
Since the concept of knowledge work was first used by
the business guru Peter Drucker, researchers have ar-
gued that new organisations depend on knowledge as
their main production factor, and knowledge workers
are the most important “assets” of these organisations.
Drucker argued that knowledge workers themselves
are responsible for their contribution to their compa-
nies; they must be “their own chief executive officers”
and “manage themselves”. This paper aims to critically
assess arguments of Drucker and other management
scholars on knowledge workers using the concept of
neoliberal governmentality. Debates on neoliberal
governmentality suggest that individuals are now con-
trolled through responsible self-management. This
paper argues that when we read management scholars’
suggestions to knowledge workers accordingly, calls
for self-management suggest more intense control of
knowledge workers. Based on in-depth interviews
conducted with twenty Turkish knowledge workers,
this paper also explains the extent to which they prac-
tice self-management, and how they live through that
kind of experience.
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During the last fifty years, we often hear the argu-
ment that economies of the world increasingly de-
pend on knowledge. We often see concepts like

knowledge industry, knowledge economy, post-indus-
trial society, and post-capitalist society being used in
research which argues that knowledge has become the
main production factor after 1950s (Machlup, 1962;
Toffler, 1970). For instance, Daniel Bell, the first the-
orist who used the concept of post-industrial society,
claimed that while capital and labour were the main
structural elements of the industrial society, the basic
factor of the post-industrial society has become
knowledge (1973, p.xiii). Professional specialists and
managers with degrees from reputable universities are
the knowledge workers that this new economy de-
pends on. 

Knowledge work is a subject that has been contin-
ually studied by management scholars, since it was
first used as a concept by the famous business guru
Peter Drucker at the end of the 1950s. Drucker and
other researchers of the subject argued that starting
from the middle of the twentieth century, business or-
ganisations depend on knowledge as their main factor
of production. For these new organisations, they
claimed, knowledge workers, who could perform
complex tasks thanks to their professional skills and
knowledge, would constitute the most important “as-
sets”, so managing knowledge workers and increasing
their productivity are important business challenges
of this new period. While it is possible to find many
articles written on knowledge worker management
and productivity in management journals because of
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this instrumental interest, sociologists’ use of the con-
cept has been rather limited. In other words, as op-
posed to the material consequences of knowledge
work that have been studied by business scholars,
human consequences of it have not received sufficient
attention of sociologists. 

     This paper will start with a critical discussion
of management scholars’ arguments on knowledge
work, focusing especially on the writings of Peter
Drucker as an influential writer on the subject and
those of Hunter & Scherer, as scholars who followed
Drucker’s ideas. There will be a discussion of the cen-
tral place of self-management for knowledge work ac-
cording to their conceptualisations. Secondly, there
will be a critique of this managerial perspective on
knowledge work and self-management, in terms of
human consequences of this type of work. After a re-
view of the debates on neoliberal governmentality, it
will be argued that contrary to management scholars’
suggestions, self-management and autonomy that are
attributed to knowledge workers are not empowering
for those workers; under neoliberalism, individual au-
tonomy becomes a central element of social control.
In the fourth section, based on in-depth interviews
conducted with twenty knowledge workers who are
currently working in �stanbul, the article will explain
what kind of work experiences they have, to what ex-
tent they practice self-management, and how they live
through that kind of experience. It will be argued that
although those knowledge workers who give priority
to career do not hesitate to transform their lives and
selves by translating the targets of their companies
into their own aims as scholars of neoliberal govern-
mentality argue, there are also others who reject it.
Knowledge workers who are in this second group do
not try to reach self-actualisation at work and they re-
fuse to practice self-management for career purposes.
Focusing on the experiences of those respondents who
refuse to practice self-management, there will be a dis-
cussion on the limits of governmental reason for
knowledge workers.

Knowledge Work and Self-
Management
The term knowledge work was first used by Peter
Drucker in his early work, Landmarks of Tomorrow
(1959). In this work, Drucker compared the organi-
sations of the past with organisations in his day; in
large-scale organisations of the past, only simple and
repetitive work could be performed, whereas it be-
came possible to organise men of high skill and
knowledge for joint performance in the later organi-
sations. While old-style military organisations that de-
pended on “total subordination to iron routine”
provided the major organisational model in the past,
the new business enterprise and its managerial struc-
ture now stands for the new capacity to organise. The
earlier organisations depended on breaking down
work into simple, repetitive, routine tasks which were
organised purposefully, and according to Drucker,
what the earlier model did was “…to reduce work to
drill, skill to obedience, knowledge to training, and
cooperation to the assembly line.” (1959, p.66) He
describes the new organisational model as “joint effort
of men of high skill and knowledge exercising respon-
sible decision making, individual judgment in a com-
mon effort and for a joint end” (1959, p.67). For him,
in the new organisation, organisational knowledge
and professional knowledge have become the real fac-
tors of production, more important than land, labour,
and capital, which were the major factors of produc-
tion according to traditional economics. Here, he pro-
vided a justification for the need for a new field of
knowledge and a new discipline, which is manage-
ment. Moreover, he was also pointing out the emer-
gence and gaining importance of a new group of
employees:

The new organizing capacity creates a middle-class
society of men who are professionals in their work
but rank as employees, managerial in their responsi-
bility but middle class in their outlook, expectations,
rewards, opportunities and values. This professional
middle class is becoming the characteristic, if not the
dominant, group in every developed society. (1959,
p.62)

New organisations need people who have expert
knowledge and professional standing. Because of this
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need, the professional has become the center of au-
thority and responsibility in the new organisation,
and the symbol of success in society. Drucker talks
about two kinds of employed professionals, profes-
sional specialists and professional managers. Both pro-
fessional specialists and managers depend on each
other, and both groups’ authority is based on their
knowledge.  

In his later work, Drucker followed the same
themes, pointing out the key importance of knowl-
edge work today and arguing that increasing the
knowledge worker productivity is the biggest chal-
lenge of the 21st century (1999a). For him, the most
valuable asset of a company, during the 20th century,
was production equipment, whereas it is the knowl-
edge worker during the 21st century. As knowledge
workers are becoming the largest group in every de-
veloped and many developing countries, the
economies of these countries, to a large extent, de-
pend on the productivity of the knowledge workers.
Drucker argues that knowledge worker productivity
depends on six main factors:

• It demands that we impose the responsibility for 
their productivity on the individual workers 
themselves.

• Knowledge workers have to manage themselves. 
They have to have autonomy.

• Continuing innovation has to be part of the work,
the task, and the responsibility of knowledge 
workers. 

• Knowledge work requires continuous learning on 
the part of the knowledge worker, but equally 
continuous teaching on the part of the knowledge
worker.

• Productivity of the knowledge worker is not- at 
least not primarily a matter of the quantity of out
put. Quality is at least as important.

• Finally, knowledge worker productivity requires 
that the knowledge worker is both seen and 
treated as an “asset” rather than a “cost”. It re
quires that knowledge workers want to work for 
the organization in preference to all other oppor
tunities. (1999a, p.83-84)

In a different way from manual work, knowledge
work does not “program” the worker, but “knowledge
workers themselves define what the task is or should
be” (1999a, p.85) because only they, themselves, can
do that. They are responsible for their own contribu-

tion. Therefore, knowledge workers need to have au-
tonomy, but autonomy also means increased respon-
sibility. For Drucker, as a special type of worker who
have a lot to contribute to their companies, knowl-
edge workers must be thought of as a capital asset,
contrary to the manual workers who are seen as a cost.
Companies aim to reduce costs, but “assets need to
be made to grow” (1999a, p.87). As the knowledge
of the knowledge worker has become the main asset
of the companies, attracting and holding the knowl-
edge workers, and providing the kind of conditions
that will increase their productivity are the biggest
questions for management in this century. 

Knowledge workers…own the means of production.
That knowledge between their ears is a totally
portable and enormous capital asset. Because knowl-
edge workers own their means of production, they are
mobile…Management’s job is to preserve the assets of
the institution in its care. (1999a, p.87-88)

Increasing the productivity of the knowledge
workers calls for changes in attitudes on the part of
both companies and workers. Accordingly, Drucker
offers suggestions not only to employers to create the
conditions for increased knowledge worker produc-
tivity but also to knowledge workers to help them
manage their careers and rise to the top of their pro-
fessions. For him, knowledge workers, today, must be
their own chief executive officers; they need to learn to
manage themselves. “We will have to learn to develop
ourselves. We will have to place ourselves where we
can make the greatest contribution. And we will have
to stay mentally alert and engaged during a 50-year
working life, which means knowing how and when
to change the work we do.” (2005, p.19)

Drucker was the first management scholar who
called attention to the importance of knowledge work
and increasing the productivity of the knowledge
worker. There are many other scholars who have later
written on the key role of knowledge work and
knowledge worker performance for the productivity
of contemporary organisations (Kidd, 1994; Amar,
2001; Davenport et al., 2002; O’Driscoll, 2003;
Wright, 2005; Davenport, 2008). In many of these
later studies, it is easy to see the influence of Drucker’s
arguments and the general framework that he 
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provided. As scholars who depend on the arguments
of Drucker, Hunter and Scherer argue that if the most
important asset of a knowledge economy lies between
the ears of the knowledge workers as the above quote
suggests, the key to increasing productivity is within
the knowledge workers themselves. Therefore, there
should be an internally-based exploration of produc-
tivity that will focus on how knowledge workers man-
age their internal experiences because their
productivity is largely influenced by their inner states.
To increase their productivity and to generate more
capital for their companies, knowledge workers need
to learn how to manage themselves, their inner states.
But what do Hunter and Scherer mean by self-man-
agement? 

Self-management begins with the human nervous sys-
tem, including (and especially) the brain. The brain
lies at the center of knowledge work. Knowledge
workers use their brain to focus, to decide, and to
act… Self-management examines how the brain and
the nervous system function, explores their limits and
demonstrates how these limits can be effectively man-
aged and transformed. Making knowledge workers
more productive means helping them to use their
brains better. 

Therefore, according to Hunter and Scherer,
knowledge workers need to understand the function-
ing of their nervous system and brain to increase their
productivity, which will contribute to the productivity
and profitability of their companies. Losses in pro-
ductivity can many times be traced to damaging out-
ward performances, which are caused by invisible
internal processes inside a person. For that reason,
they argue, today’s productivity challenge is about
showing the knowledge workers how to manage their
internal states effectively and improve those states.
Knowledge workers need to transform “nonperform-
ing mindsets” and manage “emotional reactivity”
which, for Hunter and Scherer, are the two elements
that can profoundly affect professional performance.
About the first element, they talk about the impor-
tance of focused attention for a knowledge worker for
creating a performing mindset (a mindset for growth
and productivity) and they suggest using meditation
techniques for developing focused attention and con-
centration. Benefiting from the recent advances in

neuroscience, medicine, and psychology, they offer
suggestions to knowledge workers on how to “rewire
their brains” for greater productivity. In their discus-
sion of the second element, emotional reactivity, they
refer to emotions like anger, fear, anxiety, lust, and de-
sire as reactive emotions and argue that these strong
reactive emotions negatively influence productivity,
as they inhibit brain’s ability to be rational, objective,
and adaptive. Thus, controlling these reactive emo-
tions is an important part of self-management for a
knowledge worker. 

Self-Management as Neoliberal
Governmentality

Drucker’s portrayal of knowledge work on the one
hand and Hunter and Scherer’s interpretation of
Drucker’s arguments and their further elaboration on
his notion of self-management on the other hand pro-
vide important material for understanding and cri-
tiquing the managerial perspective on this type of
work. Accordingly, knowledge workers are charac-
terised by autonomy, self-responsibility for their own
productivity and contribution, continuous innova-
tion, continuous learning and teaching, focus on qual-
ity more than quantity, and self-management. In his
classical distinction between formal and substantive
rationality, Weber uses the term formal rationality to
refer to a consideration of means to reach certain
aims; there are certain goals and it is necessary to take
rational steps using the technically most adequate
methods to reach those goals (1921/1961). From the
formally rational perspective of the discipline of man-
agement, increasing knowledge worker productivity
is a major operational concern for long-term organi-
sational success and growth. The factors that have an
impact on productivity are considered and solutions
are suggested according to that instrumental purpose.
These solutions can go as far as suggesting “to rewire”
the brain and control the internal state of the knowl-
edge worker for productivity. Weber’s second category,
substantive rationality, does not restrict itself to
whether an action is based on goal-oriented rational
calculation, but it also applies certain criteria of ulti-
mate ends; it also takes into consideration ethical, 
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political, and egalitarian values (1921/1961, p.85-86). 
How can we interpret the suggestions of these

management scholars according to the perspective of
substantive rationality? In terms of ethical, political,
and egalitarian values, what are the implications of
their arguments? What kind of social experiences does
it imply for knowledge workers when knowledge
work is defined as such? The fact that knowledge
workers work autonomously is emphasised in many
works (Drucker, 1996; Davenport et al., 2002; Hor-
witz et al., 2003; Ramirez and Rembhard, 2004;
Wright, 2005). Moreover, creating a work culture that
permits autonomy is regarded as important for moti-
vating and retaining knowledge workers (Horwitz et
al., 2003, p.28). However, if more autonomy also
means more responsibility and if knowledge workers
are responsible for their own productivity and contri-
bution, then what may be the consequences of having
more autonomy for knowledge workers? What are the
implications of self-management for knowledge 
workers?

In a series of lectures published under the title, The
Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault studies the establishment
of governmental reason in neoliberal thought (2008).
In this work, Foucault suggests that the central prin-
ciple of neoliberal governmental control is the reor-
ganisation of social relations around a notion of
enterprise. Although neoliberal rationality puts the
market at the center, it does not only focus on the
economy but it also involves “extending and dissem-
inating market values to all institutions and social ac-
tion, even as the market itself remains a distinctive
player.” (2005). Accordingly, market forms were ex-
tended to non-economic realms and all social relations
are reorganised around a notion of enterprise. More-
over, as McNay argues, the application of the enter-
prise form to social relations also includes a
reconstruction of subjectivity. “Individuals would be
encouraged to view their lives and identities as a type
of enterprise, understood as a relation to the self,
based ultimately on a notion of incontestable eco-
nomic interest.” (McNay, 2009, p.56) This notion of
self as enterprise depends on a principle of active self-
regulation; individuals are not controlled through
obedience under neoliberal regimes, but through in-

dividual autonomy and responsible self-management.
Individual becomes an entrepreneur of her own life
and perceives her own being as a form of human cap-
ital. Being an entrepreneur means being ready “…to
self-responsibly bring one’s own abilities and emo-
tional resources to bear in the service of the individ-
ualized projects.” (Hartmann and Honneth, 2006,
p.45). Therefore, under neoliberalism, individual au-
tonomy becomes a central element of social control
rather than a limit to it. Individuals now take respon-
sibility for matters for which they are not responsible
(McNay, 2009, p.65). In this regime of the “actively
responsible self”, individuals strive to enterprise them-
selves or to fulfill themselves in several domains
through acts of choice. In fact, individuals are gov-
erned through their regulated and accountable
choices; the aims of political, social, and economic au-
thorities are translated into the choices and commit-
ments of individuals (Rose, 1996). Everyone becomes
an expert on herself, responsible for managing her
own human capital to get the maximum results
(Fraser, 2003, p.168). The new modality of govern-
ment under neoliberalism works by the “responsibi-
lization” of individuals who are empowered to
discipline themselves (Ferguson and Gupta, 2002).

If we read the above-mentioned management
scholars’ suggestions to knowledge workers in this
light, it is easy to see that their calls for more auton-
omy, self-management, continuous learning and
teaching lead to a more intense control of knowledge
workers, rather than pointing out improvements in
management techniques for the benefit of those work-
ers. More autonomy is not liberating, but puts more
burden on the shoulders of knowledge workers. They
are empowered to better discipline themselves and to
take more responsibility for the work they do. As
McNay (2009) argues, they are even called to take re-
sponsibility for matters over which they don’t really
have control. The objectives of companies are trans-
lated into their individual choices. They are invited
to behave in ways which will maximise their ‘human
capital’ and that human capital will be put in the serv-
ice of their companies. Individual knowledge workers’
relationships with themselves will depend on eco-
nomic interest and they will consider their identities
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as an enterprise. This becomes most obvious in
Drucker’s statement that knowledge workers must be
their own chief executive officers (CEOs); their own
selves are defined as enterprises that they will manage.
They are required to regulate their behaviors and even
individual psyches to increase their productivity,
which will in turn contribute to corporate productiv-
ity. They are expected to restructure their brains and
mindsets in such a way that they will get rid of those
emotions, which have a negative influence on produc-
tivity. Having those emotions is indeed part of being
a human, and they will be stripped of their humanity
to become better-performing workers. 

Drucker’s and Hunter & Scherer’s works, as well
as several other works of management scholars, pro-
vide examples for the kind of management discourse
that aims to govern knowledge workers and guarantee
that they will make the most contribution to their
companies by giving them more autonomy and in-
creasing their responsibilities. However, one question
that is worth asking is to want extent responsibilisa-
tion or disciplining of knowledge workers really takes
place in the lived reality of these workers themselves.
Do they experience a management structure or com-
pany culture that expects them to do self-manage-
ment in the ways that have been described here? Are
they expected to work autonomously so that they can
contribute the highest value to their companies? If
that is the case, how do they live through that kind
of work experience? In the next section, there will be
a discussion of these questions based upon twenty in-
terviews conducted with knowledge workers who are
currently working in Istanbul, Turkey. These are in-
depth, semi-structured interviews which took place
between February and August 2013, with men and
women who graduated from top universities of
Turkey in the major cities of Ankara and �stanbul
(Middle East Technical University, Bosphorus Uni-
versity, Bilkent University, �stanbul Technical Univer-
sity, �stanbul University) and who were trained to
become knowledge workers. 

Turkish Knowledge Workers Doing
Self-Management

Drucker provides a list of the factors that contribute
to knowledge worker productivity, as explained pre-
viously. Although he names it as one of the six factors,
self-management in fact gives the gist of his argument.
The other factors that especially he and Hunter &
Scherer emphasise (autonomy, being responsible for
one’s own productivity, continuous innovation, con-
tinuous teaching and learning, emphasis on quality,
managing the brain and the nervous system to be-
come more productive) are all closely tied to self-man-
agement, or we can argue that they are aspects of
self-management. In this section, there will be a dis-
cussion of the interviews in relation to these aspects
of self-management that both Drucker and later man-
agement scholars described and prescribed to knowl-
edge workers. However, in this paper, the emphasis
will be on the human consequences of self-manage-
ment for knowledge workers. 

Among men and women who have been inter-
viewed for this study, there was a striking difference
between the opinions of those who consider them-
selves successful in their jobs and the others who think
that they could not advance in their careers very
much. The first group of people had more positive at-
titudes toward their work, did not complain about
working for extended hours, and seemed to find sat-
isfaction in work, whereas the ones in the second
group were more critical about not only their work
conditions, colleagues, or companies but also the no-
tion of work and in some cases, even the capitalist sys-
tem. This difference may attest to the fact that success
brings more motivation and dedication. But it also
suggests that those who are ready to dedicate them-
selves to work and who do self-management by trans-
lating the aims of their companies into their own
commitments are more likely to be successful. Those
knowledge workers who think that they have success-
ful careers seem to be better examples to observe ne-
oliberal governmentality. 

It is important to state that all the interviewees
stressed that they prefer to work in a foreign or a
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multinational company, rather than a local one. They
believe that foreign/multinational companies are sig-
nificantly better in terms of professionalism, standard-
isation, operating on generally accepted rules, and
being merit-based. In the accounts of many of them,
there was an emphasis on the importance of taking
initiative. They emphasised it as a crucial skill that
they acquired during their university years and they
also named the opportunity to take initiative as a
major criterion to evaluate the appeal of a job. What
goes together with taking initiative for them is having
autonomy at work. They express their dislike of strict
hierarchies or company cultures that do not leave
much room for autonomy. An implication of this em-
phasis on autonomy is that when they talk about their
ideal job, many of them talk about their dream of hav-
ing their own company. Being able to manage their
own business schedule and their own time, and being
flexible is emphasised as the major reason why they
want to have their own business. At this point, it is
important to stress that what Bourdieu and Wacquant
(2001) call the “Neoliberal Newspeak” is noticeable
in their statements. Flexibility, taking risks, sustain-
ability are the positive words in this Newspeak and
rigidity, monotonous, immobile, stasis are the negative
ones. When they talk about their job and responsibil-
ities, they state that these are defined in a very flexible
and general way, and are always open to change. 

In fact, there is no job description. Job description can
always change. There are certain lines and we work
within those lines. My title is director.... We do con-
sulting, we have clients, and we provide services to
them. It is critical to manage the relationships with
them. But there is no clear job description according
to which we work, there is no such structure within
which we need to stay. In fact, this variation or flexi-
bility is a good thing. But depending on the type of
variation, it becomes good or burdensome. It can be
enjoyable when I have new responsibilities that can
bring positive returns to me.

My job is to increase the profitability of the depart-
ment. To do everything for this purpose, to take all
initiatives... To bring new businesses to the company...
Also, to guarantee that work will be completed in a
way that will totally satisfy the clients... To coordinate
that process... This is, in general terms, what I do.

They list having control over their work, taking
initiatives, and being able to work autonomously as
important conditions for doing their work, and stress
that when these are restricted, it has a negative impact
on the quality of their work. 

I like my job. What we do mostly depends on team
work. There are one hundred people in the company
but we are more of a closed group. We don’t have in-
teraction with those one hundred people. Including
upper management, we are like a group of ten people.
It makes me feel like this is my own business. We pro-
gram our schedule, we set the deadlines... There is no
heavy bureaucracy, not very much internal reporting...
I like it. Competition is really tough but I like the
work environment.

I would like to have more power to make decisions
and more control... In some strategic decisions, in the
selection of personnel... I would like to work with my
own team. I wish I had that chance. Right now, it is
not exactly that way. I am not saying that there is no
control. But I wish it was more like “you design it,
don’t worry, you establish and make it work...”

In many cases, autonomy and taking initiatives go
together with working for very long hours. They have
work hours that extend beyond 9 am to 6 pm. They
speak of work days that last on average twelve hours,
sometimes reaching midnight, during busy periods.
They state that they work for long hours not because
their managers make them work, but because it is nec-
essary to complete their work and to guarantee that
they will produce high quality output. Laptops, Black-
Berry phones, and mobile Internet connections are
provided by their companies, so that they can work
anytime and anywhere. Some of them mention check-
ing their messages in the middle of the night when
they wake up. Therefore, these devices are effective in
turning all their time into work time. 

In my previous relationship, the biggest problem was
my job. Not having enough time to spend with her...
When it is the busy period, we, on average, work from
8.30 until 9. There are times when it even extends till
12. I do my best not to bring work home. So, I try to
complete everything and then leave the office to go
home. For the last two years, I have been spending a
lot of effort not to work during the weekend. What-
ever comes to me, I try to get it done during the
week. I just don’t do anything during the weekend.
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Previously, I used to work also during the weekend. I
was working every day, seven days a week. I was feel-
ing hard-pressed. Now I take a two-day break and
psychologically, it makes me feel much better. 

The people in our company named BlackBerry “slav-
ery”. It makes you do consulting and deal with the
clients, 24 hours a day. You cannot say, “I don’t want
it.” In Europe, you can say that...You can say “I don’t
want BlackBerry.”

On average, I am at work at 7.30. I am at my desk...
Sometimes a little bit earlier, sometimes a little bit
later, but on average 7.30... In the evening, I generally
leave around 7.30. So, it is around 12 hours. When I
leave at 7.30, I am at home at around 8.30. After I
rest and have dinner, it is 9.30-10. Then I have
around one hour to work. I cannot manage my sleep
so I cannot work longer at night. But I try to wake up
early in the morning. I wake up at 4.30 or 5 to work.
So, I work around 14 hours a day in total. I also work
3-4 hours on Saturdays and Sundays. 

How many hours do I work? Around 70 hours a week
I guess... I wake up at around 7 and I am at work at
around 8.30. I work until 6. Lunch takes about half
an hour... So, you make the calculation... But then
when I go back home, I start working again at 10 and
work for at least two hours... For the kind of work I
am doing, it is unthinkable not to have a laptop. It is
a very portable life. When we go to the clients, for in-
stance, we always work on out laptops. Our company
also gives BlackBerry... It means that you are always
accessible, always in communication... Also during
weekends and when you are on a vacation... During
the weekend, we don’t receive that many e-mails from
the clients. We exchange e-mails with the other peo-
ple in our company. But I don’t really regard it as
work. The effort it requires is only a couple of min-
utes. It takes thirty seconds to write it and thirty sec-
onds to read...

All the respondents think that the amount of
money they earn is enough to meet all those things
that they consider as their needs and to pursue the
kind of life style they want. As long as they get similar
salaries with people who work at the same level in dif-
ferent companies, they do not feel concerned about
the amount of their earnings. Many of them also have
benefit packages including company cars, private pen-
sions, and extensive health care packages. Therefore,
in general, they are satisfied with the material rewards
of their jobs. However, as many of them are in a po-
sition to see their individual economic contribution
to their companies, when they compare that amount

with their salaries, they feel uncomfortable because
their salaries are much below their economic contri-
bution. Moreover, as work spreads to many areas of
their lives, some of them think that what they give
cannot have a money equivalent:

I can easily see how much I contribute to our com-
pany. I know how much money I bring to the com-
pany. Thinking of that amount, sometimes I feel like
I should be earning more than what I am earning
now. 

Thinking of what I am doing, I think I am making a
good amount of money. I can also see the bench-
marks as my job gives me access to data about many
people’s salaries. So I have a chance to compare my
salary with them... But when I look at it from a dif-
ferent point of view, we are selling our time, our life.
It requires a lot of dedication. When I look at it that
way, what is the value of your life? Both for me and
for everybody, it should be something that is of high
value. According to that criterion, No, I am not really
earning that much thinking of the required dedica-
tion and time devotion. 

Although they think that they are earning enough
to support their expected lifestyles, it is hard to say
that they are feeling secure in the economic sense. Al-
though they have some savings, as people who mainly
depend on earnings from their own labor, they are
aware that they cannot subsist for a long time in the
case of a long-term unemployment. Even though this
is not something that they continuously think about,
losing their jobs and being unemployed for a long
time are worrying possibilities especially for those who
are married and have kids. Those who are at manage-
rial levels state that if they lose their jobs, it will not
be easy to find a job at a similar level. 

S has been working in banking sector for fourteen
years and recently got a promotion to become a di-
rector in his company. He talks about himself and the
other knowledge workers as doing “personal brand
management”, presenting themselves to the others as
brands and trying to gain brand recognition. He gives
the example of a couple of biscuit brands that are well-
known and talks about his aim as gaining a similar
recognition as a person, coming to people’s minds
when there is a need for the kind of work that he does.
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He compares himself with an object, or more accu-
rately, sets the state of an object as a target for what
he should become. He argues that every senior man-
ager has a brand value and the person at the top iden-
tifies these senior managers with their brand values.
However, he adds, you also try to be known by the
people outside your own company. S tells that the im-
pact of this personal brand management is felt in all
areas of one’s life; life outside work is shaped accord-
ing to motivations related to work. For instance, he
stresses that when he shares something on social
media, he is really concerned about the kind of im-
pression that he creates. According to S, this brand
management is an isolating process:

“In the past, the discussion was about whether you
had different personalities at work and in your per-
sonal life. However, right now, it is at a totally new
level. There is a profile that you want to present at
work and that motivation spreads to your entire life.
How you behave outside work, what you share on so-
cial media… These are all parts of this brand manage-
ment. You think of all dimensions of it. How people
see me, how they think of me… You start to internal-
ize it. You start to be the person you present to the
others. And this is a lonely journey. You create that
brand. And as you go up, the number of people that
you can trust decreases. Everybody is in competition
with each other…20 people start, 18 of them go to
the next level. Then 10 people go up. At one point
you see, there is only you and another one. There is
only one upper position. You are inevitably in compe-
tition for that position… You definitely are lonely in
this brand management, impression management.”

Therefore, according to what S explains, the ques-
tion is no more about whether or not one can be him-
self/herself at the work place. To be considered
successful and to constantly rise in the corporate hi-
erarchy, you need to build an image and manage not
only your professional profile but also your personal
life to be in line with that image. Then the mask
molds the face; you become the person that you pres-
ent in corporate life. Another knowledge worker, C,
who works as a senior manager in a multinational
professional services firm similarly states that it be-
comes natural both at work and your personal life that
you hide your feelings and act pragmatically to reach
your aims. It becomes the main rule for obtaining

what you want. They also try to reorganise their per-
sonal lives to create the kind of image that is expected
from a successful manager. They consider many as-
pects of their lives as things that contribute to this
brand management. 

S, C, and those others who consider themselves
successful in their careers, do not talk about work as
a necessity or as something they must do to earn a liv-
ing. They do not think of work as an obligation that
they would avoid if they had enough economic re-
sources. Work seems to provide them a purpose in
life, a way for self-actualisation and social recognition.

Even if I had a lot of money, I would still work. I
would still work intensely. I would work intensely be-
cause you can remain active and healthy if you keep
working. If you slow down your work pace, life also
slows down. Thinking gets slower. There is a kind of
satisfaction in intense work, in that pace. I would like
to have my own business in the future. But I would
still work at the same pace if I have my own business. 

At the end of the day, we are all trying to earn money.
But to me, work is not a sphere of activity that I sell x
hours to earn y amount of money. Life could be easier
for me if I could see it that way. Then I would have
lower expectations. At work, I want space for self-ac-
tualisation, for realising my dreams. But when you
demand taking initiatives, more responsibilities, fu-
ture opportunities for personal development, it is
hard to find them all. 

Work is a necessity. It provides you the money that
you use for doing many things in life. But besides
that, work also provides ways to socialise. It puts you
in different environments. Additionally, there is this
issue of personal fulfillment. I don’t really know what I
would do if I was not working... I don’t have the kind
of hobbies, like art or sports, which would keep me
occupied all the time. I am not used to that kind of
thing... 

Many of them emphasise the fact that their job
mostly depends on knowledge and they state that
knowing how to use knowledge is of critical impor-
tance to what they do. 

Everybody can have knowledge, knowledge is every-
where now. However, the most important capability
of this century is using knowledge. Knowledge is con-
tinuously flowing. You need to be selective, choose
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those pieces of information that are useful to you and
come up with a meaningful explanation. This requires
a multi-sided perspective. It is easier to develop the
technical capabilities. You get courses, read, or do
some research. However, it is crucial to get knowledge
from multiple sources to have an open mind. I bene-
fit from sociology, literature, cinema, several different
areas to cultivate myself. We are in the service sector
and our job is with people... So, we need to have
knowledge about all spheres about people. 

Although they mostly emphasise that they enjoy
doing knowledge work, some of them also mention
the discomfort they feel because of “not doing any-
thing tangible”:

I would prefer to produce something tangible, some-
thing concrete. Right now, it is hard to motivate my-
self. Every day, we come to work and observe those
numbers going down and up. We do our best to take
them up. But we do them without having, holding
anything concrete. We see developments that, we
claim have concrete consequences. But we don’t see
anything moving from one point to another one. Just
numbers... We don’t see money, we just play with
numbers... We are not in that cycle of physical, tangi-
ble things. We are in the cycle of knowledge and digi-
tal money flow... This sometimes makes me feel like I
am disconnected from reality. It requires a lot of self-
motivation. It is wearing... 

They made a survey with the partners of our com-
pany. The results of the survey were later announced.
One of the questions was, would you find it more at-
tractive to produce a certain component that would
be used in the automotive sector. 95 percent of the
partners said, yes. Sometimes, I feel the same. If I
could see a tangible thing, know its cost and the sale
price, calculate my profit, that would be simpler and
satisfying. But what I do... You can find the work that
I do if you go to Internet. Therefore, in fact, I am
doing nothing. I am just making some information
more orderly and more refined. Sometimes I have
those depressive moments... At those times, I start to
question these. 

Their main attachment is not to their companies
but to their own careers, and it is crucial for them that
they are constantly upwardly mobile. They cannot
tolerate feeling stuck at a position for, what they con-
sider, a long period; they shift to another company
when they feel that they are stuck. Shifting to a new
company, changing one’s job is a risk. But according
to their vocabulary, risk is something that one should

not avoid if s/he wants to advance her/his career fast.
Taking risk at the right time is appreciated and en-
couraged. In some cases, “up or out” is an informal
company policy for knowledge workers. If they are
not promoted in a certain period, they are expected
to leave their companies. As there are less and less po-
sitions as they go up the company hierarchy, some
people need to constantly quit the company to create
space for those who are moving up. Most of the times,
they are not fired but are constantly given indirect
messages that tell them that they are not needed and
wanted in that company any more. 

Limits of Neoliberal Governmentality

As discussed before, among the knowledge workers
who were interviewed for this study, those who feel
they are successful at work consider work as more
than a necessity, as a sphere where they can reach self-
actualisation. They do not hesitate to do self-manage-
ment for success at work. The knowledge workers in
this group are good examples for what neoliberal gov-
ernmentality scholars argue. However, there is another
group of knowledge workers who see work only as a
means to earn money, and who refuse to transform
their selves according to the expectations of their com-
panies. In fact, we can argue that these examples point
out the limits of neoliberal governmentality. Two ex-
amples will be discussed in detail in this section. 

Although E had a business degree from a reputable
university and has been working at big companies in
Turkey, he does not consider career advancement a
priority in life. He was dreaming of working in the
advertising sector when he was an undergraduate stu-
dent, as he was thinking that a career in advertising
would leave room for creativity. He could not get his
dream job but he does not seem to be upset about it.
Working in corporate jobs for more than ten years,
his perspective has changed significantly; he now sees
advertising as a sector that is “harmful to humanity”.
Moreover, although he was looking for an opportu-
nity to use his creativity in his job, he now thinks that
it is better if you do not put your creativity and your
soul into your job, because if you do so, you have
nothing left to yourself. He is now against idealising
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work as a way to use and develop his creativity and
potential. What is more crucial for him now is not
spending a big proportion of his time working and
having time for other outside activities which are im-
portant for him. Although it is hard to say that he is
happy at his current job, he is glad about the fact that
his current job is a technical one and he can work
without surrendering his entire self to his job. He em-
phasises this as a positive aspect of his job because he
thinks that the general expectation from employees in
his position is that kind of surrendering. 

He works from 8 AM to 5 PM during workdays,
which he considers a tolerable schedule, but he stresses
that there is always pressure to work more. This con-
stant pressure to work longer than the standard work-
week is something that he sees as not peculiar to his
company, but as the norm for comparable corporate
jobs. Although he thinks that corporate jobs all over
the world are exploitative, the situation in Turkey is
“extra bad” because of constant pressure to work over-
time without being paid. Although he resists to those
pressures as much as he can, many times, he brings
work home when he leaves at 5 PM. Still, he thinks
that the total of his working hours is below the aver-
age in his company. There are people who go to work
on Saturdays. E does not. Although he says that he
does not care, he realises that he may be fired at some
point because of not going beyond the regular work
hours. He does not see any possibility for promotion
because he thinks the ones who are promoted are the
ones who stay in the office for extended hours every
day, the “work maniacs”. Although he always gets
high scores in regular performance appraisals and his
managers are satisfied with the quality of his work,
still he feels under threat because he does not dedicate
himself to work.  

Expectations from them as knowledge workers are
high. They are supposed to create high values for their
companies on their own without much supervision.
This is clear in E’s case; he stresses that his manager
does not really have much knowledge about the tech-
nical work he is doing. He is the one who guarantees
the high quality of the work output by feeling per-
sonally responsible for quality. However, as E explains,
in the local Turkish companies, there is an extra bur-

den on knowledge workers; they are also expected to
conform to traditional expectations, like being phys-
ically present in the company for extended hours. It
is not sufficient to complete the tasks in the best pos-
sible way by accepting full responsibility for quality.
They are expected to produce a special kind of prod-
uct but they are not given special conditions for pro-
ducing it. Therefore, those who are working at local
companies in Turkey experience double disadvan-
tages. 

E has this idea of preserving his authentic self,
without transforming it according to the requirements
of his job or for career gains. Although he certainly
does not name it as such, he refuses to practice self-
management. He does not accept to translate the tar-
gets of his company into his individual aims and
actions. He wants to preserve a space for himself,
which is outside of the corporate logic. Moreover, he
is regularly meeting with some friends who work at
other departments in the same company to critique
the kind of work they are doing and to discuss under
what conditions work can make people happy.

I regularly meet with a group of friends. We are going
to abolish the system together (he laughs). Depending
on what we discussed, I had written something on
how people can be happy… Those friends and I
think that to be happy, you need to work during the
times that you choose. It shouldn’t be like a prison. It
shouldn’t be like you should be here at this time, leave
at that time, sit here, do this… You should be work-
ing from anywhere you like. Anyway, we know what
we are required to do. If you finish this task by the
deadline, you will get your money. Otherwise, you
won’t… No need to be in the office…

Although he disliked the ideas and activities of so-
cialist student groups on campus when he was a stu-
dent, after working at corporate jobs for more than
ten years, he started to see value in their critiques of
the capitalist system. He thinks of his individual suf-
fering in his job as an indication of a general, system-
level problem. Although he thinks that he is pretty
good at what he is doing in the technical sense, he
cannot easily say that he deserves the money that he
earns, as he questions the rationale of the system, the
source of his earnings and the social contribution of
what he is doing. However, he is also aware of the
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high cost that he is paying for earning the money. He
is concerned about both the individual and social
costs:

I get my salary from the interests on credit cards that
people cannot pay back. From interests on credits…
We are making money by putting people into diffi-
cult situations. This is what all the banks are doing.
So, do I deserve the money that I earn? In one sense,
the money that the banks are earning is not money
that is deserved. Or seventy percent of it is not… So,
people who work for banks are earning money that is
not deserved, if we look at it this way. But on the
other hand, you can also say, I am giving my whole
life, this is not enough for that. Because what you are
giving is too much, you are giving everything. Selling
your soul, how much is your soul worth? It should
be something valuable, right? You are selling your
time, energy, body, even when you don’t put your
soul into it. And think of the fact that many people
also put their souls. They are giving everything they
have.

O is another person who has been working at cor-
porate jobs for more than ten years. He thinks that
he could not advance in his career because of some
unlucky situations, like mobbing experiences. After
changing jobs several times, O now thinks that all the
companies are like each other; there are only minor
differences because of the kind of people who work
in each company. He significantly questions the value
or benefits of the work that employees like him do in
these companies.  He thinks that they are not doing
something that is beneficial to humanity. For that rea-
son, he sees work as something that he does to earn a
living. He emphasises that he refuses to dedicate him-
self to work like others do. For him, under current
conditions, there is no possibility for self-actualisation
at work. 

The kind of jobs we do... They do not really create
much benefit. They are not beneficial to humanity. If
I was, let’s say, a doctor, I would still want to work if I
already had a lot of money. Or if I was an engineer
who developed useful stuff for others... But we had
business degrees and we don’t really contribute posi-
tively to humanity, to the world. If I had a lot of
money, I wouldn’t work and I would use my time to
develop myself.

In a very similar way with E, O also thinks that
the problems that he has with his job are, to a large

extent, caused by the system. According to O, the
constant capitalist endeavor to increase profitability
pressures workers to spend more and more effort. All
kinds of workers spend increasing amounts of effort,
as they are afraid of being left behind in this compe-
tition and being completely left out- becoming un-
employed.

These are, in fact, all related to the system. What is
imposed by capitalism, you directly experience in
your personal life. Increasing levels of profitability,
doing more with less people, hiring younger people...
Let’s fire the elderly and hire younger ones... And, we
run like race horses. We run behind the system to
catch it so that we will not be fired. Because we all
know that we may be fired in one day. This is the cor-
porate world, it is ruthless... This is what people do to
other people. It can also happen to them one day.
People set up the system, they maintain it to have
more profit... In this system, some are the people of
the system. Who support it... The workaholics, those
who feel identification with their companies... I am
not that type. I don’t feel any belonging. I don’t feel
like I am doing something beneficial to humanity. I
am selling my time, energy, and labor. I get some-
thing in return. I don’t know how long it will last. Be-
cause the system always leaves out some people.

Discussion and Conclusion

This article has discussed the personal consequences
of knowledge work and especially self-management as
a major characteristic of knowledge work for knowl-
edge workers. This notion of self-management has
been critiqued especially using the concept of neolib-
eral governmentality. As scholars who write on neolib-
eral governmentality argue, the new form of
governmentality under neoliberalism works by assign-
ing new responsibilities to individuals who then be-
come authorised to discipline themselves. In the case
of knowledge workers, more responsibility, more au-
tonomy, and self-management do not represent de-
velopments in work conditions in favor of knowledge
workers, but lead to a more intense control of them.
More autonomy places heavy burdens on the shoul-
ders of knowledge workers. Following the interviews
with knowledge workers who are working in Istanbul,
we questioned to what extent the characteristics of
knowledge workers that are discussed by business
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scholars apply to this group of workers, and the per-
sonal consequences of this type of work.

During the interviews, the interviewees empha-
sised that aspects like institutionalisation, profession-
alism, standardisation, working according to generally
accepted rules and procedures, and merit-based sys-
tems only exist in foreign/multinational companies,
and for that reason, they prefer to work in those com-
panies rather than the national/local ones. They think
of these aspects as the conditions that a knowledge
worker needs to do her/his job. Those characteristics
of knowledge workers that are described by business
scholars, such as taking initiative and working au-
tonomously, are also the ones that are emphasised by
the interviewees in this study. However, working au-
tonomously and being the ones who guarantee the
quality of the work that they do, they have additional
responsibilities and very long work days. The laptops
and Blackberries provided by their companies make
it possible to work anytime and anywhere. Those who
consider work not only as a necessity, but rather as a
means to actualise themselves think that it is part of
their job to work for extended hours. They also do
not hesitate to transform their personal lives according
to their career targets. Distinctions between work-
time and free time, between work and leisure have
been blurred; work spills to other spheres of life. For
those others who want to keep these areas separate
and limit their work hours to standard business days,
there are consequences like not being promoted and
always feeling anxious that they may lose their jobs.
Although all the interviewees stated that they earn
more than enough to sustain the kind of lifestyle they
desire, as they need to give a lot of effort and time for
that income, some of them mentioned that there is
no money to compensate for that. They think that
their incomes can meet their needs, but most of them
do not feel secure in the financial sense. As employees
who need to depend on their own labor and regular
income for a living, they know that those savings can-
not support them for a long time in case of unem-
ployment. 

The respondents frequently mentioned that they
work depending on knowledge and they need to con-
stantly gain new knowledge not only in their direct

area of work but also related to many other areas.
They process the existing knowledge and produce
new knowledge according to the areas of operation
and the needs of their companies. However, at least
for some of them, this has some disadvantages: They
feel like they are not doing something that is tangible.
They feel uncomfortable about “playing with num-
bers”, watching the numbers go up and down all the
time; they need to constantly remind themselves that
those numbers correspond to real, concrete things.
They need to continuously motivate themselves about
the meaning and value of the work that they do.
There are also those who think that what they do has
no benefit, and is even harmful to humanity. 

     Although knowledge workers have high levels
of income, as workers who are expected to commit
themselves to work, and who cannot keep a distinc-
tion between work time and free time, they are giving
too much in return for that money. They are expected
to manage their selves, brains, and emotions in accor-
dance with the targets of profitability, effectiveness,
and efficiency. As salaried people, even after long work
experiences and reaching managerial levels, they do
not feel economically secure. This economic insecu-
rity is accompanied by other insecurities caused by
fears of falling behind the others, not performing well
enough, losing their jobs, and being unemployed for
a long time. Taking these into consideration, we can
argue that knowledge workers, as relatively privileged
workers who are considered as the main assets of
today’s companies by business scholars, also experi-
ence exploitation, although different from other
workers in terms of some aspects. Further research on
work experiences and work-life balance of knowledge
workers will help us to better understand different di-
mensions of this exploitation. 
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