” 1008.
33 Michael Mann, The Sources of Social Power, Volume II: The Rise of Classes and Nation-states, 1760–1914

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 553.
34 Benson, The Penny Capitalists, 129.
35 Ibid., 3.
36 Bechhofer and Elliott, “The Petite Bourgeoisie in Late Capitalism,” 192.
37 Frank Bechhofer and Brian Elliott, “Persistence and Change: The Petite Bourgeoisie in Industrial

Society,” European Journal of Sociology 17, no. 1 (1976), 99.
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process of replacement” in which “a large number of aspiring petite bourgeois”
join and later fall from the ranks with a high turnover.38

Wright argues that, although self-employment constitutes a central part of
American life, sociologists have paid little attention to it as an object of sys-
tematic empirical study.39 He states that the number of self-employed in the
United States of America decreased up through the 1970s, after which it
slightly increased up through the 1990s. He suggests that expansion within
the manufacturing sector was a major force in the general expansion of
self-employment, and he correlates this phenomenon with post-Fordism
and the growth of subcontracting.40 More importantly, Wright identifies
the significance of past self-employment experiences among workers. While
the ratio of self-employed was at around 12 percent during the 1980s, he
points out that “at least a quarter of the labor force and a third of the male
labor force either is or has been self-employed.”41 Similarly, in the 2000s,
although the ratio of self-employed decreased to 11 percent, Howard Aldrich
and Martin Ruef found that “by their early fifties, more than 40 percent of
American men will have experienced a spell of self-employment.”42 Wright,
following up on his argument about self-employment, observes that “the patterns
of class-boundary permeability” have been “largely neglected within the Marxist
tradition of class analysis.”43 According to his findings, the “durability” of capi-
talism in developed countries is also a result of “the extent to which individual
lives and interactions cross the salient divisions within the class structure.”44

In an early work where he analyzes a Korean city, Hagen Koo suggests that
for both blue-collar and white-collar workers it is “relatively easy to become
owners of small businesses.”45 Similarly, in his book on a working-class neigh-
borhood in İstanbul, published in the same year as Koo’s article, Kemal Karpat
discovers a significant level of self-employment and remarks that owning a
small enterprise “appears to be the average squatter’s immediate economic
ideal.” Karpat reaches the conclusion that this neighborhood “seems to breed
[ : : : ] enterprising individuals.”46 Examining entrepreneurial aspirations
among Muslim workers in Nigeria at the end of the 1970s, Paul Lubeck
remarks that a large majority of the workers whom he surveyed voiced their

38 Ibid., 91.
39 Wright, Class Counts, 68.
40 Ibid., 75, 78.
41 Ibid., 68.
42 Howard E. Aldrich and Martin Ruef, Organizations Evolving (Los Angeles: Sage, 2006), 62.
43 Wright, Class Counts, 265.
44 Ibid., 265–266.
45 Koo, “Small Entrepreneurship,” 782.
46 Kemal Karpat, The Gecekondu: Rural Migration and Urbanization (Cambridge, Cambridge University

Press, 1976), 112–113.
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aspiration to become a trader, with one-third of these workers believing that
they had a good chance of realizing this aspiration.47 Three decades later,
Richard Sennett claimed that skilled manual workers in the Global South
“are often quite entrepreneurial” in that they aspire and attempt to start a small
business of their own.48

Vittorio Capecchi reveals the high rates of transition to industrial small
entrepreneurship in a region of Italy among working-class men in the
1980s.49 Lauren A. Benton discovers that most of the small enterprises in
the Madrid electronics industry were initially started by skilled workers, whom
she calls “worker-entrepreneurs.”50 Enzo Mingione puts forward a much
broader argument: for her, four southern European countries—viz. Italy,
Spain, Portugal, and Greece—are all variants of a particular model of capitalist
development characterized by relatively dynamic family enterprises and self-
employment. She notes a persistent inclination toward small entrepreneurship
among the urban working class of these countries.51 Diane Davis remarks that
entrepreneurialism is very common among workers in Taiwan, where the dis-
course and practice of small entrepreneurship are “central” in both the coun-
tryside and the city.52

Two surveys conducted in different districts of İstanbul in the 1990s found
similar results. Korkut Boratav reveals that a large majority of those entrepre-
neurs who employed three or more workers were blue-collar or unskilled ser-
vice workers in their first jobs in İstanbul.53 Sema Erder considers this sort of
transition from wage work and irregular employment to the establishment of
one’s own business to be the most significant trend of social mobility.54 She
goes on to claim that municipal politics and the high level of informality in the
urban economy favor petty entrepreneurship.55

47 Paul Lubeck, Islam and Urban Labor in Northern Nigeria: The Making of a Muslim Working Class
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 210–211.

48 Sennett, Richard, The Culture of the New Capital (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 89.
49 Vittorio Capecchi, “The Informal Economy and the Development of Flexible Specialization in Emilia-

Romagna,” in The Informal Economy: Studies in Advanced and Less Developed Countries, ed. Alejandro
Portes, Manuel Castells, and Lauren A. Benton (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989):
188–215.

50 Lauren A. Benton, “Industrial Subcontracting and the Informal Sector: The Politics of Restructuring in
the Madrid Electronics Industry,” in The Informal Economy: Studies in Advanced and Less Developed
Countries, ed. Alejandro Portes, Manuel Castells, and Lauren A. Benton (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1989), 234.

51 Enzo Mingione, “Labour Market Segmentation and Informal Work in Southern Europe,” European
Urban and Regional Studies 2, no. 2 (1995), 126–129.

52 Davis, Discipline and Development, 229–230.
53 Boratav, İstanbul ve Anadolu’dan Sınıf Profilleri, 57.
54 Sema Erder, İstanbul’da Bir Kent Kondu: Ümraniye (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 1996), 211–212.
55 Ibid., 144, 159, and 302.
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More recently, a number of ethnographic studies conducted among workers
have uncovered working-class entrepreneurialism as well. Ruth Milkman
observes that following the buyout and closure of an auto factory in the
US, a significant number of its former workers became self-employed, and
their businesses have demonstrated “fairly high” survival rates.56 In an
Indian city he studied, Sharad Chari determines entrepreneurial aspirations
among male workers to be highly prevalent.57 He shows that “there was no
way out of the fact that most” business owners, “especially the most successful
ones, are of working-class origin.”58 Ching Kwan Lee observes that, among
Chinese rural-to-urban migrants, “entrepreneurial aspirations abound,” as
“[a]lmost without exception” they express a desire to open a small business
back in the countryside in the future.59 In terms of actual entrepreneurship,
however, she notes that very few Chinese workers are actually able to realize
their dreams.60 As already mentioned, Tuğal focuses on the entrepreneurial
aspirations of workers in a district of İstanbul, Turkey. The actual entrepre-
neurial activities of the workers that he observed were side jobs, such as petty
trade engaged in by wage workers. He notes that some of the workers “actually
had attempted small trade, but failed,” and that “many of the small shopkeep-
ers of the district had spent their youth” as wage workers.61

In fieldwork conducted among Zambian workers, Lee observes the increas-
ing pervasiveness of entrepreneurial aspirations, as well as how some workers
engage in part-time entrepreneurial activities as subcontractors or petty
traders.62 She concludes that “the ideology of entrepreneurship was gaining
ground in many African countries, enticing workers, no matter how poor and
indebted, to see their future in the illusive light of the self-made businessman.”63

As this review has shown, aspirations of entrepreneurship are very popular
among the working class globally. More importantly, the review also reveals
that a minority of workers actually do become full-time entrepreneurs across
diverse occasions, locations, and time periods. One might, as most
critical scholars do, prefer to emphasize the fact that the ratio of urban

56 Milkman, Farewell to the Factory, 121–122.
57 Sharad Chari, Fraternal Capital: Peasant-Workers, Self-Made Men, and Globalization in Provincial India

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 102.
58 Ibid., 29; see also ibid., 130–132.
59 Ching Kwan Lee, Against the Law: Labor Protests in China’s Rustbelt and Sunbelt (Berkeley: University

of California Press, 2007), 228; see also 139, 231.
60 Lee, Against the Law, 131–134, 229.
61 Tuğal, “‘Serbest Meslek Sahibi’,” 79.
62 Ching Kwan Lee, The Specter of Global China: Politics, Labor, and Foreign Investment in Africa (Chicago:

The University of Chicago Press, 2017), 147–149.
63 Ibid., 150.
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self-employment has decreased historically.64 Turkey is no exception to this:
there, the non-agricultural self-employment rate among men declined from 28
to 19 percent between 1988 and 2018.65 One might also prefer to focus on the
facts that few workers realize their dream of opening a small business, and even
fewer manage to maintain their businesses for long periods of time. Still, such
preferences would not alter certain facts. For one, a significant proportion of
the non-agricultural labor force is still self-employed in many countries, in-
cluding Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) countries.66 Moreover, many others who are not self-employed
for the time being have nevertheless experienced self-employment in the past.
Many more are also involved in petty trade as a side job and/or considering the
possibility of becoming self-employed in the near future. Finally, even more
people aspire to become self-employed in a more abstract sense. Since critical
labor scholars often tend to underestimate or deflect entrepreneurialism
among the working class, the research on entrepreneurialism has been left
to pro-business studies, which have largely been indifferent to the categories
of class and labor.67

Most of the findings reviewed above are based on surveys. Very little re-
search has been based on fieldwork and ethnography, and their findings on
actualized working-class entrepreneurship have come from the part-time en-
trepreneurial activities of wage workers and drawn on interviews with small
business owners who only inform the researchers retrospectively about their
working-class backgrounds. None of these studies, though, offer direct obser-
vations of workers’ transition to self-employment. In this article, my first and
foremost contribution to the literature will be an ethnographic account of the
actual transition process from wage work to self-employment, and, in some
cases, the subsequent return to wage work. As is also the case with many

64 However, according to an OECD report, “at the global level, non-agricultural self-employment in-
creased continuously in absolute and relative terms from the 1970s through the 1990s, with some-
what more ambiguous trends after 2000”; even in developed regions, the rate slightly increased,
from 11 to 13 percent. See Johannes P. Jütting and Juan R. de Laiglesia, eds., Is Informal Normal?
Towards More and Better Jobs in Developing Countries (Paris: OECD Development Center Studies,
2009), 37–39.

65 The same ratio for both sexes is 2 percent lower in both years; see TÜİK, “İstihdam Edilenlerin Yıllar ve
Cinsiyete Göre İşteki Durumu.”

66 Nigel Meager, “Foreword: JMO Special Issue on Self-employment/Freelancing,” Journal of
Management & Organization 22, no. 6 (2016): 756–763.

67 Sociological interest in working-class entrepreneurship in the US seems to evolve around the con-
cept of ethnic entrepreneurship. For a review and critique of this literature, see Zulema Valdez, The
New Entrepreneurs: How Race, Class, and Gender Shape American Enterprise (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2011). For a rare example of research on entrepreneurship that builds some con-
nection with the concept of social class, see Stephen Lippmann, Amy Davis, and Howard E. Aldrich,
“Entrepreneurship and Inequality,” in Research in the Sociology of Work, Volume 15: Entrepreneurship,
ed. Lisa Keister (New York: Elsevier, 2005): 3–31.
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of the studies reviewed above, during my fieldwork I came across many small
entrepreneurs who used to be wage workers. But, more crucially, thanks to the
length of my ethnographic research, I had a chance to get to know several
workers attempting to become full-time entrepreneurs, with some of whom
I became very close. In the article, I will narrate and interpret the stories
of five of these workers.

Exceptional or common?

Given the literature’s general tendency to underestimate and the ensuing
absence of comparison and theorizing, most researchers who have observed
entrepreneurial aspirations and activities among the working class either claim
or imply that entrepreneurialism is an exceptional situation pertaining to a
specific section of the working class, or else they regard it as a phenomenon
peculiar to the specific location or time period that they are investigating.

Poulantzas defended the classical Marxist argument about the petty bour-
geoisie. However, faced with the reality of France in the 1960s, he also had to
note that France, “for certain historic reasons, still contains an appreciable
number of small-scale enterprises.”68 Regarding Muslim workers in Nigeria,
Lubeck concludes that, given “the Muslim preference for commerce, it is logical
that workers’ resistance to proletarianization should take the form of an
idealized aspiration to enter the commercial sector as a petty commodity pro-
ducer.”69 Milkman remarks that the extent of self-employment among the auto
factory workers whom she observed was “extraordinary.”70 Furthermore, in a
footnote, she draws attention to the American exceptionalism argument of the
nineteenth century, which holds that, in the US, workers have greater oppor-
tunities to transform into independent producers.71 Davis claims that the pri-
macy of the entrepreneurial spirit in Taiwan is due to characteristics that are
“in many ways unique to Taiwan.”72 In the conclusion of the edited book in
which the aforementioned articles by Capecchi and Benton were published,
Portes, Castells, and Benton argue that “entrepreneurial environments” filled
with the “business successes of former workers” are “exceptional.”73 In a similar
vein, Chari is amazed by his observations and does not hide it: “There was no
way out of the fact that most” of the business owners he observed, “especially

68 Poulantzas, Classes in Contemporary Capitalism, 153.
69 Lubeck, Islam and Urban Labor, 215.
70 Milkman, Farewell to the Factory, 116.
71 Ibid., 219.
72 Davis, Discipline and Development, 231.
73 Alejandro Portes, Manuel Castells, and Lauren A. Benton, “Conclusion: The Policy Implications of

Informality,” in The Informal Economy: Studies in Advanced and Less Developed Countries, ed.
Alejandro Portes, Manuel Castells, and Lauren A. Benton (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1989), 305–306.
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the most successful ones, [were] of working-class origin.”74 Tuğal relates the
prevalence of petty entrepreneurialism among the workers he observed to their
“sub-proletarian” conditions, and claims that this prevalence is “due to specif-
icities of the Turkish class structure and the Ottoman past.”75 Lee, while
observing working-class entrepreneurialism in both China and Zambia, does
not refer to any other cases or theoretical debates on the issue, instead leaving
her observations purely descriptive and claiming that in Zambia and many
other African countries, working-class entrepreneurialism is a new phenome-
non related to neoliberalism.76

There is no question that there are significant variations among working-
class entrepreneurial aspirations and activities, whether among different
nations,77 different sections,78 different cities of the same nation,79 different
sectors,80 or different time periods.81 However, as my literature review tenta-
tively suggests, entrepreneurialism among working-class men might not be an
exceptional phenomenon peculiar to specific time periods, locations, or sec-
tions of the working class. Although the findings of the scholarship examined
above are mostly localized, non-comparative, and non-theorized, overall they
imply that among working-class men under capitalism, it is not entrepreneur-
ialism that is more exceptional, but rather its absence, especially in peripheral
countries. This contextualization will be my second contribution to the
literature.

The perception of wage work: “El i̧si”

This section will explore male workers’ and their families’ perceptions of wage
work as contrasted with self-employment. To set the scene, it begins with a
short description of the neighborhood in question, İkitelli. The vast majority
of the working population in İkitelli are manual workers, and many of them

74 Chari, Fraternal Capital, 29; see also ibid., 130–132.
75 Tuğal, “‘Serbest Meslek Sahibi’,” 79.
76 Lee, The Specter of Global China, 30, 124, 150.
77 See Wright, Class Counts, 68; Lamont, The Dignity of Working Men, 227; Global Entrepreneurship

Monitor, Global Report 2016/17, 98. The last of these reveals that, according to the positive answers
to the question, if people perceive entrepreneurship as a good career choice, then Turkey ranks 5th
among 61 countries.

78 Geniş found such a difference between white- and blue-collar workers in Turkey; see Arif Geniş, İşçi
Sınıfının Kıyısında (Ankara: Dipnot Yayınları, 2006), 181–182.

79 Portes, Castells, and Benton, “Conclusion: The Policy Implications of Informality,” 305.
80 Benson, The Penny Capitalists, 1–7; Mike Savage, Gaynor Bagnall, and Brian Longhurst, “Local Habitus

and Working-Class Culture,” in Rethinking Class, ed. Fiona Devine, Mike Savage, John Scott, and
Rosemary Crompton (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 115.

81 As noted by Wright, neoliberal practices like subcontracting and outsourcing caused a relative in-
crease in self-employment and entrepreneurship; see Wright, Class Counts, 75, 78.
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are employed in the nearby organized industrial zone. The largest sectoral con-
centration is in the textile and garment sectors. Within the neighborhood,
there are many small and mid-sized garment workshops. Workshop owners
report that there are around 150 workshops all together, but they add that
many more existed prior to the economic crisis of 2009. The manufacturing
workers other than those in the textile and garment sectors are employed in
the metal, electronics, food, and furniture industries, and as regards the last of
these, there are around 50 furniture workshops in İkitelli. Many janitors and
security guards also work in the industrial zone or in other firms, mostly as
subcontracted workers. Construction is another important source of employ-
ment. Although white-collar professionals and civil servants are present, they
constitute a very small minority.

The neighborhood is home to a small number of employers, such as
the owners of small garment workshops, furniture workshops, and fewer
mid-sized garment workshops. Since almost 100,000 people live in the
neighborhood and are relatively isolated from their surroundings, the every-
day consumption of products and services takes place within the neighbor-
hood. This demand has resulted in the opening by local entrepreneurs of
numerous grocery stores, supermarkets, coffeehouses, real estate agents,
construction craftsmens’ stores, hairdressers, bakeries, and the like. Most
of these entrepreneurs employ only a family member or less than five people.
I also met or heard of a few people who had a small store in the neighbor-
hood but lived somewhere else. Likewise, a few employers run businesses
elsewhere, but have certain reasons, typically related to family, for continuing
to live in the neighborhood.

One particular popular saying can serve as a good point of entry for dis-
cussion of how workers and their families in İkitelli conceive of entrepreneur-
ship as contrasted with wage work. “El i̧si” is a colloquial phrase widely used to
mean “wage work,” and it roughly translates to “stranger’s business”—thus im-
plying working in a business owned and/or run by a stranger. As a colloquial
word not used by educated urbanites, el has a clearly negative and unpleasant
connotation, implying that the “stranger” in question is unreliable.

Cengiz was a skilled senior factory worker who often expressed how much
he enjoyed his job, and working in general. He was planning to continue work-
ing in his factory even after retirement age, but a short time before he was to
qualify for retirement, he began making plans to become a self-employed
driver. When I asked him about this change in plans, he answered, “I’ve
had enough of el i̧si.” On another occasion, I had asked Adem, a janitor work-
ing in the organized industrial zone, what exactly he does on a given workday.
He provided a common response: “I do whatever they tell me. What else I can
do? It’s el i̧si.” Explaining his hard work in the factory where he had worked for
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ten years, another skilled factory worker, Nafız, stated, “I didn’t consider the
job to be el i̧si, someone else’s business. I embraced it as my own.” One retired
worker, Hüseyin, often complained that his son, who was running his own
auto mechanic workshop, was not making enough money and was constantly
demanding loans from his father to make ends meet. Hüseyin was angry about
this, and explained his son’s attitude by stating, “He doesn’t want to do el i̧si, to
be under someone’s command.”82

During a chat in their home with Adil, his wife Yeter, and Yeter’s sister
Güler, Yeter complained to her sister about her job, which involved three days
a week of cleaning the building where her husband works as a superintendent.
Yeter explained, “The job exhausts me. It isn’t like cleaning your own home.”
To this Güler responded, “It’s el i̧si; it’s always different, harder.” A few
minutes later, I asked Güler whether her daughter, a university graduate about
to get married, was working, and she explained: “Of course she’s working.
What else can one do, if you’re like us? You work in el i̧si. We don’t have
our own business, our own establishment (kurulu düzen).” Yeter then took
up the thread: “That’s the way it is. Even if you get a university education,
you have to work for a stranger (el). Nothing changes.”

At another home, I was chatting with Hanife, her husband Mustafa, and
her brother Adem in their living room. Hanife mentioned her older brother
who had, after a short stint in İstanbul, decided not to settle in the city but to
continue living in their home village. When I asked why those who stay in the
village do so, Hanife explained as follows:

The key issue is el i̧si. Those who don’t come to city don’t want to work in el i̧si.
They want to keep doing their own business; they want to work one day and
rest the next. But these [pointing to her husband and brother] came to the city
and have been working in el i̧si for 20 years. It’s not easy, not at all, but they
keep working. The others, they don’t want anyone telling them what to do.
My brother wasted himself by staying in the village.

82 Prior to my fieldwork, I was unaware of this use of the term el işi. After learning the term, however, a
stanza from a song (türkü) in the poet Nâzım Hikmet’s epic poem Kuvâyi Milliye (“National Forces”)
seemed much more meaningful: “Kapansın el kapıları bir daha açılmasın, / yok edin insanın insana
kulluğunu, / bu dâvet bizim” (“Let the gates of servitude to strangers shut and never reopen, /
terminate the bondage of human to human, / this call is ours”); Nâzım Hikmet (Ran), Bütün
Şiirleri (İstanbul: YKY, 2008), 612. The novelist Orhan Kemal also uses the same term with this exact
meaning in his Bereketli Topraklar Üzerinde (“On Fertile Soil”): “El işinde eyleşen adam, orospudan beter
oluyor. Fabrikada hemşerimiz oyun etti. Tuttuk yapıya gittik biz de. Ne yapalım? Hepimizinki de bir ekmek
derdi, gözü çıksın.” (“A man who works in a stranger’s business becomes worse than a whore. Our
countryman double-crossed us at the factory. So we went to work in the construction business. What
else can we do? We all struggle for bread, damn it!”); Orhan Kemal, Bereketli Topraklar Üzerinde
(İstanbul, Cem Yayınevi, 1972), 167.
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Are there any similar colloquial names for “wage labor” in different parts of
the world that can be compared with the term el i̧si? For this, I will give three
examples from three continents of the Global South. Although he does not
focus on the terminology, Taussig examines the attitudes of neophyte prole-
tarians in Columbia and Bolivia toward wage labor in the 1970s. They saw
something devilish in wage work “in a historical context in which one mode
of production and life [was] being supplanted by another” and “the devil dra-
matically represents this process of alienation.”83 “Dagong” is a Chinese term
used for “working for the bosses” or “selling labor to the bosses,” as observed by
Lee in the 2000s.Dagong does not include the notion of working for a stranger,
but it literally means “to toil,” with the vague implication of manual work.84 In
Nigeria, as Lubeck notes, the local term for wage work detected in the 1970s
was much more loaded: “Because wage labor was inserted by conquering
Christian aliens, it came to be labeled as aikin bature (work for Europeans)
by the Muslims of northern Nigeria.” Among Muslim nationalists who were
“independent producers,” a tendency to resist aikin bature developed: wage la-
bor in a capitalist enterprise was seen as “alien and, if not inherently un-
Islamic, certainly as a set of alien social relations introduced by European
colonialism.”85

El i̧si is a less dramatic term as compared to the South American (“devilish”)
and Nigerian (“aikin bature”) cases, while it is much more loaded than the
Chinese term (“dagong”). Nonetheless, there is a certain similarity with the
Nigerian case in terms of the role of Islam and the related glorification of
the independent producer identity, although the experience of colonization
seems to have severed the meaning of wage work in Nigeria.

The middle-aged residents of İkitelli were mostly born in villages. As inher-
ited from the Ottoman Empire, agricultural production in the villages of
Turkey still chiefly revolves around small farmers,86 which means that the
workers of İkitelli originally came from independent farming families.
Many have a brother or cousin still living and working in the village. With
this background, and operating in an urban economy that enables many work-
ers to undertake self-employment, wage work does not seem to be taken for
granted. Turkey is by no means the only country with such an agricultural
structure. In other countries where small peasant ownership has always been

83 Michael T. Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 2010), 17.

84 Lee, Against the Law, 136, 204.
85 See Lubeck, Islam and Urban Labor, 137, 289–291.
86 Çağlar Keyder and Zafer Yenal, “Agrarian Change under Globalization: Markets and Insecurity in

Turkish Agriculture,” Journal of Agrarian Change 11, no. 1 (2011), 83. Even though there are many
exceptions for this generalization, such exceptional cases mostly involve Kurds.
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dominant in agriculture, researchers detect a direct link between small family
farming and rural-to-urban migrants’ petty entrepreneurship in urban space.87

Thus, “el i̧si” entails a kind of popular resentment toward and non-
identification with wage labor in a social milieu where self-employment seems
achievable. Indeed, workers in İkitelli usually have at least one relative or ac-
quaintance who has done precisely this. Just as was found by Wright in the
case of the US, in İkitelli many male, middle-aged workers have petty
entrepreneurship experience in their work history. Many report some relative
or else someone from their village who moved upward, while others have
plans to become petty entrepreneurs themselves. While “el i̧si” implies a resent-
ment toward wage labor, capitalism conditions this resentment, thus igniting
the desire for entrepreneurialism.

Cases of entrepreneurialism among male workers

There is a widespread belief that almost all the employers living in İkitelli ar-
rived at their position through upward mobility, having originally been a
worker. Except for a few people who actually started their urban careers in
petty entrepreneurialism, this seems to be true.88 I spent some time with thir-
teen entrepreneurs in the neighborhood who were already self-employed when
I met them. Nine of them had begun their working lives as unskilled workers.
Some of these entrepreneurs’ businesses looked to be stagnating, offering their
owners little more than working-class standards, but some of them were slowly
moving upwards from the lowest ranks of the bourgeoisie, though they were
consistently complaining about the high risk of bankruptcy. Although the
experiences of the latter do offer revealing details, here I choose to focus
on a few of the petty entrepreneurship attempts of the male workers I
witnessed.89

87 For Taiwan, see Davis, Discipline and Development, 230–231; for Nigeria, see Lubeck, Islam and Urban
Labor, 201, 215; for China, see Lee, Against the Law, 205, 209; for southern Europe, see Mingione,
“Labour Market Segmentation,” 126, 127, 129 and Capecchi “The Informal Economy,” 194, 200.
Indeed, non-agricultural self-employment rates in Greece and Italy were higher than those in
Turkey in 2013; see Meager, “Foreword,” 757.

88 In two other neighborhoods of İstanbul, Boratav discovered that 63 percent of the employers who
employed three or more workers had been blue-collar or unskilled service workers in their first jobs
in the city; the same ratio for entrepreneurs who employed one or two workers was 84 percent. The
working-class majority in İkitelli is greater than in the districts where Boratav conducted his survey.
See Boratav, İstanbul ve Anadolu’da Sınıf Profilleri, 57, 47.

89 Among the people with whom I had close contact in my fieldwork in İkitelli, 33 were male, middle-
aged heads of households who were employed as wage workers for at least some time during my
fieldwork. I witnessed six of them become self-employed, while two attempted entrepreneurship
but failed and returned to wage work. Another six of these 33 men reported that they had had
a self-employment experience in the past.
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From a minority of male workers, mostly older, one may hear some version
of the following statement: “I’m a worker, I can’t grasp those things,”90 where
“those things” stands for full-time entrepreneurship. However, apart from this
minority, entrepreneurialism in fact abounds among male workers both young
and old. The remainder of this article will narrate the stories of five such men.
After briefly explaining four of them, I will relate the fifth at length in order to
better capture the relevant motivations, emotions, embedded meanings, and
twists and turns of everyday life in detail.

Salih is an electrician who exhibits hard work and entrepreneurialism to
an extreme level. A graduate of a vocational high school, he has been working
as an electrician at İstanbul Atatürk Airport since 2009. One of Salih’s fa-
vorite topics of discussion is how a hard-working and skilled electrician he is.
Proud of his skills, he has even himself made some small yet practical inven-
tions. He is also proud of having worked since he was a child, saying: “I’ve
always worked since I was eight. I shined shoes at that time. You know, ev-
erybody says they’ve been working since they were kids. But my story is dif-
ferent. I really did use to work then. I used to make real money.” Besides
being a wage worker, as a second job he also works as a self-employed elec-
trician, and is an eager participant in the real estate market. His main goal is
to free himself of wage labor and become a full-time entrepreneurial electri-
cian. Indeed, he has founded a firm with a partner, another electrician from
the neighborhood, in order to be able to get bigger jobs in the construction
sector. When last we spoke, he was waiting for his side job to grow more so
that he could quit his job at the airport.

Selami is one of the three initiators of a victorious unionization struggle
that I examined elsewhere.91 A veteran knitting worker, he was organized
by a socialist worker into taking part in the struggle. With his social skills,
his naturalness, and the passion he found in the idea of finally getting rid
of unbearable working conditions and intimidation at the workplace,
Selami has turned into an organizing machine. In the beginning phase of
the struggle, he was the one who personally convinced most people to join
the union. Later, he would frame his transformation into an activist as “getting
rid of the vegetating” that he sees himself as engaging in before. During the
four years of struggle, they first managed to get the workday decreased from
12 to 8 hours, after which they managed to win raises, and finally, in 2013,
they succeeded in unionizing. In 2014, quite unexpectedly, Selami became a
petty entrepreneur as a second job. He initially began to sell thread to Syrian
workshop owners whose social networks in the industry were very limited as

90 “Biz işçi adamız, bizim o işlere aklımız ermez.”
91 Birelma, Ekmek ve Haysiyet Mücadelesi, 207–312.
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compared to veteran workers like Selami.92 Then, in collaboration with a part-
ner, in 2015 he developed this enterprise into a small workshop producing
hangers. At first, Selami continued to work in the knitting factory, but at
the beginning of 2016 he quit to become a full-time entrepreneur. In 2016,
his workshop was employing two workers in addition to himself and his part-
ner. As I later learned, Selami’s younger brother has also been an entrepreneur,
operating a garment shop in Russia.

Sinan is a skilled glass worker who learned his trade through apprenticeship
and is proud of his craft. When I met with him, he was unionized and earning
much more than the average wage among workers in İkitelli. He was clearly
admired by his neighbors for his relatively well-paid job, but then in 2011 his
German employer decided to close the plant where he was employed. Within
two months, he found another job in his trade, though this one was less well
paid in addition to being non-unionized. At the beginning of 2012, Sinan was
fired along with his coworkers as a result of a costly production error. At this
point, he decided to take a risk: with the encouragement of his brother-in-law,
who had been a driver, Sinan decided to become a self-employed driver and
bought a minibus to this end. His main stated motivation was “being his own
boss.” He obtained credit from the bank to buy the minibus and began work-
ing with the firm where his brother-in-law was working. At first, he was
pleased with the new job. After a while, though, he began to complain about
the long hours and the lack of annual leave. He was not making enough money
to both make a living and pay back his credit, and as a result his wife also had
to begin working, taking up a job as a laborer in a print shop due to this family
financial crisis. After two and a half years as a driver, Sinan gave up. He man-
aged to quickly find a job in a glass factory with relatively good conditions, and
he reported that, after two stressful years, he finally has obtained “peace of
mind”—the worker’s blessing, as many entrepreneurs (and workers who aspire
but hesitate to become entrepreneurs) will claim.

Cengiz has already been mentioned above, in the section about the term
and concept of “el i̧si.” He was a senior factory worker who had “had enough
of el i̧si” and was planning to become a self-employed driver, like Sinan, when
he reached retirement age. Cengiz had originally migrated to İkitelli from his
village in 1990, and ever since he had worked as a powder painter in a factory
producing ovens and electrical heaters. A pious man, he performs the Islamic
prayer ritual of salah (Turkish, namaz) five times a day. Eventually, Cengiz
reconsidered his plans about becoming a driver and instead took advantage

92 As of 2019, Turkey hosts around 3.7 million registered Syrian refugees; see T.C. Göç İdaresi Genel
Müdürlüğü, “Yıllara Göre Geçici Koruma Kapsamındaki Suriyeliler,” https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-
koruma5638.
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of close relations within the pious community to take over the teahouse at the
neighborhood mosque, a moderate but stable business. His severance payment
helped him to take over the business. When last we spoke, his enterprise was
in its second year and he was very content with his business, which he had
expanded by also retailing some cheap farm products that he orders from
his hometown.

I met Mustafa in 2006, when he was one of the leaders of a unionization
campaign at a chewing gum factory in İkitelli. His story deserves closer scru-
tiny. During the unionization campaign, he grew alienated from the union ow-
ing to several misdeeds on the part of the union chief.93 In the summer of
2008, he quit his job and went to his hometown to harvest the hazelnuts
on his modest plot, just as he does every year. Mustafa is married to Sema,
and the couple have two children. Throughout his career, Mustafa had worked
at a variety of different formal jobs, mostly in factories. After quitting the
chewing gum factory, though, he wanted to try entrepreneurship in the real
estate business. He had previously done some different experiments in small-
scale trade, such as three plots of land that he bought and sold with different
partners, including his brother-in-law. Mustafa always claims that their family
savings are based chiefly on these transactions, rather than on their wages.
Thanks to these savings, the family owned the apartment that they lived in
when I first met him. Mustafa explained his experience with the land market
thusly: “You should engage in trade, that’s how one can make money. Land
makes money. I didn’t earn all of this money from my worker’s wages, I bought
and sold land.”

Mustafa’s brother-in-law, Sema’s younger brother, is an important figure
for their family because of what he represents. He first came to İstanbul in
1998, when he stayed in the couple’s house for a year. He started off as a
garment worker, but soon became an entrepreneur, with his decisive achieve-
ment being a small workshop he operated which produced candies. From
there, he moved on to the booming construction sector, becoming one of
the largest local contractors in Kıraç, a neighborhood 20 km west of
İkitelli. Mustafa does not hide his jealousy of his brother-in-law, who “didn’t
even have underwear on his butt when he came to İstanbul, but later became a
big boss.”94

In the fall of 2008, Mustafa made a bold move: he sold the family’s apart-
ment in İkitelli and bought a plot in Çerkezköy, a town in the neighboring
province of Tekirdağ, which is a developing industrial basin with opportunities

93 For details, see Birelma, Ekmek ve Haysiyet Mücadelesi, 81–152.
94 The phrase “not have underwear on one’s butt” (“kıçında donu olmamak”) is a common idiom used to

mean that a person has no resources.
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in the real estate market.95 Later, he borrowed money from a construction
contractor and built a two-story apartment building on his plot. He sold this
building in 2010, and gave up on the idea to move to Çerkezköy due to Sema’s
unwillingness. Since 2007, Sema had been back working full time as a janitor
at a hospital, but later she found a better job as a cleaner at a nearby furniture
store, where she is still working.96 Later, in 2010, the couple bought another
apartment in İkitelli and moved in there.

Despite these changes, Mustafa did not give up on his dream. Convincing
an acquaintance, Bayram, to become his partner, they opened up a real estate
agency in İkitelli. Mustafa’s dream was finally realized, but it was hardly the
panacea that was expected. He was indeed finally employed by no one but
himself and could benefit from his alleged entrepreneurial skills; however,
it soon became clear that, in the wake of an economic crisis, the real estate
market in İkitelli did not offer many opportunities. In the later part of their
partnership, Mustafa claimed that Bayram was not suitable for the job: “He
looks down on people; a tradesman can’t act like that. You have to charm peo-
ple; you have to be honey-tongued.” During the year of their partnership, they
had managed to sell ten apartments in addition to renting a few more.
Conflicts between the two partners arose, and they broke up after a year to-
gether. Mustafa found another partner, but the same fate awaited them. Some
last-ditch efforts proved futile, and in the end Mustafa returned to wage labor
at the end of a nearly two-year period of self-employment. After experiences at
several unpleasant workplaces, he most recently began working as a janitor in
the office of a nearby construction project.

As already mentioned, Mustafa and Sema had bought an apartment in
İkitelli in 2010, but before the family moved in, Mustafa renovated the in-
terior. I later realized that this was in fact an investment: in mid-2013, he
sold the apartment at a much better price thanks to the renovations he had
carried out. With this profit and some mortgage (the equivalent of one of the
couple’s wages paid to the bank for the next six years), they bought a duplex
apartment on the top floors of a newly built, high-quality building. This
move was unexpected for me, as my impression had been that the family
was still having a hard time recovering from the setbacks of Mustafa’s years

95 Urban rents for the working class have been leveling off in İstanbul because the city has reached its
geographic limits. However, new opportunities are arising in the neighboring towns of Çerkezköy
and Çorlu, where the urban growth is intact. All the real estate offices in İkitelli display advertise-
ments for plots and apartments in Çerkezköy and Çorlu, and in the local coffeehouses, people talk
about and share information about real estate opportunities in these towns.

96 Wright states that, by decreasing the risks of self-employment for a family, the increasing participa-
tion of married women in the labor force may lead more men to try their luck in self-employment;
Wright, Class Counts, 77. Benson makes the same argument for nineteenth-century Britain; see
Benson, The Penny Capitalists, 132.
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of self-employment. But in fact, they now began to live in a luxurious apartment,
the best I have seen in İkitelli among those owned by workers. Moreover, being
located right next to the middle-class high-rise construction where Mustafa had
begun working, this home was actually an investment in that regard as well.

After they bought the house, Sema seemed relieved and forgave Mustafa,
though not completely. Whenever she finds the opportunity, she still teases him
for being lazy and too carefree: “Our son inherited his laziness from his father!”
To this, Mustafa retorts: “Yeah, right! For sure!” But later he somehow admits,
“I may work less, but I work efficiently. For example, in this workplace, they’re
very content with my work.” Some of his self-confidence seems to have been
restored, as he responded to my appreciation of his new apartment by saying:
“We real estate agents are like that. If we have money, we buy and sell and make
some real profit. You should engage in trade, that’s how one can make money.”

None of these men became self-employed because they were unable to find
wage work: in fact all of them, with the exception of Mustafa, are skilled work-
ers who have no real trouble finding relatively stable jobs according with work-
ing-class standards. Salih, Cengiz, and Selami were all working at relatively
decent jobs when they decided to try their luck with entrepreneurship, and
Selami was even working at a unionized workplace. What is more, the cases
of Selami and Mustafa demonstrate how the entrepreneurial side activities of
workers can evolve into self-employment, and Salih’s case is likely to unfold in
a similar way. Overall, then, the entrepreneurialism found among the formal
workers of İkitelli seems to be close to the levels of the informal workers of
Sultanbeyli as described by Tuğal.

Inspired by Wright’s argument about the prevalence and significance of
past self-employment experience, it seems that a terminated self-employment
experience does not necessarily entail total failure. While Sinan’s case was a
failure both objectively and subjectively, Mustafa’s case suggests that a small
business experience might bring about moderate financial progress in a family
history, despite the fact that at some point this experience proved unsustain-
able and was terminated. Furthermore, the way Mustafa sees himself as a real
estate agent even two years after terminating his business signifies another as-
pect of the impact of past self-employment; namely, it can indeed dilute class
identity, as Wright noted would be expected.97

Conclusion

In this article, I have examined working-class entrepreneurialism from a com-
parative perspective, based on my research in a neighborhood of İstanbul. The

97 Wright, Class Counts, 266.
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article focuses on the perceptions, aspirations, and entrepreneurial attempts of
workers employed in regular and formal jobs. My aim has been to contribute
to the understudied, scattered, and mostly non-comparative literature on
working-class entrepreneurialism, which has been largely overlooked by critical
labor studies. In this conclusion section, I will summarize my findings in terms
of three main points.

The first point concerns how members of the working class in Turkey per-
ceive and interpret wage work and self-employment. I discovered that a par-
ticular colloquial phrase, “el i̧si” or “a stranger’s business,” is widely used in
İkitelli to refer to wage work. The phrase perfectly manifests popular resent-
ment toward and non-identification with wage labor in a social milieu where
self-employment seems accessible. Inevitably, this resentment is conditioned
by capitalism, which ignites the desire for entrepreneurialism.

The second point is a broader contribution to the literature on working-
class entrepreneurialism. Most studies of entrepreneurship that are based on
fieldwork reveal the popularity of aspirations for entrepreneurship and the
working-class roots of many of the self-employed. As I have shown in my lit-
erature review, however, none of these studies offer direct observations of
workers’ transition into self-employment. My contribution to this literature
is thus an ethnographical account of the actual transition process from wage
work to self-employment, which in some cases also involves a return to wage
work. During my extended ethnography, I had the opportunity to closely ob-
serve several workers’ attempts to become full-time entrepreneurs, and in this
article I have examined the stories of five such workers.

Finally, through a review of a scattered set of research, I have revealed that
most of the studies on working-class entrepreneurialism are disconnected due
to the literature’s general tendency to underestimate, and the ensuing absence
of comparison and theorizing. In this context, I have demonstrated that most
researchers observing entrepreneurial aspirations and activities among male
workers either claim or imply that entrepreneurialism is an exceptional situa-
tion pertaining to a specific section of the working class, or else they regard it as
a phenomenon peculiar to the specific location or time period that they are
investigating. However, a significant amount of evidence suggests that entre-
preneurialism among working-class men might not in fact be an exceptional
phenomenon peculiar to specific time periods, locations, or sections.
Although the findings of the literature are mostly localized, non-comparative,
and non-theorized, they imply that entrepreneurialism among working-class
men is actually quite common, especially in peripheral countries.
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Keyder, Çağlar. State and Class in Turkey. London: Verso, 1987.
Keyder, Çağlar and Zafer Yenal. “Agrarian Change under Globalization: Markets and Insecurity in Turkish

Agriculture.” Journal of Agrarian Change 11, no. 1 (2011): 60–86.
Koo, Hagen. “Small Entrepreneurship in a Developing Society: Patterns of Labor Absorption and Social

Mobility.” Social Forces 54, no. 4 (1976): 775–787.
——. “From Farm to Factory: Proletarianization in Korea.” American Sociological Review 55, no. 5 (1990):

669–681.

68 Alpkan Birelma
N
E
W

P
E
R
S
P
E
C
T
IV

E
S

O
N

T
U
R
K
E
Y

https://doi.org/10.1017/npt.2019.18 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/npt.2019.18


Lamont, Michele. The Dignity of Working Men: Morality and the Boundaries of Race, Class, and Immigration.
New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2000.

Lee, Ching Kwan. Against the Law: Labor Protests in China’s Rustbelt and Sunbelt. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2007.

——. The Specter of Global China: Politics, Labor, and Foreign Investment in Africa. Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 2017.

Lippmann, Stephen, Amy Davis, and Howard E. Aldrich. “Entrepreneurship and Inequality.” In Research in the
Sociology of Work, Volume 15: Entrepreneurship. Edited by Lisa Keister. New York: Elsevier, 2005. 3–31.

Lubeck, Paul. Islam and Urban Labor in Northern Nigeria: The Making of a Muslim Working Class.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986.

Mann, Michael. The Sources of Social Power, Volume II: The Rise of Classes and Nation-states, 1760–1914.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993.

Meager, Nigel. “Foreword: JMO Special Issue on Self-employment/Freelancing.” Journal of Management &
Organization 22, no. 6 (2016): 756–763.

Milkman, Ruth. Farewell to the Factory: Auto Workers in the late Twentieth Century. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1997.

Mingione, Enzo. “Labour Market Segmentation and Informal Work in Southern Europe.” European Urban
and Regional Studies 2, no. 2 (1995): 121–143.

Nâzım Hikmet (Ran). Bütün Şiirleri. İstanbul: YKY, 2008.
Nichols, Theo and Nadir Sugur. “Small Employers in Ankara.” In Work and Occupation in Modern Turkey.

Edited by Erol Kahveci, Nadir Sugur, and Theo Nichols. London: Mansell, 1996. 72–96.
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Entrepreneurship at a Glance 2014.

OECD Publishing, 2014.
Parker, Simon. The Economics of Self-Employment and Entrepreneurship. Cambridge, Cambridge University

Press, 2004.
Portes, Alejandro, Manuel Castells, and Lauren A. Benton. “Conclusion: The Policy Implications of

Informality.” In The Informal Economy Studies in Advanced and Less Developed Countries. Edited by
Alejandro Portes, Manuel Castells, and Lauren A. Benton. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1989. 298–311.

Portes, Alejandro. Economic Sociology: A Systematic Inquiry. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010.
Sappleton, Natalie. “Self-Employment.” In Sociology of Work: An Encyclopedia. Edited by Vicki Smith. Los

Angeles: Sage, 2013. 752–756.
Savage, Mike, Gaynor Bagnall, and Brian Longhurst. “Local Habitus and Working-Class Culture.” In

Rethinking Class. Edited by Fiona Devine, Mike Savage, John Scott, and Rosemary Crompton.
Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. 95–122.

Skeggs, Beverley. Formations of Class & Gender: Becoming Respectable. London: Sage, 1997.
Smith, Joan and Immanuel Wallerstein. Creating and Transforming Households. New York: Cambridge

University Press, 1992.
Taussig, Michael T. The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America. Chapel Hill: The University of

North Carolina Press, 2010.
Thébaud, Sarah. “Entrepreneurship.” In Sociology of Work: An Encyclopedia. Edited by Vicki Smith. Los

Angeles: Sage, 2013. 251–254.
Thompson, Edward P. The Making of the English Working Class. London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1963.
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