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Abstract  

 
By elaborating a Bourdieusian methodological framework, this thesis explores 

the temporalities of working lives in two different empirical settings. First, in 

portraits of peopleôs careers featured in contemporary newspapers, and second, 

for two different kinds of workers associated with the banking industry in 

London. These two workforces consist of a group of people in their early and 

mid -careers who are involved in the ócoreô activities of banks and a group of 

cleaning workers in the subcontracted óperipheryô of the banking industry. In 

regard to these empirical settings this thesis explores the interconnectedness 

between economic structures and individual working life temporalities. It does so 

by considering in particular two pervasive pro cesses, namely individualisation 

and precarisation and it shows that these processes both operate at the level of 

time and narrative.  

 

The analysis of career portraits shows that such portraits of (usually unknown) 

peopleôs career in newspapers have a role model function and they serve as a 

technique of individualisation as they convey an individualised understanding of 

working lives, an individualisation which is in alignment with the neoliberal 

values of self-determination and individual autonomy. While career portraits 

enact de-temporalised and de-socialised notions of individual agency, my 

analysis of the two workforces in banking provide evidence for the socially and 

economically grounded nature of individual agency, in particular with regard to 

peopleôs work biographies and their working futures. It is shown that although 

individualised understandings of work biography were an important feature 

among the group of people in their early and mid -careers in banking, the 

precariousness of the working conditions of cleaners force many of these workers 

to óstabilise the presentô whilst future plans and ambitions remain out of 

individual reach. However, in recent years, many of the cleaning workers have 

joined trade unions aiming to collectively improve their fu ture. 
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Introduction  

 

This thesis poses the question of whether or not the individualisation and 

precarisation of working lives can be understood as a reorganisation of the 

temporal  relations of production. It asks: what drives processes of 

individualisation and precarisation of working lives? Are these  processes 

substantively and/or conceptually related? And is their common ground that of 

temporality? Moreover, the thesis asks whether social divisions hardwired to 

processes of precarisation and individualisation can be understood as divisions of 

time.  

 

Recent sociological debates identify time and temporality as central to the 

understanding of economic life. While the sociological interest in time is certainly 

not new and can be traced to the beginnings of sociology as a discipline, recent 

debates have included discussions around the changing nature of working time 

(e.g. Agger 2011, Ballard 2007, Basso 2003, Blount and Leroy 2007, Carrasco 

and Mayordomo 2005, Conaghan 2006, Glorieux et al. 2008, Odih 2003, 2007, 

Perrucci and MacDermid 2007, Poster 2007);  arguments about the emergence of 

new working life biographies (e.g. Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, Hoerning et al. 

1997, Hoerning et al. 1998, Leccardi 2005, Nowotny 1994, Reiter 2003, Sennett 

1998, 2006, 2008a); disputes regarding the centrality of futuri ty for the 

operations of contemporary capitalism (e.g. Adam 2004, Adam and Groves 2007, 

Adkins 2009, Harris 2004 ); and explorations of time vis -à-vis work 

precariousness (e.g. Berlant 2011, Bourdieu 2003, Castel 2003, Castel and 

Doerre 2009, Mitropo ulos 2005, Paugam 2000, Standing 2011).  

 

These debates have been complemented by broader arguments for new 

conceptions of time, all of which in one way or another depart from ideas of 

clock-time or linear time. These conceptions include network time (Hassan 2003 , 

Hassan and Purser 2007), timeless time (Castells 2000), real -time, situational 

time (Rosa 2005, Rosa and Scheuerman 2009), event time (Adkins 2009), 

intangible time (OôCarroll 2008), stratigraphic time (Colebrook 2009) and 

Eigenzeit (Nowotny 1994). In br ief, there are numerous accounts suggesting that 
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economic and organisational changes over recent decades centre on shifts in 

temporality.  

 

Given this broad range of literature and debates on questions of time and 

temporality, as well as the fact that time has often been an implicit topic in 

discussions on precariousness and individualisation, it is perhaps surprising that 

processes of individualisation and precarisation have not explicitly been explored 

from the perspective of time. This thesis attempts to bridge this gap by putting 

time and temporality at the core of these processes. This will be achieved via a 

temporal perspective that focuses on the interrelatedness of economic structures 

and individual working lives. Such a focus is important since, whil e there is a 

general agreement that we are moving towards a new temporal organisation of 

working lives, on the whole it has not been made clear how these temporalities 

may be taken up and lived in individual practices.  

 

Thus, while time has been identified as a central issue in contemporary debates 

on economic life, there are few existing accounts exploring how these 

transformations may require individuals to develop new practices and attitudes 

towards time. Pierre Bourdieuôs writings on time (1990b, 2000a, 2000c, 2005, 

2010, Bourdieu and Sayad 1964) provide a valuable resource for such an 

exploration, especially since in these writings he elaborates on the 

interdependency of economic and temporal structures. By elaborating a 

Bourdieusian methodological fra mework, this thesis will therefore contribute to 

an exploration of the temporalities of working lives. It will do so for two different 

empirical settings. First, in portraits of peopleôs careers featured in contemporary 

newspapers, and second, for two different kinds of workers associated with the 

banking industry in London.  

 

In regard to these empirical settings this thesis explores the interconnectedness 

between economic structures and individual working lives. It does so pertaining  

to two pervasive processes, namely individualisation and precarisation, processes 

that many sociologists and social theorists posit as dominating social life in 

general, and economic life more particularly. At face value, however, processes of 

individualisation and precarisatio n are, however, contradictory. Specifically, 
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while individualisation has been conceptualised as concerning the necessity and 

ability to construct or shape oneôs own biography (Beck 1992, Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim 2001, Giddens 1991) and hence oneôs own future, precariousness is 

usually associated with the opposite, that is, with the inability  to plan or foresee 

oneôs future ï with not óhavingô a future (Berardi 2009b, Bourdieu 2000a, 2000c, 

2003, Harris 2004, Standing 2011). Given that these processes are widely posited 

to dominate contemporary life ï and especially economic life ï we might then 

propose that the contemporary worker or potential worker faces a contradiction 

or disjuncture: s/he faces the necessity of individually shaping her or his future 

worki ng life but must do so in a context of precarisation, that is, in a context 

where making a future is increasingly difficult to achieve. This apparent 

disjuncture or contradiction between individualisation and precarisation forms a 

key backdrop to this thesis. More specifically, recent debates on the 

individualisation and precarisation of work form the theoretical basis of this 

thesis, especially in as much as they concern relations of time.  

 

By exploring the temporal nature of processes of individualisatio n and 

precarisation, this thesis will make three contributions to contemporary 

sociological debate. The first contribution concerns the relation between 

changing economic and organisational structures and individual futurities of 

working lives. While recent shifts in the economy have been conceptualised in 

terms of changing production methods and organisations (Gorz 1999, Harvey 

1989, Marazzi 2008, 2011, Piore and Sabel 1984, Wills 2008, 2009a, Wills et al. 

2010), it has remained largely unclear how individ ual practices and attitudes 

relate to temporal frameworks provided by economic or organisational contexts. 

In this thesis I will suggest that the changes from a Fordist to a Post-Fordist 

economic regime (Amin 1994, Jessop 1994, 1995, Kumar 2005, Lipietz 1995, 

Tonkiss 2006, Wigfield 2001) have involved a reorganisation of individual 

temporalities, a restructuring away from long -term, organisational career 

thinking towards flexible and situational futurities.  

 

While changes towards a regime of flexibility have been discussed for example by 

Richard Sennett (1998, 2006), it has not been made clear how they can be 

conceptualised as an interdependency between economic and individual 
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temporalities and how this interdependency operates in a context of 

organisational polarisation processes. A Bourdieusian approach that takes into 

account not only the interrelation between economic and individual 

temporalities but also the socially structured nature of individu al practices shall 

enable me to examine such polarisation processes and relations of 

interdependency. This thesis will therefore map the emergence of new practices 

and attitudes through which individuals anticipate their future and investigate 

how such anticipation is made possible or closed down by specific economic or 

organisational settings.  

 

The second contribution concerns the divisions and disjunctures in individual 

temporalities resulting from these settings. To put this slightly differently: this 

thesis will examine how organisational changes ï and especially polarisation and 

precarisation processes ï shape possibilities for workers becoming agents of 

their working lives. As a working definition, polarisation in this context shall 

refer to processes within organisations that are creating divisions between 

workforces in terms of income, employment rights or access to promotional 

structures. In regard to such organisational change I will suggest that one major 

driver of precariousness at an organisational level has been the corporate 

practice of subcontracting, whereby segments of the workforce of an organisation 

are put at óarms-lengthô from their real employer, a process which has placed a 

growing number of workers at the periphery of organisations. This peripheral 

position, however, has not only furthered d ivisions among different workforces 

but has also contributed to the growth of already existing social divisions.  

 

These divisions, I will propose, can be understood as divisions of time  with 

workers divided into those able to individually engage with thei r (future) working 

lives on the one hand and those unable to colonise their own future  (Giddens 

1991) and to develop individual narratives of the future on the other. I will 

suggest that Robert Castelôs work on the relation between individualisation and 

precariousness (2003, 2009 and 2010) provides a useful resource for 

understanding such divisions. In accounting for socio -economic divisions as 

divisions of time, this thesis will argue that we are not moving towards a new 

temporal regime (as is often assumed) but towards increasingly polarised and 
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divided regimes of time that reflect economic and social core and periphery 

positions in organisations, as well as in society at large. 

 

The third contribution this thesis makes to explore the temporal nature of 

processes of individualisation and precarisation concerns narratives of 

individualisation. As is well documented, writers such as Beck (1992) and Beck 

and Beck-Gernsheim (2001) have argued that contemporary processes of 

individualisation mean that individual s are increasingly confronted with their 

future working lives; indeed, they are increasingly required to actively engage 

with and create their own working futures. As this thesis will elaborate, this 

requirement is one which can be examined at the level of narrative. Through an 

analysis of aspects of contemporary news print-media, this thesis will elaborate 

how individuals are pervasively addressed as agents of their own working 

futures. By means of this analysis I will, however, put forward a critique of 

notions of individual agency and future orientation assumed by writers such as 

Beck. More specifically, I will elaborate how at the level of narrative, 

individualisation is in alignment with the (neoliberal) demand that individuals 

become authors of their own futures, including their future working lives ï a 

demand that has been universalised and normalised via a number of media, 

including, as I will suggest, through the specific genre of the career portrait. 

These demands, as my thesis will further demonstrate, also have important 

implications for social class.  

 

To elaborate these contributions, as I have already noted, this thesis draws on 

Bourdieuôs methodological injunction against the separation between economic 

and temporal structures. In so doing this  thesis makes two assumptions. First, it 

assumes that in order to understand the nature of individual practices and 

attitudes towards the future one needs to consider their embeddedness in 

specific historical, economic and social conditions. Second, it assumes that these 

practices and attitudes cannot be understood to be universal: different forms of 

the organization of economic relations correspond to different forms of 

temporality, and more specifically correspond to different ways in which 

individuals relate to their past, present and future working lives. Bourdieuôs 

analysis of the indivisibility of economic and temporal structures lies behind the 
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decision to structure the thesis in terms of these two assumptions; moreover, an 

insistence on their inseparability allows me to develop a critique of commonly 

assumed notions of individual agency. Hence, by following Bourdieuôs 

methodological prescriptions, I am able to develop a critique of the pervasive 

cultural assumption that all individuals should and can shape their own futures.  

 

Drawing on this methodological framework this thesis will examine 180 career 

portraits collected from six different newspapers published in Britain and Austria 

over the period 2004-2010. Career portraits, which are usually published in 

weekend editions of daily or weekly newspapers, depict the working lives and 

careers of individuals in a variety of jobs. Typically, those portrayed are unknown 

to the public. In the analysis, particular attention will be paid to the underlying 

noti ons of agency assumed in these portraits. For example, by analysing the ways 

in which pasts, presents and futures are portrayed, I will consider the ways in 

which such portraits convey de-temporalised or socially disembedded notions of 

individual agency. I n regard to these portraits, and following this analysis, t his 

thesis will also ask what these kinds of representations do, sociologically 

speaking. Can they be understood as individualising techniques, and if so how?  

 

In addition to an analysis of career portraits, this thesis examines the 

temporalities of the working lives of people associated with the banking industry 

in the City of London and in Canary Wharf, situated in Londonôs docklands. 

These latter form the two main financial districts of London. The analysis will 

focus on two very different workforces. First, people in their early and mid -

careers who are involved in the ócoreô activities of banks; second, a group of 

cleaning workers in the subcontracted óperipheryô of the banking industry. 

Through data collected from semi-structured interviews with these two groups, 

this thesis explores how organisational settings and different conditions of work 

influence and shape individual future perspectives. Particular attention will be 

paid to questions of individual agency, that is, the possibilities for individuals to 

be agents of their future. The diverse positioning of the two groups in the 

banking industry, moreover, enables an investigation into polarisation within 

organisations and into how processes of individualisation and precariousness can 

be viewed from the perspective of time. As the discussion of such processes is 
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closely related to broader changes of the UKôs and in particular of Londonôs 

labour market, I will briefly outline some of its main features, especially those 

that are relevant to the importance of London as a global financial centre.  

 

When speaking about the economy and the labour market of the UK it is 

important to bear in mind the distinctiveness of London ôs economy compared to 

the rest of the country. This is particularly true for the sectorial distribution of 

employment and for the distribution of incomes. As Chapter 8 will illustrate in 

more detail, while there has been a general shift towards service-sector work in 

the UK (as in most Western countries), this shift has resulted in a particularly 

strong growth of financial and business services in London, mainly  at the 

expense of (light) manufacturing. The following graphs shows that today 26% of 

the London workforce is working in in dustries directly or indirectly related to 

banking, finance and insurance, a figure that is 10% higher than in the rest of the 

UK. It can also be seen that there is also a clear divide between London and the 

rest of the UK with regards to employment in man ufacturing, and this is so 

despite a relative decline of this sector in the whole country over recent decades. 
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But previous decades have not only witnessed a sharp increase in service-sector 

employment but there has also been a rise in average qualification levels. Level 4 

and above qualifications1 have increased steadily between 2007 and 2012, with a 

rise of around 10% in London, where qualification levels are far above the UK 

average. The following graph  illustrates these changes. 

 

 

 

The expansion of service-sector work in the UK has further been paralleled by the 

rise in female labour participation rates. Nonetheless, the female employment 

rate is still considerably lower than for men, as the following table shows: 

 

Employment rate  
(source: ONS Statistics 2013) 

 
male female 

London 76.1% 62.6% 

United Kingdom  76.0% 66.0% 

 

There is however not only a difference in employment rates between men and 

women, but, crucially, a gender pay differential of almost 10% for full -time 

employees in the UK (Perfect 2012: 5). A distinctive gender division is also at 

work in terms of positions within organisations. While in London almost a third 

of the male workforce occupies higher managerial or higher professional 

occupations (NS-SeC2 classification No 1) it is only a fifth among the female 

workforce who occupy similar positions . For the whole of the UK the disparity is 

                                                 
1 http://ofqual.gov.uk/qualifications-and-assessments/qualification-frameworks/levels-of-qualifications/ 
2 National Statistics Socio-economic Classification 
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even greater; here men are double as likely to work in higher managerial and 

higher professional occupations than women (see following table).  

 

Per centage of workforce in h igher managerial 
and professional occupations  

(source: Census 2011) 

 male female 

London 32.4% 20.5% 

United Kingdom  27.4% 14.4% 

 

Apart from such divisions of gender, other important division in the UKôs and 

even more so in Londonôs workforce are migrant divisions of labour (Wills et al. 

2010). Census data shows that between 2001 and 2011 the percentage of people 

living in London who were born in the UK went down from 72.9% in 2001 to 

66.3% in 2011. A rapid change can also be identified in the ethnic composition of 

Londonôs residents. While in 2001 almost 60% described themselves as óWhite 

Britishô this figure dropped to around 45% in 2011. In other words, an increasing 

number of people in London (and to a lower degree also in the UK) and hence of 

its workforce consists of migrants, who have either arrived in the UK recently or 

have histories of migration. As Chapters 7 and 8 will discuss in further detail, the 

increasing reliance of Londonôs labour market on migrant workers has had 

important implications for ongoing socio -economic polarisation processes, too. 

Migrant workers are more likely to be employed in low -paid and insecure jobs. 

The subsequent graph provides an overview of the likelihood of a number of 

different  ethnic groups in London working in low -paid jobs, that is, in jobs that 

pay less than the London Living Wage which is currently set at £8.80 for London 

and at £7.65 for  the rest of the UK.  
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The industries (in London)  with the highest proportion of their workforce o n low 

incomes can be found in caring, retail, the hospitality and catering sector and, 

importantly for my thesis, in the cleaning sector. Between 75 and 85 per cent of 

employees of the cleaning sector employees are employed in low pay jobs 

(Hoffman 2014). Low pay is particularly widespread among people working part-

time. The median wage for part-time employees in London is less than 60 per 

cent of that for full -time employees (Hoffman 2014: 12), which is ever more 

significant as the proportion of part -time workers has increased steadily over 

recent years.  

 

The increasing reliance on low-paid labour however has been paralleled by a rise 

of incomes in the top layers of the income distribution. Again, London deviates 

sharply from the figures for the rest of th e UK. Londonôs labour market shows a 

stark polarisation of incomes with a proportionately large number of people in 

the top tenth and bottom tenth of the income distribution.  
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Chapter 8 will discuss these division and in particular the social and histo rical 

reasons and consequences why Londonôs labour market exhibits these divisions 

in more depth. Crucially, this thesis will examine t he causes, social divisions and 

in particular how such divisions can be understood from the perspective of time 

in theoretical and empirical registers.   

 

 

Individualisation and precariousness in the context of a neoliberal 

and financialised economy  

 

While this thesis is framed by theories of individualisation and precarisation, it is 

important to register that the research and fieldwork on which it is based 

coincided with the global financial crisis and its aftermath, a crisis which meant 

that a growing number of people working in banking and banking -related 

industries faced growing uncertainty regarding their futures. Durin g the months 

that followed the bankruptcies of major international banks in 2008, there were 

numerous images circulating around the world showing bankers walking out of 

their offices and sitting in the streets after having lost their jobs. Images of 

unemployment and people feeling desperate and insecure about their future 

suddenly caught the attention of millions of people all over the world. In London, 

a centre of global finance, there was a general feeling that this may mark the 

decline or even the end of an entire industry. Within a few weeks, job insecurity 

and the spectre of unemployment became topics of everyday news. 
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Yet, while many people in banking lost their jobs after the so-called ócredit-

crunchô in 2008, the insecuritisation and precarisation of work had long before 

become a reality of work for many people. And while it was big news when people 

in banking lost their jobs, insecure and precarious forms of employment  are 

rarely deemed newsworthy. Indeed, it generally escapes the attention of the 

media that even within the banking and finance industry there are many workers 

in cleaning, security or catering jobs, whose conditions of work and incomes were 

poor before the events of 2008. While often labouring in the offices of large 

banking and financial organisations, such workers are usually employed by 

subcontracted specialist firms who pay only the legally required minimum wage. 

Such firms also typically do not offer any forms of social security, for example, 

sick pay or pension schemes. The existence of such insecure and precarious 

workers servicing the banking and finance indust ries demonstrate categorically 

that there was a ócrisis of workô long before the financial crisis reached the 

headlines of international news.  

 

Paradoxically, the growth of job insecurity and precarious work has taken place 

during a time in which a neoliberal ethos of the enterprising self has become 

increasingly normalised. The enterprising self centres on the idea of the 

autonomous individual who takes responsibility for shaping his or her future 

career. The normalisation of the latter is evident in how recent decades have 

witnessed an enormous rise of self-help literature advising individuals on óhow to 

make a careerô or óhow to be successfulô. In focusing on the individual such 

literature has supported an individualised understanding of work. Such 

individualising tendencies within neoliberalism were observed by Michel 

Foucault in his lectures on governmentality at the Collège de France (Foucault 

2007, 2008) and late r by Nikolas Rose (1990, 1996). Drawing on Foucault, Rose 

critiques the view of individuals as entrepreneurial selves, suggesting that the 

autonomous, self-determined self of present-day economic life must be 

understood as a new form of the governance of subjects. 

 

This neoliberal ethos, however, should not be understood to be only at issue in 

regard to the economic sphere, but also as central to the operations of the 
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modern state. Thus while the neoliberal state has typically cut public spending 

and reduced collective social security, it has also advocated the autonomous and 

entrepreneurial self, and in so doing both undercut and pathologised forms of 

state dependency. This can be observed especially at the level of social policy, 

where there has been a shift from collective systems of social security financed 

via taxes and/or social insurance contributions to a rhetoric that encourages 

individuals to take responsibility for themselves via the market. As David Harv ey 

has observed, neoliberalism ñvalues market exchange as an ethic in itself, capable 

of acting as a guide to all human action, and substituting for all previously held 

ethical beliefsò (Harvey 2005: 3). It is this context of pervasive political and 

economic neo-liberalism that this thesis is set. Thus, rather than through the 

short-termism of the financial crisis, processes of individualisation and 

precarisation are understood in terms of the longer time scale of neo-liberalism. 

Before turning to the opening chapters of the thesis, in what follows I provi de a 

brief outline of the thesis as a whole. 

 

 

Thesis outline  

 

In Chapters 1, 2 and 3 I review some of the key sociological conceptualisations of 

changes in contemporary working life biographies. I place special emphasis on 

how these conceptualisations might be read from the perspective of time and 

temporality. In Chapter 1, I discuss the theories of individualisation and 

reflexivisation of working lives put forward by Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens 

as well as critical responses to their theories. As working definitions, 

individualisation can be understood as a process that concerns a reorganisation 

of work biography as an individual  work biography, while reflexivisation in this 

context can be viewed as a process that calls into question and thereby 

transforms individual orientations and practices to work biography. I suggest 

that Beckôs and Giddensôs understandings of the changing nature of working lives 

are about the organisation of time insofar as they offer notions of individualised 

and reflexive present and future orientation. Thereafter, I draw on Castelôs 

writings on precarisation to discuss the relation between processes of 

individualisation and precarisation of working lives and show how both of these 
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processes can be conceptualised from the point of view of time. For the time 

being, the precarisation of work shall be understood in very general terms as a 

process which places individuals in a socio-economic state of insecurity or 

instability, mainly as a result of a weak bargaining power over their conditions of 

work.  

 

Chapter 2 discusses the emergence of new temporal practices and habits in the 

context of working lives. By critically assessing some of the literature on the shift 

from Fordist to Post -Fordist modes of production and organisation, such as those 

of Bob Jessop, Michael Piore and Charles Sabel and David Harvey, I propose that 

this shift can be viewed as a change from linear to more flexible and 

discontinuous temporalities. I propose further that changes towards flexible 

temporalities at the  level of organisations have produced increasingly polarised 

workforces, and in particular workforces divided by experiences of time.  

 

In Chapter 3 I introduce Bourdieuôs writings on time, writings which will then 

serve as the methodological framework for the empirical analysis of present-day 

working life temporalities. I discuss Bourdieuôs early interest in questions of 

time, economy and work and complement this early work with his notion of 

practice as temporalisation  introduced in later writings. The sec ond part of this 

chapter outlines how Ricoeur and Lawler conceptualise the relation between 

narrative and time, in terms of the ways in which narratives link past and present 

events as well as the individual with the collective. By way of conclusion, this 

chapter juxtaposes the work of Bourdieu and Ricoeur to investigate the relation 

between time, narrative and practice.  

 

The methodology of the thesis is presented in Chapter 4, after which Chapter 5 

examines the temporality of practice and narrative at wor k in career portraits. As 

already noted, career portraits aim to capture individual working lives by 

describing a personôs past and present career; they are often published in 

weekend editions of newspapers or in separate sections on work, careers or jobs, 

sections that may even be passed unnoticed for some of the readers. This chapter 

asks how and why career portraits have become an integral and unquestioned 
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part of most newspapers and enquires into what role they might play in 

conveying new values and attitudes towards work .  

 

To address these questions this chapter analyses 180 career portraits in relation 

to the theories of individualisation and reflexivisation of working lives presented 

in Chapter 1. Bourdieuôs temporalised understanding of practice is also mobilised 

in this analysis, especially to consider how individual practices, and especially 

practices of change, are represented in such portraits. In addition , Bourdieu's 

framework will be drawn upon to analyse what kinds of notions of agency such 

portraits assume. 

 

A second chapter (Chapter 6) on career portraits identifies new temporal and 

economic practices, habits and structures that are enacted in these texts. More 

specifically, this chapter explores through the prism of these representations how 

people time or are timed by their working lives. This exploration will pay 

particular attention to issues of change or practices of change (e.g. óbreakingô 

with the familiar, changing career plans, searching for change, keeping up with 

change, etc.). In so doing, this chapter seeks to identify the practices and 

temporal outlooks individuals may draw on to relate to their past and future 

working lives. To put this somewhat differently, and to draw on the language of 

Bourdieu, this chapter investigates ñthe acquisition of new temporal habitsò 

(Bourdieu 2000c: 28). This chapter then places these new temporal habits and 

practices in the context of discussions regarding current changes in the temporal 

nature of working lives, including the emergence of situation al time  or potential 

time . Finally, this chapter explores how career portraits depict and enact a 

blurring of boundaries between the spheres of work and life. More specifically 

this chapter explores to what extent individuals in career portraits ñput to work 

their entire livesò (Marazzi 2007: 50).  

 

Chapters 7 and 8 concern the workers employed in and servicing the banking and 

finance industry in London. Chapter 7 examines the working lives of employees 

who are directly involved in the activities of banks, while Chapter 8 focuses on 

the lives of workers subcontracted to clean the buildings housing banking 

activities. Together these two chapters broadly examine whether polarisation 
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processes within organisations can be understood from the perspective of time. 

In both these chapters, I investigate the temporal nature of organisational 

settings as well as the temporal effects of ongoing polarisation and precarisation 

processes on peopleôs working lives. My analysis of these two different groups of 

workers maps out the practices and temporal orientations people develop 

according to their organisational, economic and social context. Particular 

attention is paid to how individuals relate to their future working lives, that is, to 

the question of how working futures are ï or are not ï made. 
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1. The individualisation versus the precarisation of 

working lives: a temporal perspective  

 

1.1. Introduction  

 

This chapter will address theories of individualisation and reflexivisation of 

working lives as well as the relation between individualisation and precarisation 

processes from a temporal perspective. The first part of this chapter will 

introduce Ulrich Beckôs and Anthony Giddensôs concepts of individualisation and 

reflexivisation of working life biographies and discuss wha t their theories say 

about the organisation of time in relation to the changing nature of working lives 

and careers. In so doing, I will mainly draw on Beckôs concept of 

individualisation and destandardisation of labour as well as on Giddensôs notion 

of disembedding and the reflexive self.3 I will suggest that individualisation, 

according to Beck and Giddens, concerns the organisation of time especially to 

the extent that their writings imply that collective temporal structures are 

increasingly being replaced by individualised notions of time, that is, by notions 

of time in which individuals are increasingly required to time not only their 

present but also their future working lives.  

 

As a next step, I will present some of the critiques that have been raised against 

Beckôs and Giddensôs concepts of individualisation and reflexivisation, in 

particular  critiques which have suggested that Beck and Giddens have 

downplayed the structural dimensions of individualisation. This discussion 

serves a twofold purpose for this thesis. Firstly, it will enable me to place these 

analyses of individualisation and reflexivity in the context of more recent changes 

in the world of work, including processes of precarisation. Secondly, it will allow 

me to establish how individuali sation is embedded in and dependent on ï and 

hence does not exist in opposition to ï structural and institutional resources.  

 

                                                 
3 See also Nowotny (1994), who argues that ñthe previous óstandard biographyô, given an increasing tendency 
to participate in work and a stagnant social volume of available work, will be accessible only to a small 
fragmentary group of the gainfully employed in the futureò (Nowotny 1994: 104). 
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Specifically, by adopting a class perspective, I will discuss the work of Michael 

Savage and Beverley Skeggs, who both argue that individualisation is not a 

process that demonstrates the declining influence of social class or structure but 

rather the product of the increasing dominance of  a middle -class orientation to 

work and career. Thereafter, and extending this form of critique,  I will draw on 

Robert Castelôs writings on the relation between the modern individual and 

collective systems of social protection. In Castelôs view, contemporary 

precarisation processes are reworking individualisation insofar as such processes 

are increasingly undermining the possibilities for individuals to shape their own 

working futures. For the context of my thesis this is significant insofar as 

precarisation processes are creating social and economic divisions between those 

who are (still) able to manage their present and future individually , which Castel 

describes in his concept of the individu par excès  and those who are unable to 

anticipate their own future , conceptualised by Castel as the individu par défaut , 

division that will be significant in pa rticular for empirical Chapters 7 and 8. 4 

 

 

1.2. Beckôs theory of individualisation and do-it -yourself 

biography  

 

Beck concurs with Giddens that we are witnessing a change from simple or first 

modernity, which started with the period of industrialisation, to second or 

reflexive modernity. Both authors agree that we are living in a different form of 

modernity rather than in a new era that has overcome or transgressed modernity 

(such as postmodernity). ñWe are witnessing not the end of but the beginning of 

modernity ï beyond its classical industrial designò (Beck 1992: 10). Beckôs theory 

of individualisation, therefore, has to be understood within the context of his 

macro theory of (reflexive) modernization. According to Beck reflexivity ñdoes 

not mean reflection (as the adjective reflexive  seems to suggest) but above all 

self-confrontationò (Beck 1999: 73).5 Put differently, ñsimple modernization 

                                                 
4 Castelôs concepts of the individu par excès and the individu par défaut will be explained in detail in section 
1.6 of this chapter. 
5 In his essay óJenseits von Klasse und Nationô (2008), Beck states that his individualisation thesis has often 
wrongly been misinterpreted from an overly subjective point of view and thus been attributed wi th notions 
of individualism or egoism. In this article he underlines that individualisation needs to be understood from a 
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becomes reflexive modernization to the extent that it disenchants and then 

dissolves its own taken-for-granted premisesò (Beck et al. 2003: 3). Simple 

modernization was characterised by the centrality of institutions such as the 

nation -state, traditional gender and family roles or the existence of social classes 

as well as what Beck calls ñfull employment societiesò (2003: 4), which, however, 

as Beck et al. (2003: 4) underline, were also based on a sexual division of labour. 

These institutions and social formations have increasingly become questioned 

and disintegrated with the advent of reflexive modernity. As Beck argues ñthe 

normal family, the normal career and the normal life history are all suddenly 

called into question and have to be renegotiatedò (2003: 4). This ñcalling-into -

questionò, as Beck famously argues (and has been extensively critiqued), has also 

entailed a declining influence of social class on individuals.  

 

Beckôs theory of reflexive modernization can thus be read as a theory of 

individualisation, that is, a theory of the decline of the norms and traditions 

associated with previously existing social institutions and their replacement by 

individual choices and decisions. As Beck puts it, ñthe individual becomes the 

reproduction unit of the social in the lifeworldò (Beck 1992: 90). In terms of 

working lives the process of individualisation means that ñthe normal biography 

(é) becomes the óelective biographyô, the óreflexive biographyô, the ódo-it -yourself 

biographyôò (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2001: 3). Accordingly, Beck understands 

the individualisation of working lives as a process whereby ñbiographies become 

self-reflexive; socially prescribed biography is transformed into biography that is 

self-producedò (Beck 1992: 135). However, Beck does not claim that 

individualisation automatically means a higher degree of autonomy over oneôs 

life. On the contrar y, he argues that ñindividualization is not based on the free 

decision of individuals (é) people are condemned to individualizationò (Beck 

1994: 14), and individualisation can bring with it new forms of risks and 

constraints. In Beckôs understanding, reflexive forms of life open up possibilities 

and chances for individuals to take on (and may be compelled to take on) more 

self-driven and self-responsible ways of life. This, however, does not mean that 

inequalities cease to exist. Indeed, Beck argues that ñ[t]he reflexive conduct of 

                                                                                                                                                 
structural perspective (i.e. individualisation is not a matter of individual choice but is being imposed by 
modern social institutions ). 
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life, the planning of oneôs own biography and social relations gives rise to a new 

inequalityò, which, he goes on to say, is ñthe inequality of dealing with insecurity 

and reflexivityò (Beck, 1992: 98). Thus, while Beckôs discussion of the shift 

towards risk society can be understood as entailing increased agency in regard to 

social structures, he also makes clear that the so-called do-it -yourself biography  

can more easily become a breakdown  biography  (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 

2001: 3, see also Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995).  

 

While in 1986, when Beckôs influential  Risk Society (Beck 1992) was published, 

he discussed the aforementioned transformation of work biographies in terms of 

a destandardisation of labour , thirteen years later, in 1999 (Beck 2000), he 

describes the conditions of work that are increasingly becoming predominant in 

Western societies as a process of Brazilianisation . By Brazilianisation  Beck was 

referring to the spread of temporary, insecure and discontinuous forms of 

employment in Western societies, societies that were previously dominated by a 

paradigm of full employment. Thus Beck uses the term Brazilianisation  in order 

to state that employment relations in the West increasingly resemble those of the 

Global South. The job for life, he argues, ñhas disappeared. (é) all paid work is 

subject to the threat of replacement. (é) and labour market flexibility has 

become a political mantraò (2000: 2).  

 

Individualisation in a risk society hence means the redistribution of risks away 

from the economy and the state towards the individual (2000: 3). And although 

individuals are increasingly required to create their own working life biographies, 

as he argues in Risk Society (1992), ñno one can say what you must learn in order 

to be needed in the futureò because skills and knowledge are subject to the same 

flexibility as are the markets (2000: 3). In other words, the securities, certainties 

and clearly defined boundaries of first modernity have been replaced by the 

insecurities, uncertainties and loss of boundaries of second modernity (2000: 

70). This transformation, as Beck goes on to say, also entailed a shift in the 

temporal organisation of working lives, and in particular of the relation between 

work and non-work. Work in first mode rnity, according to Beck, ñrested upon a 

high degree of both temporal and spatial standardisation of work contracts and 

labour deployment (2000: 77). A clear division between work and non -work, 
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temporally as well as spatially, was therefore a defining feature of work in first 

modernity. With the emergence of the risk regime, or reflexive modernisation, 

work has, however, become much more individualised and the relation between 

work and non-work has been newly defined. Specifically, Beck argues ñthe 

boundari es between work and non-work are starting to blur, in respect of time, 

space and contractual contentò (2000: 77).  

 

According to Beck, however, the shift from first to refle xive (or second) 

modernity, has not only involved a shift in the temporal relation between work 

and non-work but, importantly for this thesis, it has also encompassed a 

reorganisation of the temporalities of work biographies. Thus, from a temporal 

perspective, reflexive modernization marks a break with the idea that the future 

is knowable and foreseeable or, as Beck et al. (2003) state: ñtoday the future is 

less and less deducible from the pastò (2003: 13). The linear understanding of 

time, as a temporal continuity between past, present and future, is being replaced 

by an understanding of time as an individual resource. This individualised 

understanding of time, however, is accompanied by a higher degree of risks now 

faced by individuals. In discussing such risks, Beck et al. (2003) refer to Sennettôs 

distinction between surfers  and drifte rs in order to describe the effects of 

increasing contingencies on individual working life biographies. Beck et al. argue 

that the surfer  stands for a type of individuality that ñtries to be actively 

conscious of change as a means of steeringò (Beck et al. 2003: 26). They go on to 

argue that ñódriftersô, by contrast, experience the contingency and non-continuity 

of life as a loss and a threat. The multiplicity of subject boundaries appears to 

them as something that harms their chances of making decisions and steering 

their livesò (Beck et al. 2003: 26). 

 

Beck et al. (2003) draw on Sennettôs distinction between surfers and drifters in 

order to highlight the bifurcation processes involved in ongoing transformations 

of work biographies, and ï of particular int erest for the present thesis ï to the 

creation of divisions between those able to create their own working futures and 

those unable to do so in a context of uncertainty and discontinuity. The fact that 

working life futurities are increasingly becoming unpre dictable, as Beck goes on 

to say, has also involved the necessity to imbue oneôs career trajectories with 
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meaning (Beck et al. 2003: 25). The individualisation of working lives, in Beckôs 

terms, has thus not only meant that individuals increasingly have to  shape and 

time their own working lives but also that they need to create their own career 

narratives. While questions addressing the relation between narrative and time 

will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 3, the next section of this chapter 

will contrast Beckôs thesis of individualisation and reflexivisation of work 

biographies with Giddensôs writings on the transformations of working lives. In 

particular, I will show how Giddensôs understanding of reflexivity can be 

understood from the perspective of time.  

 

 

1.3. Giddensôs concept of disembedding and the reflexive 

self  

 

Giddensôs analysis of modernity and reflexive modernity (or radicalised 

modernity as he also calls it) is often mentioned in conjunction with Beckôs 

theory of individualisation and reflexivisation. Together with Scott Lash, the two 

authors also published Reflexive Modernization  (Beck et al. 1994), in which each 

develops a different theoretical approach to the emergence of reflexive 

modernity. Giddensôs approach to reflexivity differs from Beckôs insofar as 

Giddens focuses on the psycho-social and the ontological (see for example his 

notion of ontological security, Giddens 1991) as well as on the relation between 

reflexivisation and identity, while Beck is more interested in reflex ivisation from 

a societal point of view. The following section will draw on those aspects of 

Giddensôs psycho-social theory that focus on the relation between reflexivity and 

time. More specifically I will critically discuss three of Giddensôs concepts that ï 

implicitly or explicitly ï address this relation, namely tradition , disembedding 

and the colonisation of the future .  

 

Giddens explicitly speaks about time when he discusses the concept of tradition. 

Tradition, according to Giddens, organises time insofar as it enacts a relation to 

the past, the present as well as to the future. Tradition, in Giddensôs view, 

constitutes ñan orientation to the past, such that the past has a heavy influence 

or, more accurately put, is made to have a heavy influence, over the presentò 
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(Giddens 1994: 62). Tradition, Giddens goes on, is not simply about the way in 

which the past shapes the present but ñis also about the future, since established 

practices are used as a way of organising future timeò (1994: 62). Practices based 

on tradition shape the future, ñwithout the need to carve it out as a separate 

territoryò (1994: 62).  

 

Thus, tradition concerns the organization of time (Giddens 1994: 96). In what 

Giddens terms post-traditional society (Giddens 1994) individual actions  are, 

however, increasingly disembedded or ólifted outô from social relations and from 

local contexts of interaction which in turn are replaced by abstract systems such 

as money or expert systems (Giddens 1990: 21-22). The disembedding of 

individual practi ces from their social context, in Giddensôs view, also involves a 

process whereby ñsocial practices are constantly examined and reformed in the 

light of incoming informationò, which, as he goes on to say, ñthus constitutively 

alter[s] their characterò (Giddens 1990: 38). In Giddensôs view, such conditions, 

that is, conditions in which ñthe future is recognised to be intrinsically 

unknowableò (Giddens 1991: 111) due to rapidly changing social contexts, require 

individual agents to develop a higher degree of reflexivity regarding their 

(working) futures.  

 

Giddens's understanding of reflexivity is thus closer to the notion of reflection, or 

more precisely, reflection upon oneôs own practices and habits than Beckôs notion 

of reflexivity. As I will discuss later  on in this chapter, this notion of reflexivity 

has been critiqued by several authors for its assumptions regarding individual 

agency. In contrast to Beck, who uses the term reflexivity mostly in order to 

describe social processes of self-confrontation, Gi ddens develops his theory of 

reflexivity around the notion of self -reflexivity. This notion of reflexivity as 

reflection is also at issue in his approach to risk and futurity, as the following 

statements indicate: 

 

Individuals seek to colonise the future for themselves as an intrinsic part of their life -

planning. (é) All individuals establish a portfolio of risk assessment, which may be 

more or less clearly articulated, well informed and óopenô; or alternatively may be 

largely inertial (Giddens 1991: 125).  
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Given the extreme reflexivity of late modernity, the future does not just consist of the 

expectation of events yet to come. óFuturesô are organised reflexively in the present in 

terms of chronic flow of knowledge into the environments about which such 

knowledge was developed (Giddens 1991: 29).  

 

In other words ñin modern social conditions, the more the individual seeks 

reflexively to forge a self-identity, they will be aware that current practices shape 

future outcomesò (Giddens 1991: 129). But the idea of a colonisation of the 

future, as he argues, also means that the future is ñincreasingly severed from the 

pastò and hence that it ñbecomes a new terrain ï a territory of counterfactual 

possibilityò (1991: 111). This understanding of the future is at the same time 

linked to the notion of risk, as Giddens argues: ñThe notion of risk becomes 

central in a society which is taking leave of the past, of traditional ways of doing 

things, and which is opening itself up to a problematic futureò (1991: 111). The 

fact that more people are now required to colonise their future individually, in 

Giddensôs view also means that identities cease to be pre-given and start to 

become an object for reflection.  

 

Giddensôs account of reflexivity thus underlines the consequences of reflexive 

modernisation for the self and self-identity in society. Self -identity, according to 

Giddens, requires reflexive awareness of the self. This reflexive self-awareness, in 

Giddensôs view, is also fundamental for the way in which individual biogr aphies 

are shaped. Although Giddensôs theory of reflexivity does not address in detail 

the relation between reflexivisation and the changing nature of working life 

biographies, his writings underscore that the process of reflexivisation has 

involved a process of individualisation, that is, a process whereby individuals are 

increasingly required to colonise their own working futures. But in foregrounding 

the psychosocial and ontological aspects of reflexivity, Giddens fails to address 

the economic contexts that require individuals to reflect on their own futures, 

including their working futures. This line of critique has been developed by 

several authors and I turn to discuss this bracketing of socio-economic context in 

the following section. Hence, the following discussion will present some of the 

main critiques of Beck and Giddensôs theories and it will do so mainly in order to 

explore in more depth the relation between present-day transformation of work 
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biographies and questions of time and agency, questions that are crucial for the 

empirical Chapters 5 to 8.  

 

 

1.4. A critical approach to individualisation and 

reflexivisation in the context of changing working life 

temporalities  

 

The process of reflexive modernization has increasingly required individuals to 

take decisions about the course of their (working) lives and entails new forms of 

risk. According to risk society theory, the production of risks is accompanied by 

an increasing need to take decisions in order to prevent risks from occurring. 

ñRisks always depend on decisions ï that is they presuppose decisions. They 

arise from the transformation of uncertainty and hazards into decisionsò (Beck 

1999: 75). Put differently, the process of individualisation, as Beck and Giddens 

understand it, is not only constituted by a ñfreeing of agency from structureò 

(Lash 1994: 119) but at the same individuals increasingly have to face their órisky 

freedomsô (see also Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). For the context of working 

lives and careers this has meant that individuals are increasingly required to take 

individual decisions regarding their working futures to a larger extent than in 

previous decades.6  

 

Individualisation, however, not only enables but also forces people to make 

choices for which they are supposed to bear the consequences. Individualisation 

therefore means that failure to take the right decision is increasingly conceived to 

be the responsibility of the individual. As Deborah Lupton argues: ñto choose the 

wrong kind of university degree, occupation or marriage partner, to face 

unemployment or marital breakdown, tends to be considered the result of an 

individualôs faulty planning or decision-making rather than the outcome of 

broader social processesò (Lupton 1999: 72). However, this individualised 

                                                 
6 Adam and Groves similarly state that ñthe locus of responsibility has altered (é) the future has been 
transformed into a contingent sphere not only of human potential, opportunity, and influence but of 
obligation and responsibility as wellò (Adam and Groves 2007: 34). The argument that individuals are now 
increasingly required to take decisions regarding their futures has been confirmed empirically in Harrisô 
study on young womenôs attitudes towards the future (Harris 2004). 



~ 34 ~  
 

understanding of decision-making and engagement with oneôs future working life 

cannot be taken for granted, as individuals can only do so in a context in which 

they are equipped with the necessary economic and social resources (see also 

Tulloch and Lupton 2003 ). It is from this perspective that Lupton further argues 

that   

 

the self-reflexive individual, as presented by Beck and Giddens, is a socially and 

economically privileged person who has the cultural and material resources to 

engage in self-inspection. Many people, however, simply lack the resources and 

techniques with which to engage in the project of self-reflexivity (Lupton 1999: 114). 

 

As I will go on to elaborate in this chapter, a similar critique of Beck and, in 

particular, of Giddensôs notion of the reflexive self has been put forward from a 

class perspective by Skeggs (2004a, 2004b) and Savage (2000).  

 

In his book on Ulrich Beck, Gabe Mythen (2005) concurs with the arguments 

presented by Lupton and also emphasises the social and economic preconditions 

in which individualisation and reflexivisation are embedded. In addition, 

however, Mythen specifically discusses individualisation in the context of work 

and suggests that there has been a ñreformatting in the temporal structure of 

workò (Mythen 2005: 132). This reformatting, Mythen argues, is evident among 

employees who are forced to work additional or shorter hours when required and 

can be seen in the ñdecline of collective bargaining and the utilisation of 

freelance, temporary and part-time staffò (2005: 132). In terms of work 

biographies, he suggests that there is an ongoing shift towards a system in which 

ñjob evaluation, re-training and career changes become less like options and 

more like necessitiesò (2005: 133). In this regime, personal career changes are 

not simply necessary, but failure to change can already be considered as risky, a 

point that will be addressed in more detail i n Chapter 6. He further argues that it 

cannot be assumed that workplace change is a feature of individual choice and 

decision but needs instead to be situated within a wider culture of risk (2005: 

132). Although Mythen agrees with Beckôs position that we are living in a risk 

society, he emphasises that life in risk society affects different individuals in 

different ways. He states that while ñin risk society narrative, everyone seems 

destined to share a similar individualised experienceò and the ñprocess of 
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individualisation may be universalò, the ñexperience of this process will be 

heterogeneousò (2005: 138).  

 

Mythen, however, disagrees with Beckôs argument that risk positions are 

increasingly replacing class positions. On the contrary, Mythen argues that ñthe 

distribution of risk tends to reinforce rather than transform existing inequalitiesò 

(2005: 144). For Mythen ñthe unyielding reproduction of social divisions 

indicates that class, gender, age and ethnicity remain durable yardsticks of social 

opportunityò (Mythen 2004: 135). Although Mythen emphasises the importance 

of stratification processes along subjective experiences (2004: 146), nonetheless 

he does not further develop theoretically how the process of individualisation 

reworks social inequalities in terms of the resources people draw on when they 

make choices. Such an understanding ï significant for the context of t his thesis ï 

is however pushed forward by Anthony Elliot (2002) via an exploration of 

individualisation and reflexivisation.  

 

In general terms, Elliott agrees with Beckôs thesis that we are witnessing a shift 

from (simple) modernity to reflexive modernity , and also with the idea that this 

shift entails a process of individualisation. Elliott, however, critiques Beckôs 

understanding of individualisation for its ñsubjective backdropò, which, as he 

goes on to argue, presupposes ñan active engagement with the self, with the body, 

with relationships and marriage, with gender norms, and with workò, and hence 

forces individuals to take ñdecisions about their own lives and future course of 

actionò (2002: 298). This decision-taking takes place in an individualised r isk-

regime, that is, in a regime where ñrisk is de-socialisedò and where ñrisk-exposure 

and risk-avoidance is a matter of individual responsibility and navigationò (2002: 

305). The privatisation of risks, as Elliott further argues, produces new forms of 

structural inequality, mainly due to the fact that individuals are not equipped 

with the same resources in dealing with these risks. Elliott states that ñone must 

be able to deploy certain educational resources, symbolic goods, cultural and 

media capabilities, as well as cognitive and affective aptitudes, in order to count 

as a óplayerô in the privatization of risk-detection and risk-managementò (2002: 

305). In contrast to those who possess these resources and goods, there are 

ñpeople who cannot deploy such resources and capabilitiesò, which is ñoften the 
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result of various material and class inequalitiesò (2002: 305). These people, 

Elliott concludes, ñare likely to find themselves further disadvantaged and 

marginalized in a new world order of reflexive moderni zationò (2002: 305). 

 

For the context of the present thesis, the critique of Beckôs and Giddensôs 

understanding of individualisation and reflexivisation presented so far has 

shown that individualisation is not a process that can be conceived as an 

overarching transformation impacting equally on all, but instead represents an 

interplay between the necessity to create and shape work biographies and the 

resources individuals possess to actually do so. However, while previous 

discussions and critiques of Beckôs and Giddensôs individualisation thesis have 

been mainly theoretical in nature, I will henceforth present empirical research 

that underscores and substantiates previously made arguments and I will show 

how such empirical findings help to understand the socio-economic context of 

my (empirical) research, especially the in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. Let me begin with 

Quilgars and Abbottôs empirical labour market research, in which they assess 

critically Beckôs and Giddensôs understanding of reflexivity.  

 

In a qualit ative study of 90 households in England, conducted between 1997 and 

1998, Quilgars and Abbott explore individualisation vis -à-vis peopleôs position on 

the labour market. The authors describe the period they investigated as one in 

which there has been ña general intensification of work, involving both increased 

speed of work and working longer hours and more overtimeò (Quilgars and 

Abbott 2000: 19). These temporal changes of employment relations, as the 

authors argue, are the result of increasing labour market flexibilisation and 

deregulation, which have led to a rise in feelings of insecurity and risk among the 

workforce.7 These developments in the labour market and the ongoing retreat of 

the welfare state have led to a transfer of responsibilities and risks to the 

individual.  

 

Crucially, from the point of view of my concerns here, the empirical findings of 

Quilgars and Abbottôs study evidence that the distribution of risky jobs and the 

                                                 
7 A lot of the changes the authors describe were imposed politically during the period of Tony Blair's tenure 
as British prime minister. Blair declared that ñBritain will have the most lightly regulated labour market of 
any leading economy in the worldò (Quilgars and Abbott 2000: 18).  
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risk of unemployment varies considerably by sectors and types of jobs and is 

substantially higher among unskilled workers than it is among skilled workers or 

professionals. Quilgars and Abbott also demonstrate that these changes affect 

individuals and families in completely different ways, depending on their social 

and economic situation and resources. The analysis of their qualitative interviews 

shows that ñhouseholds with dependent children were often particularly 

concerned about job securityò (Quilgars and Abbott 2000: 26). Importantly 

however, and in line with Beckôs account of the relation between 

individualisation and risk, Quilgars and Abbottôs research also illustrates the 

individualistic nature of peopleôs accounts of uncertainty and anxiety. Thus 

ñdiscussions about trade unions and the role of collective responses in 

minimising job loss were conspicuous by their absence in the interviewsò (2000: 

21). Instead ñthe vast majority of individuals only spoke in terms of the scope for 

individual actionò (2000: 27) ï a finding that is key to my discussion of career 

portraits in  Chapters 5 and 6.  

 

Despite a general trend ï identified by Quilgar and Abbott - showing that 

irrespective of social class, age or gender, work in Britain in the 1990s has 

become increasingly risky, the authors explain that socio-economic conditions 

were nonetheless a main factor in explaining variations as regards peopleôs 

ability to individually plan and anticipate their future careers. Planning, as they 

argue, ñwas least possible for those who arguably most needed itò (2000: 27). 

Although many families they interviewed were ñconcerned with and conversant 

about planning the futureò and ñonly too aware of increasing risksò they were 

ñnot in a position to protect themselves from such risks due simply to a lack of 

moneyò (2000: 33). This argument, which stresses the socio-economic 

conditioning of individual risk management and the ability to engage with oneôs 

working future, has also been put forward by Jones et al. (2006). Hence, in line 

with Quilgar and Abbottôs (2000) argument, Jones et al. (2006) argue that ñeven 

where people are both willing and able to think and plan ahead, their capacity to 

do so is often limited by economic insecurity and lack of resourcesò (Jones et al. 

2006).  
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The claim that individual futurities are grounded in socio -economic contexts has 

also been substantiated by Taylor-Gooby (2001). In a qualitative study, he 

investigates peopleôs attitudes towards the future regarding employment, health, 

housing as well as other areas, and finds that the notions risk, uncertainty as well 

as opportunity or choice have different meanings for people from different social 

classes: ñWorking-class respondents tended to link greater choice to insecurity, 

while middle -class participants tended to view it in a more positive lightò (2001: 

203). Risk is therefore experienced in a variety of ways and these experiences 

play an important role in terms of the ways in which they influence peopleôs 

future perspectives.  

 

In the same study, Taylor-Gooby illustrates that feelings of insecurity in relation 

to employment are significantly higher among groups such as single parents or 

less affluent people, compared to other social groups. Many of the respondents 

stated that they were having difficulties in predicting their future circumstances 

accurately, which was largely due to the contingencies of social life, especially 

those events associated with increasingly flexible patterns of employment and 

family life (Taylor -Gooby 2001: 209-210). Taylor-Gooby, who directs his critique 

in particular against Giddensôs notion of the reflexive-self, points to the political 

implications of individualisation, understood as the loosening influence of 

structure on individual agency. He writes:  

 

Evidence that people are often mistaken about their own futures has disturbing 

implications  for the tradition of economic theorizing which sees individuals as 

rational actors able to make deliberative choices between alternatives to satisfy their 

future wants. It also has implications for policies loosely based on ideas drawn from 

that tradition , which impose greater responsibility on individuals to plan to meet 

their own needs (2001: 206). 

 

The ongoing change from a system of collective to individual risk-management, a 

social vision that has been at the heart of many policy changes in recent decades 

and years, may therefore deepen existing inequalities or create new kinds of 

inequalities depending on the extent people are able to cope with those risks.8 

                                                 
8 Taylor-Gooby (2001) as well as Taylor-Gooby et al. (1999) have also explored the question of risk, 
reflexivity and individualisation in relation to changes in social policies and in particular in relation to the 
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It has indeed been argued that the increasingly individualised risk -regime has 

produced new forms of inequality, which have opened up a division between the 

winners  and losers of risk society. These divisions, as Marianne Cooper shows in 

an empirical study on different groups of workers in contemporary Silicon Valley, 

all coming from various socio-economic class backgrounds, are divisions of time, 

as testified by the considerable variations in how workers felt they were able to 

ñnavigate through the risk societyò (Cooper 2008: 1229), and hence the degree to 

which they were in a position to plan their futures. By adopting a Bourdieusian 

perspective, she highlights how  a ñcalculative anticipatory approach to lives and 

careers; a tendency to think about the futureò was ñmore likely to be held among 

the highly educated, high earning individualsò (Cooper 2008: 1240).  

 

In other words, an active engagement with, and awareness of, oneôs future as 

regards career and financial planning, as Cooper demonstrates in her study, was 

most prevalent among respondents from the middle -classes. While the people 

from wor king-class families in Cooperôs study showed a lower inclination to 

actively engage with potential future risks, the middle -class habitus was better 

accustomed to a risk-regime, and people regularly spoke about ways in which 

they attempted to manage risks individually. In her research, Cooper thus 

provides evidence of ñthe impact that class has on ways of navigating privatized 

risk as clear relationships existing between these ówaysô and the dispositions 

(habitus) and resources (capitals) held by different workersò (Cooper 2008: 

1238). 

 

Importantly for the context of my research, Cooperôs research provides evidence 

for the interrelation of attitudes towards the future and peopleôs class location, 

showing that the way in which individuals relate to their work ing futures is 

shaped in significant respects by their socio-economic positioning. Cooper 

empirically demonstrates how Bourdieuôs concept of habitus helps to broaden 

                                                                                                                                                 
restructuring of the welfare state. They claim that theories of individualisation that underline the role of 
individual agency have been used as an argumentative and rhetorical basis for social welfare policies in 
recent decades. More specifically, welfare state retrenchment and restructuring are advancing because 
confidence in the traditional state -centred method of tackling risk is in decline and has been replaced by the 
individualistic ethos of self -responsibility and self -management of risks (Taylor-Gooby et al. 1999). 
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the understanding of reflexivity, in particular in regard to individual futurities. 9 

However, her findings also show that the contemporary risk regime, epitomised 

in the removal of public safety nets, is a major driver in terms of growing 

divisions between those able to maintain their individualised attitudes towards 

the future and those unable to do so. While Cooperôs analysis dovetails with 

Taylor-Goobyôs, particularly insofar as they both postulate a new inequality of 

risks, Cooper additionally shows how a class perspective provides further insight 

into the mechanisms at work in the assessment and management of risks. This 

(class) perspective will be of particular importance  for the empirical analysis in 

Chapters 7 and 8, where I will investigate the working life temporalities of two 

different groups of workers, groups that belong to two diffe rent social classes. 

Therefore, the next section of this chapter will explore further how a class 

perspective can add to and deepen our understanding of the relation between 

individualisation and recent transformations of the temporalities of work 

biographies, especially in regard to attitudes towards the future.  

 

 

1.5. The individualisation and reflexivisation of working 

lives from a class perspective  

 

As noted earlier, while Beck and Giddens understand the process of 

individualisation as a decline of the  influence of social class on individual 

practices and personal identities, theorists such as Beverley Skeggs and Michael 

Savage suggest that individualisation concerns the reorganisation and 

reformulation of class relations in society. By drawing on Bourdieuôs concept of 

distinction, Savage (2000) emphasises the socially constructed nature of 

individualisation, as well as the ways in which the claim to óbe an individualô has 

been historically mobilised (by the middle -classes) as a form of distinction from 

the non-individual (Savage 2000: 107). 

 

Individuality today, as Savage states, is ñdefined as self-control, autonomy, ability 

to judge and hence be an agentò (Savage 2000: 107). Yet rather than indicating a 

                                                 
9 See also Adkins (2003), Adams (2003) and Sweetman (2003) on the relation between habitus and 
reflexivity.  
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decreasing influence of structure on individual a gency, this understanding of 

individuality, Savageôs argues, is the expression of middle-class agency. The 

process of individualisation, accordingly, is less about the weakening influence of 

social class on individuals and more about the increasing dominance of middle-

class values of individuality. This middle -class notion of individuality, Savage 

goes on to argue, is the product of a historical development, in particular the 

history of employment relations. The predominant form of a middle -class career 

in the 20th century was the so-called organisational career, which usually 

involved the idea of occupational transitions through job ladders (Savage 2000: 

129). Although ñjob mobility was common in most forms of capitalist 

employment (é) the idea of the career, by contrast, invoked a notion of 

individual development linked to structured mobility through a hierarchical 

sequence of jobsò (2000: 130). Accordingly, Savage relates the development of 

the middle -class career, in which the idea of self-development became central, to 

the process of individualisation. This process has taken place at the expense of 

manual labour. He argues that ñmanual labour has been increasingly identified 

as a form of subordinate and dependent labour. This has allowed white-collar 

and middle -class work to become more hegemonic in claiming to be the 

repository for individualistic valuesò (Savage 2000: 134).  

 

While the early middle -class career has been associated with the organisational 

or the bureaucratic career and hence with the image of a career óladderô which 

can be climbed up within a single organisation, more recent conceptions of 

(middle -class) career have transformed this ideal. As Savage further notes, 

instead of pursuing óconventionalô bureaucratic careers, individuals now opt for a 

variety of entrepreneurial strate gies, including self-employment  (2000: 140) . The 

career has been ñredefined as a óproject of the selfô, allowing individuals to pursue 

their own ólife projectsô in an environment offering them the resources and scope 

for self-developmentò (2000: 140, see also discussions in Chapters 5 and 6). In 

this context, as Savage goes on to argue, ñpromotion involves moving from a 

ósecureô environment to a óriskyô one, in which career advancement is defined as a 

Faustian gambleò (2000: 141).  
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Savageôs account of individualisation clearly contests Beckôs and Giddensôs 

assumption of individualisation as a process manifesting the declining influence 

of social class on individual agency. Indeed, Savage's suggestion that 

contemporary individualisation, in particular as regards working lives, is the 

expression of class relations challenges the decline of class thesis at its very core. 

Beverley Skeggs agrees with Savage that the rise of individualisation can be 

understood as an increasing dominance of middle class modes of expression. 

However, Skeggs suggests that individualisation is not only an issue of class but 

also draws attention to the resources that are necessary for individual agency. 

Skeggs critiques Giddensôs theory of individualisation and in particular his model 

of the reflexive self for ñbeing a modern version of the órational actorôò (Skeggs 

2004b: 82). She argues that Giddensôs as well as Beckôs concept of 

individualisation, in which individuals increasingly act reflexivel y in order to 

create a coherent biography is based on a dual model of the self, that is, a model 

 

which requires a self that reflects upon itself; simultaneously externalising the self 

from social relations, so that the former can reflect and plan its futu re actions, then 

reinsert itself back into society through internalisation: it is a self that therefore 

knows its self (Skeggs 2004b: 81).  

 

By drawing on Bourdieuôs concept of habitus, she critiques this notion of the self 

for separating individual action s from objective structures or, to put it in more 

Bourdieusian terms, for detaching individual practices from the embodied 

objective structures of the habitus. Skeggs further notes that ñby proposing the 

universality of this [reflexive] self, other forms o f self-making are pathologized; 

people who do not display the requisite reflexivity are seen to be lacking, not fully 

formed selves, and this lack is moralized and individualized, a failure of the self 

to know its selfò (Skeggs 2004b: 81).10 The normalisati on and naturalisation of 

the middle -class self, according to Skeggs, serves as a ñre-legitimisation and 

justification of the habitus of the middle -class that does not want to name itself, 

be recognized or accept responsibility for its own powerò (Skeggs 2004a: 60).  

 

                                                 
10 For a discussion of the concept of reflexivity in Bourdieu see also Adkins (2003), Boyne (2002) and  
McNay (2000).  
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Both Savage and Skeggs therefore pay close attention to the classed nature of 

current individualisation processes. They show how individualisation is not a 

straightforward result of the declining influence of class on peopleôs working lives 

but rather the expression of the predominance of attitudes, values and future 

orientations of a middle -class habitus. However, although Savageôs and Skeggsôs 

discussions add an important aspect to popular theories of individualisation, they 

do not consider how contemporary individualisation processes may be reworked 

in a context of pervasive precariousness, that is, in a context that brackets the 

possibilities of a growing number of individuals, including those considered to be 

middle -class, to be agents of their working futures.  

 

As will be crucial for the discussion in Chapter 8, the possibility of individuals to 

be autonomous agents of their working futures is dependent on a number of 

social and personal resources. Hence, seen from a sociological point of view, a 

framing of individual practices and attitudes solely within a language of 

determination and choice, as is often done in popular depictions of peopleôs 

careers, is problematic and will therefore be addressed in Chapters 5 and 6. The 

next section will  situate the discussion of contemporary individualisation and 

reflexivisation processes in the context of recent theories of precarisation. 

Specifically, I will introduce Castelôs theory of the development of wage-labour as 

well as his writings on individu alisation in order to address the relation between 

individualisation and precarisation processes in regard to working biographies 

and in particular in regard to working futures.  

 

 

1.6. From the emergence of wage -labour to contemporary 

precarisation of work ing lives: Castelôs model of 

individualisation  

 

Contrary to Beckôs and Giddensôs conceptualisation of individualisation as a 

reorganisation of the relation between structure and agency, Castelôs historical 

approach to individualisation takes into account t he economic and social 

preconditions that enabled and necessitated a more individualised stance 
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towards oneôs working life. In providing this account, Castel not only considers 

processes of individualisation but also of de-individualisation, that is, proce sses 

that disable individuals from shaping their own working futures. Castel asks how 

individualisation can be understood in relation to contemporary precarisation 

processes, which, according to him, are manifest in a reworking and erosion of 

some of the institutions that actually enabled an individualised engagement with 

oneôs working life. Castelôs analysis thus highlights both the social and 

institutional (pre)conditions of individualisation, preconditions which are central 

in the analysis of empirical data presented in Chapters 7 and 8. 

 

 

1.6.1. Wage -labour and individualisation  

 

According to Castel, the history and development of wage-labour is intertwined 

with the historical process of individualisation. Castelôs understanding of 

individualisation howe ver differs from the sort discussed so far, in particular 

from Beckôs and Giddensôs versions of individualisation. This is because Castel is 

predominantly interested in the socio -economic and historical preconditions of 

individualisation and the resources that have enabled individuals to be agents of 

their work biographies. This  is far less central in the work of Beck and Giddens, 

who conceptualise individualisation as the requirement for individuals to 

construct their own lives. Castel in fact refers to Beck, underlining his concept of 

choice in working life biographies by stating that the ñnecessity to be an 

individual has become generalisedò (Castel 2009: 24). Castel further draws on 

Beck by stating that a society which increasingly becomes a society of individuals 

is at the same time a society in which future uncertainty increases as collective 

arrangements and structures are losing their influence on the individual (Castel 

2009: 30 -31). However, Castel adds that the ñbiographical modelò, of the sort 

outlined by Beck, is at risk of turning into a ñbiographical nightmareò, when 

people lack the necessary resources in order to exist and act as individuals (Castel 

2009: 144-146). Yet while Castel refers to Beck in his discussion of wage-labour, 

his approach in fact shares more similarities with Savageôs and Skeggsôs account 

of individualisation, as all three stress the resources presupposed by 

individualisation.  
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In Castelôs analysis, the individualisation of working lives, seen as a process in 

which individual s are increasingly able to act independently and decide about the 

course of their working lives, has been a result of specific historical conditions, in 

which wage-labourers have acquired 'social property' (Castel 2009), mainly in 

the form of social insurance. The implementation of social insurance did not only 

mean a higher degree of security against the risk of inability to work due to 

accident, ill -health, old age or disability but it also established a form of solidarity 

among the workers. In addition t o what he describes with social property, Castel 

argues that the major other factors that have improved the situation of wage-

labourers and thus the status of wage-labour altogether, were the establishment 

of collective bargaining, the proliferation of tra de unions and thus a certain 

stability and security of work. The creation of these institutions kept economic 

necessities at armôs length, enabling individuals to reflect upon their own lives 

and to engage more individually with their working futures. Cast elôs writings 

suggest that any analysis of changes to working lives, in particular with regard to 

processes of individualisation, has to be situated in the context of the 

development of modern wage-labour and the institutions of social protection that 

were established throughout its history. As well as analysing the historical and 

social preconditions and institutions of modern wage -labour, Castel develops a 

critique of contemporary precarisation processes, which he situates within his 

theory of wage-labour. Importantly for the present thesis, Castel discusses how 

such processes of precarisation re-work the individualisation of labour, especially 

with regard to the ever increasing demand to construct oneôs own work 

biography.  

 

Contemporary precarisation pro cesses ï which for Castel are evident in the 

growing amount of people that are no longer protected through collectively 

established structures such as trade unions, collective bargaining or social 

insurance schemes ï disintegrate individuals from collectiv e systems of social 

protection. These processes of precarisation, however, take place in a socio-

economic context of individualisation, that is, in a context in which it has become 

a pervasive requirement to determine the course of oneôs working future. 

Accordingly, the process of individualisation is not only one in which individuals 
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are increasingly able to construct their own life and thus behave like autonomous 

individuals, but they are also required to do so, even when they are not in a 

position to . Castel illustrates these pressures in the following manner: 

 

[I] t will be demanded, or indeed dictated, that impoverished individuals behave like 

autonomous individuals. (é) These positive prerogatives of individualism are 

subsequently applied to individuals  who, in terms of their ólibertyô, experience 

mainly the lack of attachments and, in terms of their autonomy, know only the lack 

of supports (Castel 2003: 449).  

 

The misfit between individualsô social, legal and economic position and the 

demands imposed on them to time and plan their own work biographies, Castel 

states, has produced a bifurcation between two óideal typesô11 of individuality: the 

individu par excès  and the individu par défaut .12 In other words, 

individualisation in conditions of precarity has  produced two different types of 

individuality, which I am going to outline in more detail in the remaining 

sections of this chapter. For now, however, it is important to note that for the 

purposes of this thesis these two types of individuality will serve as a central 

conceptual framework, in particular for explaining contemporary economic and 

social polarisation pr ocesses. This is elaborated in Chapters 7 and 8. Specifically, 

I will show how these two forms of individualisation help to understand the 

relation between present-day changes in the temporal nature of working lives, 

especially the ways in which individuals relate to their present and how they 

anticipate their working futures.  

 

 

1.6.2. Individu par excès versus individu par défaut  

 

As already noted, Castel suggests that the development of the modern individual, 

as far as it concerns working lives, was only possible through the creation of 

social property, in the sense of a right to social welfare and collective 

employment rights. Castel notes that it was in the 1970s, with the expansion of 

workers' rights and the enlargement of welfare arrangements, that considerable 

                                                 
11 Ideal type in the sense of Max Weber.  
12individu pa r excès (lit.: the óabundantô individual); individu par défaut (lit .: the ólackingô, the defective 
individual).  
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parts of the population  in Western Europe attained the status of individuals with 

a certain social independence (Castel 2009: 421). Ever since, according to Castel, 

we are witnessing a period in which many of the collectively established 

frameworks as regards working lives are either being increasingly questioned and 

undermined or often do not offer appropriate security and resources t hat are 

necessary to exist as an independent individual. A growing number of people find 

it difficult to maintain the status of an individual because they lose the necessary 

social property (Castel 2010: 303). Hence, in Castelôs view, the precarisation of 

work means that the predominance of the unlimited employment contract which 

offered a degree of security and stability is fading (Castel 2008: 349).  

 

The new types of contracts, so called óatypical contractsô, often do not offer the 

same kind of social protection and security that the unlimited contract offered. 

Castel describes this change as a shift from the condition salariale, the condition 

characterised by the employment status of the wage-labour society, to the 

condition précaire  (Castel 2009: 169), in which the labour market has become 

more and more competitive and volatile (2009: 181).13 These developments are 

creating a system of bifurcations between those who are individually able to 

create their own biographies and those who experience individualisation as a 

burden, because they lack the necessary social or economic resources to be an 

individual  (Castel 2008: 412). The individualisation of working lives can thus be 

conceptualised as a twofold process.  

 

Castel develops his concepts of the individu par excès and the individu par 

défaut, to represent a new kind of inequality as regards the relation between 

individualisation and precarisation of working lives in contemporary society. 14 

The individu par excès , according to Castel, emerged out of a certain 

psychological culture, influenced by the Human Potential Movement  or 

Humanistic Psychology , which led to a different understanding of the individual, 

including the relation individuals hold towards work .15 Castel criticises this ónew 

psychological cultureô for promoting a model of the individual that is completely 

                                                 
13 For a more general discussion on recent processes of workplace precarisation see Castel and Doerre 
(2009), Doerre et al. (2009).  
14 See also Castelôs discussion on different ózonesô of social exclusion (Castel 2000, Castel 2008 in Bude and 
Willisch, eds. (2008 ), pp. 69-86. 
15 For a more general discussion on contemporary individualisation see Corcuff et al. (2010). 
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disconnected from society. It is a type of individuality that he calls hypertrophic 

individualism , an individualism in which people think that their actions are not 

influenced by collective aspirations but rather by a desire for self-realization 

(Castel 2009: 429). ñPeople have or believe to have within themselves the 

necessary resources that enable their social independenceò (2009: 431).i  

 

The individus par excès  aim to realise their own project  of the self by inscribing 

themselves in the present by means of creating socially and culturally accepted 

and valued narratives of work biography (see also Chapter 5, 6 and 8), as well as 

by exhibiting a high degree of individual agency about the ways in which they 

shape their work biographies.16 Castel continues to argue that the rise of this 

form of individuality has been accompanied by a process of de-collectivisation , 

that is, a process whereby individuals have increasingly become detached from 

collective belongings and values (2009: 433). Importantly, for the context of this 

thesis, Chapters 5 and 6 will show how models of agency, similar to that of the 

individus par exc ès described by Castel, are enacted in career portraits in 

contemporary newspapers and magazines.  

 

In contrast, by individus par défaut  Castel refers to individuals who ñlack the 

necessary resources in order to positively assume their liberty as individualsò 

(Castel 2009: 436).17,ii  The emergence of the individus par défaut, according to 

Castel, is a result of both the restructuring of employment relations but also of 

collective systems of social security. More precisely, Castel posits that the driving 

force behind this bifurcation in terms of individualisation are changes to the 

temporalit ies of work, including the return of insecure and precarious work and 

the lower degree of social protection provided via an employment relationship. 

Castel underlines the centrality of such processes of precarisation by speaking of 

a óGreat Transformationô ï a term borrowed from Karl Polanyi ï with which he 

implies the historical significance of the present -day reorganisation of economic 

and employment structures. Such current transformations of pervasive 

                                                 
16 In this aspect Castelôs writings resonate to the concept of the enterprising self (Rose 1990, Rose and Miller 
2008 or Br oeckling 2007).  
17 When Castel speaks of resources, he means material as well as social and cultural resources in the sense of 
Bourdieuôs capitals (Castel 2010: 298). 



~ 49 ~  
 

precariousness have made it increasingly difficult for individuals to maintain 

their social independence.  

 

Crucially for my concerns, the retrenchment of entitlements from collective 

forms of social protection, in combination with the rise of precariousness in the 

workplace, as Castel argues, has produced a form of temporality that he describes 

as an eternal present , that is, a temporality that that does not allow individuals to 

inscribe themselves into a life project or develop individual future perspectives. 

In such a context, individuals, due to the lack of resources, are unable to stabilise 

the present and anticipate the future (Castel 2009: 437), a bracketing of 

individual agency that contrasts the increasing demand to individually shape 

oneôs working future. Hence, the term precarisation in this thesis  shall be 

understood mainly in the sense that Castel has elaborated in his writings on 

wage-labour. More precisely, precarisation shall be understood as a social 

process which brackets individualsô possibilities of engaging with their working 

lives, and especially with their working futures. This understanding of work 

precariousness is particularly feasible for my empirical analysis as it considers 

the levels of individual agency and time, categories that are crucial for my 

conceptualisation of the transfor mations of work to be discussed in this thesis.  

 

The polarisation processes of the sort outlined in Castelôs theory of 

individualisation in a socio -economic context of precariousness (as a kind of 

ideal type) will be key for my empirical analysis, too. Im portantly, by drawing on 

the conceptualisation of Castel, my empirical analysis of working lives of two 

different groups of workers in the London banking industry in Chapters 7 and 8 

will thus not only consider the organisational side of peopleôs temporalities of 

work, but it will also examine how peopleôs temporalities of work are shaped by 

the existence (or absence) of collective structures, such as the integration into 

trade unions, collective bargaining agreements as well as their endowment with 

legal and social rights in the workplace. 
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1.7. Conclusion  

 

The discussion of theories of individualisation and precarisation of working lives 

in this chapter has made clear that time and temporality are key categories for 

understanding past and present-day transformations of working lives. Moreover, 

by adopting a temporal perspective, this chapter has demonstrated that in order 

to understand (and research) contemporary transformations in working lives, in 

particular inasmuch as they concern processes of individualisation and 

precarisation, it is important to consider not only the changes within the 

workplace but also broader factors, including changing relations of class, changes 

in the political sphere and especially peopleôs economic and socio-legal position 

on the labour market. However, whilst this chapter was able to address changes 

in the temporalities of work biographies, it has remained unclear so far how such 

changes operate at the level of organisations and forms of production. As an 

exploration of organisational structures, in particular inasmuch as they concern 

intra -organisational divisions of workforces, will be at the heart of my empirical 

analysis in Chapters 7 and 8, the next chapter will address how organisational 

and economic structures can be understood via the category of time. By doing so, 

the following chapter will underscore how predominant forms of production and 

organisational structures have shaped individual working life temporalities,  in 

the past as well as in the present; I will pay particular attention to how such 

temporalities can be conceptualised in terms of different notions of time, such as 

linear time or situational time.  
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2. The temporality of economic and organisational 

structures: from task time  to situational time  

 

2.1. Intro duction  

 

The previous chapter concluded by suggesting that time and temporality are key 

categories for understanding past and present transformations of working lives. 

In this chapter, I will continue this exploration of social time by considering how 

form s of economic production and modes of organisation can be understood 

from a temporal perspective. I will begin with a recapitulation of E.P. 

Thompsonôs article on 'Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism' in 

order to describe how the period of industrialisation brought about a new 

organisation of time, particularly in regard to work and working habits. In a brief 

historical review, and by drawing on Thompson, I will examine how, with the rise 

of factories, clock-time increasingly organised producti on and peopleôs working 

lives. The implementation of clock -time, as I will make clear, was accompanied 

by a transformation of individual temporalities and the formation of a new time -

discipline. The chapter will go on to discuss how emerging ideas of Fordism 

encapsulated not only a reorganisation of production time but entailed an 

organisational reshaping that made linear and predictable working lives possible.  

 

Thereafter, I will focus on the reorganisation of time after  Fordism. Drawing on a 

range of resources, I will suggest that linear conceptions of time have been 

superseded by a new time regime in which notions of flexibility and discontinuity 

became more central, not only for the production of goods and services but also 

for organisations and for ind ividual working life temporalities. I will propose that 

the notion of flexibility has become the paradigm both of production and 

organisational structures. These organisational structures, in turn, have 

fundamentally contributed to the constitution of pres ent-day working 

temporalities. This chapter will also suggest that in this context, new 

understandings and conceptualisations of time are emerging, and in particular 

that linear time is increasingly being replaced by potential tim e or situational 

time , at the level of economic structures as well as at that of individual 
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temporalities. The discussion in this chapter is of particular importance for three 

of the forthcoming empirical chapters, which explore the emergence of new 

temporal practices and orientati ons in career portraits (Chapter 6) as well as the 

interrelation between organisational and individual temporalities among two 

different workforces in the London banking industry (Chapters 7 and 8).  

 

 

2.2. From task -time to clock -time  

 

E. P. Thompsonôs often quoted work on time and industrial capitalism describes 

different factors that contributed to forging a new kind of time consciousness 

and, along with that, new temporal habits .18 He argues that ñthe transition to 

mature industrial society entailed a severe restructuring of working habits ï new 

disciplines, new incentives, and a new human natureò (Thompson 1967: 57). 

Thompsonôs account of the rising dominance of industrial forms of production 

throughout the 18 th and 19th centuries illustrates that peopleôs working habits and 

the temporal structures of their working lives were to a large extent shaped by 

the prevalent mode of production. In the pre -industrial era, task -time was the 

predominant orientation to time. Task -time organises work around particular 

tasks that can vary in duration and rhythm rather than according to specific 

(constant) timeframes that are preset. Task-orientation, also concerns a 

particular organisation of the relationship between work and life. As Thompson 

explains:  

 

A community in which task-orientation is common appears to show least 

demarcation between óworkô and ólifeô. Social intercourse and labour are intermingled 

ï the working -day lengthens or contracts according to the task ï and there is no 

great sense of conflict between labour and ópassing the time of dayô (Thompson 1967: 

60).  

 

During the period of industrialisation, task -time was increasingly replaced by 

clock-time and a new time-discipline that separated work and non-work, both 

                                                 
18 Thompson also refers to Bourdieuôs early work undertaken in Algeria on the Kabyle peopleôs attitudes 
towards tim e (Thompson 1967: 58, see also Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of Bourdieuôs theory of 
time).  
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temporally and spatially. Industrial forms of production were not (directly) 

dependent on the rhythms of nature any more but on machines that could be 

turned on and off at will and hence operated according to the logic of clock-time.  

 

In terms of working lives, the implementation of clock -time, dr astically reduced 

the workerôs autonomy over the pace and rhythms of their working time, whilst 

cementing the distinction between the (temporal) spheres of work and non -work 

time. The differentiation of these spheres impacted on peopleôs perception of 

óownershipô over time, too, as Thompson makes clear: 

 

Those who are employed experience a distinction between their employerôs time and 

their óownô time. And the employer must use the time of this labour, and see it is not 

wasted: not the task but the value of time, when reduced to money is dominant 

(Thompson 1967: 61). 

 

This separation fostered an understanding of work as the sphere of rationality, 

which is subject to the rhythms of external (i.e. the employerôs) clock-time, as 

opposed to non-work time as oneôs own time, the sphere that escapes the 

rhythms of clock-time. Work in factories therefore required an entirely different 

time-discipline compared to that of task -time. Thompson further suggests that 

the rise of this new time-discipline is not least evidenced in ña general diffusion 

of clocks and watchesò, a diffusion accounted for by the fact that the ñindustrial 

revolution demanded a greater synchronization of labourñ (1967: 69). 

 

The new means of production were thus based on a temporal order that reshaped 

the daily patterns of work as well as peopleôs inward notation of time  (Glennie 

and Thrift 1996). Thompson goes on to show that the imposition of a new system 

of temporalities was an endeavour not only furthered by the factory owners but 

by all the main institutions within society that had educational or spiritual 

purposes such as schools or churches.19 The fact that the óimposition of a new 

system of temporalitiesô relied heavily on some of the key social institutions of 

each historical period is particu larly important for the context of my research, 

                                                 
19 Thompson notes: ñOnce within the school gates, the child entered the new universe of disciplined timeò 
(1967: 84). On the implementation of a new time -discipline see also Rutz (1992) and Rotenberg (1992), who 
argue from the perspective of a new ópolitics of timeô. 
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not least because I will examine if, and to what extent, career portraits in 

newspapers play a role in conveying present-day attitudes towards time in 

Chapters 5 and 6.  

 

Thompsonôs analysis further suggests that one of the main levels at which 

changes in peopleôs inward notation of time  are manifest, are the practices and 

attitudes individuals draw on in relating to the future. Thompson illustrates this 

point by discussing how the imposition of clock -time ind uced a transformation of 

individual practices and temporalities that required ñnew ópredictiveô attitudes to 

the futureò (Thompson: 1967: 91).20 When Thompson discusses these ónew 

predictive attitudesô he does not mean that workers were able to map out their 

future working lives in a coherent way but rather that workers were required to 

develop a rationalised sense of their labour time insofar as they needed to think 

ahead in terms of a ñmethodical paying-out of energyò (1967: 91). Put differently, 

the rhyth ms of clock-time required workers to make sure that they optimised 

their óvital energyô in relation to their working time, which is not surprising when 

the length of the working day and the conditions of work during this period are 

considered. The formation of new practices and attitudes towards time, in 

particular towards the future, hence depended on the internalisation of a new 

time discipline .21 This process of internalisation was supported by a Puritan 

ethic, which preached an ever more efficient use of time in contrast to the 

idleness of óun-usedô time.22  

 

This Puritan ethic as well as the increasing predominance of clock-time in the 

field of work has been accompanied by an imagery of time-as-currency 

(Thompson 1967: 87).23 ñTime is now currency: it is not passed but spentò 

(Thompson 1967: 61). This view of time as a resource that may not remain 

unused has more generally been associated with the development of capitalist 

forms of production, as Thompson further notes:  ñIn mature capitalist society all 

                                                 
20 Thompson refers to Bourdieuôs work on the transformations in Algerian society in the 1960s and the 
formation of ónew attitudes towards timeô of the Kabyle peasants who had to relocate to the rapidly growing 
cities of Algeria (Thompson 1967: 58, see also Chapter 3). 
21 See also Rubin (2007): Time-work discipline  in the 21st century . 
22 See also Weber (2002): The Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism.  
23 See also Benjamin Franklinôs famous quote: ñTime is moneyò, which promotes an understanding of time 
as a (personal) resource that needs to be spent in a productive manner, available at: 
<www.historycarper.com/1748/01/01/advice -to-a-young-tradesman-written -by-an-old-one>, last accessed 
09.09.2013. 
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tim e must be consumed, marketed, put to use; it is offensive for the labour force 

merely to ópass the timeôò (Thompson 1967: 90-91).24 The ótime-as-currencyô (or 

ótime-is-moneyô) perspective hence introduced a new time-discipline, both at the 

level of producti on methods as well as individual temporalities and practices. 

While industrialised production in factories rationalised the use of (clock) time 

by viewing it as a productive factor that needed to be controlled and used in the 

most efficient manner, individ uals were required to adapt to (and in fact submit 

to) this rationalised understanding of ótime as clock-timeô by developing practices 

and attitudes that suited the industrial time regime.  

 

Via this decisive analysis of the emergence of industrial capitalism, Thompson 

shows how economic transformations are simultaneously transformations of 

time. He demonstrates categorically that changes in economic structures 

fundamentally shape the habits, practices and temporal orientations of workers. 

As Glennie and Thrift observe in a reflection on Thompsonôs article: ñ[i]n 

examining time as a part of the changing culture of the 18th-century English 

working people, Thompson sought to unpack the connections between the 

restructuring of industrial working habits and chan ges in peopleôs inward 

notation of time é [which] é entailed the imposition and eventual 

internalization of a specific ótime orientation to labour and lifeôò (Glennie and 

Thrift 1996: 276-277).  

 

Thompsonôs ideas on the formation of new practices and temporal orientations 

will be central for thinking through more recent changes in the world of work 

later in this chapter. Before addressing such changes, however, I will introduce 

two concepts that have been central to the implementation of a new time regime, 

both at the level of organisations as well as for the óinward notation of timeô, 

namely the concepts of Taylorism and Fordism. I will present those aspects of 

Fordôs and Taylorôs ideas, as well as some of the authors who were drawing on 

their ideas, in order to explore to what extent these ideas have shaped the 

temporal character of organisations and of individual working lives throughout 

the 20th century. Importantly for this thesis, this discussion will illustrate how 

                                                 
24 Adam suggests that ñit is only with our relating to the human creation of calendar and clock time as time, 
that time became (é) a resource to be used and allocated, and a commodity to be sold and exchanged on the 
labour marketò (Adam 1990: 109, see also Adam 1995). 
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the primacy of time -efficiency and the desire to control the future, the former one 

being one of the central characteristics of Taylorôs principles and the latter a key 

tenet of Fordism, have not only given rise to new methods of production but have 

also been major driving forces behind the (modern) organisational, linear career.  

 

 

2.3. Taylorism, Fordism and the emergence of linear time  

 

One of the main aims of Taylorôs studies was to optimise the usage of time 

required for producing certain goods. The breaking-down of tasks into a set of 

smaller tasks, which could henceforth be performed by any worker regardless of 

skills, aimed to introduce greater time efficiency into the production of goods. 

Taylorôs ideas about more efficient time use directed the control and 

management of time away from workers into the hands of management. This 

latter movement in part explains why his theory is called Scientific Management . 

Taylorôs vision of time was entirely based on the notion of clock-time, which he 

used to measure and analyse work by breaking down tasks into temporally 

measurable units. Hassard, who writes about the relation between clock-time 

and Taylorism, notes that 

 

[i] n Taylorism we reach the highpoint in separating labour from the varied rhythms 

experienced in craft or agricultural work: clock rhythms replace fluctuating rhythms; 

machine-pacing replaces self-pacing; labour serves technology (Hassard 1989: 20).  

 

With the advent of Taylorism, time was increasingly viewed within a context of 

ótime managementô, that is, as a factor that needs to be controlled and supervised 

in order to maximise its usage. Taylorôs vision of time is based on a strongly 

commodified  understanding of time. Hassard suggests that both clock-time and 

its specific application in Taylorism made possible that ñtime was discovered as a 

factor in production. Time was a value that could be translated into economic 

termsò (Hassard 1989: 20).  

 

Fordism incorporated some elements of Taylorôs principles as regards the control 

over time by managers as well as his (Taylorôs) views on time efficiency. One of 
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the main principles of Fordism, however, relates to the assembly line and the 

breaking down of tasks into standardised units, which enabled the production of 

high quantities at a reduced cost (i.e. economies of scale). Mass production and 

the assembly line not only led to increasingly standardised products, but the 

centralised control and planning of work also contributed to the establishment of 

hierarchically organised corporations ( see also Tonkiss 2006), which increased 

the degree of authority, control and surveillance ï in other words, time -discipline 

ï that can be exercised upon the workers. Piore and Sabel call the replacement of 

craft production by mass industrial production in the beginning of the 20 th 

century the first industr ial divide  (Piore and Sabel 1984).  

 

The hierarchical Fordist organisational structure was based on the idea of being 

able to plan future demands or to produce larger amounts that could be stocked 

and sold at a later time. The Fordist model, hence, incorporated a very strong 

sense of rationality towards the future, which was conceived as a linear extension 

of the present ï predictable, knowable and therefore controllable. The idea of 

linearity was reflected in the temporality of individual working lives und er 

Fordism, which were thought to evolve in a continuous and stable manner.25 

Bauman goes so far as to speak of a ñótill death do us partô type of marriage vow 

between capital and labourò in order to describe the long-term nature of 

employment relationships  and hence the linear understanding of time involved 

in Fordist regimes of production.  

 

Fordist organizations, as Iedema further suggests, provided relatively linear 

career patterns and progressions on top of stable forms of work participation and 

identif ication (Iedema 2003: 101). The hierarchical Fordist organisation, with its 

centralised mechanisms of control, thus also gave rise to linear understandings of 

working lives and careers; career trajectories became increasingly shaped by 

organisational struc tures. Especially from the 1950s on, hierarchical corporations 

became synonymous with the idea of being able to ómake a careerô, that is, with 

the idea of óclimbing a career ladderô and experiencing some form of upward 

mobility, even across social classes, although this was mainly limited to the male, 

middle -class workforce. As Halford and Savage note: 

                                                 
25 See also Bauman (2001): The Individualized Society , especially pp. 17-30 on 'The rise and fall of labour'.  
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It has long been thought that one of the distinguishing features of middle -class 

people is their reliance on bureaucratic, organizational careers that allow them to 

move through an internal labour market from junior to more senior jobs (Halford et 

al. 1997: 117).   

 

The rise of bureaucratic corporate structures created the conditions for the so-

called organisational career and at the same time shaped the way in which 

individuals organise and plan their future working lives, including the 

development of their skills as well as the degrees of trust invested in 

organisations. From this perspective it is clear that Fordism is not only a mode of 

production and organisation but has also been a crucial factor in shaping 

individual working life temporalities in terms of practices and attitudes towards 

the future. This argument finds support in the work of Gramsci, who wrote about 

Fordism in his Prison Notebooks. He states that Fordism has created ña new type 

of man suited to the new type of work and productive processesò (Gramsci 1971: 

286) and thereby underlines the argument that Fordism  not only describes a 

mode of organising production -time but also the temporality o f individual 

practices and life forms.  

 

 

2.4. The end of linearity and the rise of flexibility? New 

temporalities in production methods and organisations  

 

2.4.1. The temporal reorganisation of production after Fordism  

 

In recent decades, Fordist production methods as well as organisational 

structures have increasingly been superseded by other methods, a 

transformation that has had major temporal ramifications. As the following 

discussion will suggest, the linear time of Fordism has been increasingly 

questioned and in many cases superseded by new forms of time which are more 

flexible and discontinuous. 26 

 

                                                 
26 Surely there are aspects of Fordism that remain operative until today, especially if we understand it in 
terms of the organisation of production.  
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One of the key concepts deployed to understand this shift is Post-Fordism 

(Jessop 1995, Kumar 2005, Lipietz 1995, Tonkiss 2006, Wigfield 2001). In what 

foll ows, I discuss three analyses of this transformation. All three conceptualise 

this transformation as a shift towards flexible modes of production, regulation 

and organisation.27 All three also highlight how this shift has involved changes at 

the level of organisational and individual temporalities, too. More specifically, I 

will discuss Jessopôs regulation approach, the theory of flexible specialisation  by 

Piore and Sabel (1984) and the flexible accumulation  thesis put forward by 

Harvey (1989). I discuss these specific authors because they all describe recent 

transformations in the world of work as a process of flexibilisation and they all 

pay particular attention to the temporalities involved in these shifts. The 

discussion of these authors allows me to elaborate how the shift from Fordism to 

Post-Fordism may be understood as concerning a break with linear notions of 

time and the emergence of discontinuous and flexible temporalities, in particular 

in regard to economic and organisational structures. I turn fi rst to Jessop. 

 

Jessop draws on the regulation approach developed by Aglietta and Fernbach 

(1979) in order to demonstrate that the shift from Fordism to Post -Fordism has 

not only involved changes at the level of modes of production, but has 

encompassed change in terms of social, economic and political spheres.28 The 

aim of the regulation approach, as Amin describes it, is to ñidentify the 

structures, principles and mechanismsò of a certain regime (Amin 1994: 7). 

According to the regulation approach, each historical period is dominated by a 

principal  regime of accumulation and a corresponding mode of political 

regulation, which, as Jessopôs discussion shows, also rests upon a certain 

temporality .29 As noted earlier, Fordism is based on a stable present and the 

                                                 
27 Basso and Donis in fact state that ñfor the past twenty years the West has been one big building site of 
óflexibilityôò (2003: 67). 
28 See also Lash and Urryôs distinction between organised and disorganised capitalism. They postulate a shift 
in the economic and political organisation of capitalism taking place in the 1970s and the 1980s. Lash and 
Urry (1987) characterise organised capitalism as a system in which markets become progressively regulated, 
where producer goods industries are growing and a bureaucratisation of control and managerial hierarchies 
start to emerge. The distinctive features of disorganised capitalism, in contrast, are a de-industrialising 
economy which is less regulated by nationally based corporations and is composed of an increasing number 
of service-sector workers. Disorganised capitalism is further characterised by a decline in the importance 
and effectiveness of national-level collective bargaining procedures and a shift from Taylorist to flexible 
forms of work organisation (Lash and Urry 1987: 3 -6).  
29 In an article on the relation between globalisation and time, Jessop underlines the ñcontradiction between 
short-term economic calculation (especially in financial flows) and the long -term dynamic of óreal 
competitionô rooted in resources (skills, trust, heightened reflexivity, collective mastery of techniques, 
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notion of a calculable future, both politically as well as economically. The Fordist 

state ñmanaged wage relation[s] and labour market policiesò, which aimed to 

regulate ñaggregate demandò in order to avoid ñthe violent cyclical swings 

characteristics of competitive marketsò (Jessop 1994: 255). These policies 

imagined future demand to be manageable, which in turn was thought to ñsecure 

stable, calculable growthò (1994: 255). At the level of corporations, the Fordist 

temporality enacted a sense of rationality towards the future and hence the idea 

of managing and anticipating the future via practices of planning and rational 

calculation, practices that became increasingly questioned with the advent of 

post-Fordism.  

 

In contrast to Fordist modes of economic regulation, Post-Fordism is ñbased on 

the dominance of a flexible and permanently innovative pattern of accumulationò 

(Jessop 1994: 258) and is demand rather than supply driven. These flexible 

forms of production are further ñbased on flexible machines or systems and an 

appropriately flexible workforceò (1994: 257). In terms of political regulation, 

Jessop claims that while the dynamics of Fordism are closely related to the form 

and function of the Keynesian welfare state and vice versa (1994: 254), in Post-

Fordism, Keynesian forms of economic regulation are increasingly becoming 

ñhollowed-outò by growing international competition as well as the already 

mentioned trends towards flexibility in production methods, which have made it 

more difficult to regulate sup ply and demand nationally. For these reasons, 

Jessop proposes that the Keynesian welfare state system has been succeeded by a 

Schumpeterian workfare state whose main objectives are to promote labour 

market flexibility and foster competition (1994: 263).  

 

Although Jessop notes that in reality neither Fordist nor post -Fordist modes of 

regulation have ever been fully realised (see for example Jessop and Sum 2006), 

his writings provide evidence for the pronounced differences in regard to the 

temporalities invo lved in both regimes of capitalist accumulation. Importantly, 

Jessopôs account shows that the temporality involved in post-Fordist modes of 

production and regulation break s with the idea of linear time and hence with 

                                                                                                                                                 
economies of agglomeration and size) that may take years to create, stabilize, and reproduceò (Jessop 2010: 
106).  
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Fordist practices of planning, which were based on stable and predictable 

futures. Instead, and as the next paragraph will show in more detail, post-Fordist 

temporalities rest upon an idea of futurity that emphasises flexibility and hence 

responsiveness to upcoming changes. 

 

While Jessopôs regulation approach conceptualises the temporalities involved in 

the shift from Fordism to Post -Fordism from a very broad perspective, Piore and 

Sabelôs account of recent transformations focus on the sphere of production. 

Their theory of flexible specialisatio n, which the authors coined in the early 

1980s, describes an economic system that is based on flexible, craft-based 

production and is focused on specific items or markets. In this theory, Piore and 

Sabel claim that the temporal assumptions made in the regime of mass 

production, that is, assumptions of predictable demand and future planning, are 

no longer viable. More precisely, Taylorist and Fordist techniques of raising 

productivity by increasing the division of labour and thereby decreasing the 

amount of time necessary to produce a certain good have become unfeasible in a 

system of flexible specialisation.30 Piore and Sabel date the advent of flexible 

specialisation, which was accompanied by a decline of Fordist modes of 

production, around the beginning of the 1970s. The economic and social 

preconditions that have enabled the rise of flexible specialisation are markets 

where future demands are increasingly difficult to predict and which are 

therefore not suited to mass production or the production to stock.  

 

In contrast to mass production, which places emphasis on the reduction of cost 

through economies of scale, flexible specialisation is based on the notion of 

constant adaptability and of being able to respond to changing and unforeseeable 

circumstances in the market. From a temporal perspective, flexible 

specialisation, as described by Piore and Sabel, clearly breaks with the Fordist 

notion of linear time as described in section 2.3 and suggests a form of time 

which is open to change and not subject to forward-planning. More specifically, 

while the temporality of mass production was linear insofar as it required future 

demand to be inferable from past and present data, the temporality of flexible 

                                                 
30 Similarly Elam, in his discussion of flexible specialisation, underlines this point: ñIn the world of 
flexible specialization fur ther division of labour is no longer an effective means for raising 
productivity ï the greatest social innovation of modern times is defunctò (Elam 1994: 53). 
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specialisation can achieve substantial raises in productivity not by planning 

ahead or developing long-term forecasts but instead by being able to respond in a 

rapid and flexible fashion to unforeseeable demands or events.31 The 

temporalities involved in flexible specialisation therefore also require different 

skills and working practices compared to those necessary and required in the 

period of Fordism. Compared to Fordist modes of production, which did not 

require craft or artisanal skills, ñflexible specialization calls for skill and flexibility 

in the worker as much as in the machinesò (Kumar 2005: 44).  

 

The fact that flexibilisation has become a predominant organisational form in 

Post-Fordist capitalism is further evidenced in Harveyôs theory of flexible 

accumulation. While Piore and Sabel argue that Fordism has been superseded by 

flexible specialisation, Harvey describes the shift towards a new regime of 

production and organisation (after Fordism) as a shift towards flexible 

accumulation. Flexible accumulation, as Harvey states, ñis marked by a direct 

confrontati on with the rigidities of Fordismò (Harvey 1989: 147). Fordism was 

based on a system of mass production and required long-term and large-scale 

fixed capital investments and hence precluded flexibility (1989: 142). The 

temporality of Fordism was linear in n ature as it assumed future demand and 

hence production to be to some extent deductible from the present. In contrast to 

the temporalities of Fordism, the succeeding regime of flexible accumulation   

 

rests on flexibility with respect to labour processes, labour markets, products, and 

patterns of consumption. It is characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors 

of production, new ways of providing financial services, new markets, and, above all, 

greatly intensified rates of commercial, technological, and organizational innovation 

(Harvey 1989: 147).  

 

Flexible accumulation, as Harveyôs quotation implies here, concerns a form of 

temporality, in which, in contrast to the linear temporality of Fordism, the time 

for decision making processes have shrunk and are subject to rapid change, flux 

                                                 
31 See also Marazzi, who argues that in contrast to Fordist modes of production, where productivity was 
based on the idea of increasing the quantity of a product and thus reducing the average cost per item, 
productivity in Post -Fordism is increasingly determined by the capacity to respond to unforeseen and 
unforeseeable situations, emerging situations, situations which make any sort of planning impracticable. 
Marazzi argues that this fact assigns a central role to occasionality (Marazzi 2008: 50).  
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and uncertainty ( Harvey 1989: 124).32 In a context of flexible accumulation, the 

future can no longer be encountered as a territory that is open to forward-

planning but rather needs to be seen as a potential future, that is, a future that is 

open to constant change. 

 

The shift to more flexible forms of production, which started to emerge mainly in 

the 1980s and was coupled with a quite different system of political and social 

regulation (Harvey 1989: 145), entailed a change in the economic structures, 

from industry and manufacturing to a service -based economy. Instead of 

producing for stock, in a flexible regime goods and services are increasingly 

produced ójust-in-timeô in order to remain open to future changes in demand and 

thus to reduce the possibilities for taking incorrect (and costly) planning 

decisions about future production. Importantly for my concerns, it will be shown 

that the shift towards flexible forms of production and organisation have also 

involved a shift in the temporalities of work. More precisely, it will be argued that 

the degree of flexibility, including the pace of work, which is required by workers, 

can vary considerably, depending on their position and role within an 

organisation (see Chapters 7 and 8). Equally important for this thesis, Harveyôs 

account of the shift towards flexible accumulation shows that this shift was not 

only an economic and political one but has also entailed a shift at the level of 

norms, habits and attitudes (Harvey 1989: 170), in particular inasmuch as they 

concern processes of individualisation. While in the period of the 1950s and 

1960s collective (working class) norms and values were predominant, thereafter 

competitive and entrepreneurial individualism became the dominant 

characteristics and values of work. In terms of temporality, these values 

ñemphasize the new, the fleeting, the ephemeral, the fugitive, and the contingent 

in modern lifeò and contrast with the ñmore solid values implanted under 

Fordismò (1989: 171).  

 

In addition, and crucial for my discussion in Chapters 7 and 8, Harveyôs Marxist 

approach considers flexible accumulation as an erosion of the power of labour in 

                                                 
32 Harvey argues that flexible accumulation has involved a process of time-space compression: ñI use the 
word 'compression' because a strong case can be made that the history of capitalism has been characterized 
by speed-up in the pace of life, while so overcoming spatial barriers that the world sometimes seems to 
collapse inwards upon us" (Harvey 1989: 240).  
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favour of capital; an erosion that is evidenced by the declining influence of trade 

unions over peopleôs conditions of work as well as the implementation of 

organisational models that have contributed in creating precarious forms of 

work. Thus, part of the shift towards flexible accumulation was a restructuring of 

organisational models that reshaped internal labour markets and aimed to 

increase numerical and functional flexibility of the workforce. Harvey claims that 

ñstrong market volatility, heightened competition, and narrowing profit marginsò 

(1989: 150) were decisive factors involved in the shift towards the flexibilisation 

of employment relationships and work.  

 

When Harvey speaks about flexibility, he means not only the lengthening and 

shortening of working hours of employees according to varying demands but 

more importantly the increasing use of  ónon-regular employmentô, such as 

temporary or subcontracted work. Harvey thus underscores that flexibilisation 

has involved organisational divides that have disenfranchised a growing number 

of the workforce via irregular and fixed -term employment contrac ts from those 

continuing to be employed with óregular employment contractsô. As section 2.4.2 

in this chapter will explore in more detail, the increasing use of non -regular 

employment has not only contributed to new divisions of workforces within 

organisations but, as will be shown, such divisions can be understood as divisions 

of time and temporality. Importantly for this thesis, such divisions will be 

examined empirically among people working in the banking industry in London 

in Chapters 7 and 8. 

 

While all three of the analyses discussed above certainly are not entirely aligned, 

nonetheless they all suggest that the shift from Fordism to Post-Fordism has 

involved a transformation of time. A linear, calculable and knowable future has 

been succeeded by a regime of flexibility, that is, by a form of time that is open to 

constant change and which is difficult to confront via practices of planning and 

prediction. This shift has been accompanied and induced by changes in the 

political sphere, including the embra ce of policies concerned with market 

liberalisation. The following section will explore the shift in temporality at issue 

here within the context of organisational structures and labour markets. This 

discussion aims to conceptualise how the shift from a Fordist to a Post-Fordist 
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regime includes a transformation of corporate structures. It also aims to 

highlight how these structures shape the temporalities of individual working lives 

and careers. In this context I will pay particular attention to the questio n of how 

organisational restructurings ï including the increasing use of subcontracting ï 

can be understood from a temporal perspective, and especially to the issue of 

how such forms of restructuring concern a reorganisation of individual working 

life temporalities.  

 

 

2.4.2. The contemporary reorganisation of time in organisations and 

labour markets: Flexibility and new divisions of work and time  

 

Jessop, whose account of Post-Fordism was discussed above, claims that the rise 

of flexible production methods over recent decades has been accompanied by a 

change in organisational structures. He argues that ñ[t]he enterprise system 

could see a shift from the primacy of the hierarchical, well -staffed, bureaucratic 

óSloanistô (after A. Sloan, a former president of General Motors) form of 

corporate structure towards flatter, leaner, more flexible forms of organizationò 

(Jessop 1994: 259). Efforts to increase flexibility and hence to respond to 

unforeseeable changes in the future as well as to cut down on the cost of labour 

(see also Chapter 8) are some of the reasons that explain why companies 

abandoned the hierarchical (and less flexible) model of organisation. One of the 

ways in which flexibility was sought was by increasingly drawing on intermittent, 

part -time or subcontracted labour.  

 

These organisational practices have in turn contributed to creating new divisions 

between workers as regards possibilities for long-term employment, chances for 

internal career progression as well as the availability of incremental pay 

structures in organisations. Harvey (1989) further illustrates how such 

organisational restructurings have created new organisational divisions of ócoreô 

and óperipheryô positions (within organisations) and suggests that these divisions 

are divisions of time insofar as the core group is ñmade up of employees with full 

time, permanent status and is central to the long term future of the organizationò 

(1989: 150) while the periphery workforce is kept at armôs-length from the 
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organisation via short -term contracts, part -time work or subcontracting in order 

to increase the numerical flexibility of the workforce. As Harveyôs analysis 

indicates, these divisions of time are manifest in the different possibilities for 

progression or degrees of job security and impact on the ways in which 

individuals are able to plan or engage with their future working lives. It is from 

this perspective that I will suggest in Chapters 7 and 8 that new divisions of work 

are also new divisions of time.  

 

Importantly for this thesis, o ne of the ways in which these divisions of work and 

time have been created or expanded is via practices of subcontracting. Gorz, 

Marazzi and Wills illustrate this in their accounts of recent transformations in 

methods of production and of organisational st ructures. For all three of these 

authors, the changing nature of working lives is less marked by changes of the 

actual content of work (as the dramatic increase of IT technologies may suggest) 

but by the changing nature of employment relationships. In fact , Gorz suggests 

that the shift to post -Fordism has ñchanged the nature of wage relation much 

more than the nature of workò (Gorz 1999: 46). Subcontracting plays an 

important role in this context, as it separates workers from their óreal employersô 

(cf. Wills et al. 2010) and divides workforces into a core, which is ñmade up of 

permanent and full -time employees who are occupationally versatile and mobileò 

and ña sizeable mass of periphery workers, including a substantial proportion of 

insecure and temporary workers with variable hours and wagesò (Gorz 1999: 48).  

 

Via practices of subcontracting and outsourcing, organisations aim to reduce 

costs by externalising the fluctuations in demand and thereby achieving a higher 

degree of flexibility. Marazziôs account further shows that subcontracting not 

only creates divisions among workers but ñexternalise[s] entire segments of the 

workforceò in order to increase óexternal flexibilityô (Marazzi 2008: 48).33 Such 

practices, Marazzi goes on to note, have also brought about the ñindividualization 

and the insecuritization of work (...) and have struck directly at the cost of labor, 

both in terms of salary and of social costs (social security, pensions)ò (2008: 45); 

                                                 
33 Marazzi uses the term óexternal flexibilityô in order to distinguish from practices that aim for óinternal 
flexibility, which is sought to be achieved by ñstreamlining the productive processò (Marazzi 2008: 48). 
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factors that make it increasingly hard for individuals to develop long-term goals 

within or across organisations.  

 

While Marazziôs and Gorzôs analyses of new divisions of labour are mainly 

theoretical in nature, in a series of publications Jane Wills (2008, 2009a, Wills et 

al 2010) has examined these divisions empirically in a variety of industries in 

Londonôs service sector. Similar to the accounts by Gorz and Marazzi, Wills 

focuses on new divisions of work created via practices of subcontracting. 

Specifically, she (2008, 2009a, Wills et al., 2010) explores the effects of 

subcontracting on peopleôs working lives in health care, catering, portering, 

domestic work and the cleaning industry of London. In these investigations Wills 

and her colleagues (Wills 2008, 2009a and Wills et al. 2010) illustrate the 

consequences of subcontracting on peopleôs conditions of work and argue that 

the precarious nature of subcontracted work has left many workers unable to 

think about their future working lives in a óstrategicô fashion, not least because 

they are hardly able to stabilise their present condition. Wills goes so far to say 

that ñ[w]hereas the paradigmatic form of employment during the middle years of 

the twentieth century was the factory (é) subcontracted capitalism is becoming 

paradigmatic todayò (Wills 2009a: 442).34  

 

This literature clearly suggests in both empirical and theoretical registers that 

transformations of organisational structures towards models based on flexibility 

have contributed to the making of new divisions of workforces. Moreover, these 

divisions, as was suggested, are divisions of time. Thus, those working in 

periphery (e.g. in subcontracted) positions are - as Wills at al. note - often unable 

to relate to their future working lives in an intentional or planned fashion. But, 

such restructurings have not only affected the temporalities of work of peripheral 

workers but also those working in ócoreô positions within organisations. As the 

following sections will illustrate the imperatives of flexibility and adaptability 

have increasingly shaped the ways in which individuals think about and how they 

relate to their working futures. In order to do so, I will start this section by 

                                                 
34 By drawing on the Workplace Employee Relat ions Survey of 1998 for the UK (Cully et al. 1999 in: Wills 
2009a: 444), Wills shows that 90% of the total workplaces (91% in the private sector and 88% in the public 
sector) have subcontracted one or more services, 28% have temporary agency workers, 44% fixed term 
contract employees and 13% freelance workers. 
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discussing Sennettôs account of flexibilisation in order to show changes in 

organisational structures require different sets of indiv idual practices and a 

different orientation to time.  

 

Thereafter, I will enquire into the social and discursive contexts in which the 

formation of new individual temporalities is embedded by drawing on Boltanski 

and Chiapelloôs writings on the 'new spirit of capitalism'. I will end this chapter 

by critically engaging with Sennettôs notion of flexibility , Boltanski and 

Chiapelloôs notion of potential  as well as Rosaôs theory of situational time . These 

concepts will help to account for emerging forms of organisational and individual 

temporalities presented throughout this chapter and will be used as theoretical 

frameworks for analysing and identifying new temporal practices and attitudes 

towards time - in particular towards the future ï of people working in t he 

banking industry in London (Chapters 7 and 8) as well as in newspaper career 

portraits  (Chapters 5 and 6).  

 

 

2.5. The reorganisations of individual time: New practices, 

habits and temporal orientations in present -day working 

lives  

 

In The Craftsman , Richard Sennett (2008a) tells the stories of the construction 

of two houses. He uses these stories both as metaphors for contemporary models 

of working lives and also to describe the temporalities involved in the acquisition 

of skills. The first story is about a house that was designed by the architect 

Adolph Loos and the second concerns another house that was developed by the 

philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. As an architect, Loos had built numerous 

buildings and houses and could therefore draw on his extensive abilities and 

skills as an architect in the design and building of the house. Wittgenstein, as a 

philosopher, in his whole working life had only constructed a single house. His 

house was very much inspired and dominated by his philosophical ideas, 

especially those of purity and simplicity. Sennett tells these two stories in order 
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to illustrate two different models of work and working lives, in particular as 

regards narrative and the development of skills.  

 

The two different kinds of housebuilding are im portant for Sennett as they are 

illustrative of two different historical types of working lives. The first, exemplified 

by Loos, represents the old model of the craftsman, who gets educated in a 

certain occupation and gains more and more experience throughout their 

working life within a field, in which the person normally stays. The second, 

exemplified by Wittgenstein, represents the more contemporary type of working 

life, which is characterised by doing a series of different jobs which do not 

necessarily concern the building up of the same skills and experiences but 

movement between and across tasks and projects. These two examples not only 

represent different models of working lives but they also say something about the 

temporalities of work , as each shows a different way of relating past experiences 

to the present, on the level of time as well as narrative. In the idea of 

craftsmanship, for example, at issue is a temporality of long-term engagement 

and the steady development of skills: of being able to do one thing well. Sennett 

writes that ñall craftsmanship is founded on skill developed to a high degree. By 

one commonly used measure, about 10,000 hours of experience are required to 

produce a master carpenter or musicianò (Sennett 2008b).  

 

Craftsmanship is hence based on a linear notion of time as it favours a 

continuous accumulation of skills that can be used as resources in the future. 

Sennett contrasts the linear temporality involved in the idea of craftsmanship 

with the concept of potential. According to Sennett the (linear) accumulation of 

skills and hence of past achievement and service now ñearns no employee a 

guaranteed placeò (Sennett 2008a: 4). Instead the emphasis is now on potential 

skills. Here, employees are valued not for what they can do but for what they 

might do. Thus, according to Sennett, past experiences and established skill sets 

are increasingly eclipsed in organisations which now value potential. This notion 

of potential (skill), as it is used by Sennett, concerns a mode of temporality in 

which it is neither possible to assume a linear development of skills, as it was in 

the model of the craftsman, nor that skills and knowledge acquired within an 

organisation may be a resource in someoneôs future working life. As was made 
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clear earlier and as will be explored and criticised in further detail in empirical 

Chapters 7 and 8, such changes in temporality can partly be explained by 

organisational restructurings.  

 

Sennett contrasts the model of the bureaucratic, organisational career with the  

career in flexible organisations.35 As the discussion of Savage in Chapter 1 

elaborated already, bureaucratic forms of organisations allowed individuals to 

climb up internal career ladders and thus corresponded to the ideals and values 

of loyalty, long-term thinking and the development of individual skills over a 

longer period of time. In contrast to the temporality of bureaucratic 

organisations, more flexible and networked forms of organisations have put an 

end to loyalty or long-term commitment and furthe r a mindset that makes 

individuals think about their working lives outside the immediate organisation 

they are working for. 36 Hence, rather than thinking in terms of career 

progression within a corporation, individuals (are supposed to) start thinking in 

terms of their market -value (cf. Sennett 1998: 25, see also Chapter 7 on careers in 

banking).  

 

Hence, Sennettôs argument about the relation between post-organisational 

attitudes towards career and thinking in terms of ómarket-valueô, as he describes 

it, imp lies a process of individualisation, as discussed in Chapter 1. Specifically, 

Sennettôs argument suggests that the individualisation of working lives, as a 

process in which individuals are required to create their own career trajectories, 

has been paralleled by an increase of market orientation (see also Chapter 6). 

One of the major drivers of this orientation towards oneôs career, as Sennett 

proposes, has been the shift towards a more flexible form of capitalism (Sennett 

1998, 2006) and the increasing use of short-term and intermittent work as well 

as the widespread use of subcontracting, which has already been explored in 

previous sections of this chapter.37 

 

                                                 
35 The temporality of b ureaucracies, as Sennett argues ñteach the discipline of delayed gratification. Instead 
of judging whether your immediate activities matter to you, you learn to think about a fut ure reward which 
will come if you obey orders nowò (Sennett 2006: 31). 
36 Sennett suggests that ñin place of organisations as pyramids, management wants now to think of 
organisations as networksò (Sennett 1998: 23). 
37 He argues that a considerable number  of corporations have ñfarmed off many of the tasks they once did 
permanently in -house to small firms and to individuals employed on short -term contractsò (1998: 22). 
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This shift towards flexible capitalism and the greater emphasis individuals 

attribute to their ómarket valueô, has impacted on peopleôs narratives of the 

future, too. In Sennettôs account there has been a marked break with the 

ñstrategic narrativeò (2006: 79), predominant in previous decades, and we are 

now witnessing a model of narrative of the future where individuals are more 

ñpresent-orientedò and aim to ñevok[e] possibility rather than progressionò in 

their working lives. 38 Despite using the term ópossibilityô in this context, the 

understanding of futurity that is implied here is the temporality of p otential that 

has been mentioned previously in this section. In terms of temporality, hence, 

Sennettôs notion of potential needs to be understood in the context of his writings 

on the flexibilisation of work and organisations.  

 

It is however also importan t to note that the changes in the temporalities of 

work, discussed in this chapter, have been subject to various critiques, including 

feminist critiques. This is so in particular in regard to arguments that suggest or 

imply that the increasing importance o f service-sector employment has been 

accompanied by a decline of the linear, stable work biography. McDowell, for 

instance, criticises Sennett for exaggerating certain transformations in workplace 

identities whilst neglecting to examine womenôs labour market experiences 

(McDowell 2009: 46). McDowell further underlines that some of the claims 

about the transformation in orientations to work, as for example described by 

Sennett, are not empirically validated. By referring to Greenôs (empirical) study 

on ójob qualityô (Green 2006), she argues that job insecurity ï a key theme in 

Sennettôs argument ï has in fact declined between 1986 and 2001. Kevin Doogan 

(2009) argues in a similar vein. He evidences that in particular women now 

experience a higher degree of job security and longer job tenures with single 

employers than in previous decades. However, despite these critiques, Sennettôs 

conceptualisation of the transformation of orientations to work biography will be 

crucial for my empirical analysis .  

 

                                                 
38 Sennett notes that ñin the 1970s, thinking in a strategic narrative accorded with the way institutions were 
perceived; such thinking, for an ambitious young person, does not accord with the way leading-edge 
institutions appear today. (Sennett 2006: 79).  
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Particularl y important for my concerns here, Sennettôs discussion shows that the 

ways in which individuals relate to their working futures ï at the level of time 

and narrative ï are being fundamentally shaped by the changes to organisational 

structures and cultures that have occurred over recent decades. Sennettôs account 

of flexible capitalism and his accounts of new career practices and narratives will 

be of particular importance for Chapters 6 and 7, in which I will examine whether 

notions of potential and market -orientation can be identified in contemporary 

working lives. As well as in Sennett, the idea of potential as a new form of 

temporality remains largely implicit in Boltanski and Chiapelloôs account of 

present-day transformations of working lives. However, as potential time  will be 

crucial for examining present -day orientations to working futures in career 

portraits and in the London banking industry, the following sections will spell 

out this form of temporality in Boltanski and Chiapelloôs significant work The 

New Spirit of Capitalism  (2005) in more detail.  

 

Importantly, in this work Boltanski and Chiapello use the term 'potential' in 

order to conceptualise a break with linear time. Here, Boltanski and Chiapello 

juxtapose two different phases of capitalism. They compare management 

literature from the 1960s and the 1990s to examine the ways in which 

organisational structures, working practices and working temporalities have 

shifted. The authors note that compared to the managerial discourse of the 

1960s, which was dominated by notions of hierarchy and long-term commitment, 

the 1990s witnessed the emergence of new managerial and organisational forms 

as well as individual practices that contrasted those they identified in the 1960s.39 

Specifically, they conceptualise these new forms and practices that have started 

to emerge in the 1990s with their model (serving as a sort of ideal type of 

organisation) of the projective city . Importantly for the context of my research, 

in the ideal type of the 'projective city', the  project, the network and flexibility 

became core values, all of which were entangled in new forms of time. As the 

                                                 
39 In the 1960s, Boltanski and Chiapello claim, organisations offered secure long-term posit ions and career 
opportunities within well -defined (bureaucratic) structures in exchange for loyalty and the acquisition of 
firm -specific knowledge. In a general climate of job security, individuals acquired practices and temporal 
orientations in which futu re working lives did not have to be mapped out and readjusted on a constant basis. 
On the contrary, individuals were required to develop a more linear  approach to their working lives, which 
was centred on possibilities for advancement within corporate hier archies. 
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following paragraphs will show, the idea of futurity as one that involves ópotential 

futuresô is central here.  

 

In the projective city  firms  increasingly ñcomprise of a multiplicity of projects 

associating a variety of peopleò (2005: 105) for a specific amount of time. By the 

end of the project ñpeople are in search of a new engagementò (2005: 106) . 

Individuals therefore require the skill to r eorient themselves on a regular basis 

and are put into a constant mode of activity. The ñability to integrate into a new 

projectò hence ñconstitutes one of the palpable signs of statusò (2005: 106). In 

the projective city, as Boltanski and Chiapello suggest, working lives are 

ñconceived as a succession of projectsò (2005: 110). Thus, with the advent of the 

projective city, individuals had to acquire new practices and temporal outlooks as 

regards their working lives. In the projective city individuals are, f or example, 

required to build up and maintain their 'employability'.  

 

The term employability  itself contains an understanding of time that is future -

oriented as it reminds us that practices and skills are not simply an accumulation 

of past experiences but need to be constantly updated and are directed towards 

the future. The type of future the term employability implies, however, does not 

concern a known future which can be planned for, instead central here is the 

anticipation of an unpredictable and unkno wable future. At the same time the 

compound word employability, that is, the ability to stay (or be) employed, 

conveys a strongly individualised understanding of work. This is so as it suggests 

that óbeing employableô is something for which everyone is individually 

responsible. Boltanski and Chiapello also argue that individuals in the projective 

city are ideally not ñattached to an occupation or clinging to a qualificationò but 

are ñadaptable and flexibleò (2005: 112). Adaptability, flexibility and versatility 

are necessities in order to stay employable in the projective city ; these individual 

qualities will be encountered again in empirical Chapters 6 and 7.  

 

As this discussion suggests, the concept of the projective city  concerns a relation 

to the future  that is based on the notion of potential or, more specifically, on 

ópotential skills or abilitiesô that individuals need to develop which may increase 

future employability. The authors also indicate that in the projective city personal 
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and professional networks are resources central to such forms of potential. 

Indeed they argue that in the projective city, ñthe world is a network of potential 

connectionsò (2005: 114). As both private and professional networks can be 

turned into resources, individuals in th e projective city ñtend to ignore the 

differences between separate spheres ï for example, the private, professionalò 

(2005: 114). Individuals, as Boltanski and Chiapello go on to say, ñknow how to 

anticipate, sense, sniff out the links worth pursuingò (2005: 113). This de-

differentiating characteristic of the practice of networking will be crucial for 

understanding individualisation processes in Chapters 6 and 7, too.  

 

Boltanski and Chiapello as well as Sennett therefore make use of the term 

potential (tim e) in order to conceptualise changes in organisational and 

individual temporalities over the last decades. Thus both Sennett and Boltanski 

and Chiapello underscore the fact that individuals increasingly have to think in 

terms of ópotential skillsô and need to be able to anticipate and sense upcoming 

changes or opportunities. There are, however, some important differences in the 

way these authors make use of the notion of potential . While Sennett focuses on 

the notion of potential ability  and hence limits his understanding of potential to 

the sphere of skills, Boltanski and Chiapello conceptualise potential from a 

broader perspective. In their view potential also includes practices of networking 

as individuals seek to transform personal and professional contacts into potential 

resources.  

 

The notion of potential, according to Boltanski and Chiapello, also conveys a 

strong sense of individualisation and óresponsibilisationô of peopleôs working 

lives, as they explain in their discussion of the term employabilit y. Nonetheless, 

both Sennett and Boltanski and Chiapello concur in their notion of futurity, as 

they agree that potential implies a future that is increasingly difficult to infer 

from the present. Significantly, for the present thesis, it will be examined 

whether such notions of futurity are encountered in popular depictions of careers 

in newspapers (Chapters 5 and 6) and in peopleôs personal accounts of working 

futures in the London banking industry (Chapters 7 and 8). If so, it will then be 

investigated how individuals relate to such futures, both at the level of individual 

strategies of timing as well as at the level of narrative.  
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The strength of Boltanski and Chiapelloôs account of recent changes in the world 

of work, compared to Sennettôs writings (2006) on the 'new culture of 

capitalism', is that they discuss not only the nature of new values and practices 

that emerged with the advent of the projective city but they also show that these 

transformations involved the justification of a new spirit of cap italism, as the title 

of their book conveys, which they demonstrate in their analysis of management 

texts from the 1960s and 1990s. The justification of this new spirit of capitalism, 

as Boltanski and Chiapello argue, was based on the critique of previous ideals 

and values of work and organisations. For example, they show that ñ[t]he 

management texts of the 1960s explicitly or implicitly criticise familial capitalism 

(é) whereas the principal foil of the 1990s texts is large, hierarchized, planned 

organizationsò (2005: 64).40 Critique was thus used in a very óproductiveô way, 

which helped to make the practices, values and temporal orientations of the 

previous periods look dated in order to introduce new ones that corresponded to 

the organisational and structu ral requirements of a new period of capitalism. By 

drawing on Boltanski and Chiapelloôs conceptualisation of critique, Chapter 5 will 

show how critique of supposedly dated forms of career practices and orientations 

towards work and time are enacted in career portraits, in particular inasmuch as 

they concern processes of individualisation as laid out in Chapter 1.  

 

As already noted, both Sennettôs as well as Boltanski and Chiapelloôs discussions 

of potential time imply a process whereby individuals are incr easingly held 

responsible for their working futures. However, the understanding of futurity 

concerned in potential (time), that is, an understanding that has also been 

encountered in the theories of individualisation, in particular of Beckôs and 

Giddensôs account presented in Chapter 1, has been contested by Hartmut Rosaôs 

concept of situational time. More specifically, Rosaôs notion of situational time 

posits a break with the idea of futurity as a field of (potential) individual agency 

altogether. Rosa discusses the concept of situational time within his theory of 

modernisation (Rosa 2003, 2005, Rosa and Scheuerman 2009), in which he 

                                                 
40 In this context, Boltanski and Chiapello mention the example of job security. They argue that while in the 
1960s, (job) security formed ñpart of the implicit definition of the work contractò (2005: 88), it was ñnot a 
dominant value in the 1990sò because it became ñassociated with status, hierarchy, bureaucracy ï all of 
them things that are insistently denouncedò (2005: 92). 
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distinguishes between óclassicalô modernity and ólateô modernity. By adopting a 

temporal focus, Rosa suggests that the process of modernisation can primarily be 

understood as a reorganisation of time and individual temporalities at a variety 

of levels, including the state form, bureaucracy but, importantly for my thesis, he 

identifies a change of temporality at the level of indi vidual working lives and 

working futures. Let me therefore briefly explain how Rosa conceptualises the 

shift from classical to late modernity as a shift in temporality.  

 

Rosa turns first to classical modernity, and in particular the implementation of 

the legal (constitutional) and the social state. The latter, he suggests, established 

a framework in which it was possible to shape social and political change. (Rosa 

2005: 155-156). These frameworks also brought about the conception of a 

knowable and foreseeable future, which became a central feature of modernity. 

On a political and economic level this understanding of futurity was expressed in 

the idea of a control- and manageable history and society, which was epitomised 

in the concept of progress. On an individual level these frameworks ended the 

contingencies of social life, which dominated much of the early periods of 

industrialisation and contributed to the establishment of more linear forms of 

(working) lives and identities, which were based on continuit y. Rosa states that 

ñóclassicalô modern identities were consequently long-term projects supposed to 

evolve like a Bildungsroman ò. (Rosa 2003: 19).  

 

Linear time has, however, increasingly been replaced by situational time  in late 

modernity ( see also Rosa and Scheuerman 2009 as well as Hoerning et al. 1997, 

Hoerning et al. 1998 and King 2009). Rosa argues that a linear understanding of 

time and hence the idea of a knowable and foreseeable future, in late modernity, 

cannot be taken for granted any longer, both at the level of politics as well as at 

an individual level, including at the level of working lives. Situational time  means 

that the ñduration, sequence, rhythm and tempo of practices, events and 

connections is being decided at the time of occurrence, they do not follow any 

pre-defined time-planò (Rosa 2005: 365).iii  Hence, the emergence of situational 

time means that ñboth individual as well as collective time-frames and time-

perspectives are being redefined on a constant basis depending on context and 

situation; time is being temporalisedò (Rosa 2005: 50).iv  
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For the context of working lives this form of temporality implies that individuals 

are not trying to plan their future, but instead look for upcoming opportunities 

that are put into practice at their time of occurrence.41 This form of temporality, 

however, requires individuals not only to be adaptable and open to unforeseeable 

changes but also that they individually relate and coordinate separate events in 

time. In other words, practices of individual t iming are key in a context of 

situational time, as Hoerning et al  (1997), who draw on Rosaôs conceptualisation 

of time, suggest. Accordingly, ñtime-discipline in the sense of taking external 

temporal frameworks as a yardstick for individual practices is be ing superseded 

by the idea of correct timing at the right time  and hence by notions such as 

spontaneity, alertness, attentiveness and the ability to adapt to changeò 

(Hoerning et al. 1997: 54). The idea of adaptability in situational time includes 

the relation between work and non-work. While a strict separation between the 

spheres of work and life (non-work) were essential features of classical 

modernity, the same practices are now inadequate for the contemporary world of 

work which demands not separation and boundaries but flexibility, and 

especially flexibility in regard to upcoming events, a point that will be 

encountered again in Chapters 6 and 7. 

 

Hence, while Rosa posits situational time in contrast to (classical) modern 

individualisation, that is, in dividualisation as a process in which individuals were 

enabled and also required to develop a linear approach towards their working 

futures, he notes that a socio-economic context of situational time may in fact 

reverse processes of individualisation (Rosa 2005: 443). Significantly for the 

present thesis, Rosaôs analysis therefore provides an important link between new 

forms of temporality, as outlined by Sennett and Boltanski and Chiapello, and the 

theories of individualisation, introduced in Chapter 1. Th is is so, in particular as 

Rosaôs concept of situational time undermines some of the assumptions about 

individualisation as a process of the declining influence of social structures on 

individual working lives, as Beck and Giddens would argue. In other words, while 

                                                 
41 Cf. Baumannôs understanding of postmodern identities, which are based on avoiding fixation and keeping 
options open (Bauman 1995: 81). ñAccordingly, the idea of a whole life project is no longer desirable; 
instead, a flexible identity, a constant readiness to change and the ability to change at short notice, and an 
absence of commitments of the ótill death do us partô style have become not only attractive options but 
prerequisites for survival (Bauman 2002, in: Atkinson 2008: 6).  
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Rosaôs notion of linear time implied some form of agency over the ways in which 

individuals were able to engage with their working futures, a socio-economic 

context of situational time brackets such possibilities as the future is decreasingly 

viewed as a terrain of possible agency. As such and significantly for this thesis, it 

will be examined whether notions of situational time are enacted in career 

portraits (Chapter 6) as well as in accounts of people working in the banking 

industry in London ( Chapters 7 and 8), especially vis-à-vis processes of 

individualisation and peopleôs ability to be agents of their working futures.  

 

 

2.6. Conclusion  

 

This chapter has discussed the shift from Fordism to Post-Fordism from the 

perspective of time. In so doing it has established a theoretical connection 

between the temporalities of production methods, organisational structures and 

individual practices. More precisely, I have suggested that the shift from Fordist 

to Post-Fordist methods of production and organ isation have entailed and 

required different ways in which individuals relate to their present and future 

working lives and careers. I have discussed in particular the ways in which Post-

Fordism (or flexible specialisation) relies on flexible temporalities . The 

arguments presented in this chapter suggested that such flexible temporalities 

are expressed particularly in the ways in which individuals anticipate their 

working futures. Such futures are increasingly difficult to infer via practices of 

foresight and planning. Instead, new forms of temporality such as potential time 

and situational time characterise present-day Post-Fordism.  

 

Importantly for this thesis, it was also made clear that Post -Fordist 

organisational models have been major factors for increasingly segmented or 

polarised workforces with a relatively stable employed core group of workers on 

the one hand and a flexibly employed or subcontracted periphery group of 

workers on the other hand. While in this chapter I described such organisational 

divisions from the perspective of time, empirical Chapters 7 and 8 will examine 

how such divisions can be understood as divisions of individual temporalities, 

especially in regard to individual futurities. The discussion in this chapter further 
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sought to put the idea of individualisation ï as a process which requires an 

increasing number of workers to engage with their working futures ï (see 

Chapter 1) in a historical, economic and organisational context.  

 

It was shown that by considering these contexts that there exists an interrelation 

between the temporalities of different modes of production, organisations and 

individual attitudes towards time, especially towards the future. Hence, 

importantly for the empirical analysis to follow, this chapter suggests t hat 

processes of individualisation (as well as of de-individualisation) need to 

consider the temporalities involved in organisational restructurings, in particular 

inasmuch as they concern new divisions of workforces. Yet, while the theoretical 

positions discussed in this chapter have illustrated the interrelation of the 

temporalities of production, organisations and individual working lives, the 

following chapter will address this interrelation in a more systematic way, that is, 

in a way that will enable me to conceptualise and frame the empirical research in 

Chapters 5 to 8. As this interrelation ï or better interdependency, as we will see 

ï involves temporalities that operate both at the level of time and narrative, I will 

henceforth draw on Bourdieuôs writings on time as well as on Paul Ricoeurôs and 

Steph Lawlerôs concepts of narrative. The authors and concepts discussed in the 

following chapter will be crucial for conceptualising the methodology in Chapter 

4 and shall thus be read as a preliminary to it.  
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3. The temporality of practice and narrative: 

Bourdieu, Ricoeur and Lawler  

 

3.1. Introduction  

 

To put it in very general terms, the previous two chapters showed how recent 

changes in work biographies, economic structures and political regulation can be 

conceptualised as changes of time and temporality. The authors and concepts 

discussed in these two chapters have considered such changes from a broad 

range of perspectives, including theories of individualisation, precarisation, Post -

Fordism and Post-Marxism. However, whilst having discussed how such theories 

and concepts can be understood as describing a change in the temporalities of 

economy and working lives, these theories and concepts have not considered the 

temporal dimension of individual practic es. Put differently, whilst accounting for 

changing organisational and individual temporalities in present -day economic 

life, the authors discussed so far have not based their theories of social change on 

appropriate theories of practice or, more specifically, on theories that take into 

account the temporality and hence the historicity of practice. A consideration of 

the temporal dimension of individual practices is important insofar as it helps to 

account for the necessary preconditions as well as the social and individual 

resources for such practices, including the possibilities for change of practices.  

 

Hence, the first part of this chapter will discuss Bourdieuôs early writings on the 

interdependence of economic and temporal structures in order to demonstrate 

how changes in economic structures can be understood to involve a dynamic and 

recursive reorganisation of temporal structures of society. Bourdieuôs distinctive 

approach to time will take centre stage in my discussion not least because as we 

shall see in particular in Chapters 5, 7 and 8 this approach allows me to consider 

both the temporal nature of individual practices as well as the relation of agency 

and structure in working lives. While Bourdieuôs writings on time will provide an 

important conceptual framework for analysing working lives throughout all 

empirical chapters, his notion of temporality of practice  will serve as a vantage 

point for putting forward a critique of enactments of individual agency in career 
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portraits in Chapter 5. In other words, Bourdieuôs temporalised understanding of 

individual practices will help to critique the ways in which work biographies are 

told  in these portraits and in particular how past and present events as well as 

the individual and the collective are linked by means of narrative. Above all, this 

contrast between the temporality of practice and the temporality of narrative 

aims to identify over -individualistic or de -temporalised accounts of working lives 

(in Chapter 5).  

 

As narratives ï both in terms of indiv idual narratives as well as socially 

circulating narratives ï have been identified as crucial for the ways in which 

individuals relate to their past, present and future working lives (see e.g. 

discussion of Beck in Chapter 1 or Sennett in Chapter 2) and are hence key to 

understanding present-day work biographies, especially inasmuch as they 

concern relations to time, the second part of this chapter will discuss Paul 

Ricoeurôs and Steph Lawlerôs concepts of narrative and time. The concepts they 

provide will enable me to analyse the temporal nature of working lives from the 

point of view of narrative, that is, how individuals relate to their working pasts 

and futures as well as to collective structures by means of narrative. I will end 

this chapter by identify ing some of the divergences and convergences between 

the discussed theories of narrative and Bourdieuôs theory of practice, especially 

those that concern the relation between narrative, time and agency and will 

hence be relevant for this thesis. However, before moving on to discussing the 

relevance of narrative for this thesis, let me begin by explaining how Bourdieuôs 

writings on time can provide a conceptual framework for analysing working life 

temporalities in present -day economic life.  
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3.2. The int erdependency of temporal and economic 

structures: Bourdieuôs Algerian studies 

 

In Bourdieuôs early work on the transformation of Algerian society in the mid 

20 th century, he observed that changes in socio-economic structures not only 

meant a change in economic forms of production but also required individuals to 

develop a new orientation to time, and in particular towards the future. The 

interest in the relation between economic and temporal structures is reflected in 

the French title of his book Structures  économiques et structures temporelles. 

During  his time in Algeria, Bourdieu witnessed rapid economic changes and in 

particular he observed the results that this transformation had on the Kabyle 

people.42 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, which was also the time of the 

Algerian war of independence against the French colonial system, many of those 

who previously worked in agriculture were forced to migrate to the rapidly 

growing cities. At the same time, Algeria witnessed what Bourdieu calls an 

óhistorical accelerationô, in which the traditional economy, primarily based on 

agriculture, was being replaced by a system of market relations. Bourdieu 

discusses the sudden confrontation of two different types of economic systems, 

usually separated by several hundreds of years (Bourdieu 2000a: 7): on the one 

hand the pre-capitalist economy of the Kabyle farmers, who experienced a 

massive óuprootingô, described in Bourdieu and Sayadôs work Le Déracinement 

(Bourdieu and Sayad 1964), and, on the other hand, an economic system based 

on wage-labour and market structures.  

 

From a temporal perspective, the traditional, pre -capitalist, cyclical temporal 

regime was governed by the collective rhythms of the agrarian calendar, which 

consisted of a system of oppositions between autumn and winter in contrast to 

spring and summer; work in the fields and sowing in contrast to harvesting and 

threshing; the day in contrast to the night; the male in contrast to the female etc. 

In the cyclical temporal regime, as Bourdieu further illustr ates, economic 

practices were oriented to the óupcomingô (future) either through past 

                                                 
42 The Kabyle are a Berber speaking people in the northeast of Algeria, who at the time of Bourdieuôs 
research were heavily affected by the economic changes and often had to move to nearby cities in order to 
find work.  
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experiences or through tradition (Bourdieu 2000a: 33). The future is therefore 

not carved out as a separate territory but rather organically contained in the 

present, as Bourdieu puts it (2000a: 34). In other words, in the context of cyclical 

time, individuals anticipate the future not through positing it as a separate entity 

from the present but rather through foreseeing it via their accumulated 

experiences and traditions (Bourdieu and Sayad 1964: 15-22). Bourdieu 

underscores this point by stating that ñthere is nothing more alien to a pre-

capitalist economy than the idea of the future as a field of possibilities, which 

shall be discovered and mastered through rational planningò (Bourdieu 2000a: 

32).v 

 

Bourdieu opposes the cyclical understanding of time to the more rational, linear 

and future-oriented conception of time. In Algeria this understanding of time 

developed with the emergence of a new economic system based on wage-labour 

in the 1960s. This system was based on a calculative and quantitative 

understanding of time as regards working-hours, the convertibility of time into 

money, the keeping of strict time-schedules, but also the necessity to conceive of 

the future as a field of potentialities (Bourdieu 1964: 78). The calculative attitude 

towards time and thus towards the future was introduced through the imposition 

of market relations and did not exist beforehand. Calhoun argues that the 

previously existing economy, which was based on traditional culture, 

ñdiscouraged the kind of órationalityô rooted in projecting a distant time horizon 

and cause and effect analysis of investments and events that would shape itò 

(Calhoun 2006: 1406).  

 

In order to clarify the two differe nt understandings of futurity that Bourdieu 

identifies in his research, he uses two different notions of time. In fact, in their 

work Le Déracinement, Bourdieu and Sayad distinguish between the two French 

words for future, which they associate with differe nt practices, meanings and 

orientations to time: le futur  and un ó¨ venirô (un avenir , literally: a óto comeô). 

They use the term un avenir  for the pre-capitalistic practice of foresight 

(prévoyance), which requires individuals to make provisions or arrang ements for 

a largely unknown future. In contrast, they use the term le futur  in the context of 

rationality, the idea of future planning and the capitalistic practice of forecasting 
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(prevision ), in which individuals are able to plan, foresee and hence predict the 

future to a certain extent (Bourdieu 1963, 2000a, 2010). 

 

Importantly for the concerns of this thesis, Bourdieu discusses these two 

different forms of temporality in order to show how the proliferation of new 

economic structures, especially the changing form of labour, as a commodity to 

be bought and sold on a ólabour marketô, has required individuals to develop an 

entirely new stance towards their working futures. Calhoun, who writes about the 

legacy of Pierre Bourdieuôs study of Algeria, in fact speaks about a process of 

incapacitation in th is context. Calhoun states that  

 

[t] he same people who could play the games of honour with consummate subtlety in 

peasant villages were incapacitated by the games of rationalized exchange in the cities. 

Labour migration and integration into the larger state and market thus stripped peasant 

habituses of their efficacy and indeed made the very efforts that previously had sustained 

village life and traditional culture potentially counterproductive (Calhoun 2006: 150 5-

1506). 

 

This process of incapacitation, as Calhoun further notes, resulted in many of the 

migrants from rural areas having to live in sub -proletarian conditions. Based on 

his ethnographic work, Bourdieu hence suggests that one of the major causes for 

impoverishment and exclusion from economic life was the incapacity of these 

newly arrived rural migrants to engage in a rationalised system of market 

exchange. This system presupposed and required temporal habits and attitudes 

towards time, and especially towards the future, that were entirely alien to the 

newly arrived rural migrants. Another major factor in the development of a more 

rationalised attitude towards time, as Bourdieu observed, is connected to 

peopleôs socio-economic position. More precisely, in his fieldwork Bourdieu 

observed that a calculative attitude towards the future could only develop above a 

certain level of socio-economic existence, a level that Bourdieu calls ñthreshold of 

calculabilityò (Bourdieu 2000a: 92). Below this threshold, as Bourdieu observed 

in his empirical research, there exist few chances to actively plan oneôs own 

future (Bourdieu 2000a: 20 -22).  
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Bourdieuôs understanding of the relation between economy and time hence 

provides two insights, which will be crucial for analysin g working life 

temporalities in the empirical chapters to follow. Firstly, it critiques the 

assumption that rational exchange is a universal principle of economic life, by 

showing that the idea of a rational engagement with oneôs working life and future 

is a particular feature of capitalist economic structures. Secondly, Bourdieuôs 

writings show that the production of a predominant economic habitus rests upon 

the acquisition of specific practices and attitudes towards time that are not 

equally accessible to all. These two points will be decisive for examining the 

emergence of new orientations to time and especially towards the future in career 

portraits, including processes that normalise and universalise such orientations 

and related practices.  

 

Furthermor e, although Bourdieuôs writings on Algeria date back to the 1960s, I 

will show in Chapters 7 and 8 that they nonetheless provide a crucial backdrop 

for investigating the interdependency of economic and temporal structures in 

todayôs banking industry in London, in particular with regards to new divisions 

of workforces. However, while Bourdieuôs Algerian studies ï which belong to his 

early works ï provide an important resource for analysing present -day economic 

and temporal structures, in these studies he had yet to fully develop his theory of 

practice, habitus and field, which includes his notion of the temporality of 

practice. As this notion will be key for examining the temporal nature of 

individual practices, the next section is going to introduce it, draw ing primarily 

on Bourdieuôs later work Pascalian Mediations  (2000c).  

 

 

3.3. The temporality of practice: linking past, present and 

future  

 

Bourdieu posits his (corporeal) conceptualisation of the temporality of practice in 

opposition to both commonly held  views about time and linguistic uses of the 

term 'time', as well as in opposition to a (natural) scientific understanding of 

time. More specifically, he criticises the idea of ñtime as a thing with which we 

have a relation of externality, that of a subject facing an objectò (Bourdieu 
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2000b: 206) and hence of the perception of time as being external to practice. 

Bourdieu finds this idea of ñtime-as-thingò in the rationalist philosophical 

tradition running from Descartes to Kant and his epigones. Crucially f or my 

concerns, Bourdieu advances his critique of these philosophical notions of time 

because he considers them also to be present within contemporary economics. 

Importantly, as he goes on to argue, the idea of time as something external to 

practice is even manifest in our ordinary language, when we speak of time as 

something that one can have, gain or waste (2000b: 206). In contrast to this 

rationalist and objectivist vision of time, Bourdieu introduces his corporeal 

understanding of time, that is, an unde rstanding that considers time as being 

intrinsically connected to practice. Practice, as Bourdieu says, is entirely 

immersed in the current of time and therefore inseparable from temporality 

(Bourdieu 1990b: 81). In short, Bourdieuôs theory of practice treats time as being 

a constitutive part of individual practices, best expressed in his notion of the 

temporality of practice . The notion of temporality of practice conveys how every 

action of an individual is a twofold act of temporalisation.  

 

Firstly, pract ice is only possible through the generative structure of the habitus 

and therefore each action in the present is shaped by the past. Bourdieu 

underscores this point by stating that ñ[h]abitus is that presence of the past in the 

present which makes possible the presence in the present of the forth-coming.ò 

(Bourdieu 2000b: 210). In other words, individuals can make time, and therefore 

their future, only when they are ñendowed with habitus adjusted to the fieldò 

(Bourdieu 2000b: 213). In fact, as Binkley adds in a critique of Bourdieu, ñeach 

habitus itself defines a specific temporalityò (Binkley 2009: 97). This 

understanding of agency as being shaped and conditioned by the past in the form 

of the óstructuring structuresô of habitus (Bourdieu 1984, 1990b) and therefore 

not being entirely subject to individual determination will be important for a 

critique of commonly -held views about contemporary life-courses, especially in 

regard to work biographies, as will be shown in Chapter 5.  

 

Secondly ï and equally important for the discussion of empirical data in 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 ï Bourdieu attributes importance not only to the ways in 

which the past shapes practices in the present but also to how futurity can be 
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understood in relation to individual practices. One of  the main ways in which 

Bourdieu explains the future dimension of practices is in his concept of the sense 

pratique, often referred to with the metaphor of the ófeel for the gameô. Indeed, 

Bourdieu uses the example of a ball game in order to describe the temporality of 

practice involved in a situation where there is a fit between the habitus and the 

field, which means that ñeverything that takes places seems sensible and agents 

have a capacity for practical anticipation of the óupcomingô future contained in 

the presentò (Bourdieu 1990b: 66). He explains such a situation in the following 

manner:  

 

A player who is involved and caught up in the game adjusts not to what he sees but 

to what he fore-sees, sees in advance in the directly perceived present; he passes the 

ball not to the spot where his team-mate is but to the spot he will reach (1990b: 81). 

 

What Bourdieuôs description of the game implies is that the ófeel for the gameô 

works to a large degree on a non-reflexive level, that is, present as well as 

fort hcoming practices do not need to be mapped out reflexively but are the result 

of a process of adjustment and engagement with an upcoming future. In terms of 

temporality, this means that time or the future do not become an explicit object 

of reflection or, as Bourdieu puts it, ñsocial agents have óstrategiesô, which only 

rarely have a true strategic intention as a principleò (Bourdieu 1998a: 81). 

Bourdieu clarifies this point by drawing on Edmund Husserlôs concept of 

protension. Hence, Bourdieu identifies tw o relationships to the future: the 

project and Husserlôs notion of protension. He explains the two as follows:  

 

A project poses the future as future, that is, as a possible constituted as such, thus as 

possibly happening or not (...) and protension or pre -perceptive anticipation, a 

relationship to the future that is not a future but a future that is almost present. (...) 

They [the pre-perceptive anticipations, G.K.] are the fact of the habitus as a feel for 

the game. Having the feel for the game is having the game under the skin; it is to 

master in a practical way the future of the game; it is to have a sense of the history of 

the game (Bourdieu 1998a: 80).  

 

Conversely, when a person does not have the so-called ófeel for the gameô, that is, 

when the subjective anticipations and the objective structures misfit, practice and 

therefore time becomes an object of reflection, as Bourdieu explains: ñTime is 
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really experienced only when the quasi-automatic coincidence between 

expectations and chances, illusio and lusiones, expectations and the world which 

is there to fulfil them, is brokenò (Bourdieu 2000b: 208).43  

 

However, a misfit between habitus and field not only results in time becoming an 

object of reflection, but, even more important for this thesis, also in  the fact that 

individuals lack the necessary resources to develop a sense pratique for 

anticipating the future in a given field. In other words, the future cannot be seen 

as a terrain of endless potential actions. Hence, Bourdieu suggests that the future 

is amenable to novel practices only when individuals can ómaster the fieldô, that 

is, when they are equipped with the necessary resources to do so. Crucially, this 

thesis will examine both the resources as well as the structural conditions in 

regard to possibilities for anticipating futurities, that is, futurities of work. Yet, 

while Bourdieuôs account of the temporality of practice offers an important 

theoretical and conceptual frame for analysing contemporary working lives, it 

was only in one of his latest works on The Social Structures of the Economy that 

he draws on his temporalised understanding of practice in a more explicit 

fashion in order to put forward a social critique of de -temporalised and de-

socialised notions of agency. As such questions will be central for analysing 

contemporary understandings of practice and orientations to time in career 

portraits, the following section will discuss Bourdieuôs critique of practice in 

neoclassical economic theory.  

 

 

3.4. The temporality of practice as a crit ique of neoclassical 

economic theory  

 

Bourdieu states that his experience of the Algerian déracinement (uprooting)  of 

the 1950s and 1960s taught him the ñcontingent character of so many behaviours 

which form part of our normal daily round: calculation of cost and profit, lending 

at interest, saving, credit, the creation of a reserve, investment or even workò 

                                                 
43 Pilario (2005) argues that ñthe metaphor of the game evades both structural objectivism and rational-
voluntarist subjectivism. One does play a game without necessarily being conscious of its explicit rules all 
the timeò (2005: 124). 



~ 89 ~  
 

(Bourdieu 2005: 3). This experience of the contingent character of behaviours 

and attitudes towards time seems to be particularly present in his late work on 

The Social Structures of the Economy (2005), where he presents his critique of 

neoclassical economic theory, a theory that sees individuals as utility-maximising 

(rational) agents. This homo economicus view, as Bourdieu states, is ña kind of 

anthropological monsterò and the ñmost extreme personification of the scholastic 

fallacyò (2005: 209).44  

 

In particular he refers to Gary Becker (Nobel Prize laureate for Economics in 

1992), whom he critiques in several of his writings , and whom he holds 

ñresponsible for the boldest attempts to export the model of the market and the 

technology of the neoclassical firm into all the social sciencesò and thus to 

ñprovide a framework applicable to all human behaviourò (2005: 209).45 In his 

critique of neoclassical economic theory , Bourdieu uses his temporalised account 

of agency in order to point out the a-historical and thus detemporalised nature of 

time in economic theory. In contrast to the understanding of practice in 

neoclassical economic theory, which presumes a universal concept of practice as 

utility -maximising and detached from social and economic conditions, Bourdieu 

emphasises the ñsocial rootedness of economic practicesò. For Bourdieu, 

economic practices and dispositions are ñhistorical institutionsò (2005: 5) and 

therefore ñnot dependent on a universal human nature but dependent on a 

history that is the very history of the economic cosmos in which these 

dispositions are required and rewardedò (2005: 8).  

 

Put differently, economic practices and economic rationality, in the way 

neoclassical economic theory understands them, are the product of Western 

economics and cannot assumed to be a universal model of individual agency. 

Bourdieu suggests that this model of agency has ócolonisedô the economic and 

social sphere and, importantly for this thesis, has become predominant not only 

in explaining human behaviour but has also become normative in political and 

                                                 
44 Bourdieu describes the scholastic fallacy as the scientific viewpoint, often adopted by scientists, that 
assumes a subject-object relation between agents and their practices, or, as Bourdieu puts it, the scholastic 
fallacy is ñcreating agents with the reasoning reason of the scientist reasoning about their practices (and not 
the practical reason of the scientist acting in everyday life)ò (Bourdieu 2000c: 60).  
45 Foucault also refers to Gary Becker and the Chicago School of Economics in his lectures at the Collège de 
France on neo-liberalism and governmentality in 1978/1979.  
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social debates, thereby helping to implement neoliberal policies (see also Crouch 

2011). The normative establishment of this economic habitus, as Bourdieu goes 

on to say, is the result of a struggle of actors in the economic field, in which 

institutions such as management and business schools have played a major role 

(see also Thrift 2001).46 Hence, Bourdieu suggests that one of the economic and 

social spheres where this process of ócolonisationô with rational and strategic 

agency is most pervasive is in management theory. Management theory, as 

Bourdieu argues, ñoscillates continually between the positive and the normative, 

and depends fundamentally on an overestimation of the degree to which 

conscious strategies play a role in business, as opposed to the structural 

constraints upon, and the dispositions of, managersò (Bourdieu 2005: 200, see 

also Boltanski and Chiapello 2005).  

 

Importantly, for the concerns of my research, Bourdieuôs critique of neoclassical 

economic theory shows that the normative establishment of a certain economic 

habitus, that is, a habitus that foregrounds notions of individual (and rational) 

agency and thereby downplays the structural dimension of economic practices, is 

a historical product and not an a priori  of economic life. However, whilst 

Bourdieu argues that one of the major drivers in the proliferation of de -

temporalised understandings of agency originated from economics, the 

discussion in Chapter 5 will demonstrate empirically that such understandings 

have increasingly been enacted in popular accounts of working lives in the 

relatively new genre of career portraits in newspapers, too. Sociologically 

speaking, such accounts of working lives are therefore not only interesting from 

the perspective of genre but also from the perspective of time.  

 

Yet, in order to examine questions of time in a genre like career portraits, it is 

important to  keep in mind that the way in which individuals in such texts narrate 

the causal and temporal relation between their past and present work 

biographies cannot be taken at face value. This is so, as the temporality of 

narrative in many cases engenders a sociologically problematic understanding of 

                                                 
46 In a similar vein, Thrift comments on the pervasiveness of economic rationality into all spheres of social 
life by arguing that ñ[t]he language of economics has become common linguistic currency, making it 
increasingly difficult to conceive of the world in any other terms except those of a calculus of supply and 
demandò (Thrift 2005: 4). 
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individual agency, such as presented in the previous discussion. In other words, 

it will be argued that the temporality of narrative conflicts with the temporalised 

understanding of agency, posited by Bourdieu. Thus, as narrative will play a 

crucial role in my analysis of working lives, in particular inasmuch as it 

establishes links between past and present events as well as between agency and 

structure, the following section will introduce Paul Ricoeurôs and Steph Lawlerôs 

theories of narrative. The discussion of these two authors will enable me to 

conceptualise and clarify the relation between time, narrative and agency, 

relations that will be crucial for the concerns of this thesis.  

 

 

3.5. Narrative, time and agenc y 

 

3.5.1. Ricoeur: the relation between time, narrative and social action  

 

Ricoeurôs notion of time, which is essential in his understanding of narrative and 

social action, stands in opposition to perceptions of time that consider time as an 

objectively given entity. Ricoeur refers to Augustineôs Confessions when he 

speaks of the threefold nature of time, that is, a present of past things, a present 

of present things, and a present of future things (Ricoeur 1984: 11). With 

reference to Augustine, Ricoeur states that ñ[t]he present of past things is the 

memory; the present of present things is direct perception; and the present of 

future things is expectationò (Ricoeur 1984: 11). Similar to Bourdieuôs critique of 

de-temporalised conceptions of time (ótime-as-thingô), Ricoeur criticises the 

mathematical representation of time as an abstract succession of ónowsô. The 

ñdeficiency of this representation of timeò, he argues, is ñthat it takes into account 

neither the centrality of the present as an actual now nor the primacy of the 

future as the main orientation of human desire, nor the fundamental capacity of 

recollecting the past in the presentò (Ricoeur 1991c: 100). Ricoeurôs Augustinian 

inspired conception of time as a threefold present pays attention to the historicity 

of action as well as to the way in which past events or ónot-yetô events of the 

future impact on the way people act in the present. Ricoeur argues that ñ[w]hat 

counts here is the way in which everyday praxis orders the present of the future, 



~ 92 ~  
 

the present of the past, and the present of the present in terms of one anotherò 

(Ricoeur 1984: 60).  

 

Time, according to Ricoeur, is therefore constitutive of social action but social 

action at the same time ómakes senseô only through the óorganization of eventsô in 

time, which is the function of narrative: ñI am calling narrative exactly what 

Aristotle calls muth os, the organization of the eventsò (Ricoeur 1984: 36). ñTime 

becomes human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode, and 

narrati ve attains its full meaning when it becomes a condition of temporal 

existenceò (Ricoeur 1984: 52). Ricoeur calls the way in which single events are 

transformed into a story emplotment: ñEmplotment is the operation that draws a 

configuration out of a simple  successionò (Ricoeur 1984: 65). Emplotment, or the 

act of plotting, as he also calls it, is something that makes an ñevent more than a 

mere occurrence, something that just happens: it is that which contributes to the 

progress of the story (é) narration organises them into an intelligible wholeò 

(Ricoeur 1991b: 426). Narrative, and in particular the process of emplotment, 

according to Ricoeur, are central elements in the way people temporalise 

themselves, or more specifically in the way they organise single events or actions, 

and establish coherence. The role of the plot in terms of mediation is threefold, as 

he argues: 

 

First, it is a mediation between the individual events or incidents and a story taken 

as a whole. (é) Furthermore, emplotment brings together factors as heterogeneous 

as agents, goals, means, interactions, circumstances, unexpected results. (é) Plot is 

mediating in a third way, that of its temporal characteristics (Ricoeur 1984: 65 -66).  

 

Ricoeur speaks about the importance of narrative in the context of the 

organisation of single events in time but also in relation to identity, for which 

narrative is of central importance. Ricoeur conceives of identity as a form of 

narration and thus speaks of narrative identity. He argues that ñhuman lives 

become more readable when they are interpreted in function of the stories people 

tell about themselvesò (Ricoeur 1991d: 73).  

 

The stories, though, that people tell about themselves are not mere inventions of 

individuals but are interwoven into a whole rang e of other circulating stories. 
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Ricoeur refers to the relation between individuals and others in a twofold way. 

First, he acknowledges that ñthe life history of each is caught up in the histories 

of othersò (Ricoeur 1992: 161), which stands in contrast to over-individualistic 

perceptions of agency and second, he underlines the significance of narrative 

structures when he states that ñit is precisely because of the elusive character of 

real life that we need the help of fiction to organise life retrospectively, after the 

fact, prepared to take as provisional and open to revision any figure of 

emplotment borrowed from fiction or from historyò (Riceour 1992: 162). 

However, as the next section of this chapter will show, the function of narrative 

as ordering and relating separate events in time, including the ordering of life in 

retrospect, has been critiqued by Bourdieu for engendering óillusionaryô notions 

regarding the authorship of narratives of individual life trajectories. Yet, while 

such a critique will be important for analysing the relation between the 

temporality of narrative and the temporality of practice at the level of individual 

agency, Ricoeurôs theory of narrative addresses the (sociologically crucial) 

structure -agency question also at the level of structure, that is, he speaks about 

ónarratives as structuresô.  

 

Ricoeur refers to the role of narrative as structure in his book From Text to 

Action  (1991a), in which he introduces the distinction between narration as act 

and narrative as structure. This distinction is important both in terms of the role 

of texts and their relation to action as well as in terms of the understanding of 

texts and fiction as sources of imagination. Ricoeur calls this distinction the 

twofold nature of narratives. Narratives,  according to Ricoeur, are essential in the 

production of meaning in individual action but, at the same time, narratives also 

exist as óstructuresô insofar as they influence individual actions. Narratives in this 

sense can exist in oral as well as written forms and have an important role in the 

creation and adaptation of individual ambitions and actions. Texts play a 

particular role in this context, as my analysis of career portraits in newspapers in 

Chapter 5 will show.  

 

Ricoeur argues against the traditional view of texts that are concerned to 

maintain the distinction between the óinsideô and the óoutsideô of a text, that is to 

say, of the text itself and the reader. Narratives, as Ricoeur argues, are composed 
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and configured not in the text but in the rea der of a text, which makes possible 

the reconfiguration of life. (Ricoeur 1991b: 430). Ricoeur states that ñplotting is 

the work of the text and the reader jointly. (é) in this sense we can already say 

that stories are told but also lived in the imaginary modeò (Ricoeur 1991b: 432). 

Imagination and action are thus closely connected and cannot be regarded as 

separate. ñWithout imagination, there is no action, we shall say. And this is so in 

several different ways: on the level of projects, on the level of motivations, and on 

the level of the very power to actò (Ricoeur 1991a: 177). The centrality of narrative 

that Ricoeur is speaking about is thus not only important retrospectively but also 

in terms of the development of future motivations, as he states: 

 

The function of the project, turned toward the future, and that of the narrative, 

turned toward the past, here exchange their schemata and their grids, as the project 

borrows the narrativeôs structuring power and the narrative receives the projectôs 

capacity for anticipating. Next, imagination is involved in the very process of 

motivation (Ricoeur 1991a: 177).  

 

Ricoeurôs understanding of narrative as structure, and in particular the idea of 

narrative as a source of imagination that orients human motivations a nd 

behaviour, has important implications for analysing popular accounts (texts) of 

working lives. This is so in particular for the current socio -economic context of 

individualisation, outlined in Chapter 1. In other words, by adopting a Ricoeurian 

perspective of ónarrative as structureô, individualisation can be understood a 

process that does not only involve a reorganisation of class, economic or 

organisational structures (see Chapters 1 and 2) but also as a process that is 

played out to a considerable extent at the level of narrative.  

 

Specifically, as Chapter 5 will demonstrate empirically, individualisation involves 

a narrative that conveys an understanding of work biography as an individual 

project and hence as an outcome of individual strategies. It will further be 

suggested that in the context of work, narratives as sources of imagination for 

individual motivation receive a significant degree of their authority and 

legitimacy via a process of othering, that is, via an operation that creates 

hierarchies and oppositions in terms of the attributes and values associated with 

orientations to work and time. However, such attributes and values not only 
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involve specific orientations to time but also, as Chapter 5 will make clear, how 

individuals relate to soci al structures such as their family or class background as 

well as their educational qualifications. Steph Lawlerôs twofold conceptualisation 

of narrative as ólinking deviceô, that is, of narrative as link between both past and 

present events as well as the individual and the collective provides the necessary 

framework for the empirical analysis to follow and will therefore be discussed in 

the next section. 

 

 

3.5.2. Lawler: the significance of narrative as ólinking deviceô 

 

Lawlerôs twofold conceptualisation of narrative is informed by Ricoeurôs theory of 

narrative, in particular by his distinction between narrative as structure and 

narration as act. Firstly, as Lawler (2002) argues, narratives are social products 

because, although they are produced by people, they do not solely ñoriginate with 

the individual: rather, they circulate culturally to provide a repertoire from which 

people can produce their own storiesò (2002: 242). And secondly, as Lawler 

underscores, narration is also an act and narratives thus serve as ñinterpretive 

devices, through which people represent themselves, both to themselves and to 

others (é) [they] contain transformation (change over time), some kind of 

óactionô and characters, all of which are brought together within an overall óplotô 

(2002: 242). While narrative as (social) structure has already been discussed in 

the previous section, the discussion of Lawlerôs conception of narrative will focus 

on narrative as act. More specifically, as Lawler argues, narratives are significant 

for both linking past and present, but also the individual and the collective, 

because they enable individuals to establish meaning in terms of relating past 

and present events and practices and allow the individual to embed individual 

actions in collective structures. Let me briefly explain this twofold function of 

narrative, which will serve as a methodological frame for analysing present-day 

working lives.  

 

Narratives relate past and present events in time and thereby ñconnote and 

constitute movement ï the movement from the potential to the actual, from what 

could be to what is, from past to present, from present to futureò (Lawler 2002: 
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250). Through this process of linking past and present and thus temporally 

relating disparate events and practices in time, narratives also convey ideas about 

the temporal nature of practice, as will be investigated in Chapter 5. The 

temporality of narrative, as Lawler goes on to say ñmakes later events seem the 

natural and inevitable culmination of earlier onesò and thus ñnaturalise the plotò 

(2002: 250). Ricoeur argues in a similar way, stating that by narratively linking 

past and present events, it is also possible to ñread time backwards (é) by 

reading the end into the beginning and the beginning into the endò (Ricoeur 

1980: 183). As the next section of this chapter will elaborate in more detail, such 

ways in which narratives relate past and present events in time often imply a 

sociologically speaking problematic understanding of practice and will hence be 

explored in career portraits as well, as Chapter 5 will show.  

 

As already noted, the second reason why Lawler understands narrative as a 

ólinking deviceô is because it relates the individual and the collective. More 

precisely, Lawler argues that ñnarratives of individual lives must always 

incorporate other life narrativesò (2002: 251), which she contrasts to over-

individualistic interpretations of the individual. Lawler underlines her argument 

by stating that once ñthe connectivity of personal narratives comes to the fore (é) 

the myth of the óatomized individualô is immediately explodedò (2002: 251). 

While the narrative linking between the individual and the collective will be 

explored throughout the empirical chapters to follow, the latter point, which 

relates to the dis-embeddedness of the individual narratives from other (social) 

narratives, will be of particular importance in Chapter 5. Hence, Lawlerôs 

understanding of narrative will allow me to conceptualise the sociological 

relevance of narrative not only in terms of t he previously mentioned temporality 

between past and present events but also in terms of how narrative links the 

individual and the collective.  

 

Yet, while it has been shown so far that narrative is crucial for understanding the 

temporal nature of agency, there are also some important implications and 

limitations when looking at the relation between time and narrative. This is so in 

particular in regard to the diverging understandings of the significance of 

narrative in creating coherence and unity in (work ing) lives. As such diverging 
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understandings will be key for the analysis of work biographies and futurities of 

work in empirical Chapter 5, the last section of this chapter will address these 

divergences (as well as convergences) among the authors discussed so far in this 

chapter, especially insofar as they concern the biographical dimension.  

 

 

3.6. Work biography: narrative unity of (working) life or 

biographical illusion?  

 

The discussion so far in this chapter has presented two different views about the 

relation between time, agency and narrative. In this concluding section I want to 

synthesise these different views, showing how such a synthesis can add to our 

understanding of the temporal nature of working lives, especially in terms of 

widespread depictions of working lives in print -media. The first view, offered in 

the discussion of Bourdieu, emphasised the temporality of individual practices 

and criticised the idea of individuals being reflexive agents of biographically -

significant life -choices and hence of individuals being authors of their own 

narratives of working lives.  

 

Bourdieuôs criticism of narrative approaches to social theory is probably best 

expressed in his essay on the Biographic illusion  (2000d), in which he critiques 

the biographical enterprise (lôentreprise biographique). Specifically, this critique 

(of the biographical enterprise) concerns the idea and desire to conceive oneôs life 

as an (auto) biographical narrative and hence the idea of treating life as if it was a 

story. He does so by saying that biographical narratives use a retrospective logic 

of intentionality in order to establish coherence between different events in time 

(Bourdieu 2000d). This kind of logic is opposed to his logic of practice, which 

considers practice as being immersed in the current of time rather than being a 

product of intentionality. In other words, biographical narratives usually confer a 

rhetoric of intentionality and directedness to individual practices that these 

practices may not have had in their original social context.  

 

Hence, while Ricoeur as well as Lawler hold that individuals can build and 

maintain a variety of life narratives, and could therefore attach different 
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meanings to their actions over time, Bourdieuôs position instead suggests that 

such an attachment of meaning remains a rhetorical illusion, since individuals 

never have full access to the meaning of their actions. Specifically, Bourdieu 

states that the óbiographical enterpriseô, involves an inclination ñtoward making 

oneself the ideologist of oneôs own life, through the selection of a few significant 

events with a view to elucidating an overall purpose, and through the creation of 

causal or final links between them which will make them coherentò (Bourdieu 

2000d: 300). Crucially, such proce sses of ónarrative linkingô, that is, of 

connecting different events in time as well as connecting the individual and the 

collective (see discussion on Lawler) are performed not only by individuals but 

also in written accounts about other peopleôs (working) lives, which is the case in 

career portraits as Chapters 5 and 6 will examine empirically.  

 

Despite these pronounced differences in understanding the relation between 

narrative and time, there are a few convergences between the theories of 

narrative considered in this chapter and Bourdieuôs critique of biographical 

narratives which are worth noting. Precisely, these convergences concern 

Bourdieuôs and Ricoeurôs temporalised understanding of individual agency. Both 

Ricoeur and Bourdieu conceive individual  action as embedded in historical and 

social structures. Ricoeurôs Augustinian-inspired concept of time, in which he 

speaks about the centrality of past in the form of memory, and of the future in the 

form of expectation as regards the present, substantially corresponds to 

Bourdieuôs notion of the temporality of practice, which also conceives of the 

present as being embedded in the past in the form of habitus, as well as 

anticipating the future in the form of the sense pratique (the feel for the game).  

 

Lois McNay underscores this convergence between Bourdieu and Ricoeur by 

arguing that while ñBourdieu develops the temporalized account of agency in the 

context of the spatial dimension of power, that is, through the ideas of corporeal 

dispositions (habitus) and social structure (the field). Ricoeur elaborates the 

temporal dialectic in terms of the narrative structure of self -identityò (McNay 

2000: 23). Yet, while there are certainly convergences between Bourdieuôs and 

Ricoeurôs understanding of time and agency, it has also been made clear that it is 

in fact the points where Bourdieuôs understanding of agency departs from 
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Ricoeurôs and Lawlerôs theory of narrative that opens up a conceptual framework 

for investigating present -day economic life. In particular, t his has been 

illustrated in Lawlerôs understanding of the twofold significance of narrative, 

which ï with Bourdieuôs concepts ï will be crucial for framing the following 

methodology chapter.  
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4. Methodology  

 

4.1. Introduction: Researching the temporaliti es of working 

lives in career portraits and in the London banking 

industry  

 

As indicated in the Introduction, the empirical research on which this thesis is 

based draws on Bourdieuôs methodological writings on the interdependency of 

economic and temporal structures, including his temporalised understanding of 

practice. It is also informed by Ricoeurôs and in particular by Lawlerôs notions of 

narrative. This chapter will show how the concepts drawn from these authors, 

which were introduced in the previous chapter, will be used in order to examine 

changes in the temporalities of working lives in two different empirical settings:  

 

a) in career portraits of six newspapers, from Austria and Britain;  

b) in two different workforces in the London banking industry .  

 

The first part of this chapter will introduce the context and object of the empirical 

research. I will then show how I am going to operationalise the concepts of 

Bourdieu, Ricoeur and Lawler in order to investigate the two social settings. This 

section will be followed by a detailed description of how the data were collected, 

which methodological problems were encountered in this process and how the 

data were analysed. 

 

 

4.2. Research objectives and context of research  

 

To put it in very general terms, the aim of this thesis is to explore the orientations 

individuals hold towards their past, present and future work biographies. As was 

made clear in the first three chapters, an investigation of such orientations is 

important as they are indicative of recent processes of individualisation and 

precarisation of work, processes that are crucial for understanding present-day 

transformations in economic life. Is individualisation manifest in certain 
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orientations to time , in individual practices and habits in the two emp irical 

settings chosen for my analysis? And if so, do such orientations and practices 

give evidence for (new) emerging temporalities of work? Chapter 3 has further 

identified the importance of narrative for grasping the temporal nature of work 

biographies. Hence, what can a consideration of narrative add to our 

understanding of individualisation, in particular inasmuch as it concerns 

questions of time? Yet, while individualisation is certainly an essential feature of 

contemporary transformations of economic  life, previous (theory) chapters have 

attributed an equally important role to processes of precarisation, especially in 

regard to new divisions of workforces.  

 

This thesis will address the key question of how such divisions within workforces 

ï for instan ce, as caused by the increasing use of subcontracting ï can be 

understood as divisions of time and temporality.  Crucially, these questions will 

be posed in the two previously mentioned empirical contexts: portrayals of 

individual careers in newspapers and personal accounts of working lives in the 

banking industry in London. By investigating these two contexts, this thesis will 

ask whether the transformations of work and time discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 

can be observed in (print) media or in personally conducted interviews, and if so, 

in what ways. The next section will formulate the questions posed so far in more 

(conceptual) detail for the two empirical settings investigated in this thesis.  

 

 

4.2.1. Researching the temporalities of work in career portrai ts  

 

Career portraits are stories of individual working lives and capture a personôs 

past and present career, they give evidence of how goals were achieved in this 

career and are usually published in daily or weekly newspapers ï either in 

weekend editions or in separate sections on work, career or jobs. Historically 

speaking, career portraits are a relatively new genre of text and many newspapers 

have only started publishing them in the last ten to twenty years. From a 

sociological point of view, career portraits are interesting for reasons of genre, 

time and narrative. Let me explain briefly why this is so.  
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First, as Chapter 5 will elaborate, career portraits  share similarities with the 

genres of portraiture and biography and they are instructive  in terms of attitudes 

to work , which poses questions as to what career portraits do in terms of present 

changes in the world of work, in particular in regard to increasingly 

individualistic perceptions of work and career, as discussed in Chapter 1. An 

exploration o f career portraits therefore aims to address the sociological 

importance of how individuals are supposed to live and shape their working lives 

and how, in doing so, these portraits universalise and normalise certain (career) 

practices and attitudes towards work and time. More precisely, by adopting a 

Bourdieusian perspective, that is, a perspective that takes into account the 

socially and economically contingent ï as well as classed ï character of 

individual practices and attitudes towards work and time, th is thesis will 

examine the proliferation of certain practices and orientations to time in career 

portraits. In doing so, I will ask what these practices and orientations mean in 

terms of processes of individualisation and in terms of contemporary class 

relations. Bourdieuôs writings on the interdependency of economic and temporal 

structures, as discussed in Chapter 3, will provide the necessary conceptual 

framework for examining how individuals in career portraits relate to their past, 

present and future working lives.  

 

This investigation will pay particular attention to individualisation processes of 

the sort described in Chapter 1 and I will examine whether such processes are 

manifest at the level of how individuals relate to their work biographies. If 

individualisation is evident in career portraits, in what ways is it  enacted? Are 

work biographies portrayed as the outcome of individual strategies and efforts or 

are they depicted as embedded in organisational or economic contexts? 

Furthermore, how do career portraits enact the (temporal) boundaries between 

the spheres of work and non-work? And crucially, can a Bourdieusian perspective 

that conceptualises transformations in the social structures of the economy as 

transformations of time help us identify the  forms of temporality that have been 

discussed in Chapter 2, including situational time or potential time?  

 

The second reason why career portraits are relevant for studying present-day 

temporalities of economic life is because, as my analysis will suggest, they enact 
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certain models of individual agency, which have important implications for our 

understanding of individualisation as well. By drawing on Bourdieuôs concept of 

temporality of practice and on Lawlerôs conceptual framing of narrative as a 

ólinking deviceô, as introduced in Chapter 3, I will explore whether the stories of 

individual working lives that are told in career portraits relate past and present 

events, as well as the individual and the collective, from the point of view of 

narrative, and if  so in what ways. Specifically, I will analyse the underlying 

temporalities of practices in terms of the ways in which career portraits establish 

coherence over time or, to put it in Ricoeurôs terms, how career portraits emplot 

the work biographies of indi viduals by means of narrative. In other words, I will 

contrast the temporalities and causalities of narrative  established in career 

portraits with the temporality of practice , as outlined by Bourdieu. I will suggest 

that career portraits not only establish  narrative (and often causal) links within 

the stories of individual working lives but also perform a certain temporality and 

thus enact ideas of how individuals are connected to their past (working lives) 

and to collective structures. In this context, I w ill also ask whether career 

portraits affirm or critique such collective structures, including ideas about the 

role of economic or market structures.  

 

Specifically, Bourdieuôs temporalised understanding of agency will allow me to 

examine whether career portraits enact de-temporalised and de-socialised 

notions of individual agency and of individual (career) change, and if so, how and 

why. This is particularly important because, as Savage and Skeggs have suggested 

in work discussed in Chapter 1, individualisation is not a process in which class is 

losing its influence on individual life courses but one in which middle -class forms 

of individualisation have become hegemonic. Hence, can career portraits be 

characterised as an individualisation technique, which p romote a middle-class 

habitus and corresponding individualised attitudes towards work and time? If so, 

what does the presence or absence of markers of social class in career portraits 

tell us about the nature of the relation between individualisation and s ocial class? 

Yet, as my analysis will show, while individualisation is certainly an issue in 

terms of the ways in which career portraits depict individual working lives, career 

portraits cannot reveal how processes of individualisation operate at the level of 

lived experiences and the personal accounts provided by work biographies. As 
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such accounts of working lives are crucial for investigating the temporalities of 

work in present -day economic life ï in particular in regard to individualisation 

and precarisation processes ï the following section will explain how these 

(personal accounts of) working lives were researched by drawing on the 

conceptual framework offered in the first three chapters.  

 

 

4.2.2. Researching the temporalities of work in the London ba nking 

industry  

 

The second part of the empirical research on which this thesis is based concerns 

the temporalities of working lives and careers of two very different types of 

service-sector workers and employees in the London banking industry. These 

are, on the one hand, employees who are directly involved in the activities of the 

bank, including front and back -office positions, and, on the other hand, 

subcontracted cleaning workers of the bank buildings. Although the differences 

between these two types of workforces could not be bigger, both are paradigmatic 

of the present-day service-sector industry in regard to divisions between core and 

periphery workforces. The novel aspect that my research will contribute involves 

asking whether these two different workforces, situated within the same industry 

and in fact within the same buildings, can be understood in terms of a dual 

economy of time and individual temporalities.  

 

By drawing on Bourdieuôs writings on time and temporality, I will examine the 

interrelati on of economic (and organisational) structures and individual 

temporalities. As laid out in Chapter 3, Bourdieu holds that specific (historic) 

economic structures produce and require a certain orientation to time as well as 

certain (temporal) practices. Bourdieu also made clear that these orientations to 

time and the formation of these practices are predominantly shaped by peopleôs 

socio-economic position, particularly in relation to their working lives. Yet, while 

Bourdieuôs research took place in a socio-historic context that cannot easily be 

compared with todayôs economic life, let alone todayôs economic structures, his 

insights and the concepts he developed provide a strong (and sufficiently 

general) conceptual backdrop for analysing present-day working life 
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temporalities. As already noted in Chapters 1 and 2, two of the major drivers of 

present-day changes in the temporalities of working lives are processes of 

individualisation and precarisation.  

 

Hence, are processes of individualisation and precarisation operating at the level 

of time? If so, what are the specific ways in which such processes are manifest in 

the ways that individuals think about and relate to their past and future working 

lives, both in terms of individual practices and orientations to  time? More 

specifically, can individuals draw on their past experiences and resources or are 

they required to óbreakô with their past? Hence, what do such continuities and 

discontinuities in regard to peopleôs working life temporalities tell us about 

indi vidualisation and precariousness? Moreover, to what extent are individuals 

able to shape their working futures and to what extent do they anticipate their 

future via practices of planning? And crucially, in regard to the Bourdieusian 

perspective adopted in this thesis, can these orientations to time and individual 

temporalities be conceptualised as being interdependent with economic and 

organisational structures, especially in terms of new divisions of time and work? 

Before showing how these questions have framed the analysis of data in this 

thesis, the next section will explain which specific data has been collected and 

how this has been done. 
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4.3. Data Collection  

 

The method of data collection consisted of a random selection of career portraits 

in Brit ish (Irish 47) and Austrian daily and weekly newspapers from the years 

2006 to 2010, semi-structured interviews with journalists and editors of the 

respective newspapers and semi-structured interviews with the core and the 

subcontracted workforce in the banking industry in London. The following 

section will explain the rationale of this process in more detail.  

 

 

4.3.1. Career portraits in British (Irish) and Austrian daily and weekly 

newspapers  

 

4.3.1.1. Collection of the newspapers and career portraits  

 

The newspapers that were chosen for the analysis are the online edition of The 

Times, The Guardian , The Economist and The Financial Times  from Britain and 

Die Presse and Der Standard  from Austria. The reason why newspapers from 

these two countries were chosen for analysis mainly has to do with the fact that 

the author is most familiar with the media landscape in these two countries. 

However, as the analysis does not include a systematic comparison of career 

portraits of these two countries but instead an investigation of the (temporal) 

commonalities across all newspapers, it may have well been the newspapers from 

other (European) countries that could have been selected.  

 

The selection criteria of the newspapers were related to the type of people being 

portrayed as well as the availability of career portraits in newspapers. As the data 

collection showed, there were a certain number  of career portraits that featured 

celebrities or famous people. Such portraits were, however, not selected as the 

focus of this research was mainly unknown peopleôs career portraits. It is also 

worth noting that not all newspapers publish career portraits; it is mostly 

newspapers with readers of medium to high levels of income and education that 

                                                 
47 Some of the career portraits from The Times are from the Irish edition because the online edition, from 
where the career portraits were gathered, contains both British as well as Irish career portraits. 
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portray peopleôs working lives. This also explains why there were no red top 

newspapers chosen for the analysis. Thus, most red top newspapers do not 

publish portraits of individual working lives.  This aspect, which clearly relates to 

issues of class and stratification processes, will be explored in more detail in 

Chapter 5. In regard to selection criteria, it was also important that the respective 

newspapers had been publishing career portraits for at least two to three years 

and thus had a óhistoryô of doing so. This was necessary for being able to collect a 

sufficient amount of data as well as to get a proper understanding of the history 

of this genre from the interviews with journalists and editors of the newspapers. 

Altogether, 180 career portraits from six different newspapers (30 from each 

newspaper) were selected for analysis. From the already mentioned six 

newspapers, a random sample of 30 career portraits, covering the years 2004 to 

2010, was drawn: 

 

Austrian newspapers: 

- Der Standard  (30 portraits from the years 2006 ï 2009)  

- Die Presse (30 portraits from the years 2008 - 2009)  

 

British newspapers: 

- The Times (30 portraits from the years 2004 ï 2009)  

- The Economist (30 portraits from the years 2007 - 2009)  

- The Financial Times  (30 portraits from the years 2009 - 2010) 

- The Guardian  (30 portraits from the years 2007 ï 2010) 

 

Wherever possible, the data were gathered on the homepages of the respective 

newspapers. In cases where this was not possible, career portraits were 

transcribed from printed newspapers in libraries. The data gathe red were then 

stored and investigated with qualitative data analysis software. Additionally, 

readership profiles were obtained from various online sources, including the 

homepages of the respective newspapers. 
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4.3.1.2. Semi -structured interviews with j ournalist and editors of the 

newspapers  

 

In order to get a better understanding of the histories and motivations of 

newspapers in publishing career portraits, thirteen interviews with journalists 

and editors were conducted, most of them via telephone. Specifically, from these 

thirteen interviews one was with Der Standard , one with Die Presse, three were 

with The Times, two with The Economist, three with The Financial Times  and 

three with The Guardian . With the consent of the interviewees, the conversations 

were recorded and then transcribed. In these interviews I asked the journalists or 

editors about the history of career portraits within their newspaper ï including 

preceding (other) series of career portraits ï and when they first started 

publishing personalised career stories. In addition, I enquired about the rationale 

for starting a series on individual careers and working lives and the motivations 

behind publishing (often unknown) peopleôs personal careers in newspapers. Due 

to the wide range of people, sectors and hence careers being portrayed in the 

pieces, I also enquired into the choice of these particular people and sectors, 

especially in relation to the readership profiles of the respective newspapers. 

 

 

4.3.2. Semi -structured interviews with core and periphery workers in 

the banking and finance industry of London  

 

While it was relatively easy to contact journalists writing career portraits in 

newspapers, it proved to be more difficult to find potential interviewees among 

employees in the banking industry in London. After several attempts to establish 

contact with Human Resources departments of banks, which did not succeed at 

all, I had to find other ways of getting access to interviewees. Eventually, I was 

able to find interviewees through personal contacts. From then on, I asked the 

people I interviewed whether it would be possible to find at least one more 

person from their colleagues or friends who would be willing to participate in an 

interview. While this snowball sampling technique proved to be  the only way to 

establish contact with potential interviewees it also meant that I could not easily 

determine the nature of my sample in terms of age, gender or ethnicity. On an 
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occasion when I mentioned my problems with establishing contact in one of the 

conducted interviews, I was told that maybe two or three years prior to the 

beginning of my fieldwork in 2008 ï that is in 2005 or 2006 ï the Human 

Resources departments might have reacted differently, but that in a period of 

crisis no bank would be interested in cooperating with people from outside the 

bank.  

 

It was slightly easier to get in contact with the subcontracted cleaning workforce. 

I was able to attend regular events of the campaign Justice for Cleaners, which 

demands better conditions of work and payment for the workers and is organised 

mainly through the trade union Unite. At regular meetings of the cleaning 

workers branch committee of the union, I got in contact with a lot of the workers 

who I then interviewed about their working lives. These  meetings were also a 

good opportunity to do some interviews with organisers and representatives of 

the union about their activities and the challenges of organising labour under 

conditions of subcontracting, the financial crisis and the increasing number of 

migrant workers in London. Considering the precarious situation of many of the 

cleaning workers, I found it appropriate to offer some form of payment in order 

to recognise their situation and their restricted amount of time available. 

Through a grant fr om the Central Research Fund of the University of London, I 

was able to offer 20 Pounds for each personal interview, which normally lasted 

around one to one and a half hours. I could get a lot of new contacts at the 

meetings of the union through organisers but also with the help of people that I 

had already interviewed. With the consent of the cleaning workers as well as the 

group of people working in banking, the conducted interviews were recorded and 

later transcribed and prepared for analysis with QDA software.48 For purposes of 

confidentiality and anonymity the names of the interviewees used in Chapters 5 

to 8 were altered and are thus not their real names. 

 

Altogether, I managed to conduct 37 interviews within the period from 

September 2009 to August 2010. Of these 37 interviews, 16 were with people 

working in banking (in trading, risk m anagement, compliance, etc.), 19 with 

cleaning workers and two with trade union organisers in the cleaning industry. 

                                                 
48 For the data analysis the qualitative data analysis software Maxqda  was used. 
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While the 16 people working in banking were predominan tly in their early and 

mid -careers, male and not older than 45 years, the second group of cleaning 

workers was distributed more equally in terms of gender and age. Specifically, 

from those working in banking 11 out of the 16 interviewees were male (5 female) 

and 10 out of the 16 were 30 years old or younger (6 interviewees were older than 

30 years). From the other group of cleaners 10 were male (9 female) and 9 were 

up to 45 years old (10 were older than 45 years of age). It is also important to 

note that while all of the interviewees in banking were either UK or EU citizens, 

the group of cleaners consisted predominantly of individuals from African 

(especially Ghanaian and Nigerian) origin who had migrated to the UK for 

political or economic reasons.  

 

The semi-structured interviews with both groups explored the intervieweesô past, 

present and (anticipated) future working life with a particular emphasis on 

notions of change. Specifically, the interviewees were invited to start speaking 

about their educational  background and then continue with the history of their 

working lives until their most recent job. In this context, I focused in particular 

on which resources people were drawing on in both finding and changing jobs. In 

terms of the intervieweesô present job I asked them first to describe the work they 

have been doing and then focused on questions such as the pace of their work, 

the way in which their working time has been organised, as well as how the 

financial crisis has impacted on their conditions of wo rk. 

 

Thereafter, I continued asking about the way they think about the future of their 

working lives, whether they wanted to change their job or expected any changes 

and to what extent they felt able to determine the course of their work 

biographies. I was also interested in whether (job) insecurity plays a role in 

thinking about the future and whether the óexperience of the crisisô changed or 

influenced the way they think about their (working) futures. Although the 

interviews were pre-structured by these questions, I also aimed to keep the 

interview situation open to other topics that might emerge during the interviews. 

At the end of each interview I noted down the participantsô age, gender and 

ethnicity. The data that was generated from these interviews was coded and 
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analysed by drawing on the conceptual framework developed in Chapters 1-3. 

The following section will explain this process in more detail.  

 

 

4.4. Data Analysis  

 

The data on which the discussions in Chapters 5 to 8 are based was coded and 

analysed by drawing on a grounded theory approach. This methodological 

approach allowed for a repeated reading and contextualising of the data within 

the questions posed in section 4.2, whilst providing enough interpretative space 

to identify other (new) patter ns than those assumed beforehand. As a first step in 

my analysis, all the interview data from interviews with journalists and editors of 

newspapers was transcribed and saved in qualitative data analysis (QDA) 

software. Equally, the 180 career portraits as well as the 36 interviews with 

people working in the banking industry in London were stored and prepared for 

analysis with QDA software. This section will explain how the research questions 

informed the analysis of each of these (three) datasets as well as how these 

questions were crucial for the coding of the data and hence for the establishment 

of conceptual links to the theoretical discussions presented in Chapters 1-3.  

 

 

4.4.1. Analysis of semi -structured interviews with journalist and 

editors of newsp apers that publish career portraits  

 

The data gathered from the thirteen semi-structured interviews with journalists 

and editors of newspapers that publish career portraits was mainly analysed in 

terms of the social and historical significance of career portraits and hence in 

terms of what the genre of portraiture does ï sociologically speaking ï in regard 

to the ways in which careers and working lives are imagined and told. Based on 

the questions posed in section 4.2.1, the coding of the transcribed interv iews 

grouped interview statements in terms of the idea behind career portraits , the 

history of career p ortraits in newspapers  and the selection criteria  of people 

who are portrayed. The following coding scheme illustrates this: 
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Interview segments that were coded with any of the three themes were then 

integrated into the discussion of career portraits, especially in Chapter 5 on the 

relevance of genre for understanding contemporary individualisation processes 

in economic life. The analysis of interviews with journalists and editors of 

newspapers hence provided an important backdrop and socio-historical context 

for this research and it prepared the ground for analysing the actual content of 

career portraits. The way in which the content was analysed shall be explained in 

the following section.  

 

 

4.4.2. Analysis of career portraits  

 

The 180 career portraits gathered from two Austrian and four British newspapers 

(6 newspapers with  30 career portraits  each) were analysed from the perspective 

of time and narrative, as laid out in section 4.2.1. By drawing on Lawlerôs 

conceptualisation of narrative as a linking device as well as on Bourdieuôs 

temporalised understanding of practice, my analysis in Chapter 5 will identify a 

number of ways in which career portraits  narratively link past and present 

events, as well as the individual and collective structures and which temporalities 

(of practice) there are involved in these specific ways. After reading through the 

career portraits numerous times and categorising the data according to these 

questions, the following scheme of codes and sub-codes was established: 

 

Coding scheme 1: 
the sociological 
significance of 

career portraits

Idea behind career 
portraits

History of career 
portraits in newspaper

Selection criteria of 
people of interest (to be 

portrayed)
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Importantly, this hierarchical coding scheme shows that the two main codes 

(narrative linking of past and present  and narrative linking of th e individual 

and the collective) were derived from the research questions and are explained 

and conceptually linked to theoretical discussions via the five sub-codes, which 

were established throughout the analysis of the data. While Chapter 5 will show 

in more detail how th is coding scheme ramifies even more by moving to a 

(hierarchically lower) level of sub -codes that denote specific text segments within 

career portraits, for my concerns here it is important to note that these codes 

engender temporalities of work biographie s that will add to our understanding of 

the mechanisms at work in processes of individualisation, in particular in terms 

of how individualisation works at the level of narrative.  

 

After having identified career portraits as an instructive genre and hence as 

having the function of an individualising technique in Chapter 5, Chapter 6 will 

analyse individualisation in terms of practices, habits and orientations to time 

that are enacted in these portraits. Crucially, these enactments of the ways in 

which indivi dual work biographies can and should be lived were examined by 

drawing on Bourdieuôs Algerian studies, in particular on his account of how 

transformations in economic structures necessitated individuals to adopt new 

Coding scheme 2: 
Time and narrative 
in career portraits

Narrative linking of 
past and present

Crucial experience

Life as coherent 
ensemble

Narrative linking of 
the individual and 

the collective

[all sub -codes are 
illustrated in 
Chapter 5]

Overcoming of 
structure: individual 

(success) despite 
certain structure

Affirmation of 
structure: individual 
(success) because of 

certain structure

Critique of structure: 
individual against 
certain structure
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practices, habits and orientations to ti me. Hence, my analysis in Chapter 6 coded 

the 180 career portraits in terms of how the people portrayed time  their work 

biographies, including how they speak about the social context and causes for 

change within their careers, as well as how individuals relate (and are supposed 

to relate) to their past, present and future working lives. Specifically, by 

approaching the texts with the questions posed in section 4.2.1, my analysis in 

Chapter 6 extracted four main codes - including a number of sub-codes ï which 

were assigned to text segments with the use of QDA software. The following 

coding scheme 3 depicts the hierarchical coding scheme, which is the outcome of 

the analysis performed on the selected career portraits: 

 

 

 

Coding 
scheme 3: 

New 
temporal 
practices, 
habits and 

orientations 
in career 
portraits

Pacing oneself 
and keeping up 

with change

Kairȕs (ǬŬȆȍȕȎ) 
and the right 

timing

Relating work 
and (private) 

life

Work takes over 
private life 

(time)

Private time as 
potential time

Contacts/ 
personal 

networks as 
resource at 

work

New practices 
of timing ï

relating to past, 
present, future

Past dimension: 
óbreakingô with 

the past and 
searching for 

change

Present 
dimension: the 
emergence of 

situational time

Future 
dimension: the 

relation 
between the 
óunexpectedô 

and practices in 
the present

Future dimension 
1: take advantage 
of the unexpected

Future dimension 
2: 

Unpredictability 
or crisis as chance

Future dimension 
3: Creation of the 

unexpected
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Contrary to the previous system of codes, this hierarchical coding scheme was 

established in a bottom-up fashion as the research questions posed in this 

Chapter were more general and hence did not allow for a coding of the career 

portraits with already established (main) codes. In other words,  the questions 

posed in Chapter 6 did not define the main codes (as it is the case in Chapter 5) 

but were created bottom-up by building numerous sub-codes, which were then 

grouped conceptually in order to generate codes that reach a level of (conceptual) 

generality that made it possible to relate the data to the theoretical framework 

developed in Chapters 1 to 3.  

 

 

4.4.3. Analysis of semi -structured interviews with core and periphery 

workers in the London banking and finance industry  

 

As already noted, the interview data on working lives of people in the banking 

industry in London consists of two different groups, which will be explored in 

two separate chapters. The first of these two groups ï the group of core workers 

ï will be explored in Chapter 7. The 16 interviews that were conducted with 

individuals working in banking were transcribed and thereafter analysed and 

coded with QDA software. Most importantly, and following Bourdieuôs 

conceptualisation of the interdependency of economic and temporal structur es, 

my analysis examined to what extent the economic and organisational context of 

these workers structure  and time  their working lives ï especially at a 

biographical level - as well as which orientations to time individuals develop 

according to these contexts. Specifically, my analysis in Chapter 7 extracted 

numerous codes from the 16 interview transcripts with banking employees, 

which were then grouped around concepts that were elaborated in the theory 

chapters. As the following graph shows, coding scheme 5 consists of five main 

codes and six sub-codes, some of which ramify to an even more detailed level. 

Crucially, the six main codes (including their sub -codes) denote text segments in 

which interviewees speak about their work histories, the reasons for changes to 

their work biographies, how they imagined their working futures as well as which 

(temporal) effects the financial crisis of 2008 had on their working lives.  
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Like the coding scheme of the career portraits, this scheme too is hierarchical. 

These hierarchies represent different levels of conceptual abstraction and hence 

show how specific text segments in the interviews relate to more abstract 

concepts with sociological relevance, most notably to concepts within the 

theories of individualisation a nd time discussed in Chapters 1, 2 and 3.  

 

In a similar fashion as the (first) group of employees in banking, the interviews 

with the second group of subcontracted cleaning workers were analysed by 

focusing on the ways in which the economic and organisational settings and 

Coding scheme 4: 
temporalities of 
working lives of 
early and mid 

career employees 
in the London 

banking industry

Getting into 
banking ï
reasons, 

motivations, 
histories

Fast-paced, 
competitive 
and intense 
rhythms of 

work

working 
excessive 

hours

working 
hours and 

pace of work 
according to 
rhythms of 
the ómarketô

The market as 
ópacemakerô 
for oneôs 
career

ómovingô with 
the market

knowing oneôs 
óplaceô (value) 
on the market

Practices of 
timing

Past and 
present 

dimension

Situational 
temporalities

Past (experience) 
as resource

Inscribingô 
oneself into the 

present ïthe CV 
as narrative

Future 
dimension

Banking as time-
limited career

Personal 
networks as 

resource

Effects of the 
financial crisis
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conditions of work interrelate with and shape the temporalities of peopleôs 

working lives. Again, the general framework for this analysis is based on the 

theoretical concepts laid out in Chapter 3 and in particular on Bourdieuôs 

writings on how individual orientations to time and practices are embedded in 

specific economic and social structures. Based on these theoretical assumptions, 

the coding of the interviews and the development of analytical categories 

extracted three main codes and seven sub-codes, all of which ramify to an even 

more detailed and fine grained level of other sub-codes. The following coding 

scheme 5 shows how these codes and sub-codes were grouped according to 

underlying theoretical concepts:  
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Coding scheme 
5: 

temporalities 
of working 

lives of 
subcontracted 

cleaning 
workers in the 

London 
banking 
industry

Getting into 
cleaning ï
reasons, 

motivations, 
histories

Subcontracting 
as employment 
paradigm ïthe 

effects

worsening 
conditions of 

work

time 
intensification

redundancies

Practices of 
timing ïrelating 
to past, present 

and future

The 
óinvisibilityô of 

past 
experiences 
and skills

Stabilising the 
present and 
losing the 
future -

precarious-
ness

physically 
demanding work / 
effects on health

having to go to work 
when sick / no sick 

pay

time / financial 
pressures to find job

no increase of wages 
(payrise) or 
progression

no pension provision

no night allowance

no job security

no respect from 
managers

having to do a second 
job to make ends 

meet

(Im -) 
possibilities of 

individual 
change

no future planning 
possible / cleaning as 

time-limited job

cannot óaffordô 
individual future 

planning

desire / plan to open 
own business in the 

future (to 
compensate for 

precarious future 
income)

Collective 
futures

improvement / 
expected change 

through trade union

(collective) legal 
regulations provide 
stability (security)

personal / ethnic 
support networks
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This coding scheme illustrates how several sub-codes, each of which denotes a 

number of interview segments, acquire conceptual and sociological relevance 

after grouping them into a main code. This is so in particular in regard to issues 

of work precariousness and how precariousness operates vis-à-vis peopleôs 

orientation to time and their ability to shape their working futures. Yet, while the 

categories depicted in the previous coding scheme 5 will be discussed in Chapter 

8, I will start my empirical analysis of working life tem poralities by examining 

the relevance of genre for present-day individualisation processes in career 

portraits in the following Chapter 5.  
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5. The temporalities of working lives in career 

portraits of British and Austrian newspapers  

 

5.1. Introduction  

 

Previous chapters made clear how processes of individualisation and 

precarisation can be understood and conceptualised from the perspective of time. 

It was further shown in the methodology chapter how this theoretical and 

conceptual framework enabled me to investigate changes in the temporalities of 

working lives in two different empirical settings. These two empirical settings will 

henceforth be investigated in the remaining four chapters. This chapter will 

interrogate career portraits in contemporary Britis h (Irish ) and Austrian 

newspapers from the perspective of genre, time and narrative. Career portraits 

aim to capture individual working lives by describing a personôs past and present 

career and are often published in weekend editions of newspapers or in separate 

sections on work, careers or jobs. Historically speaking, career portraits are a 

relatively new genre of text and many newspapers did not start publishing them 

until a few years ago. From a sociological point of view, career portraits are 

interesting insofar as they do not merely narrate and represent peopleôs working 

lives but, as I will demonstrate in this chapter, they possess an instructive side, 

performing a role -model-like function, conveying certain ideas and values about 

work and career. I will further suggest that this instructive  side is closely related 

to the genres that career portraits draw on, namely portraiture and biography. I 

will thus start the discussion of career portraits by investigating the relevance of 

these two (historical) genres for the analysis of career portraits.  

 

I will then draw on Bourdieuôs concept of temporality of practice as well as on 

Lawlerôs understanding of narrative ï both discussed in Chapter 3 ï in order to 

examine notions of temporality, agency and structure in career portraits. 

Specifically, I will explore whether the stories of individuals narratively relate 

past and present events, as well as the individual and the collective, and if so, in 

what ways. By telling the stories of individual working lives, c areer portraits give 

account of individual practices as well as how these practices are related to the 
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portrayed personôs past and to collective structures. Bourdieuôs concept of 

'temporality of practice' will enable me to empirically investigate career po rtraitsô 

underlying notions of agency, in respect of how the temporality of narrative  (i.e. 

the narrative ólinkingô) relates to the temporality of practice.  Investigating 

portraits in this way enables me to ask whether career portraits are about the 

organisation of time and if so in which ways. 

 

I will further ask whether career portraits do not just convey ideas about the 

individual but also about more general issues and structures relating to the world 

of work and if so, in which ways. I will therefore an alyse the relation between the 

individual and the collective (Lawler 2002) in terms of individual agency as well 

as with regards to collective structures or social and cultural narratives. 

Specifically, I will enquire whether individual career stories eith er critique or 

affirm certain structural narratives. As noted in detail in the methodology 

chapter, I will analyse 180 career portraits from two Austrian ( Der Standard , Die 

Presse) and four British (Irish) ( The Times, The Guardian , The Economist and 

The Financial Times ) newspapers from the years 2005 to 2010 as well as 

interviews with journalists and editors of the respective newspapers about the 

idea and history of career portraits.  

 

 

5.2. Situating the career portrait  

 

5.2.1. The portraiture of careers an d the relevance of genre  

 

Before discussing the content of career portraits in detail, I will introduce the 

genre portraiture more generally and I will do so for two reasons. First, to get a 

better understanding of the history of this genre and second, to assess whether 

the genre portraiture can be useful for the analysis of career portraits. 

Historically speaking, portraits have been used for a variety of purposes. Shearer 

West, in her book on portraiture (2004), identifies six main functions of 

portraits:  the portrait as a work of art, the portrait as biography, the portrait as 

document, the portrait as proxy and gift, the portrait as commemoration and 

memorial, and the portrait as political tool (West 2004). Although West, and 
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most of the other literature  on portraiture, speaks about portraits in the context 

of visual arts, I will draw on some of the ideas in the history of portraiture in 

order to elaborate how portraiture can be understood as a genre from a 

sociological point of view, in particular for th e analysis of career portraits. One of 

the main features of portraiture is ólikenessô, which means that the portrait shows 

a similarity with a particular individual. A portrait usually depicts a face, which, 

apart from the personôs physical features, can ñrepresent the subjectôs social 

position or óinner lifeô, such as their character or virtuesò (2004: 21). It is from 

this broader perspective of the genre portraiture, as I will later suggest, that 

career portraits are a form of portraiture.  

 

Historically speaking, it is not entirely clear how long portraiture has existed. 

Some argue that it originated in the period of the Renaissance while others argue 

that it can be dated back to the Neolithic period (West 2004: 14). What can be 

said with certainty is tha t it is a predominantly Western art form (West 2004: 

17). Portraiture, as West argues, however tends to represent a specific group of 

people and its practice tends to flourish in cultures that privilege the notion of 

the individual over that of the collect ive (2004: 17). One of the reasons why 

portraiture is said to have established as an art form in 16th century Renaissance 

is because during this period, which was also the time of Humanism, the notion 

of the individual became more and more important in Eur opean art (Woodall 

1997, West 2004). Later on in the 19th century, as West goes on to explain, this 

focus on the individual became a central feature of Romantic art and literature as 

well as of the Romantic portrait:  

 

[T]he idea that portraits should comm unicate something about the sitterôs 

psychological state of personality is a concept that evolved gradually and became 

common only after nineteenth -century Romanticism fuelled the idea of a personality 

cult, that is, a fascination with the particular quali ties, idiosyncrasies, and actions of a 

celebrated individual ( West 2004: 29).  

 

The history of portraiture, hence, can only be understood comprehensively in 

relation to the development of Western individuality, which, however, has at the 

same time been a history of class, gender and race.  
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Until the nineteenth century, portraiture was mainly reserved for the aristocracy. 

Only rarely were people from lower ranks of society depicted in portraits. The 

nineteenth century, though, with its socio -economic changes caused by 

industrialisation, witnessed a growing influence of the middle classes on 

economic life and at the same time a decline of the aristocracy. While the 

aristocratic portrait was justified by and based on the idea of ancestry, the 

portraits of the emerging bourgeoisie needed a different form of legitimisation. 

The idea of achievement, which was important in justifying the bourgeois 

portrait, was ñarticulated by óimages of individualityô which focused on the inner 

self, as opposed to rank and power characteristic of aristocratic identityò 

(Woodall 1997: 15). The emerging middle class and its increasing representation 

and presence in portraits, though, was also criticised and seen as a threat to the 

aristocracy. The criticism at the time was that the portraits of people from the 

middle classes favoured self-presentation instead of ñhigher valuesò, which the 

aristocracy thought to represent in the portraits (West 2004: 85). 49 The painter 

Henry Fuseli, for instance, expressed his rejection to portraits of people from the 

ómiddle ranks of societyô as follows: 

 

Since liberty and commerce have more levelled the ranks of society, and more equally 

diffused opulence, private importance has been increasedéand hence portrait-

painting, which formerly was the exclusi ve property of princes, or a tribute to beauty, 

prowess, genius, talent, and distinguished character, is now become a kind of family 

calendar, engrossed by the mutual charities, of parents, children, brothers, nephews, 

cousins and relatives of all colours (Fuseli 1848 in West 2004: 86).  

 

The history of portraiture and the act of portraying people is therefore strongly 

related to questions of power and class. It was only people who were either in a 

power position or had enough money that were portrayed. At the same time, 

portraiture has been a way to show the distinctiveness of oneôs social status or 

personality in relation to other (lower classes) of society. Parallel to portraiture, 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth century the ideas of individual identity  and 

self-consciousness were increasingly verbalised, which was enhanced by the 

                                                 
49 West (2004) uses the term ñhigher valuesò, as the values of the aristocracy in opposition to the values of 
the emerging middle classes. He argues that in the 16th and 17th century, the painter Gian Paolo Lomazzo or 
the writer Charles Sorel create a futuristic dystopia where, as these authors would argue ñéhuman vanity 
has spread to all levels of society to the point where self-image and self-presentation becomes more 
important than higher valuesò (2004: 85).  
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rapid development of the genres of biography and autobiography (West 2004: 

17). Career portraits, as a specific genre of text and (usually) image, combine 

elements of both portraiture as well as biography. Therefore, in what follows, I 

will briefly explore the relevance of (auto -) biography for the study of career 

portraits as well.  

 

Crucially for my concerns, both portraiture and (auto -) biography are genres that 

attribute sig nificant importance to the idea of individuality and both genres are 

closely related to the history of Western individualism. The genre of biography, 

as a written account of someoneôs life produced by another, can be dated back to 

Ancient times ï Greek as well as Roman ï but it was not until the late eighteenth 

century that in a handful of isolated instances in England and Germany the term 

ñautobiographyò and its synonym ñself-biographyò appeared (Mascuch 1997: 

19).50 Mascuch suggests that there is a relation between the ñorigins of the 

individualist self and the modern autobiographical practiceò (1997: 19). As 

Philippe Lejeune puts it: ñThe autobiographical form gives each person the 

opportunity to believe that he is a complete and responsible subjectò (Lejeune 

1980 in: Mascuch 1997: 13) or, as Mascuch similarly puts it: ñ[t]he modern 

autobiographer is therefore the prototype of the individualist self, and the 

modern autobiography is the ideal medium of individualist self -identity. 

Furthermore, as a form of personal action, modern autobiographical practice 

constitutes the essential mode of individualist agencyò (Mascuch 1997: 23). 

 

In summary then, modern biography and autobiography as well as portraiture 

have been linked to the social and cultural changes during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century that gave rise to the individualist self and thus the desire of 

the emerging middle-classes to conceive of themselves as individuals.51 The 

genres of biography and portraiture have both a classed, raced as well as 

gendered history. Plummer, for instance, argues about the genre of 

auto/biography that ñ[t]he dominant forms of auto/biography that appeared in 

                                                 
50 Erben argues that the ñmodern biography emerges during the eighteenth century as part of the 
Enlightenmentôs commitment to understanding the relationship between morality, ethics and the vagaries of 
everyday existenceò (Erben 1993: 15). 
51 The view of individuals as independent agents (from society) could also be related to possessive 
individualism as an ethos of liberal capitalism, as Macpherson (2011), for instance, does. 
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the public domain were those of the wealthy and powerful, which usually meant 

white, western, middle and upper class menò (Plummer 2001: 90).  

 

In the nineteenth and twentieth century, the genre of biography was also 

critiqued for its óGreat Menô tradition, which tended to ñexclude other forms of 

ólife-writingô such as diaries, letters and journals, often adopted by women and 

those outside mainstream literary cultureò (Marcus 1994: 1, see also Stanley 

1992, 1993). Nowadays, as Plummer argues ñat the start of the twenty-first 

century, the telling of life stories has become such a voluminous business that we 

could even start to talk of something like an ôauto/biographical societyô: life 

stories are everywhereò (Plummer 2001: 78). Although Plummer speaks of an 

auto/biographical society , which suggests that more and more people tell their 

life-stories, not least through new forms of communication technologies such as 

internet blogs or social media, this does not mean that questions of class and 

gender have become irrelevant in terms of peopleôs life narratives (see for 

example Peterson 1994).  

 

On the contrary, the increasing number of biographical accounts of individuals in 

newspapers, magazines as well as the internet promotes the idea of the individual 

as the sole creator of her or his life-narrative (cf. Marcus 1994: 4) and makes 

invisible the individual and cultural res ources that are necessary to do so, 

resources which are central to current articulations of class and gender. Before 

turning to discuss the latter, I will however turn first to a discussion of how 

career portraits can be situated in relation to the two genres of portraiture and 

biography, in particular in relation to contemporary processes of the 

individualisation of working lives and careers.  

 

 

5.2.2. The career portrait: between individualisation and 

ónarrativisation ô of work  

 

Although career portraits a re not portraits in the conventional sense, I propose 

that they can be discussed in the context of portraiture for two reasons. As 

presented in the previous section, two of the main features of portraiture are 
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likeness and a focus on the individual. Both of them apply to career portraits. 

Career portraits narrate the work and life of a single individual and they aim to 

do so through likeness. They usually depict an individualôs working life in 

relation to her or his personality and óinner lifeô which includes biographical 

information. It is thus from this perspective that I suggest that career portraits 

are indeed a form of portraiture and that a consideration of the (historical) 

genres of portraiture facilitates in locating present -day career portraits both in 

terms of genre as well as in terms of their social and historical meaning. 

Moreover, career portraits combine elements of both portraiture as well as (auto) 

biography and they do so specifically in the context of everyday accounts of 

careers and working lives in newspapers. Considering the historical alignment 

between the genres of portraiture and (auto ) biography with (Western) varieties 

of individualism, as discussed in the previous section, I will suggest that career 

portraits serve as an individuali sing technique in regard to the attitudes and 

temporal orientations individuals are supposed to hold towards their careers. Let 

me explain this point in some more detail.  

 

The similarity between (visual) portraiture as a genre and career portraits, as 

already noted, lies in the ambition to capture the subjectôs personality or 

character. The difference, though, between conventional portraits and career 

portraits is that the former one conveys an aura of continuity (of values, of the 

royal court, etc.) to its  spectators, while the latter aims instead to establish a 

relation of identification to its reader (spectator) and hence evoke a change of 

attitude in that reader. A career portrait will enable the reader to relate oneôs own 

personality to the portrayed person, which is not a primary intention of a 

conventional portrait. Rachel Bridge, who is a journalist from The Times and 

writes for the series How I made it , puts it as follows: ñPeople read the column 

and feel that they can relate to it and think óOh, I can do that tooô. (é) So, itôs the 

human side of making money and being successful reallyò. 

 

As this quote indicates, the aim of career portraits ï in comparison to 

conventional portraits ï is not only to tell the story of an individual working life 

through  likeness, but additionally to evoke identification with the portrayed 

person in the reader. Essentially, career portraits tell their readers that it is down 
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to their own determination and will to achieve the same or similar goals as the 

portrayed person. People who read the career portraits are supposed to positively 

identify with the personôs aspirations, values and practices and the portraits 

should thus serve as a role model.52 From a historical point of view, it is worth 

noting that career portraits, as  (coherent) narratives of individual working lives 

appear at a time which has been characterised by its precariousness, insecurity 

and the rise of unpredictability (e.g. Sennett 1998, 2006; Castel 2000, 2009) or, 

as Beck (1992) famously put it, when the do-it -yourself biography can easily turn 

into a breakdown-biography. Similarly, Evans, in her book about The 

Impossibility of Auto/biography  (1998) poses interesting questions about the 

relation between individualisation and narrative, when she states that  

 

[i]f the self in modernity is more fractured than in previous historical periods, the 

impulse by many writers has been to try to heal the sense of fragmentation by 

embracing documentation and emphatically chronological narrative (Evans 1998: 

26). 

 

By drawing on Evans I therefore suggest that career portraits can be seen as a 

desire to ñexperience life as an organised and coherent process, in which rational 

choices are madeò (Evans 1998: 1, see also Evans 1993). Career portraits can thus 

be located in the wider transformations in the world of work and the changing 

rhythms of working lives. The changes that have been described with the shift 

from Fordism to Post -Fordism (see Chapter 2) brought about more flexible 

modes of production, new forms of organisation s and hence new types of career 

trajectories. Working lives have become increasingly subject to the rhetoric of 

individual change and motivation (witnessed, for instance, in the rise of 

motivation studies in the 1970s which stressed individual rather than collective 

attitudes to work). These changes, I suggest, have also been reflected in the way 

in which newspapers write about work .53 Ian Wylie, the editor of the Saturday 

Works Section of the Guardian, underlines this point in the following statement:  

 

                                                 
52 Cavarero speaks about the ódesire for oneôs storyô, i.e. a ñdesire to hear oneôs own story in lifeò and of 
ñbeing a narratable selfò (Cavarero 2000: 32-45). 
53 Dyer and Humphries discuss contemporary literature on career planning in the context of a shift from 
bureaucratic notions of career to career as a óproject of the selfô (Dyer and Humphries 2002).  
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I th ink it is interesting to see how newspapers have changed the way they handle the 

topic of work. If you go back to the 70s or the 80s, when you read about work in 

newspapers it would be very much about employment, industrial relations, it would 

have been about strikes, it would have been about collective bargaining; it would 

have been about industrial action. Thatôs because these were the days of big 

employers, big single employers. And then in the 90s it sort of moved to a period 

where employers tended to be more small and medium sized, and the unions have 

lost a lot of their power... so work became a lot more individual issue, you know it 

wasn't about unions, it wasn't about what we can do as a workforce, it's more about 

ñWhat can I do as a worker?ò, and that has been reflected in the newspapers. 

 

Wylie very clearly speaks about the relation between the changes in the world of 

work and the way in which newspapers have been responding to these changes. 

The emergence of the genre of career portraits, according to Wylie, epitomises 

these changes by treating the topic of work in an increasingly individualistic 

context. The destandardisation of labour (cf. Beck 1992) and working lives, 

together with the weakening influence of single organisations in shaping 

indivi dual working lives, was paralleled by an increasing amount of literature on 

self-help or guidance books on how to actually ómake a careerô. From this 

perspective, career portraits offer coherent narratives of individual working lives 

and convey the idea of career as a series of individual strategies and intentions. 

At the same time, they attempt to underline the individual qualities and the 

motivational side in peopleôs working lives. In an interview with Kathy Foley, a 

journalist who writes career portrait s for The Times, she said that 

 

the series sought to show the personality traits of those who had "made it" in business 

(é) [it] was aimed at the Irish business community, but also sought to be of interest to 

the general reader. In writing these interviews , I tried to humanise the subjects and 

convey some idea of their personality as an individual and as an entrepreneur, and 

aimed to include more colour than one would in a straight business news article. 

 

Matthew Bishop, a journalist from The Economist, gives a similar account of 

what the idea of doing career portraits is. He argues that the series Face Value 

aimed to 

 

put a human face in our writing about business in the Economist. I think too often, a 

lot of our readers felt that the articles were all very much ideas based but without 
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being able to ground them in a human. So it was kind of hard sometimes to really 

understand something like these ideas. So we wanted to bring people into the 

business coverage and in a more overt way. 

 

Karin Bauer, the editor of the career pages (Karrieren Standard ) of the Austrian 

newspaper Der Standard  presents the idea behind the series Karriere Porträt  

(the career portraits) in the following manner:  

 

The idea is to describe the career paths of individuals and in particular which 

motivations and career concept they have. Not everybody thinks of career as 

óbecoming bossô. We also portray a lot of people who would rather say that their 

career driver is óto follow their  own passion and interestsô.vi 

 

As these statements suggest, the notions of work and career have lost their 

organisational and collective context and have taken on a more individualistic 

meaning. Career is regarded as a set of strategies which are thought to be the 

result of an active engagement with oneôs work environment. The above 

statements also give evidence of the emotional and personality-driven nature 

that the concept career has acquired. Accordingly, career is seen less within the 

framework of an organisation or institution but rather as a realisation of one self 

or oneôs passions. The focus on the individual in career portraits is underlined by 

the fact that they enable the reader to identify with the portrayed person and at 

the same time offer advice on how to deal with certain problems and how to 

assess certain situations in oneôs own career. Rose Costello, a journalist from the 

Irish Times , emphasises the instructional side of How I made it  in the following 

manner:  

 

Itôs on the small business page because the idea is to give advice as well as to tell 

somebodyôs story. The whole idea is to give advice. So every week, if you read it, what 

youôll see is: we have a story of how the person started their career, where they come 

from, how they got into business, what problems they had. But every week youôll find 

that there is advice, you knowé what lessons a person has learned and advice to give to 

somebody starting out, mistakes they might have madeé and thatôs a key part of the 

piece. Itôs meant to be instructional. 
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When asked about the idea behind career portraits in Die Presse (called High 

Potential , High Performer  or Fixstarter ), Johanna Zugmann, the editor of the 

series, explains that 

 

the portraits should serve as órole modelsô, as an encouragement and as an example of 

óhow you can succeed in doing somethingô because I believe that it always reassures 

people when they read about somebody who has achieved something.vii   

 

The career portrait as instructional text, role model and piece of advice aims to 

evoke aspirations and is supposed to give guidance on how to ómake a careerô by 

offering the story of another person to which the reader can relate and which can 

be used as a guidance for oneôs own (future) career. Thus, from a narrative point 

of view, career portraits share a similarity to the genre of biography insofar as 

both convey the idea of seeing individualsô lives as coherent stories with an 

individual as its main narrator, who is able to create her/his own (work) 

biography.  

 

In his study on the emerging genre of biography in the America of the nineteenth 

century Scott Casper describes how the new genre of biography was central in 

contributing to the establishment of a ñbiographical imaginationò, that is, an 

understanding of the readers ñto conceive of their own lives as stories, with 

themselves as author and protagonistò (Casper 1999: 14). Casper also points to 

the circumstances that enabled the establishment and shaping of this 

ñbiographical imaginationò, which were ña market economy, evangelical religion 

as well as romanticism that encouraged people to think of themselves as free 

agents, characters in the making (and on the make) on stages of their own 

devisingò (1999: 14). In a similar fashion career portraits presuppose and 

promote the idea of career as a narrative, which is not least a precondition in the 

selection of people that are of interest for portrayal, as Rachel Bridge from The 

Times explains: ñThe most important criteria from my point of view is that they 

must have an interesting story to tell.ò 

 

The ótelling of a storyô, however, works most convincingly through (narrative) 

genres such as portraiture and biography, which focus on the telling of an 
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individual narrative. With reference to McLuhanôs famous statement that óthe 

medium is the messageô (McLuhan and Fiore 2008), I thus want to conclude tha t 

the genre, or more specifically the genres of portraiture and biography,  are part 

of the message of career portraits and serve as individualising techniques 

regarding working lives. In the context of the career, portraiture as well as (auto)  

biography support the idea of working life as an individual narrative. In contrast 

to classical (visual) portraiture, in the form of painting, which has principally 

memorial or representational functions, career portraits aim to evoke 

identification with the portrayed  person, which is best expressed by the idea of 

the ñI can do that, tooò (of the reader), as Rachel Bridge, a journalist from The 

Times put it.  

 

The idea is that through identification, which is facilitated by the structure of 

narrative, the reader will b e able to relate easier to other peopleôs stories as well 

as to economic topics, as Kathy Foley, a journalist from The Times states: ñThe 

Business section was aimed at the Irish business community, but also sought to 

be of interest to the general readerò. How these economic topics are enacted in 

the stories of individual working lives and how such enactments can be 

understood in terms of structure and agency shall be part of one of the following 

sections of this chapter. Before moving to discuss such enactments, however, I 

will briefly outline the different types of career portraits in the different 

newspapers, analysed in this thesis. This is important, as not all career portraits 

in the respective newspapers are addressed to the same readers, which has 

important implications for analysing their content too, as I will detail.  

 

 

5.3. A temporal and narrative analysis of career portraits  

 

5.3.1. A brief description of the selected career portraits  

 

The newspapers that were selected for analysis include the online edition of The 

Times, The Guardian , The Economist and the Financial Times  from Britain and 

Die Presse and Der Standard  from Austria. As discussed in the methodology 

chapter, the selection criteria of the newspapers were the type of people being 
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portray ed as well as the availability of the portraits in newspapers. The focus is 

on career portraits of unknown people than on portraits of celebrities or other 

well-known people. In terms of the availability of newspapers that publish career 

portraits, as I wi ll show further on, it is mostly newspapers with readers of 

medium to high levels of income and education that portray peopleôs working 

lives, which suggests that career portraits convey middle-class attitudes and 

values of work. Additionally, it was also important for the selection that the 

respective newspapers have been publishing career portraits for some years and 

thus have a certain óhistoryô in doing so, which was necessary in order to be able 

to collect a sufficient amount of data. Considering all t hese points, six 

newspapers (two Austrian and four British/Irish) were chosen for the analysis. 

From those newspapers, a random sample of career portraits from the years 

2004 to 2010 was drawn. The following section will briefly introduce the 

newspapers and the series of career portraits selected for analysis. 

 

 

5.3.1.1. British and Irish newspapers  

 

The Times : How I made it  

 

The series in The Times, which is called How I made it , started around the year 

1999 and focuses primarily on entrepreneurs who have ñstarted up their business 

from scratch with not much moneyò, as Rachel Bridge states. This series is 

published in The Sunday Times and in The Irish Times , which are both available 

on the online edition of The Times.54 Each article portrays the career of an 

entrepreneur, normally in a small to medium sized business and is situated in a 

section of the newspaper which discusses similarly sized businesses. The Irish 

Times started publishing How I made it  a few years after The Sunday Times but 

basically followed the idea and format of the British Edition, which makes them 

look very much alike.  

 

 

 

                                                 
54 <business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/entrepr eneur>, last accessed 14.07.2010. 
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The Guardian: A Working Life  

 

The series that portrays peopleôs working lives in the Guardian  is called A 

Working Life  and has existed since 2006. Before that a section called Rise 

existed, which, according to Ian Wylie, the editor of this section, was primarily 

about ñgraduates taking their first jobò. Another section that spoke about work in 

a more personal manner was called Office Hours  and focused on people going 

int o secretarial or admin jobs. A particularity of the Guardian  is that it prefers to 

portray the working lives of ñordinary, day-to-day peopleò rather than ñreally 

successful onesò as Ian Wylie states, because all the latter ones ñwant to do is talk 

about success and not so much about their lows and difficultiesò. Stories that 

portray both the low as well as the high points of oneôs working life, according to 

Wylie, make it easier for the reader to identify with the person.  

 

 

The Economist: Face Value  

 

Face Value, according to the journalists interviewed from The Economist, has 

been published since the late 1990s. The focus of this series is people who are 

either running a business or are involved in business in any related way, as for 

example politicians or people writing books about business. According to the 

journalist Tom Standage, this section of The Economist is interested in those who 

have ñsome interesting views, which have implications for businessò. Although 

Face Value was not the first series to portray peopleôs careers, it was the first 

time that articles were primarily ñgrounded in the humanò, as Matthew Bishop, a 

journalist from The Economist says. Before the series Face Value another type of 

profile existed which was called The Management Focus but ñthere wasn't the 

focus on people as it is in the Face Valueò, as Bishop argues. Face Value, Tom 

Standage explains, consists almost exclusively of career portraits of people in top 

managerial positions:  

 

It's not always the CEO, sometimes it's the head of strategy or the COO or somebody 

else, the CTO.55 But idea is to say: this company is doing this and the reason it's doing 

                                                 
55 CEO = chief executive officer, COO = chief operating officer, CTO = chief technical officer.  
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this is because there is the story of a person behind it. So that's what we are trying to 

do. It's not always possible, but the best face values are the ones that will work in that 

sense. 

 

 

The Financial Times  

 

The Financial Times  has been portraying individual careers ñfor decadesò. Career 

portraits have always been an important part of the newspaper, as journalist 

Jonathan Moules explains. Most of the portraits in the Financial Times , as 

Andrew Bolger, journalist and writer of career portraits, further comments, are 

entrepreneurs and this is so despite the fact the ña lot of the readers are working 

for corporate organisations and financeò. Andrew Bolger goes on to explain that 

there is the focus on entrepreneurs because  

 

a lot of our readers have ideas or thoughts about setting up their own business and 

becoming entrepreneurs and of course entrepreneurs are an important part of the 

economy. So, itôs partly to give a picture of people who are already running their own 

business or readers who are not in that position but are thinking about doing it. So, 

Iôm just telling the stories of people who have built businesses, how they have done it 

and the lessons they have learned along the way. 

 

In comparison to other newspapers, the portraits in The Financial Times  quite 

evidently pay particular attention to the financial aspects in individual career 

stories. As Andrew Bolger put it:  

 

Perhaps we focus just a bit more on the technical business side of it rather thané 

perhaps other papers would do a bit more about their lifestyle than the nature of the 

business. We obviously talk about their business opportunities but then we are going 

to a bit more detail as to how exactly they got started. 
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5.3.1.2. Austrian newspapers  

 

Die Presse: High Potential/High Performer/Fixstarter  

 

The Austrian daily newspaper Die Presse has started publishing career portraits 

in 2005 and they have varying names including High Potential , High Performer  

or Fixstarter . The establishment of career portraits and more generally the 

introduction of career pages with extensive commentary on peopleôs careers in 

newspapers, as the interviews with journalists and editors made clear, were 

becoming increasingly important within the newspaper market. The interview 

with Johanna Zugmann, the editor of the careers pages of Die Presse, evidences 

this: ñWhen I came to Die Presse in 2004, we came up with a new career section, 

which we launched in 2005. We managed to become the third player within the 

market of career sections, among the Standard  and the Kurierò.viii   

 
 
Der Standard: Karriere Porträt  

 

Despite being a relatively new newspaper in Austria, career related topics have 

been important ever since Der Standard  was launched in 1988. In recent years 

the career pages (Karrieren Standard ) have grown in numbers and, apart from 

job offers, include career advice, including the so-called career portraits (Karriere 

Porträts). The Karrieren Stan dard  is usually published in the weekend edition 

(Saturday/Sunday) of the newspaper.  

 

 

5.3.2. The correspondence between content and readership in career 

portraits  

 

Career portraits vary as to the individuals that are being profiled or the style of 

the portraits, which is due to several reasons. One of these reasons lies in the 

different readers that each newspaper has. When asked about the relationship 

between the portraits and the readers of the Guardian , Ian Wylie, the editor of 

the Saturday Works Section explains: 
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The Saturday Guardian has around half a million readers, maybe a bit more, and that 

can vary from a 16 year old, through to a 30 year old unemployed, to a 50 year old 

career changer, to a 70 year old retiree, and the challenge for us is really to somehow 

make work relevant to all of those people. 

 

In terms of its readers The Guardian  addresses a relatively heterogeneous 

audience, which is also reflected in the portraits of A Working Life . As my 

research showed, the portraits can vary from an experienced histopathologist to a 

middle -aged refuse collector. The portraits, accordingly, take into account the 

diversity of its readers, including their educational background or age. On the 

one hand, this helps to address the demands and interests of the readers and on 

the other hand enables the newspaper to differentiate itself from other 

newspapers with different audiences .  

 

Taking a look at the readership profile of The Economist, it becomes obvious that 

there is a relationship between its readers and the people that are being 

portrayed. According to the homepage of The Economist, its readers earn an 

average of £111,050 a year, 53 % are in senior management positions and 39 % 

are so-called óc-suiteô, which means that their job titles include or start with the 

word óchiefô.56 This is also reflected in the positions of those being portrayed in 

The Economistôs Face Value, which are most of the times people in managerial 

positions.  

 

In terms of its readers, The Financial Times  is addressed to people working in 

finance and business, most of them in managerial positions, as Mike Southon 

from The Financial Times  states: 

 

The Financial Times is very much geared up for the Cityé you know chief executives, 

FTSE 500é you know the top companies and top business people in business 

companies. (é) So... although my particular column is often about people, there is 

obviously a good financial footing to it .57 

  

                                                 
56 <theideaspeople.economist.com>, last accessed 12.10.2010. 
57 FTSE = Financial Times Stock Exchange; FTSE 500 = the 500 most highly capitalised UK companies 
listed on the London Stock Exchange. 
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The career narratives of the Financial Times  hence focus more on the technical 

aspects of doing business or finance and pay less attention to the personôs 

detailed career history. In terms of narrative, the portraits of the Financial Times  

are less instructive from the biographical side but rather from the perspective of 

how to solve specific technical and financial problems, which corresponds to the 

demands and interests of its readers.  

 

The particularity about the readers of Der Standard  is that they are relatively 

young (with an average age of below 40), usually with an educational level that 

reaches Matura (final degree at secondary school at the age of 18 or 19, similar to 

A-level in the UK) or university .58 Although most of the portraits are about 

individuals in medium or high managerial positions in the business sector, some 

also feature artists, designers or cultural managers, according to Karin Bauer, the 

editor of the career pages of Der Standard .ix 

 

The readership profile of Die Presse shows that the newspaper is mostly read by 

people having finished secondary or higher education and with incomes above 

the national average income.59 This distribution is also reflected in the people 

that are being portrayed in the series of Die Presse.  

 

In brief, across the six different newspapers analysed in this thesis, both the 

content as well as the people that are being portrayed correspond to the 

readership profiles of the newspapers in terms of income, age and professional 

status. The Financial Times  and The Economist, as financial newspapers are 

slightly different to the other newspapers in terms of the content and the 

narratives. They both focus more on technical and financial aspects of decisions 

that the portrayed person takes and less on a detailed biographical narration of 

their working life. Their career portraits often serve to discuss a more general 

economic or political theme through a personal narrative, as Matthew Bishop, a 

journalist from The Economist, explains: 

 

The art of a good Face Value was finding someone who was an interesting person but 

also who is currently engaged in something, some decisions or activities that may 

                                                 
58 <www.wien -konkret.at/wirtschaft/printmedien/3/standard -leser>, last accessed 15.10.2010. 
59 <diepresse.com/unternehmen/pressenews/ 294162/index.do>, last accessed 03.11.2010. 



~ 138 ~  
 

then be interesting from an intellectual point of view becauseé you know a goal of 

The Economist is to help people understand the world better. And we wanted to find 

people and business leaders whose stories really helped us to shine a light on a bigger 

issue going on in the world. 

 

I will return to the issue of how career portraits relate individual stories to more 

general structures in society later on in this chapter in section 5.3.3.2, which 

discusses how career portraits link the indiv idual and the collective by means of 

narrative.  

 

 

5.3.3. Narrative analysis of career portraits  

 

The next section will draw on the framework laid out in the methodology chapter, 

in particular on Lawlerôs concept of narrative and on Bourdieuôs temporalised 

understanding of practice, in order to explore whether career portraits 

narratively relate past and present events as well as the individual and the 

collective, and if so, in what ways. I will juxtapose this analysis of the temporal 

nature of narrative wi th a Bourdieusian analysis that considers the temporality 

of practice  in order to investigate underlying notions of practice and time in 

career portraits.  

 

 

5.3.3.1. Narrative linking of past and present  

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, one of the main characteristics of narrative is that it 

ñdraw[s] a configuration out of a simple successionò (Ricoeur 1984: 65). 

Narrative therefore creates coherence in regard to separate events in time. 

Additionally, Lawler describes one of the main features of narrative as being that 

it links past and present events in time. Career portraits usually narrate disparate 

events of someoneôs working life ï most often in a chronological order ï and they 

link these events in different ways. More precisely, in career portraits, the 

narrative often establishes a connection between two different points or periods 

of time (past and present) in the portrayed personôs life and in so doing they 
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create coherence. The link or connection is usually established between the 

personôs past (a point of origin) and their present career (achievements).  

 

My analysis of the career portraits so far has shown that there are mainly two 

ways in which this ólinking processô takes place. The first narrative linking of past 

and present events is enacted via expressions that describe the portrayed 

personôs working life as an intentional project and their life thus as a coherent 

ensemble.60 The second way in which past and present events are linked ï and 

hence narrative coherence established ï is through the description of crucial 

experiences, that is (singular) experiences or events that are described as being 

crucial to the career of the portrayed person. Both ways narratively relate 

disparate events, not only temporally but also causally. By portraying life as a 

coherent ensemble, career portraits create a link between past and present events 

and they do so by implying that a present situation is the logical result of an 

intentional project (taken in the past). The following two extracts from career 

portraits illu strate this. The keywords that indicate this specific relation to time 

are highlighted bold:  

 

From a young age , James Taylor found it a struggle to accept authority. He 

preferred to do things his own way. (é) ñI always felt  I was different ,ò he said. ñI 

had a bit of a problem taking orders from teachers. I think Iôve always known 

that working for myself was the only option.ò (é) Taylor had a natural talent  for 

entrepreneurial activity and spent much of his early years developing it. ñI was 

always doing  something, whether it was flogging designer clothes in college or 

doing jumble sales as a kid,ò he said (The Times, 30.03.2008) . 

 

He started earning money from a young age , doing paper rounds and selling 

copies of computer games and music tapes in the school playground. On Saturdays 

he worked in a shoe shop (The Times, 22.02.2009) . 

 

As these examples show, the text segments which imply life as a coherent 

ensemble are evidenced by expressions such as ñfrom a young ageò, ñI always 

feltéò or ñhad a natural talentéò and they so specifically by giving the impression 

                                                 
60 The name of this code derives from Bourdieuôs writing on the Ill usion biographique  (1986) where he uses 
the term ensemble coherent to put forward a critique of commonly assumed notions of biography as being a 
coherent and intentional  project. 
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of an intentional directedness of life. This common sense assumption of life 

narratives as intentional projects, which is often used in order to describe 

peopleôs life trajectories, has been discussed by Bourdieu (1986) in his writing on 

the biographical illusion , in which he critiques notions of individual agency used 

in everyday language. Bourdieu criticises the ñSartrian notion of the individual as 

an original projectò, which understands life as ñunfolding in a chronological 

order which is also a logical orderò (é) and ñcomprises a beginning, certain 

stages and an endò (Bourdieu 1986). In Practical Reason (1998a), Bourdieu 

illustrates this critique by using the example of the career description of a 

university professor: 

 

Very often researchers, because they are inspired by a will to demystify, tend to act as 

if agents always had as an end, in the sense of a goal, the end, in the sense of 

conclusion, of their trajectory. Transforming the journey into a p roject, they act as if 

the consecrated university professor, whose career they study, had in mind the 

ambition of becoming a professor at the Collège de France from the moment when he 

chose a discipline, a thesis director, a topic of research. They give a more or less 

cynical calculating consciousness as the principle of agentôs behaviors in a field 

(Bourdieu 1998a: 82). 

 

In a similar fashion, career portraits, by describing life as a coherent ensemble, 

retroactively equip stories of individual careers with  a logic of intentionality that 

they may not have had in the first place or, as Bourdieu describes in his example 

of the university professor, convey an understanding of practice that ñalways has 

an end, in the sense of a goal (é) [or] trajectoryò (1998a: 82).  

 

The second way in which career portraits establish narrative and causal 

coherence between past and present events is by linking present (career) 

achievements to the past via crucial experiences. The following extracts illustrate 

this (keywords are highlighted bold):  

 

In his twenties, Steve Steinman stood up in a pub and performed a song by rocker 

Meatloaf. ñI got up with my guitar and a frilly shirt and a wig on, and sang as a tribute 

to Meatloaf,ò said Steinman. ñThatôs where it all started.ò He had little idea then 

that this cash-in-hand work would be the genesis of a successful business (The Times, 

18.01.2009). 
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When a friend of his fatherôs showed Andrew Ritchie the Bickerton folding bike he 

was selling in the mid-1970s it sparked an obsession  tha t  drives Ritchie to this 

day  (The Times, 20.07.2008) . 

 

The code crucial experience is evidenced by expressions such as ñthatôs where it 

all startedò, ñone day, when he was 17éò or ñit sparked an obsessionò. These 

expressions indicate a specific moment in time which is portrayed as being 

crucial for the career of the person and at the same time establish a causal link 

between the crucial experience and the future development of the personôs 

working life. Importantly for my concerns, the purpose of such expre ssions is not 

only to link separate events temporally but also causally. From a Bourdieusian 

perspective, the two ways of temporally and causally linking past and present 

events described so far (i.e. via the narrative devices life as coherent ensemble 

and crucial experiences) are based on a detemporalised understanding of 

practice.  

 

Bourdieu discusses detemporalisation in his theory of practice (1990b) and his 

later writings on time (2000c). Bourdieu parallels this (detemporalised) notion 

of time with our  normal uses of time, which ñinclines us to consider time as a 

thing that a subject faces as an objectò (Bourdieu 2000c: 206), and which is thus 

ñthe opposite of that of practice because it tends to ignore time and so to 

detemporalize practiceò (Bourdieu 1990b: 81). In contrast to such 

detemporalised accounts, Bourdieu describes individual agency as being 

interwoven in a complex relation of incorporated social structures, past 

experiences, whilst at the same time being directed towards the future (mostly on 

a pre-reflexive level). This is what Bourdieu calls the 'temporality of practice'. By 

detemporalised I thus refer to the fact that practice in career portraits is being 

constituted by temporal relations only to the extent that either one specific point 

in  time (a crucial experience) has been most significant or that someone has 

become what one always (intentionally) wanted to become (life as a coherent 

ensemble).  

 

While the former one overestimates the significance of single events and rapid 

change over a more continual approach to practice, the latter one in retrospect 
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equips past events and practices with a rhetoric of intentionality in order to 

underline the active role of the individual. To say, for instance, that one has 

become what one always wanted to become means to say that there is a clear 

and intended connection between past, present (and future) events. It gives an 

account of human agency which sees individual practice as being the result of 

subjective intentions rather than immersed in the temp orality of practice.  

 

Bridget Fowler (2004, 2005) draws similar conclusions about the temporal 

nature of practice in obituaries. In a study of obituaries from 1900 as well as from 

2000/01 of some of the major British newspapers as well as Le Monde and the 

New York Times, Fowler concurs with Bourdieusôs view that  

 

we must avoid the seductive common-sense inherent in the unitary view of the 

subject. In clarifying what he calls the óbiographic illusionô, Bourdieu discusses the 

ócontrabandô of the ómountain path viewô of lifeôs route. The órhetorical illusionô he 

suggests is that life makes up a homogeneous whole, a coherent, directed ensemble, 

which can be understood as the single arena of a subjective ï or even ï óobjectiveô ï 

intention (Fowler 2004: 151).  

 

As Fowler shows in her study, obituaries are also about the organisation of time 

in the sense that either ñtransformative aspects of agency may be disclosed in the 

obituaryò as well as that certain ñtaken-for-granted assumptions of future 

orientationò do not consider appropriately that ñalternative projects for the 

future can only be anticipated at a certain level of distance from necessityò 

(Fowler 2004: 162). Fowler draws similar conclusions to those reached in my 

analysis of career portraits, in particula r in regard to underlying notions of 

agency and temporality. But more than this, she also discusses how such 

(detemporalised) understandings of agency and time are important in relation to 

processes of social stratification. In her study of obituaries, Fowler analyses how 

descriptions of individual agency and attitudes towards the future serve as a way 

of distinction. She states that it is ñ[a]ctive projects for the future ï along with 

obligations to others ï that serve to distinguish th ose individuals with  ójustified 

social existenceôò from those without (2004: 162).  
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Fowlerôs analysis of obituaries further points to the social and structural context 

of this genre of text when she describes how certain social classes and women 

were heavily underrepresented in these pieces. Her research of obituaries from 

the years 1900 and from 2000 also illustrates that the predominance of certain 

social groups or social classes heavily depends on the specific socio-historic 

context. While for example in 1900, the aristocr atic obituary was still 

predominant, in the obituaries of 2000 there were a higher number of middle -

class people being portrayed. Issues of social class or, more specifically, the 

absence of such issues, in particular in regard to the relation between peopleôs 

social class background and their own career trajectories, were also an important 

feature in my analysis of career portraits. The following sections, discussing the 

way in which career portraits narratively link the individual and the collective, 

will  illustrate this feature.  

 

 

5.3.3.2. Narrative linking of the individual and the collective  

 

The second ósignificanceô of narratives, described by Lawler (2002), refers to the 

narrative linking of the individual and the collective. My analysis of career 

portraits from this point of view has shown that there are mainly three ways in 

which the individual and the collective are linked by means of narrative. These 

three ways have been coded with following three themes (codes) and will 

henceforth be explored in more detail:  

 

a) Overcoming of structure : individual (success) despite  certain 

structure  

b) Affirmation of structure : individual (success) because of  

certain structure  

c) Critique of structure : individual against  certain structure  

 

With 'the individual' in this co ntext I mean all efforts, ambitions and aspirations 

that the text (career portrait) attributes to the portrayed person, whereas by 

'collective structures' I mean all institutions, organisations, other actors as well as 

socially circulating narratives (see Lawler 2002) in the text.  
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The first code individual (success) despite  certain structure refers to passages 

in career portraits where an individual is successful or recognised in spite of  

certain structural/social hindrances or problems. The second code individual 

(success) because of  certain structure  has been assigned to text segments 

which express an affirmation of (market) structures and the third code individual 

against  certain structure was used for passages that criticise institutions, 

structures or popular narratives by opposing them to the motivations and 

aspirations of the individual who is being portrayed.  

 

 

5.3.3.2.1. Overcoming of structure: individual (success) despite 

certain structure  

 

Many of the career portraits, which are in most cases stories of success, describe 

how an individual is successful despite certain structural difficulties or problems. 

In other words, a large number of career portraits analysed convey the idea that 

the individual managed to óovercomeô structural problems in pursuing her or his 

career. Thus, one way in which the individual is related to the collective or to 

social structures, is through a narrative where the individual is óovercomingô 

these structures. Coding scheme 2a illustrates in detail the code successful in 

spite of certain structure  with the initial sub -codings on the right , the main codes 

that group and summarise these codes in the middle and the main code, which 

has finally been extracted and linked to concepts laid out in Chapters 1 to 3, on 

the left  (see also methodology chapter). 
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The five groups of codes that derive from the ten sub-codes are economic 

situation , education , social background/family , gender and other reason and 

summarise the content of their sub-codes. Education , for example, refers to three 

codes in which the portrayed individual has managed to achieve a certain goal in 

spite of either quitting school or having bad grades. In the Financial Times  of 12 

August 2009, for instance, the following statement indicates this code: ñNot 

many people who leave school at 15 go on to establish a multimillion pound 

company, but that has been the achievement of Tom Smith.ò 

 

CODING SCHEME 2a: 
SUCCESSFUL IN SPITE 

OF...

Education

successful in spite of 
quitting school

successful in spite of 
low education

successful in spite of 
bad grades at school

Economic situation

successful in spite of 
recession

successful in spite of 
difficult economic 

situation
Social/family 
background

Gender

successful in spite of 
being a woman in 

male domain

successful in spite of 
being a mother

Other reason

successful in spite of 
nationality

successful in spite of 
age

successful in spite of 
being discouraged
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Another text extract, taken from The Economist of 16 February 2008 (code-

group economic situation ), indicates the code successful in spite of industry  and 

thus describes how someone managed to be successful in spite of working in an 

industry where it is hard to make any profit:  

 

Last summer Arcelor Mittal launched its new corporate identity with a lavish party at 

the Musee Rodin in Paris. The company's motto ("Boldness changes everything") is 

no empty boast, but a neat reflection of the way Mr Mittal's dealmaking created a 

world -leading steel giant from virtually nothing  in barely a dozen years. 

People expect that sort of thing in Si licon Valley --but not in mature 

industries like steel (The Economist, 16.02.2008).  

 

Despite their difference, these two examples indicate a specific relation of agency 

and structure from a narrative point of view. They both play down the relevance 

of structural relations in society: in the first case the relation between educational 

achievement and future career prospects and in the second case the relation 

between the profitability of an industry and individual chances of being 

successful in this industry. Structural problems are used to create a narrative of 

success in order to underline the achievements of the individual. This conveys an 

understanding of social structure as something that one should see as a challenge 

that can be óovercomeô. In another extract from a career portrait the described 

person is successful in spite of  her family background  and her (average) 

performance at school:  

 

As a teenager, Gretchen Monahan worked part-time at Yolanda's, a busy women's 

boutique and salon in the Boston suburb of Waltham. She steamed dresses, answered 

the phone, sewed labels, and waited tables in the cafe. The almost magical way in 

which a manicure or a new frock could make a woman feel better about life made a 

deep impression . "I loved that  place ," says Ms Monahan, who was raised by 

her extended family and grew up in modest circumstances . "It was a head-

to-toe woman's haven where women networked, pampered and re-newed (The 

Financial Times , 05.08.2009).  

 

As this extract further underlines, career portraits c ommonly portray women in a 

rather sexist way by emphasising the bodily characteristics and experiences 

compared to the previous (male) example where the individualôs actions and 
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achievements are more central to the way in which a narrative of overcoming is 

formulated.   

 

The same career portrait continues by emphasising the emotional engagement of 

the portrayed person with her work and the personal dedication to her career:  

 

For Ms Monahan, whose glossy good looks and lively personality  belie her shrewd 

business sense, Yolanda's offered a model of what was possible. óIn high school, I 

was never going to be an A student,ô she says over lunch at the fashionable 

Boston restaurant Radius. óI wanted to get out and get a job. But I needed to find a 

way to take wha t I was passionate about and link it with an actual career ô 

(The Times, 05.08.2009).  

 

Both text passages underscore the ambitions and personal motivations of the 

individual (I loved thaté, I was passionate abouté) and highlight the significance 

of single events (made a deep impressioné). These rhetorical devices stand in 

opposition to Bourdieuôs temporalised understanding of agency and they do so as 

they overstate the significance of intentionality and the possibilities for self -

directedness of life. Bourdieu calls this a órhetorical illusionô (Bourdieu 1986). 

Sociologically speaking, this órhetorical illusionô underestimates the relevance of 

social structure in career portraits. Similar to the critique that was put forward in 

the context of narrative as a linking device of past and present events, here the 

narrative link between the individual and the collective is based on a 

detemporalised model of agency and thus suggests a type of (entrepreneurial) 

individuality that does not consider appropriately the so cial, economic and 

cultural embeddedness of practices. Therefore, collective structures are 

portrayed as hindrances that individuals aim to óovercomeô rather than as 

structuring individual practices.  

 

To put it in the language of Bourdieu, career portrait s disembed individual 

practices from social structures insofar as they enact notions of agency that do 

not consider appropriately the habitual, non -intentional as well as the socially 

grounded dimension of practice, whilst conveying an understanding of pra ctice 

which highlights conceptions of individual choice and independence. However, 

the fact that career portraits convey a de-socialised and de-temporalised 
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understanding of individual agency and thereby make invisible the social 

resources of individual (career) achievements does not mean that questions of 

social class in the analysis of career portraits can be dismissed. On the contrary, I 

suggest that the individualistic attitudes and values towards work and career 

conveyed in career portraits, express the increasing predominance of middle-

class forms of individualisation in the sphere of work, which consider career 

advancement as being mainly shaped by someoneôs individual efforts rather than 

by someoneôs social class background.  

 

This claim about the normalisation of middle -class modes of individualisation 

adds weight to Savageôs and Skeggsôs conceptualisation of contemporary 

individualisation processes, discussed in Chapter 1. Moreover and 

complementing Savageôs and Skeggsôs argument, by viewing career portraits not 

as actual representations of contemporary working lives but as an instructive 

genre, my analysis suggests that individualisation operates both at the level of 

time and narrative. The next element I will discuss, within the context of how 

career portraits narratively establish a link between the individual and the 

collective is the óstructural sideô of the portraits. Career portraits do not only 

convey ideas about the individual, as I demonstrated previously, but are also 

used to constitute, affirm or criticise societal structures or socially circulating 

narratives.  

 

 

5.3.3.2.2. Affirmation of structure: individual (success) due to 

certain structure  

 

With the affirmation of structure  in the analysis of career portraits, I mean those 

structural elements that are identified in the texts as being either beneficial to the 

portrayed personôs career or as involving practices or statements of the person 

that affirm certain structures. Most notably, and as my analysis has shown, this is 

the case in terms of narratives of economic liberalisation or marketisation, which 

are often positively related to the portrayed personôs career. Coding scheme 2b 

illustrates how the career portraits were coded in this regard with the initial sub -

codes on the right  and the main code marketisation/implementation of market 
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structures  that summarises the sub-codes on the left  (see also coding scheme 2 in 

the methodology chapter): 

 

 

 

As these codes illustrate, individual career stories are narratively linked with 

notions of t he market , that is, narratives that advocate the implementation or 

introduction of market structures. Newspapers use individual career stories in 

order to discuss issues of more general interest, which was also expressed in an 

interview with Matthew Bishop , a journalist from The Economist, as the 

following statement shows: 

 

CODING SCHEME: 2b 
MARKETISATION / 

IMPLEMENTATION OF 
MARKET STRUCTURES

individuals must 'pay off' (be 
profitable)

marketisation favours career

market as best 'listening 
device'

co-workers as clients

implementation of market 
structures in traditional 

industries

implementation of market 
structures in arts / humanities

transforming not-for-profit into 
business

doing business with poor 
countries

market terminology in political 
sphere

business methods in 
international aid

spreading entrepreneurship in 
developing countries
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We wanted to actually do it in a way that was unique to the Economist; by finding 

people who were really a very good lens, their life and their decisions that they were 

taking were a good lens in which we could look at a particular idea, or trend or 

something. So the art of a good face value was finding someone who was an 

interesting person but also who is currently engaged in something, some decisions or 

activities that may then be interesting from an intellectual point of view becauseé 

you know, a goal of the Economist is to help people understand the world better. And 

we wanted to find people and business leaders whose stories really helped us to shine 

a light on a bigger issue going on in the world.  

 

This ólens-functionô, as mentioned in the above quote, is supported by the power 

of storytelling in terms of conveying ideas or values about work. Individuals in 

career portraits express their support for  the efficiency of the market (marke t as 

the best listening device), as extract 1 shows or, as extract 2 evidences, 

marketisation or market structures (óin the course of a privatizationô) are 

positively related to the career of the portrayed person. Another way of affirming 

market structures  in career portraits is through portraits of how a pe rson 

successfully implemented market structures in previously non -market based 

industries or sectors, as text extracts 3 and 4 indicate: 

 

Extract 1:  

 

Her advocacy of market -based approaches  is inspired not by ideology but the 

firm conviction that markets are the best "listening device " to ascertain the real 

needs and wants of poor consumers (The Economist, 23.05.2009).  

 

Extract 2:  

 

In the course of a privatization , he took over a microbiology laboratory in Linz, 

which he rapidly turned into a leading national supplier  of high quality 

microbiological analyses (Die Presse, 11.07.08) .x 

 

Extract 3:  

 

From a shed in Richmond, Surrey, Leggett founded Solarcentury, initially a not -

for -profit  advocacy organisation, seeking to bring together solar-energy firms and 

institutions concerned about climate change. In 2000 Solarcentury raised £6m from 

the founder of the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, Stephan 

Schmidheiny, and transformed the organisatio n into a commercial 

business , designing and selling solar panels (The Times, 26.10.08).  
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Extract 4:  

 

We have been preparing for this day for years. The former monopolist 

introduced market structures in the company  and from now on treated his 

clients like  kings (Die Presse, 15.08.08).xi 

 

Career portraits, accordingly, provide a notion of the market and business as 

something personal, that is, as something that is the result of individual 

motivations and personal knowledge. At the same time they aim to ñput a human 

face on economic issuesò, as Matthew Bishop from The Economist states. Career 

portraits thus attribute a language of emotion and individual aspiration to a 

sphere that was formerly considered to be a realm of rationality and calculation. 

In terms of linking the individual and the collective,  career portraits thus enact a 

relation between individual agency and social structures, which tends to 

subjectivise and personalise the market.  I will briefly discuss this by drawing on 

Thriftôs notion of the new economy as well as on Knorr-Cetinaôs idea of the 

market as an óobject of attachmentô.  

 

As the analysis of career portraits so far indicates, markets are portrayed as 

domains of personal engagement where people individually apply, implement or 

articulate  market structures, sometimes in areas that were previously not or only 

partly governed by market structures. The very fact that issues of marketisation 

or the implementation of market structures (see e.g. the codes market 

terminology in political agenda , applying business methods in international aid  

or spread entrepreneurship in developing countries ) are articulated through a 

(career) story of personal motivations and aspirations conveys the idea of the 

economy or the market as a field of personal engagement.  

 

This idea is also expressed by Thrift (2001) when he discusses the so-called new 

economy and the way in which it produces new sets of practices and ideas, which 

people, and in particular managers, feel they are part of (2001: 116). Thrift 

argues that the new economy is ñboth a rhetorical frame for producing business 

effects and a source of ideas about how business (and the management self) 

should be conductedò (2001: 116). Although Thrift does not discuss career 
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portraits specifically, he argues that amongst business schools, management 

consultants and management gurus, newspapers play an essential role in 

conveying and shaping new ideas, economic practices and thus spread ideas and 

certain understandings of the economy.61 Thrift states that ñ[b]y the late 1990s 

even the Financial Times  had declared itself the ónewspaper of the new 

economyôò (2001: 114).  

 

The idea that the economy or, more precisely the market, is a field of personal 

engagement is also expressed in the work of Knorr-Cetina and Bruegger. The 

market, according to them, is no longer perceived as a structure external to 

individuals but increasingly seen as an ñobject of attachmentò, as Knorr-Cetina 

and Bruegger (2002) put it. In their study of trading floors, the authors (2002) 

argue that the market can become an object to which traders develop a 

ñpostsocial relationshipò, which is constituted by the ñnotion of lack and wantingò 

(2002: 164). Career portraits, in a similar fashion, personalise the market  insofar 

as they establish a relation between personal motivations or feelings of lack and 

market structures and thus provide a notion of the market as a sphere and object 

of individual attachment . As text extracts 1 and 2 indicate, the individual and 

collective structures are narratively relat ed by affirming market structures 

through individual career stories as well as by personalizing and subjectivising 

the notion of the economy or the market. This affirmative (narrative) relation 

between the individual and collective structures contrasts wit h the notion of 

critique, which, as I will demonstrate in the next se ction, was also identified in 

career portraits.  

 

 

  

                                                 
61 In an article on Performing cultures in the new economy, Thrift (2000) draws on Callonôs concept of 
framing in order to describe how business magazines were essential in framing the ónew economyô. 
Specifically he analyses the magazine Fast Company and states how the ñmagazine is based upon a semi-
naturalistic depiction of business people. (é) This democratic depiction of business is enhanced by 
numerous characteristic biographies which are meant to act as a role model for those working in the new 
economyò (Thrift 2000: 679). 
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5.3.3.2.3. Critique of structure  

 

The narrative link between the individual and collective structures in career 

portraits, as I have demonstrated so far, is established through notions of 

overcoming  as well as affirmation . The third way of ónarrative linkingô that has 

been identified in career portraits is through means of critique . More precisely, 

the portrayed individual is either oppos ed to certain structures or criticises 

structures for not allowing them to pursue a goal or career. Coding scheme 2c 

visualises the initial sub-codes (on the right ) as well as the way in which the main 

code othering/critique of structure  was extracted via a process of abstraction to a 

level that has allowed me to discuss these codes in the context of the concepts 

introduced in Chapters 1 to 3:  

 



~ 154 ~  
 

 

 

The text segments grouped under the three middle codes summarise all of the 

other sub-codes and they perform a critique of structures in relation to (a) public 

and/or bureaucratic organisations , (b)  óoldô corporate structures  and (c) 

theoretical education . As already noted in the methodology chapters, each of the 

(main) codes was generated from a number of sub-codes, which were the result 

CODING SCHEME 2c: 
OTHERING/ CRITIQUE 

OF STRUCTURE

Othering of public / 
bureaucratic 
organisations

private business more 
flexible than public

private management 
of public institutions

no career prospect in 
public sector

private business as 
model for public sector

public / bureaucratic 
structures inefficient

Othering of 'old' 
corporate cultures

inefficiency of 
traditional 

management

'old' corporate 
structure in opposition 

to career thinking

new / more efficient 
management of 'old' 

corporation

Othering of 
(theoretical) education

social skills instead of 
theory

education too 
theoretical (not for 

'real' life)
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of the initial coding of the text. The first code (a) has thus six sub-codes, (b) has 

three and (c) has two (see coding scheme 2c). In text segments that were 

assigned code (a), the portrayed individual expresses a discontent with public 

and/or bureaucratic organisations, as the following two ex tracts of career 

portraits indicate:  

 

Extract 1: 

 

In óThe Blue Sweaterô, her recently published autobiography, she describes her past 

frustrations working in such pillars of finance and dev elopment as Chase Manhattan 

bank, the African Development Bank and the Rockefeller Foundation. She found 

them bureaucratic, distant and condescending  to those they sought to help. 

So in 2001 she set up Acumen Fund, a ósocial venture capitalô outfit, to pro mote 

what she calls ópatient capitalismô (The Economist, 23.05.09).  

 

Extract 2:  

 

Politicians also need to act: Italy's public sector is too large and too 

inefficient, its labour market too rigid  and its infrastructure weak, she 

complains. óThese weights must be lifted from our shoulders,  she says--just the sort 

of thing Confindustria's members like to hear. As its deputy chairman, she has 

attacked the energy sector as a protected, coddled industry that places a 

burden on manufacturing and needs a sharp do se of competition  (The 

Economist, 15.03.08). 

 

Both examples express dissatisfaction with bureaucratic organisations or public 

institutions, which are associated with being distant  and condescending or 

inefficient  and rigid . These adjectives are contrasted with more competitive and 

(neo) liberal notions of the economy as well as organisations (see also Thrift 

2005). Not only do career portraits establish an opposition between public and 

private and associate them with labels such as inefficient versus efficient but at 

the same time this opposition is interwoven into the success story of an 

individual career. This form of critique of public and/or bureaucratic 

organisations is opposed to the active, self-realizing individual.  

 

The second code (critique of óoldô corporate structures/career), as coding scheme 

2c shows, was assigned to text segments, in which individuals criticise corporate 

structures or organisational careers as being dated and óoldô, whilst opposing 
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them to ónewô notions of career and organisations. The following two extracts 

from career portraits illustrate such forms of critique and opposition:  

 

Extract 1: 

 

After a rapid start and three years at Austrian Airlines in the frequent -flyer 

department, there werenôt any career-highs to expect.  Despi te of her 

prestigious job and her secure position  as an employee she wanted more 

from her career  (Der Standard, 17.03.07).xii   

 

Extract 2:  

 

In the beginning we were running the company in a threesome for four years but we 

had very different ideas of how to do that . My father was still bound to a very 

conservative , almost authoritarian management style . My brother and I, on the 

contrary, wanted to realise new idea s. (Der Standard,  28.04.07) .xiii  

 

In these text segments, the portrayed person contrasts the idea of either ómaking 

a careerô or órealizing oneôs ideasô with the ósecure employee positionô or a 

óconservative management styleô. Again, an opposition of new versus old is 

established. Whereas the óold careerô is associated with corporate structures or 

the system of secure long-term employment, the ónew careerô is portrayed as the 

individually determined career in which new ideas are realised. As I will discuss 

in detail later on in this chapter, these oppositions not only serve to create 

oppositions between old and new careers or between the old corporate world 

versus the new managerial type of organisation but can also be regarded from the 

perspective of othering .  

 

A critique of structures, enacted via the stories of individual careers, was not only 

expressed in relation to work but encompassed other areas, including education. 

As the following extract illustrates this is done via the critique of theoretical 

education, which is described as not useful for óthe real issues in lifeô: 

 

Taylor returned home and began a degree in psychology and teacher training at 

Cardiff University. However, by the time he reached his third year, he had all but 

abandoned his lectures to focus on what he felt was his real education. óI lost my 

faith in the education system ,ô he said. óI realized that all I was doing was 

loading my short -term memory to pass exams . At school they teach you how 
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to dissect a frog but nobody teaches you how to relate to people or how to 

start a business - the real issues in life . I realized I had to star t doing that 

myself  (The Times, 30.03.08).  

 

As the examples provided in this section demonstrate, career portraits establish 

an opposition of old versus new, bureaucracy or public sector administration  

versus efficiency  and of theoretical education  versus practice (óreal issues in 

lifeô). Importantly, this is done via a process of óotheringô. Although the concept of 

othering  has been used most famously in the context of postcolonial theory (see 

Edward Saidôs Orientalism ), as well as in theories of race and gender, I am 

drawing on the way in which Thrift is using this term in his discussion of the new 

economy, and especially on his discussion of how the newness of the new 

economy depends on a process of othering .62 In this discussion, Thrift describes 

how in the rhetoric of the new economy ñthe óold economyô of heavy industry, 

bureaucratic ways, deficit of entrepreneurial spirit and general lack of economic 

sparkleò (Thrift 2001: 117), is continuously opposed to the so-called new 

economy, indeed, it is positioned as the other to the new economy. 

 

This process of othering is also enacted in career portraits. Thus many of the 

analysed portraits perform such an othering role. In such portraits dichotomies 

are established by opposing historically evolved structures such as bureaucracy 

to more entrepreneurial, market -based and individually driven forms of 

organisations. The óold economyô type of career, which is characterised as 

relatively stable, secure and organisational is opposed by the new economy type 

of career which is portrayed as more individualistic, self -realizing and 

competitive .63 But the process of othering  does not just establish a dichotomy 

that distinguishes between old versus new, inefficient versus efficient or 

uncompetitive versus competitive it also creates a hierarchy between them. It 

creates what Thrift calls ñan economic negativeò, which lays out a parting line of 

what should and what ñcannot beò (Thrift 2001: 117). Boltanski and Chiapello, 

                                                 
62 See also Perrons et al. (2005): Work, Life and Time in the New Economy 
63 In a study of a Scandinavian design firm, Jensen (2007) shows how the dichotomy between óold economyô 
and ónew economyô was used to underline the futuristic equipment and furniture of their design. The notion 
of the óold economyô design was defined as óthe otherô and contrasted with the virtues of the ónew economyô 
design of their offices (e.g. community in contrast to social isolation, boundarilessness in contrast to 
demarcations, flexibility in contrast to stable patterns of work, etc.). 
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whose account of changing temporalities of work was discussed in Chapter 2, 

similarly speak about the notion of critique in relation to the establishment of a 

new model of work and careers. In their work The New Spirit of Capitalism 

(2005 ), in which they conduct an empirical comparison of management 

literature from the 1960ôs and the 1990ôs, they conclude that 

 

[é] the imposition of a new managerial norm is nearly always accompanied by 

criticism of a prior state of capitalism and a previous way of making profit, both of 

which must be abandoned to make way for a new model. We shall thus see that the 

management texts of the 1960s explicitly or implicitly criticize familial capitalism, 

whereas the principal foil of the 1990s texts is large, hierarchized, planned 

organizations. Criticism of the old savoir faire and h abits, which are presented as 

outmoded, is the way in which the relation between past and present functions in this 

literature bereft of historical memory (2005: 64).  

 

Boltanski and Chiapello thus underline the importance of criticism in the 

formation and  implementation of new ideas and practices. As my previous 

discussion shows, critique is also deployed in a systematic manner in career 

portraits. This is so in particular as the imposition of a new model of career or 

working life was repeatedly placed in opposition to other models of work and 

career, as was shown. Furthermore, and as the next chapter will argue, career 

portraits engender a new model of career and work specifically by enacting a new 

orientation to time and work. However, before moving on to  the next chapter, let 

me conclude on some of the main points of my analysis of career portraits made 

so far.  

 

 

5.4. Conclusion  

 

This chapter has drawn on Bourdieuôs notion of temporality of practice  as well as 

on Lawlerôs and Ricoeurôs concept of narrative in order to examine the relation 

between narrative, time and individual agency in career portraits. It was shown 

that the temporal and causal links established in career portraits in terms of how 

past events or collective structures influence individual  practices do not consider 

appropriately the temporal and historical nature of practices. It was further 
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demonstrated that while individual practices are being detemporalised in career 

portraits, structural elements such as hierarchical organisations or pu blic 

administration are being temporalised by portraying these structures as dated or 

via a process of othering. My analysis in this chapter has also made clear that 

these rhetorical and narrative strategies of temporalisation and 

detemporalisation, deploy ed in career portraits, have important implications for 

process of the individualisation of work, in particular from a historical and from 

a class perspective.  

 

By adopting a Bourdieusian class perspective and by taking account of the fact 

that the genre of career portrait is a genre that is published mainly in newspapers 

that are addressed to the middle classes (as was shown in terms of their 

readership profiles), I could further show that the orientations to career and 

work conveyed in such portraits can be viewed as expressions of middle-class 

forms of individualisation and middle -class values of work. In a socio-economic 

context of the decline of the linear, organisational career, (as discussed in 

Chapter 2), in which individuals are increasingly requir ed to shape their own 

work biographies, career portraits hence offer a rhetorical frame to the middle 

classes to attribute notions of intentionality, individuality and directedness to 

their biographies. In fact, career portraits have articulated what it ac tually means 

to ómake a careerô and they have done so by performing a notion of career as a 

óproject of the selfô (Savage 2000, see Chapter 1). Most importantly, it was shown 

that career portraits derive their authority and hence their power to universalis e 

and normalise new orientations to work and career from their performative 

character, that is, by the fact that the people being portrayed have a role model 

like function and are therefore not mere descriptions of peopleôs careers.  

 

Yet, while this chapter could put forward a critique of the temporalities of agency 

and narrative that are conveyed in career portraits as well as what these 

temporalities do in terms of the individualisation of work, it has not been made 

clear what orientations to time career  portraits convey. In other words, while 

career portraits have been identified as an individualising technique, the next 

chapter will examine individualisation vis -à-vis the orientations to time and the 

career practices that are enacted in these portraits.  
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6. New temporal practices, habits and orientations 

in career portraits  

 

6.1. Introduction  

 
The previous chapter demonstrated how career portraits can be understood from 

the perspective of genre, time and narrative and it was argued that the instructive 

nature of career portraits serves as an individualising technique, in particular in 

terms of the temporalities of practice enacted in such portraits. This chapter 

continues my analysis of career portraits by considering in more detail the type of 

practices, habits and orientations to work and how these can be related to the 

debates presented in Chapters 1, 2 and 3. These practices and temporal 

orientations, I will suggest, engender discontinuous, situational as well as more 

individualised temporalities of wo rk, temporalities that radically depart from 

Fordist linear, collective time, as discussed in Chapter 2. As outlined in the 

methodology chapter, the following discussion is based on 180 career portraits in 

four British and two Austrian newspapers  from the years 2004 to 2010.  

 

In the analysis of the portraits presented here I will pay special attention to how 

people time  and are timed  by their working lives and to the question of change. 

In regard to the latter, I will look into notions of change in terms o f practices of 

change (e.g.: óbreakingô with the familiar, changing career plans, searching for 

change, keeping up with change) and thus try to identify new types of temporal 

(career) practices or, to put it in Bourdieusian terms, I will aim to examine óthe 

acquisition of new temporal habitsô (Bourdieu 2000b: 28). The other points that 

will be examined in this chapter are the social, economic or cultural resources 

people draw on in career portraits as well as the question of what these resources 

can reveal about the changing nature and shifting boundaries of the temporal 

relation between work and (private) life. I will investigate to what extent work 

related practices draw on individual (past) resources that were previously 

associated with the private realm (friends, family, personal networks etc.), or, to 

put it in Christian Marazziôs terms, I will explore to what extent individuals in 

career portraits ñput to work their entire livesò (Marazzi 2008: 50). By adopting a 
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Bourdieusian perspective that considers the temporal and historical nature of 

individual practices, this chapter adds a critical perspective to contemporary 

theories of individualisation. It does so in regard to the question of how 

individualisation can be understood as a reorganisation of time and in particular 

of individual orientations to time and work. While the first half of this chapter 

focuses on the reorganisation of time in terms of peoplesô work practices - 

including the ways in which individuals relate these practices to their private 

lives ï the second half of this chapter examines changes in work temporalities at 

the level of work biographies. Let me begin the discussion of my empirical 

findings by showing how career portraits enact an individualisation in regard to 

orientations to ti me and work.  

 

 

6.2. The individualisation and personalisation of time and 

work in career portraits  

 

The individualisation of time and work in the career portraits analysed was 

evidenced in three different ways. First these processes were evident in regard to 

the relation between individual and social temporalities, that is, to the ways in 

which individuals portrayed in the portraits temporally relate their working lives 

to economic or social changes and how they individually time  their lives in order 

to ókeep upô with these changes. Second, they were evident in notions of timing as 

an individual practice . Finally, they were evident in how the individuals portray 

a requirement to manage the relation between work and non-work, a 

requirement set against a background of a de-differentiation of these spheres. In 

what follows, I address these three dimensions in turn. However, before 

beginning the discussion of my findings, it is important to point out that career 

portraits do not only tell stories concerning how individual practices are related 

to changes in the economy, the market or organisations, but as elaborated in 

Chapter 5, they also suggest how individuals should or can negotiate this 

relationship. Thus portraits have an instructive role, a role which is c rucial for 

understanding the genre as well as the social context of the individual text 

extracts presented throughout this chapter.  
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6.2 .1. Pacing oneself and keeping up with change  

 

There are many examples in career portraits that indicate how individual s are 

required to adapt to and keep up with rapidly changing environments and 

economic conditions within their working lives. Specifically, my analysis of 

career portraits suggests that this is so in particular in terms of how individuals 

need to keep pace with the market. The text segments that have been assigned 

code (a) keeping pace with the market  indicate how the notion of the market is 

used in career portraits to describe a certain rhythm or tempo that is constituted 

by market forces.64 The following t hree text extracts give evidence of how the 

market is positioned in this way:  

 

Extract 1:  
 

But as he contemplated retirement last year, Mr Tucci decided he could not 

simply rest on his laurels . The technology industry was changing too 

rapidly , and he wondered if his company's greatest transformation was yet to come. 

So he signed a contract extension to continue through 2012. (é) Mr Tucci is 

enthralled by the fast pace of change in the data business. "I like to go fast in cars, 

on boats, on ski runs and in business," he says (The Financial Times , 24.05.2010).  

 

Extract 2:  
 

óThe single most important thing was to dismantle the organisational structure of 

Fiat,ô he recalls. óWe tore it apart in 60 days, removing a large number of leaders 

who had been there a long time and who represented an operating style that lay 

outside any proper understanding of market dynamics .ô In their place Mr 

Marchionne brought in a younger generation of executives who could 

respond to his demand for accountability, openness and rap id 

communication  (The Economist, 25.04.2009).  

 

Extract 3:  

 

With the old -aged structure , the company can't actively  embrace new 

technology and lead changes  because it is relatively harder for older employees to 

adjust to the rapidly changing IT environment  (The Financial Times , 

08.03.2010).  

 
                                                 
64 See also Smollan et al.ôs discussion on peopleôs emotional responses to organizational change and the 
necessity to keep up with the temporalities of change (Smollan et al. 2010). 
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The first example gives evidence of how individual practices are adapted and 

hence kept in pace with the market. It underlines the individual aspect of the 

engagement in the ñfast pace of change in the data businessò by presenting these 

economic dynamics as being a part of the portrayed personôs personal 

aspirations. The second and third examples conflate ñmarket dynamicsò with a 

ñyounger generationò or workforce that is able to keep up with the faster rhythms 

of the market. As the latter two examples indicate, individuals increasingly have 

to be more time aware as regards their ability to adapt to rapidly changing 

environments as well as regards their skills that need to be updated more often in 

a fast paced economy and world of work. In fact, as the following three text 

segments suggest, the notion of adaptability and flexibility have become essential 

for the way in which individuals are supposed to temporalise themselves:  

 

Extract 1: 
 

Only the people who can adapt, adju st and are lucky  - I am not so arrogant to 

think that luck has nothing to do with it - will survive  (The Financial Times , 

05.08.2009).  

 

Extract 2:  

 

The third lesson was that in such a fast -moving realm  the price of inaction  is 

far greater than the cost of a mistake (The Financial Times , 06.10.2007). 

 

Extract 3:  
 

óThe PC industry today is a race  in efficiency,ô says Wanli Wang, PC analyst at 

HSBC. óLenovo is now showing the will to keep up , but it remains to be seen 

whether it can deliverô (The Financial Tim es, 05.07.2010). 

 

These three extracts demonstrate not only that flexibility and the ability to keep 

up with new circumstances are requirements of contemporary working lives but 

also that, inflexibility or the inability to keep up with change has become a form 

of risk whose consequences each individual has to bear. As discussed in Chapter 

1, the individualisation of working lives entails precisely this ñredistribution of 

risks towards the individualò (Beck 2000: 3). In terms of temporality, such 

processes mean that individuals need to develop an awareness of how they time  

their own working lives in relation to the rhythms and pace of the market, the 
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organisation they work, or more generally the economy.65 In career portraits 

notions of timing were not only pr esented as a favourable individual 

characteristic, but there were also examples of the negative consequences of ill-

timing, that is, the inability or unwillingness to time or pace oneôs working life, in 

particular in accordance with the rhythms of the (lab our) market. This is 

illustrated in the following extract:  

 

Far-fetched notions that once seemed fit only for science fiction are rapidly  

becoming Thacker's daily grind. óIt's a field that's moving really quickly ,ô she 

says. óI took time off for maternity leave, and when I came back things had moved 

on so much ô (The Guardian , 29.11.2008). 

 

While (in)flexibility was certainly an issue in terms of the orientations to time 

individuals hold in career portraits, my analysis also suggests that flexibility 

served as a disciplining technique by telling the stories of individuals whose 

career progression or simply their continuation of employment required them to 

expose a high degree of flexibility, temporally or spatially. The following extract 

demonstrates this: 

 

He had spent much of his early career working his way up from marketing 

manager to chief executive of Smithôs Crisps, but he left when the parent company 

United Biscuits wanted him to move  to southern England. Born and educated 

in Northumberland, McKechnie was reluctant to go . óIt meant moving down 

south where houses were expensive and schools were ridiculous,ô he said. óI was 

told that if I didnôt, I wouldnôt have a job in six monthsô (The Times, 

28.12.2008) . 

 

As these examples illustrate, working lives are decreasingly timed  by 

organisations or collectively shared career trajectories and instead are timed by 

the pace of the market, a pace to which each individual must relate. As noted in 

Chapter 4, the way in which portrayed individuals (narratively) relate  to the 

                                                 
65 The prevalence of ómarket timeô has not least been furthered by the growing number  of people working in 
the service-sector industry and new forms of communication technology at work. These changes have 
equally contributed to the changing rhythms and pace of work. As the Fif th European Working Conditions 
Survey of 2010 shows: ñFor most workers (67%) in the EU27, the pace of work is set by direct demands from 
people ï for example, interacting with a client. By contrast, only 18% of European workers have their pace of 
work set by the automatic speed of a machine, and this proportion has been decreasing over the past 15 
yearsò, <www.eurofound.europa.eu/pubdocs/2010/74/en/3/EF1074EN.pdf  >, last accessed 20.10.2011. 
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market tends to subjectivise and personalise the market  (see section 5.3.3.2.2) 

by depicting it as a domain of personal engagement (Knorr-Cetina and Bruegger 

2002, Thrift 2001). From the perspective of time, career portraits further 

personalise themarket  insofar as individuals are required to personally adapt to 

its flexible rhythms and fluctuations as well as to potential future risks. My 

analysis of career portraits thus suggests that the model of the bureaucratic, 

hierarchical organisation, para digmatic for the temporalities in Fordism, has 

been superseded by an individualised notion of time, in which time has become 

internalised  to the extent that personal time and timing must be individually 

managed. 

 

Given, as argued in Chapter 5, that career portraits are not simply 

representations of working lives but are an instructional genre, they must be then 

understood not only as portraying this interna lisation of time ï or timing ï but 

also giving instructions to readers regarding this time and its man agement. Thus 

career portraits give examples of how readers as individuals might ómanageô their 

own career, their ówork-life balanceô or the fast-paced workplace environments 

through the use of timing techniques. And this is so regardless of whether people 

are equipped with the necessary resources to do so. This individualised 

understanding of time is further evidenced by the presence of kairological time  

in career portraits, an understanding of time that I shall discuss next.  

 

 

6.2 .2. Kairȕs (ȇŬȆȍȕȎ) and the right timing ï timing as an individual 

practice  

 

As my analysis of career portraits has suggested so far, individual timing has 

become a central feature both in the organisation of everyday working tasks as 

well as in professional futures. Timing as a form of individual practice has 

superseded the rigid external rhythms of clock-time. The word to time  as a verb 

indicates that it is something one does rather than something that simply exists 

as an external force. The notion of timing , however, is also suggestive of an 

individualised concept of time. The idea of to time  or good timing  as a form of 

practice was personified in the Ancient Greek God of ǬŬȆȍȕȎ (Kairos). There were 
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two words for time in Ancient Greece: ȇŬȆȍȕȎ (kairos) translatable as óthe right 

moment to do somethingô and ȐȍȕȊȌȎ (chronos) as the quantitative-sequential 

form  of time. Urry (2008), uses the term kairological time  in order to describe a 

form of individual temporality when someone has the ñsense of when a particular 

event should take place in the future, or just when it is the right time for 

something to occurò (Urry 2008: 184). In the career portraits analysed, this form 

of time was at play, particularly in regard to expressions of good timing in 

relation to particular practices or decisions. But also, interestingly, bad or faulty 

timing was portrayed. The excerpts below show how individuals did the right 

thing at the right time  in terms of their career:  

 

Extract 1: 

 

In the end, the likeliest reason  why Mr Scott is stepping down  is timing . Wal-

Mart's performance and reputation have never been better, and there is little for 

him to gain by staying on  (The Economist, 29.11.2008). 

 

Extract 2:  

 

Ms Whitman also mentioned a fourth lesson during her talk at Stanford. Her main 

job as boss, she said, is to put óthe right person in the right job at the right 

time ô. She empha sised the word ótimeô, since a manager who was right a few 

years ago may no longer be today (The Economist, 06.10.2007). 

 

To do the right thing at the right time  is also central in those parts of career 

portraits, where individuals discuss decisions that r elate to the rhythm or pace of 

the market:  

 

Extract 3:  

 

Then he drives the sale price up, of course, by using his knowledge of the industry to 

find at least two publishers who are willing to compete for a book - and pitching it to 

them in the best possible way. óTiming,ô he insists, óis a really important 

thing ô (The Guardian , 07.02.2009) . 

 

Extract 4:  

 

Their timing was spot -on . A large drinks firm had just brought out Aqua Libra, 

which had created a whole new market for adult soft drinks which Morris and hi s 
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elderflower cordial were instantly able to tap into. óWe just happened to be in the 

right place at the right time ,ô he said (The Times, 29.10.2006) . 

 

In contrast to the right or good timing, regularly found in career portraits, bad or 

ill timing is somet imes portrayed, a portrayal which acts as a reminder of the 

consequences of doing things at the wrong time. The following acts as a good 

example: 

 

When you've created this idea and you're ready to go and you've done your research 

and you sell it in [to a j ournalist], and get a feeling that it's gone well. And then some 

big news story fills several pages inside and knocks your story out of the paper. And 

there's no explanation you can give back to the client. It wasn't the idea that was 

wrong, it was just th e timing  (The Guardian , 26.01.2008) . 

 

Placing the above examples in the context of debates on individualisation, it is 

clear that individualisation centrally concerns the organisation of time insofar, as 

time is increasingly being internalised  by individua ls, who are supposed to 

become the main agents of timing  as regards their working lives and careers. 

Kairological time, hence, essentially is a key determinant of individualisation. 

This is so in particular as career portraits convey an understanding of time that is 

first and foremost grounded within the individual and by their ability to take 

decisions or do things at the right time, rather than by organisational 

temporalities or decision -making processes. The rising demands on individuals 

to develop indiv idual strategies of timing  can also be observed in terms of how 

career portraits enact the relation between work and non-work. The following 

section therefore explores how the changing relation between these two spheres 

is being enacted in career portraits. 
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6.2 .3. Relating work and (private) life  

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, during the process of industrialisation the world of 

work became increasingly separated from the life-world, both temporally and 

spatially. This separation was fundamental for the ñuninhibited acceleration of 

productive economic processesò (Rosa 2003: 21) and fostered an understanding 

of work (time) as the sphere of the professional and public and non-work 

(private, leisure) time as the sphere of private and social life.66 According to a 

range of authors, however, this separation is unstable. Indeed despite different 

theoretical approaches (Hochschild 2003, Gottschall and Voss 2005, Illouz 2007, 

Kratzer and Sauer 2007, Marazzi 2008, Voelker 2008, Voss 1994, 2004), there is 

a general agreement that the dichotomy between work and non-work can no 

longer capture the complexities of contemporary economic life. This change in 

the relation between these two spheres is neatly captured in one of the career 

portraits from The Guardian . Here a male expedition leader and explorer 

comments ñfor me, my life is my work and my work is my lifeò (The Guardian , 

21.02.2009). 

 

The next sections will suggest that the individualisation of working lives has 

radically reorganised the relation between work and lif e. I will propose that the 

internalisation of time and the rise of individual practices of timing have fostered 

an understanding of time and temporality that does not distinguish between the 

categories óat workô and ónot at workô, but instead replaces these categories by a 

more fluid understanding of  the two and the relationship between them. My 

empirical analysis of career portraits suggests four different ways in which the 

relation between work and life is being (r e-) organised. First, work is taking over  

or extends into private life , second, the private/spare time distinction is cast as 

a potential economic opportunity , third, peopleôs personal networks or friends 

are framed as resources and finally, this reorganisation is suggested in the way 

that people are portrayed as individually attempting to balance work and life .  

 

 

  

                                                 
66 See also Mitropoulos (2005 ). 
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6.2 .3.1. Work takes over private life (time)  

 

Within the career portraits analysed, work was often portrayed as taking  over 

private life. Interestingly, however, in portraits portrayi ng this extension it was 

not critically questioned. Instead it was depicted as the result of hard work, job 

commitment and as a way to be successful in the future. The following three text 

extracts provide evidence of this slippage: 

 

Extract 1: 
 

That first  year was hard work . We were completely focused, it was like our baby - 

we sacrificed everything for it , she said (The Times, 29.06.2008) . 

 

Extract 2:  

 

That summer Thomas got married to his fiancée, Diane. On the first day of the 

honeymoon Thomas had to stay in their hotel room using his laptop to 

answer customer queries and keep up with the work  (The Times, 

24.08.2008) . 

 

Extract 3:  

 

Mr Levitan has come into his office on a Sunday  morning because it is the only 

time he has to sit down and reflect on how Vector has thrived since he abandoned 

his law practice in the early 1990s to set up in business to manage musicians full 

time (The Financial Times , 30.06.2009) . 

 

While in the first example, the notion of hard work is associated with the idea of 

self-sacrifice and hence the idea of giving up everything else for oneôs work, the 

second and third text segments give evidence of how time traditionally regarded 

as non-work or private time (oneôs honeymoon or Sunday) are used for job 

purposes. Significant here is not only the blurring boundaries between work and 

life but also that it is portrayed as a matter of personal choice. Indeed, the 

dissolution of the separation of work and life and the extension of work -time into 

private time are depicted as necessary to contemporary working lives and 

essential for personal career advancement. 
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6.2 .3.2. Private time as potential time  

 

The second way in which the reorganisation of work time and life time is 

portrayed in career portraits is in the presentation of private or spare  time as a 

time that holds a potential economic opportunity . The following extracts 

demonstrate this dimension:  

 

Extract 1: 
 

His next stroke of good fortune came while he was attending the Ivor Novello 

music awards as the guest of a family friend . While he was at his table loudly 

voicing his opinions, he was overheard by a businessman at the next table who 

promptly offered him a job  (The Times, 20.04.2008) . 

 

Extract 2:  

 

While he was mulling various business ideas, he and his wife, Rebecca, 

went on holiday  to France and visited a forest adventure course. Mayhew was 

immediately taken with the idea of opening a similar business in Britain . 

óWe were watching this family having the time of their life. The 10 and 15-year-old 

were loving it, but so were the parentsô (The Times, 04.01.2009) . 

 

Both examples show how in the private time of the portrayed person - in the first 

case during the attendance of an event in spare time and in the second case 

during the private holidays - an unexpected opportunity or idea came up that 

transformed her/his working life in a decisive way. Apart from the fact that a 

separation between professional and private life is questioned in these examples, 

they also indicate that time is being thought of as a óconstant potentialô that waits 

to be activated and transformed into something economically more rewarding 

than time that is ósimply being passedô. Interestingly, this notion of contemporary 

time as potential time adds weight to Sennettôs notion of potential, discussed in 

Chapter 2. Moreover, the notion of potential discussed in this section suggests 

that potential time is not only relevant in terms of work time but, crucially, also 

applies to private time. In other words, potential time does not distinguish 

between work and life but puts to work peopleôs entire lives (Marazzi 2008). The 

relation between time and the notion of potential will also be explored in the case 
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of working lives and careers in the banking industry in London, in particular in 

Chapter 7.  

 

 

6.2 .3.3. Contacts/personal n etworks as resource at work  

 

The third way in which the relation between work time and life time is blurred in 

the portraits concerns the use of personal and social networks for job and career 

purposes. The following two extracts illustrate this use of networks:  

 

Extract 1: 
 

Making the most of contacts in the industry has also been critical. óNetworking is 

very important  if you want to promote your company and product,ô he said. óUse 

your business and personal contacts  and, in return, repay favours and buy 

products and services from your contactsô (The Times, 29.01.2006). 

 

Extract 2:  

 

None of this would be possible, of course, if Harwood did not keep up his 

contacts  within the book trade - often, as the industry stereotype has it, over a 

meal and a glass or two of wine . óPeople joke about the publishing lunch, but 

it's incredibly important,ô he says. óIt really is, joking aside. You could sit in their 

office and have a cup of coffee, but if you want to get to know someone you 

need them to relax  ... And it's one of the few perks of the job, a good lunch now 

and againô (The Guardian , 07.02.2009) . 

 

These examples suggest that óthe networkô has become a new paradigm of how 

work and careers are organised and maintained, both in the present and the 

future. As the fi rst interview extract demonstrates, personal contacts, friends as 

well as colleagues at work are regarded as potential contacts that can be activated 

in the future. As extract two further illustrates, networking as a practice  (Wittel 

2001) unhinges the traditional separation between the time spent at work and 

the time not  spent at work. In fact, a strict separation between these spheres 

would prove to be counterproductive as it would not allow individuals to build up 

networks that could potentially be vital  for their future career. This issue will be 

discussed further in Chapter 7. 
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My analysis of career portraits in this chapter so far has discussed the increasing 

prevalence of notions of individual timing ï as a doing, that is as a practice - both 

in the context of work as well as in the reworking of the work -life divide. Indeed I 

have argued that an understanding of time as timing is crucial in the context of 

the process of individualisation. The second part of this chapter will explore the 

biographical di mension of such practices. Specifically, I will investigate how 

career portraits portray relationships between past, present and future in regard 

to working lives.  

 

 

6.3 . New practices of timing  ï past, present, future  

 

My analysis of the biographical dimension of career portraits identified three 

ways in which individual practices and orientations relate to the past, present 

and future. First, individuals were commonly portrayed as óbreakingô with or 

radically changing their past working lives in order to  mark a step towards an 

individually determined career. At the same time, however, career portraits also 

portrayed peopleôs past working lives as a valuable resource for their careers. 

Second, there was evidence of situational time in terms of how individuals 

reacted to and coped with present circumstances. And third, the future was 

frequently conceived as being unpredictable and shaped by unexpected factors. 

The remaining part of this chapter discusses this threefold biographical 

dimension in more detail.  

 

 

6.3.1. Past dimension: óbreakingô with the past and searching for 

change  

 

Throughout the different types of career portraits that have been examined, there 

were numerous examples that tell how individuals óbrokeô with their past working 

life in order to  change to a more challenging or personally rewarding career. 

These moments of change, however, were not portrayed as a result of external 

circumstances but instead were described as intentional acts and were usually 
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associated with expressions that indicated a óforward movementô. The following 

three text extracts illustrate this:  

 

Extract 1: 
 

As a result, though he continued training as a sideline, Fergus chose a more 

conventional career  when he left school. óI did normal jobs ,ô he says, óadmin-

based jobs. But I didn't find them fulfilling . I like being outdoors and having the 

ability to move around . I got sacked from a few jobs because I wasn't putting in 

100%.ô Finally, he realised he had had enough . óI came to a turning point  in 

around 2003 when I thoug ht, I'm sick of work ing for other people part -time,ô he 

says. óSo I did my YMCA training course, and I attended Southampton University 

and did a sports studies degree. I just thought, ñI'm going to do it myself ò. And 

I've never looked back from thereô (The Guardian , 04.10.2008) . 

 

Extract 2:  

 

Leggett left his teaching post determined to make a difference . He became 

an environmental campaigner and the scientific director of Greenpeace 

Internationalôs climate campaign (The Times, 26.10.2008) . 

 

Extract 3:  

 

Among the subsequent job offers was Henkel's proposal that he join its management 

board - with an expectation on both sides that he would shortly become chief 

executive if he performed well. It was, he says, the right time to leave one 

industry and learn somet hing new  (The Financial Times , 01.08.2010). 

 

However, these examples further indicate that the notion of change and the idea 

of óbreakingô with oneôs previous working life are contextualised within social 

practices, that is, within practices that emphasise the active and individually 

driven nature of a personôs working life. While such notions of change are key to 

understanding the temporalities of work biographies in career portraits, my 

analysis also provided evidence which emphasised the importance of the past as 

a resource for careers. This was so in particular in terms of past experiences and 

individualsô awareness that previous employment accrues (and builds up) in the 

form of personal skills and knowledge that can be used in the future. This notion 

of the past is illustrated in the following two extracts:  
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Extract 1: 
 

Because I think once you've got your first job it's easy then, because you've got a bit 

of experience and you can build on it. Getting that first job is the challenge 

(The Guardian , 10.01.2009) . 

 

Extract 2:  

 

Mizrahi thinks his earlier careers have helped him  run a small business by 

equipping him with a wide variety of skills  (The Times, 05.08.2007) . 

 

Career portraits, hence, attribute crucial significance to the idea of viewing 

peopleôs past working life as a personal resource and they do so in a context of 

change and discontinuity. From a narrative point of view, these findings suggest 

that individuals are required to develop their own career narratives, narratives in 

which a change of job or career are expressions of individual agency rather than 

the result of external changes (cf. Miller and Morgan 1993 in The CV as an 

Autobiographical Practice ). As Chapter 7 will discuss in more detail, the óCV as 

an autobiographical practiceô (Miller an d Morgan 1993) plays a significant role in 

the ways in which career narratives are articulated. While the idea of change was 

an important feature in terms of how peopleôs working pasts were portrayed, 

change was also a significant characteristic in terms of how individuals adapt to 

changing circumstances. The practices and temporal orientations that career 

portraits associate with such notions of change will henceforth be conceptualised 

as situational time. The following discussion will explain in more deta il in which 

ways this concept of time was evident in career portraits.  

 

 

6.3 .2. Present dimension: the emergence of situational time  

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, situational time describes a form of temporality that 

breaks with linear time and hence with p ractices based on a knowable and 

foreseeable future. In career portraits, situational time was evidenced in a 

number of different ways. One of the main characteristics of situational time 

identified in career portraits was a rejection of practices of plann ing and instead 

a portrayal of a temporality in which practices and decisions are shaped by 
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present (situational) circumstances. The following three extracts from career 

portraits illustrate this:  

 

Extract 1: 
 

We really try to build a timeline, and an arc of a career . But the second 

thing is not being too locked into that timeline , because weôre in a business of 

a ton of variables, and everything can change at a momentôs notice (The 

Financial Times , 30.06.2009) . 

 

Extract 2:  

 

A few days after spending a weekend in Vienna last in January ï a Christmas 

present to his girlfriend ï the native Italian received a job offer  from a 

headhunter to lead the department óFinancial Institutions International Salesô of the 

RZB.67 A coincidence at the right time  because up ti ll then he had not 

planned to continue staying  in Austria ( Die Presse, 05.09.2008) .xiv  

 

Extract 3:  

 

After his study he originally planned to go abroad  and therefore applied for 

positions all over the world and was invited to job interviews twice to Frankfur t. 

Finally, he got a job as a Key Account Manager  in the Austrian Spar-Casse, 

which was anything else but planned  (Die Presse, 10.08.2008). xv  

 

The first extract illustrates how the understanding of the very idea of ómaking a 

careerô stands in opposition to the linear organisational and Fordist career. The 

notion of ñbeing locked into a timelineò, which is contrasted with the phrase 

ñeverything can change at a momentôs noticeò, contrasts linear time with 

situational time, the latter one being clearly favoure d as a more useful orientation 

to time and career. Extracts two and three further underline the fact that 

situational time stands in opposition to practices of planning, practices that have 

been associated with linear time as Chapter 2 argued. Instead, decisions are 

predominantly shaped and framed by new, unforeseeable situations and are 

therefore often taken in real time or, as Rosa put it, individuals have to ñtake 

things as they comeò (Rosa 2009: 34).68 Acting in a context of situational time, 

                                                 
67 RZB (= Raiffeisen Zentralbank) i s the central institution of the Austrian Raiffeisen Banking Group , 
<www.rzb.at>, last accessed 13.04.2013. 
68 See also Castells notion of óworking in real timeô (2000: 465-467). 



~ 176 ~  
 

however, requires a high degree of temporal and spatial flexibility, as the 

following extract from a career portrait further underlines:  

 

In February 2005 he received a phone call. The director at that time Georg Eichler 

said that he could offer a position in an exci ting project  and asked whether she 

could come the following day . óOf course, she said, where shall I come to?ô óTo 

Kuala Lumpur, he saidô. The next morning I was sitting already in the planeô 

(Die Presse, 05.12.2008) .xvi 

 

This example, which speaks about career change, highlights the fact that 

individual careers are not only increasingly unfolding according to a logic of 

situational time, but also that the ability to act in such a context of situational 

time, requires individuals to óbreakô with context, to be able to adjust quickly to 

new situations and embrace fast-paced change in order to ómake a careerô. In 

such a time regime, practices, habits and decisions are revised on a constant 

basis and altered if needed. Rosa uses the metaphor of the surfer  in order to 

describe the type of individual who is not only able to adapt but who actually 

thrives in a context of situational time.  

 

Thus, in line with Rosaôs argument, my analysis of career portraits so far suggests 

that careers and working lives are increasingly following a situational time 

regime, that is, a time regime that radically departs from linear notions of time. 

My analysis also suggests that situational time involves new model of futurity. 

While linear time - engendered in the organisational, bureaucratic career - was 

based on predictability and foreseeable working futures, situational time breaks 

with this understanding of futurity. As such notions of futurity are crucial for 

understanding the reorganisation of contemporary work biographies, the las t 

section of this chapter explores how individuals in career portraits relate to their 

working futures and what temporalities this involves.  

 

 

6.3 .3. Future dimension : Futurity and situational time  

 

My analysis of career portraits identified two differen t ways in which individuals 

referred to or imagined their working futures. These imaginations of working 
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futures consisted primarily of strategies and practices that were expected to help 

these individuals in (progressing) in their careers. First, there we re numerous 

portraits in which individuals told how they would take advantage of unexpected 

future events or situations. Second, individuals commonly viewed moments of 

future unpredictability as moments of chance (and not as instances of 

uncertainty as one might assume). 

 

 

In telling the stories of peopleôs working lives, career portraits usually do not only 

tell what individuals have achieved in their past careers, but also how they think 

about their future careers. In doing so, career portraits engender certain 

orientations to the future. Specifically, working futures were not imagined in 

terms of foreseeable or knowable futures but as óopen futuresô, that is, as futures 

in which the óunexpectedô plays a crucial role. In fact, as the following two 

extracts from career portraits illustrate, individuals frequently told how they took 

advantage of óthe unexpectedô or ï at least - that they were thinking of doing so:  

 

Extract 1: 
 

He puts his success down to his willingness to keep an open mind about where 

life is heading . óI believe that life is like a big ocean, so why not swim with it and 

go with the flow of the waves rather than fight them,ô he said. óI found that you 

may try to plan things in life, but then life takes you in a direction it 

wants ô (The Times, 05.08.2007) . 

 

Extract 2:  

 

She doesnôt believe in planning her career at all: óThere was always an 

opportunity coming up . You only have to stay flexible in your mind and 

grab the chances  that are offered to youô (Die Presse, 03.10.2008) .xvii 

 

These two extracts suggest that working futures are not imagined as an outcome 

of individual career planning but instead are articulated and framed in a context 

of situational time, that is, a context in which individuals need to take advantage 

of unforeseeable upcoming opportunities. Thus, the concept of situational time is 

also at issue in terms of career portraitsô futurities. Situational futurities, 

however, were not only enacted in terms of individuals taking advantage of 
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upcoming opportunities but these temporalities  were also affirmed by career 

portraits that emphasised the positive aspects of situations of unpredictability or 

ï in some instances ï of moments of crisis. This is illustrated in the following 

three text extracts:  

 

Extract 1: 
 

Over tea and a granita - crushed frozen coffee - he tells me the thing he enjoys  most 

about the job is its unpredictability . óI really enjoy having to think out of the box,ô 

he says (The Guardian , 25.08.2007) . 

 

Extract 2:  

 

Paradoxically, in the circumstances, he enjoys the unpredic tability of the job . 

óI can be watching the telly one minute and on the way to London or Sheffield the 

nextô (The Guardian , 17.01.2009). 

 

Extract 3:  

 

óThe crisis has been an acid test for us,ô Mr Zetsche says. óBut in the end, these 

moments, where everything is turning against you and the company is drifting into 

the wrong direction, these are the only moments in  a management career when 

you really growô (The Financial Times , 14.06.2010). 

 

These extracts from career portraits do not just enact a relation between 

individual practices and notions of unpredictability of the future or of crisis, they 

also report how individuals successfully deal with them and how they turn them 

into assets in their working lives and careers. By taking into account the 

instructiv e role of career portraits (see discussion in Chapter 5), the previous 

three text extracts convey an orientation to time and career, in which 

unforeseeable situations or situations of crisis are framed as chances and not as 

factors that inhibit peopleôs career prospects. Crucially, career portraits positively 

affirm situational time as a new form of temporality, both at the level of work 

practices as well as at the level of work biography. This form of temporality, 

however, has implications for processes of individualisation, too, as the following 

conclusion will outline.  
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6.4. Conclusion  

 

This chapter examined the temporalities of work in career portraits. In doing so, 

my analysis identified orientations to time as well as individual practices that are 

ind icative of new ways in which individuals relate to their past, present and 

future working lives. Specifically, I could show that time, and in particular 

biographical time, is increasingly articulated as timing , that is, as something 

individuals do rather t han as an external structure. I argued that such notions of 

timing are indicative of processes of individualisation of work biographies. 

Individualisation, however, was not only evident in notions of individual timing 

but also in the ways in which career portraits enact the relation between work 

and life as well as in terms of new practices of timing. 

 

At issue were in particular potential time and situational time. Importantly, the 

practices and orientations to time that have been characterised with the concepts 

potential time and situational time not only indicated a shift in the temporalities 

of work but also evidenced processes of individualisation. In line with the 

argument made in Chapter 5, I suggest that such practices and orientations are 

not univer sal but are instead expressions of middle-class forms of 

individualisation. Furthermore, a Bourdieusian perspective of practice and class 

implies that these practices are not equally accessible to all but instead that 

individuals need to be equipped with t he necessary resources in order to acquire 

such practices and orientations to their working lives.  

 

An assumption of universality of individualised notions of work and time, such as 

those enacted in career portraits, is particularly problematic in the con text of 

precariousness. Such a socio-economic context actually makes it increasingly 

difficult for individuals to engage with their working futures in a manner that 

career portraits encourage individuals to do. Thus, while the previous two 

chapters investigated the temporalities of working lives of individuals being 

portrayed in print -media, the following two chapters will explore in more detail 

the temporalities of work in actual interviews with people; specifically among 

people working in the banking indu stry in London. The discussion in the 

following two chapters will thus contrast the empirical analysis of individual 
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career stories told in career portraits with an analysis of personally conducted 

interviews about peopleôs work biographies.  
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7. The tempo ralities of working lives of early and 

mid -career  employees in the London banking 

industry   

 

7.1. Introduction  

 

In the previous two empirical chapters, I examined career portraits in two 

Austrian and four British newspapers from the perspective of time an d 

temporality. In Chapter 5, by drawing on Bourdieuôs writings on time, I put 

forward a critique of the underlying notions of individual agency in career 

portraits as being de-temporalised. In Chapter 6, I moved on to investigate the 

emergence of new temporal practices, habits and orientations to time present in 

career portraits. The discussion in these two chapters showed that time and 

temporality - in particular the relation between time, individual practices and 

attitudes towards the future - are key to understanding transformations of 

present-day working lives and careers. However, while such transformations 

could be identified in portraits of peopleôs careers, these portraits do not and 

cannot capture the empirical reality of how individuals themselves account for 

their working life temporalities. Hence the following two chapters will 

empirically examine the temporalities of working lives for two groups of people 

in the banking and finance industry in the City of London and in Canary Wharf. 

These two groups consist of people in their early and mid -careers who are 

directly involved in the activities of banking, on the one hand, and of cleaners 

who work in the subcontracted service industry of these banks, on the other. 

Semi-structured interviews were carri ed out with these two groups and much of 

the discussion in the following two chapters is based on the data generated in 

these interviews.  

 

In this chapter, I will explore the first group of people interviewed, that is, people 

in their early and mid -careers in various positions, who work in the banking 

industry in London. Sixteen interviews were carried out between August 2009 

and June 2010 and the data from these interviews will be analysed in order to 

establish how individuals relate to the past, present and future of their working 
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lives and careers. More specifically, I will ask how individuals imagine the future 

of their working lives, whether they think of making a career within their current 

place of work and to what extent individuals are engaged in practices of planning. 

I will further investigate the relation between the decline of organisational 

careers (which will be empirically elaborated in this chapter) and the increasing 

importance of personal networks for engaging with oneôs future working life. I 

will also ask what the increasing reliance on these networks does (or undoes) in 

terms of the relation between the spheres of work and life. In addition, this 

chapter will examine to what extent individuals are able to draw on past 

experiences when thinking about their present and future careers as well as 

whether individuals aim to establish coherence between their past and present 

working lives, and if so, how. Throughout this chapter, I will pay particular 

attention to notions of time that indicate a shift towards more individualised 

understandings of time as timing  and I will critically discuss how these findings 

can be understood in the context of theories of individualisation and Bourdieuôs 

writings on time, as presented in Chapters 1 and 3. As the interviews for this 

research project took place between summer 2009 and spring 2010, I will also 

pay attention to the financial crisis, its impact on individual working lives as well 

as on its potentially transformative nature on individual practices and  future 

plans. However, before analysing the interviews in more detail, I will begin this 

chapter with a brief overview of the historical preconditions that have shaped the 

temporalities of careers in banking in past decades, which will help to clarify 

some of the major differences and changes to the present-day situation.  

 

 

7.2. Careers in the past  

 

Chapter 2 made clear the organisational and temporal changes that the shift from 

a Fordist to a post-Fordist regime has entailed. This shift has been particularly 

marked in the context of banking, where organisational structures and, 

accordingly, the temporalities of working lives have undergone fundamental 

changes. While once embodying the temporalities and values of the 

organisational career, careers in banking have become more competitive, 

individually driven and fast paced. Moreover, single organisations no longer 
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structures working biographies. This change has been described in detail by 

Halford et al. (1997), who note that in the recent past 

 

banking has offered a paradigmatic example of the linear organisational career. All 

entrants began at the bottom, working their way up through a series of well-defined 

jobs, in strict order. (é) All jobs in banking were arranged hierarchically, occupying 

a specific role in the ójob ladderô. As an individual óclimbed the ladderô it was 

impossible to ómiss outô a particular stage. (é) This type of career structure 

emphasized the hierarchical character of job. (é) There was a high degree of 

predictability about promotion p rospects built into this career (Halford et al. 1997: 

112-115).  

 

Halford et al.ôs description of the temporalities of careers in banking in the past 

resembles the characteristics of the Fordist organisational career, as discussed in 

Chapter 2. In particul ar the emphasis on hierarchical structures and formalised, 

predictable careers shaped by organisations rather than by individuals and their 

personal career strategies resonates with such modes.69 Indeed, until the 1980s, 

banking, and in particular retail ba nking, was ñcharacterized by secure jobs-for-

life employment policiesò (Storey et al. 1997: 30). Hence banks offered life-time 

employment, structured career opportunities and welfare -oriented personnel 

policies and ñpromoted unitarism, encourage[d] an ethos of teamwork, shared 

interest and loyalty [and] a commitment beyond the cash nexusò (Storey et al. 

1997: 25). The predictable, linear career, however, was mostly limited to the male 

workforce. Thus women in banking were commonly employed in ónon-

promotableô occupations, for instance as secretaries or messengers (Halford et al 

1997: 114). This point is underscored by Storey et al. who observe that ña regular 

amount of labour turnover [was] (é) experienced among clerical, mainly female, 

staffò (1997: 30). 

 

In her study on merchant banks in London in the 1990s, McDowell (1997) also 

shows that despite the commonly held view that banking after the 1980s has 

become more accessible both in terms of gender and social class, this industry 

has remained dominated by men. In her work (McDowell 1997) she argues that 

one of the main reasons for this was that most women felt unable to combine 

                                                 
69 Cf. Hallôs different models of career: career as advancement, career as profession, career as a lifelong 
sequence of jobs, career as a lifelong sequence of role-related experiences (Hall 2002).  
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family life with their intense working rhythms and long working hours and thus 

had to take a decision for either making a career or  having a family. More 

generally, McDowell finds that the world of merchant banking was associated 

with different notions of masculinity, creating an environment that made women 

feel óout of placeô.  

 

Although banking offered this kind of career only to some, nonetheless this óoldô 

model of banking and career enabled individuals to foresee their future working 

lives. That is, the old banking career enacted a particular temporal model of 

working life, one which was predictable, linear and knowable. On the basis of 

interviews with bankers who had experienced the óoldô model, Halford et al. 

(1997) argue that ñnearly all the career narratives of our respondents tended to 

emphasise the lack of choice or strategic intentò (1997: 160). Thus, ñthe culture of 

banking, with its paternalistic ethos, its emphasis upon loyalty and steadiness, 

was not one which traditionally encouraged instrumental planning by its 

employeesò (1997: 161). Halford et alôs account of careers in banking thus 

suggests that there is a direct link between predominant forms of organisational 

structures and the ways in which individuals engage with their future working 

lives. To put this in Bourdi eusian terms, Halford et al.ôs study implies that the 

organisational structures of banking in past decades engendered a habitus that 

did not have to engage with the future in an active or strategic way since the 

future was already there. Such organisational and temporal modes of working life 

are crucial to understand contemporary transformations which depart from these 

modes, as my empirical analysis in the following section will illustrate.  

 

 

7.3. Contemporary changes 1: getting into banking  

 

The organisational structures and the ways in which individuals progressed 

within these structures in previous decades, as they were described in the 

previous section, strongly contrast with the empirical data on present -day careers 

in banking analysed in this thesis. This is particularly true for the banking 

industry in London, which, as Chapter 8 will discuss in more d etail, ever since 

the 1980s experienced not only considerable growth, but also a transformation of 
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its organisational cultures and structures. The rapid expansion of the banking 

and financial services industry, along with associated business services, 

increasingly attracted young graduates seeking to find employment in a sector 

whose average incomes ï including starting salaries - were considerably higher 

than in other industries. Although some of the enthusiasm and excitement about 

this industry started to  fade with the beginning of the financial crisis in 2008, 

most of the people interviewed confirmed the view that banking would provide 

for an exceptional lifestyle. So did Lorna, a risk analyst from Commerzbank, who 

entered the banking industry in 2006. Sp eaking about the time after she 

graduated, when she was searching for a job, she commented that finding a job   

 

was very easy and it was very appealing because banking was booming, the lifestyle 

that it provided was amazing. It was equivalent with success, the pay was fantastic, 

was better than anything else that graduates could do and it just made sense in that 

phase (Lorna, risk analyst at Commerzbank, 28 years old). 

 

There were however also others, who were more critical about the fact that 

banking had acquired an aura of excitement, with a compliance officer from 

Barclays commenting that the culture of banking before 2008 made people think 

that they were ñdoing something very specialò when compared to other 

industries. Others expressed that by working in banking, they felt that they were 

ñin the heart of whatôs going onò, as a female risk analyst put it, meaning that 

their workplaces were positioned in one of the major centres of global banking 

and finance.  

 

It is also important to note that the majority  of the people that were interviewed 

started working in the banking industry during a time when financial services 

were booming, which also affected the recruitment policies of banks.70 Many of 

those interviewed stated that in the early to mid 2000s ï the time when they 

started their careers in banking - banks were recruiting people not only from the 

fields of business, finance or economics but from a large variety of areas, 

including technical studies. This was underlined by interviewees who studied 

                                                 
70 According to the Financial Stability Report 2008 by the Bank of England, in mid 2007, the credit  boom 
has come to an abrupt end, 
<www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/Documents/fsr/2008/ fsrfull0804.pdf>, p. 15,  last accessed 
04.08.2012. 
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engineering, emphasising that according to their experience banks highly 

appreciated the technical way of thinking, which they said was important to 

understand banking and especially the financial markets. As a female risk analyst 

from Commerzbank noted, ñthey [the banks] love them [graduates from 

engineering] for their rational approachò. Similarly, Nicolas, who works as a 

derivative trader at Merrill Lynch, stated that ñengineers are very commonly 

employed in derivatives because we have a higher level of complexityò.  

 

Although this point will not be explored in further detail, it is interesting to note 

the assumption of (technical) rationality in this context, which associates the 

sphere of finance and banking with the attributes of rationality and calculability . 

In fact, this assumption was heavily criticised during the course of the financial 

crisis, when trading was increasingly viewed as ógamblingô with highly speculative 

products rather than being based on rational or well -informed decision making. 

Another r eason why careers in banking had become an attractive option in the 

early 2000s, in particular for young graduates, is because of organisational 

cultures which were no longer based on ideas of seniority or linearity and instead 

enabled a relatively young workforce to quickly progress within or across 

organisations. Although there were some considerable variations among different 

banks in regard to this latter point, the next section will illustrate these 

organisational cultures and environments and in parti cular, how they shaped 

individualsô temporalities of work.  

 

 

7.4. Contemporary changes 2: Fast -paced, competitive and 

intense rhythms of work and career  

 

In terms of organisational cultures as well as peopleôs everyday working rhythms 

and pace of work, the most striking result to emerge from the analysed interview 

data is that the hierarchical, bureaucratic and hence collective structures, typical 

for banks as organisations in the past (as previous sections indicated), were 

practically absent. Instead, my analysis suggests a very different set of 

organisational structures and cultures, corresponding also to a different mindset 

in terms of the ways in which people think about their careers. The majority of 
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the interviewees described the organisational cultures and rhythms as being 

primarily fast -paced, highly individualistic and competitive. This was particularly 

true for those working in front -office positions, such as traders and investment 

bankers. Andrew, for example, who works in the IT support side of the trading 

arm of Deutsche Bank, describes the fast-paced organisational culture of this 

bank in the following manner:  

 

It's a combination of working hours which can be longer  than generally in the 

sector, a delivery -and -achievement -driven culture , so you are constantly 

reminded that you need to deliver value . (é) the working environment is very  

competitive  (é) so everybody is trying to be the best. (é) but there is a significant 

reward for that (é) they [the employees] personal ly try t o be recognized for 

the work  they do. So that's what makes it a fast paced environment . In some 

other industries it will be acceptable for you to do 80 per cent of what you can do; 

here you have to give 100 per cent (Andrew, technology officer at Deutsche Bank, 32 

years). 

 

Andrewôs statement not only illustrates the delivery-driven and competitive 

nature of banks as organisations but it also underlines that such organisational 

contexts further individualised attitudes towards work, including attitudes about 

individual achievement (óthey personally try to be recognized for the work they 

doô). This performance-based culture was particularly evident among those 

interviewees who work in investment banking, where working hours can be 

extraordinarily long and the need to perform and compete against colleagues 

were strongest among all interviewees. These individualised and competitive 

understandings of work stand in contrast to the organisational career and 

habitus, which are based on ñloyalty and steadinessò (Halford et al. 1997: 161), as 

outlined in section 7.2. The already quoted interview with Andrew, who works at 

the investment banking department of Deutsche Bank, provides evidence of such 

competition:  

 

American banks also have something which is called up -or -out policy , so they get 

rid of the bottom 10 to 15 per cent of the workforce every year and then 

they promote the top 10 to 15 per cent from the level below so you 

constantly have a changing environment , essentially everybody wants to 

be better (Andrew, technology officer at Deutsche Bank, 32 years).  
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Policies such as óup-or-outô, as mentioned in Andrewôs interview excerpt, 

represent extreme forms of performance-based organisational cultures, which 

neither apply for all banks nor for all positions within the same bank. However , 

in another interview with Norman, who works in the field of solution architecture 

in the commercial banking side of Barclays, he similarly stated how performance-

based promotions are increasingly replacing the idea of promotion based on 

seniority and experience: 

 

It's about performance  and about moving into roles when they become available. 

It's not like for example as a consultant you do three years as an associate and then 

you get to the next level. People who are quite young jump into quite senior 

grad es, just because maybe they are good or they are lucky  that they got in the 

right post at the right time. What is hard, is to progress in your same role , so a 

lot of people jump and change  because of that, it's quite hard to get a 

promotion in the same rol e (Norman, solution arc hitect at Barclays, 26 years). 

 

This interview excerpt, in line with many of the other interviews, shows that 

individuals, instead of trying to work their way up an organisational career 

ladder, change companies and roles in order to increase their income and/or 

progress in their career. In addition to the increasingly pervasive idea of post-

organisational careers, evidenced in many of the interviews, practices and 

attitudes about peopleôs future working lives have also been questioned and 

reworked as a result of the recent financial crisis, as section 7.7 will show. 

Performance-based and highly competitive working cultures, as my analysis of 

the data suggests, often require individuals to work considerably more than 

óstandard working hoursô of 40 hours per week.71 Although some of the 

interviewees stated that their working hours were not excessive or not longer 

than in other industries, there were several interviewees who stated that they 

were doing exceptionally long hours. As such statements had important 

implications for peopleôs organisation of working time ï in particular in relation 

to non-working time ï and their future orientations, I will quote four interview 

extracts, before I go on discussing them in some more detail:  

                                                 
71 See also <www.direct.gov.uk/en/Employment/Employees/WorkingHoursAndTimeOff/DG_174586 > for 
working hours regulations in the UK. 
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Excerpt 1: 

 

I work for something like 15 - 16 hours a day  and I never felt that I wanted to 

leave, I really enjoyed it . (é) For almost two years I was working until 

midnight , I was working weekends , so I never had  a break . So I could work 

on a Saturday, I could work on a Sunday , for a very long time but I never had 

a problem. I got physically tired but I never felt that mentally that was a problem 

(Cecilia, risk analyst at unknown bank, 28 years).  

 

Excerpt 2: 

 

The thing isé my view of banking is... I do really l ong hours , you gonna do 16 

hours a day , so really, really long hours. But I thought that's fine, I can do really 

long hours, I don't mind doing that. That's fine; you work really hard, you get 

really good pay , it's worth it. And then I did really long hour s, it was literally 6 

o'clock in the morning till 10 or 11 in the evening and I was working with much older 

people, they weren't my age. So, working and that kind of lifestyle... your social 

life is crumbled , you don't get to see anyone ever. Even the weekends, you are 

working a lot of weekends (Raymond, compliance officer at Citibank, 25 years). 

 

Excerpt 3: 
 

The working hours are long , so if you have a family it's like a hell ; it's a lot 

of hours (Sue, risk analyst at Barclays, 26 years). 

 

Excerpt 4: 

 

I was doing 9 to 5.30 here , going home, logging on at about 7 and working till 3 

o'clock in the morning . (é) And I'm also doing that because I think that it will 

help me in my future career  (Margret, compliance officer at Citibank, 29 years). 

 

The first two in terview excerpts indicate that excessive working hours were not 

necessarily regarded as being imposed from outside or as something that 

individuals wanted to change. While Cecilia states that she ñnever had a problem 

with doing thatò, Raymond stresses the financially rewarding aspect of working 

long hours. At the same time, the second and third interview excerpts of 

Raymond and Sue also give evidence of the effect of these extensive working 

hours on their social or family life, which as they say is ñcrumblingò or ñhell for 

the familyò. Legally, these excessive hours are only possible in the UK if 

individuals voluntarily opt -out of the European Working Time Directive  that 
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normally does not allow more than an average of 48 hours per week.72 From a 

work-life perspective, these excessive working hours mean a complete 

elimination of social time, leaving hardly any time to be spent with friends, 

partners or family, as the interviews indicated. However, as the interview 

excerpts further demonstrate, individuals accepted or were willing to work under 

these conditions, as they thought that it would either pay off to do so financially 

in the present or career-wise in the future, as the last interview extract from 

Margret indicates.  

 

Working hours, however, were not only extensive, as a number of interviewees 

reported, but also varied considerably in terms of when they needed to work long 

hours. These variations were particularly evident among those working in front -

office positions such as traders or risk managers, that is, among those being more 

directly exposed to the daily, weekly or monthly rhythms of financial markets. 

The following two interview extracts illustrate this:  

 

Excerpt 1: 

 

The pace is defined by the market . So according to the market... that's what 

your pace is (Brian, trader at Citibank, 32 years). 

 

Excerpt 2: 
 

The pace is mainly  driven by the front office, by the activity of the 

market . So the people who bring the business in quite often dictate the pace of 

work. That's why it has been less long hours than a year before, really. It's very quiet 

right now but this will probably change again (Nigel, risk anal yst at Commerzbank, 

39 years). 

 

As these statements suggest, the financial markets were commonly associated 

with a certain pace or rhythm, a pace or rhythm which crucially shaped the 

temporalities of peopleôs working lives. These temporalities also provide evidence 

for a situational conception of working time, in the sense that workloads can 

vary, intensify and decrease according to real-time variations o n the financial 

markets. These situational temporalities, however, also demanded a high degree 

                                                 
72 The opt-out from the Wor king Time Directive was not specific to the UK, but the UK was the only country 
within Europe to make wi despread use of its provisions, <www.eu-working -direct ive.co.uk>, last accessed 
29.06.2011. 
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of flexibility from the side of those working in front -office positions, as the 

activities on the market were usually difficult to predict.  

 

Using the language of Bourdieu, organisational and corporate structures have 

contributed to the creation of a habitus that has not only incorporated and 

adapted to the tendencies of the field, i.e. the fast-paced and competitive 

environment of banking, but more generally inc ulcates an increasingly 

individualised attitude to work. This latter attitude became evident when 

interviewees articulated notions of individual agency in the context of excessive 

working hours. Although people admitted that these long working hours had 

ócrumblingô effects on their social life, those affected usually framed it within a 

language of individual choice. This individualised understanding of work and 

working time was also apparent in the ways in which people viewed themselves 

in relation to the o rganisation they were working, as Andrew, a male technology 

officer at Deutsche Bank, commented: ñI don't have much company allegiance 

and I doubt anybody does, so you go and work for whoever pays moreò. As the 

following section will discuss in further det ail, such statements suggest that the 

ways in which individuals progress in their careers has undergone a major 

transformation, a transformation that involved a shift from working lives being 

predominantly shaped by organisational contexts to working lives  being mainly 

driven by the requirements of the (labour) market.  
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7.5. The market as ópacemakerô ï individualisation and 

personalisation of ómarket timeô 

 

The fact that individuals who were interviewed showed little attachment to 

organisations, as the last statement by Andrew made clear, however, does not 

mean that corporate cultures were no longer important. On the contrary, there 

were many interviewees who emphasised how vital it was for them to work in an 

environment that matched their personal ambit ions and future perspectives. Yet, 

when personal aspirations and organisational structures misfit , that is, when 

people did not see any opportunities within a company, they moved on to 

another one. Therefore, individuals did not confine their future or car eer 

perspective to single organisations but rather attached themselves to the market 

and changed their place of work or their job according to opportunities available 

on the (labour) market more generally. Hence, instead of pursuing linear careers 

and thin king about the future in a way that would assume predictability or 

linearity, individuals timed and related to their future careers by remaining open 

to change and by regularly looking out for new upcoming opportunities. In other 

words, individuals attached themselves to the temporalities of the market and 

not to the temporalities of (single) organisations. The excerpt from an interview 

with Nicolas documents this point:  

 

People tend to move when the markets are good  and everything is healthy. 

So before and in previous years people tended to change banks because instead of 

progress ing  linear  they do it stepwise . You know, you progress within the bank 

and then when you make a move you move to someone who (a), pays you more 

money and (b), gives you a better role... so you go higher and higher and statistically 

the people who get paid the most are people who have changed a lot their 

jobs  (Nicolas, trader at Merrill Lynch, 30 years ). 

 

As this statement shows, career advancement was usually not confined to intra-

organisational career trajectories, which would indeed presuppose a certain 

degree of trust in the organisation and a belief that delayed gratification is a 

suitable and sensible way for progressing in oneôs career.73 Banks as 

                                                 
73 See also Greyôs discussion on the disciplining function of career (Grey 1994) or Evetts (1992), who 
underlines the different understandings of career (organisational versus individual).  
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organisations did not seem to inspire any of these values and work attitudes to 

the people interviewed.  

 

My analysis of interview data further showed that this orientation towards the 

market went in hand with a high degree of reflexivity as regards how people 

timed  their working lives and with a noticeable awareness of how they positioned 

themselves vis-à-vis the (labour) market. In alignment with such orientations 

towards the market, identified in my discussion of career portraits in Chapter 6, 

many of the interviewees described how they attuned and timed changes to their 

careers (as well as anticipations about possible changes) to the temporalities and 

rhythms of the (labour) market whilst being less concerned about intra -

organisational ways of progression. These attitudes are evidenced in the 

following statements:  

 

Excerpt 1: 
 

I tried to do something that would not be in compliance, something that would 

interest me more... but I quickly realised  thaté how the market was ... I didn't 

really have much choice  but to stay in compliance (Raymond, compliance officer 

at Citibank, 25 years). 

 

Excerpt 2: 

 

salarywise, I'm probably not ... I'm completely underpaid but if I look at the long 

term, I can get another year experience and wait till the market has picked up  

and the jobs are out there and they are paying well, I'll probably be a better 

candidate then, I'll probably gonna be very competitive on the market  

(Margret, compliance officer at Citibank, 29 years). 

 

Specifically, these interview excerpts suggest that such a market orientation is 

manifest in the ways in which individuals view their skills, their expertise in a 

field or their past work experiences in terms of a present or potential future 

market value. This reflexivity about their ómarket valueô, however, also required 

individuals to develop an understanding and knowledge of how they are situated 

within this market and how they relate their skills and experiences to the 

temporalities of the market. This was so in particular in terms of how such skills 
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and experienced can be turned into potential resources in the future. The 

interview extracts of Daniel, Dora and Paul illustrate this point:  

 

Excerpt 1: 

 

Especially what I'm doing at the moment , it means actually I will be much 

more marketable . (é) So it puts me in a much stronger position  (é) 

because  my  skills , at the moment are in very high demand  (Daniel, compliance 

officer at Citibank, 40 years). 

 

Excerpt 2: 

 

éwith my skills,  I would be pretty marketable . (é) I worked here for a while. 

I've got a qualification as an accountant. So, I've got good skills that I could use 

in the future  (Dora, internal audi tor, 34 years). 

 

Excerpt 3: 

 

The time counts in my benefit because I am building experience , I am 

building a track record , and you know in this era, in this age, in this market 

cycle , I would not be earning more if I moved to somewhere else (Paul, investment 

banker at JPMorgan, 30 years). 

 

These interview excerpts, which show how individuals relate to the temporalities 

of the market, give evidence not only of the individualised nature of work, 

present among people in their early and mid -careers in banking, but further 

show that individualisation operates via an internalisation of ómarket timeô. In 

other words, my analysis suggests that the declining reliance of individuals on 

organisational  career trajectories was replaced by an increasing attachment to 

the market, an attachment which views personal skills and qualifications not 

merely as an accumulation of past experiences but rather as potentialities, whose 

value is dependent on the ñmarket cycleò, as one interviewee put it.74  

 

Taken together then, my analysis of interview data with people in their early and 

mid -careers in the banking industry in London suggests that the decreasing 

importance of organisational career thinking, identified in  the beginning of this 

chapter, has made place for an orientation to work and in particular towards the 

                                                 
74 See also Adkinsô discussion on the relation between labour and time in her article óFrom retroactivation to 
futurity: the end of the sexual contractô (Adkins 2008).  
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future, in which the notion of óthe marketô plays a crucial role. It was shown that, 

instead of temporalities of organisations, individualsô working lives were largely 

shaped by the temporalities of markets, both of the temporalities of labour 

markets as well as of the temporalities of financial markets. However, while so 

far I have mainly focused on the temporalities of work at the level of everyday 

work  practice and organisational rhythms, I now turn attention to the 

temporalities of work at biographical level. Hence, in what follows, I will identify 

in more detail the orientations to work biography - in particular to the future - 

including the personal and social resources individuals draw on, and I will 

examine the mode(s) of temporality involved.  

 

 

7.6. Practices, attitudes and orientations to time  

 

My analysis of interviews with people in their early and mid -careers in banking 

showed that there were a number of different ways in which the practices and 

orientations to time of this group of workers can be conceptualised. First, there 

was evidence for situational time. Second, there was a very strong óCV 

orientationô of work biographies, that is, work biographies were commonly 

understood as personal narratives that needed to be ówrittenô. And third, working 

futures within the banking industry were generally imagined to be ótime-limitedô. 

This orientation towards the future also had important implications for peopleôs 

personal networks and resources. Let me explain these points in more detail in 

the following sections.  

 

 

7.6.1. Situational time as biographical time  

 

Chapter 2 introduced Rosaôs theory of time in order to conceptualise 

contemporary changes in working lives and careers. Chapter 6 evidenced this 

form of temporality in career portraits. This form of temporality, which is based 

on an orientation to time in which individuals decreasingly plan or foresee the 

future of their work biographies but in stead act in a context in which they 

anticipate the forthcoming by being open to upcoming changes or, as Rosa puts 
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it, by ñtaking things as they comeò (Rosa and Scheuerman 2009: 34), was also 

identified in personal interviews with the group of people worki ng in banking. 

The following interview extracts illustrate this situational understanding of time:  

 

Excerpt 1: 

 

And I think the recession is not over... I've got a bad feeling about this year. I feel 

better staying in the same place and from there... waiting to see what happens. I 

might think about changing jobs  in the middle of next year if an opportunity 

comes up  (Nigel, risk analyst at Commerzbank, 39 years). 

 

Excerpt 2: 

 

I didn't really de cide to come to London and stay, it was more like a visit. So, I 

stayed for a month but then during this month I came across an opportunity.  I 

was lucky enough to get a job that I said: ok let's explore, I stayed there for five more 

months and then I said ok... I will stay a bit longer (Paul, investment ba nker at 

JPMorgan, 30 years). 

 

Excerpt 3: 

 

I'll be looking at what I can do... find new opportunities , possibly within a 

bank, possibly within a smaller organisation. There is a certain amount of businesses 

in London that are still making money... private equity, hedge fund business. So 

there are more and more opportunities coming up now  (David, risk 

manager at Commerzbank, 31 years). 

 

These three interview extracts suggest that individuals cannot and do not want to 

fore-see or predict the future of their careers or working lives but rather prepare 

themselves for (potentially) upcoming opportunities .75 Hence, while these 

findings add weight to Rosaôs argument about the emergence of situational time 

in late modernity, they are also significant in regard to Sennettôs notion of 

potential.  

 

However, while Sennett argues that individuals increasingly need to develop 

potential abilities instead of relying on their accumulated (past) experiences, my 

                                                 
75 Adkins (2008) suggests that ñlabour power is organized not with reference to the past but with reference 
to an open futureò (2008: 183). In a study of web designers, she shows that ñvalue does not lay in the past 
(i.e. in accumulated skills and capacities) but in the potential future, i.e. ñin the generation of potential but 
not yet existing customersò (Adkins 2008: 194). 
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analysis of interview data indicates a different relation between potential abili ties 

and past experiences. More specifically, while Sennett posits that potential 

abilities have become more important than past (accumulated) experience 

(Sennett 2006: 127), my data analysis suggests that potential abilities operate via 

past experiences. Put differently, by putting together different experiences into a 

coherent career narrative, often referred to as ótrack recordô, many interviewees 

aimed to increase their chances of potentially changing job or finding new 

employment in the future as well as of keeping up with changing demands on the 

labour market (see also previous section 7.5.) One of the ways in which career 

narratives were ówrittenô was via a distinctive CV (curriculum vitae) orientation, 

that is, an orientation towards oneôs work biography as a CV narrative. The 

following section will explain this in more detail.  

 

 

7.6.2. CV narrative: óinscribingô oneself into the present 

 

My analysis of interview data showed that careers or, more precisely, career 

trajectories, were usually imagined in terms of CV narratives. In these interviews, 

the CV represented both the social necessity of having to give account of oneôs 

past work biography and career ï as for instance in the situation of a job 

interview - and at the same time CVs acted as a differentiating devices, that is, 

individuals aimed to differentiate themselves from others through their own 

(personal) work history. This twofold function of CV narratives w as evident when 

people commented on the relevance and importance of CVs for their present and 

future working lives, as the following three interview extracts illustrate:  

 

Excerpt 1: 

 

The bank that I was working for was a very, very good place to work for before the 

takeover. So, it was a very strong name to have on your CV  (Lorna, risk anal yst 

at Commerzbank, 28 years). 
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Excerpt 2: 

 

It's difficult now to think of... in terms of roles external to Barclays and because I 

progressed quite quickly into a kind of management position but if you 

look at my CV, I have like 3 and a bit years exper ience, so it's not... from 

an external perspective I'm not as marketable as I am internally  (Norman, 

solution archi tect at Barclays, 26 years). 

 

Excerpt 3: 

 

Quite soon I realized that things were getting worse but I was still quite junior in 

my career, so I had to stay. Because if you see my career on my CV... I 

wanted to build up more knowledge so that I'm literally able to sell 

myself and my skills . So I wanted to stay because it wouldn't have been 

good for my career to leave too early  (Philip, business analyst at Barclays, 25 

years). 

 

These interview extracts illustrate both the individualising effect and the social 

character of the notion of CV. With regard to the social and cultural character of 

the CV, the three examples suggest that CVs are not merely descriptions of 

peopleôs past experiences and qualifications but that the ways in which CV 

narratives are told are based on a specific social understanding of how 

individuals are expected to shape their work biographies. More specifically, as 

the three interview excerpts highlight, these narratives value certain social or 

cultural practices over others. Such practices can include a shared understanding 

about the reputation of a company (ógoodô versus óless goodô company name in 

the first example), the pace or nature of career progression (progression across 

organisations is more valued than within an organisation in the second example) 

or the amount of time one is supposed to stay within an organisation, including 

the knowledge about when it is a ógood timeô to change to another one (third 

example; see also discussion on kairological time in Chapter 6).  

 

Taken together then, my analysis of interviews showed that the CV serves as a 

device, which individuals use to óinscribeô their working life and their experiences 

into the present by means of culturally and socially understandable and 

appreciated narratives. The examples further emphasise the individualised 

understanding of time as timing  (see Chapter 6.2). This is so as they underline 



~ 199 ~  
 

the intervieweesô awareness of how long to stay in a certain position or within a 

certain organisation in accordance with how such practices of timing are viewed 

from an external (market) perspective, as was already pointed out in section 7.5. 

Specifically, for the context of people in their early and mid -careers in banking, 

the necessity to develop their own narratives of work, including the fact that 

individuals perceive their career trajectories in terms of CV narratives, is not 

least due to the fact that the vast majority of those interviewed did not plan to 

stay within their current job or organisation for more than a limited number of 

years. The next section will therefore explore the future perspectives among this 

group of workers as well as how the individualised understanding of working 

futures can be understood in the context of an increasing importance of social 

networks when speaking about these futures.  

 

 

7.6.3. Banking as time -limited career  

 

There were a number of differing ways in which the interviewees imagined their 

future working lives and careers. However, one of the most significant results to 

emerge from my analysis is the absence of any long-term future plans within 

banking. This is so, as most of the interviewees regarded banking as a time-

limited career and the future perspectives they developed within their current 

place of work were hence only short-term. The following interview excerpts 

illustrate this:  

 

Excerpt 1: 

 

I don't know... I think after working in a bank... I think on the long run I want 

to do s omething else but I don't know what it is yet . I think my days in 

banking in London... I probably stay for another 3, 4, 5 years but something 

is gonna have to change  (Nigel, risk analyst at Commerzbank, 39 years). 

 

Excerpt 2: 

 

Very few people go into bank ing  and say óthat's what I want to do for the 

rest of my lifeô. (é) And I see myself more long term in the bank now than I ever 

had in the past. But that does not mean that I want to be there in 10 yearsô time. My 
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outlooks changed from being 2 years to bei ng 5 years  (Nicolas, trader at 

Merri ll Lynch, 30 years). 

 

These previous two statements demonstrate that banking - and this is 

particularly true for those working in front -office positions - has transformed 

into a ófield of temporary engagementô and people did not even intend or aim to 

stay within this field, not to speak within a single organisation, for a longer 

period of time. There was strong evidence that in particular young people 

regarded the intense and competitive rhythms - in combination with long  

working hours - as an acceptable compromise for a short-term career in banking 

with an average income that was considerably higher than what they could earn 

in any other industry. In other words, many of the interviewees stated that they 

óinvestedô some of their years in banking in order to earn enough to be able to do 

ósomething they really likeô after their time in banking. These career attitudes in 

the banking industry have also been noted in the news. In April 2011, the 

magazine Square Mile , which writ es about all different aspects of óCity-Lifeô and 

banking in London, published an article on young peopleôs careers in the 

banking industry of London. Although the article is written in a satirical style, it 

provides an interesting perspective on the career outlooks people in banking 

hold when they start working in this industry. In particular, the article speaks 

about a group of young people in their early careers discussing their career plans 

for the future:  

 

[é] the discussion turned to our long-term career plans. There was not one among 

us who wasnôt adamant that theyôd only do this City nonsense for about ten years 

max and then move on to something more fulfilling  (é) We even referred to work 

periods in the Square Mile as if they were prison sentences é someone whoôd got out 

after a óten-year stretchô while those still in the game at 50 were called ólifersô 

(Squaremile.com 14.04.2011: 29-31).76 

 

The actual reasons people give for not wanting to stay for a longer period in the 

banking industry vary from t he fast and intense working rhythms (ñIt's very fast 

pacedé You can't have that for more than 10 to 20 yearsò, Cecilia, risk analyst at 

                                                 
76<www.squaremile.com/features/10889/How -Much-Cash-Do-You-Need-To-Escape.html?printable=yes>, 
last accessed 03.08.2013. 
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unknown bank, 28 years old) to psychological and social factors, as Raymond 

states:  

 

My view is now... I want to stay as a temp because it pays very much and in the 

long term I don't want to stay in banking because banking is full of 

depressing people ... I don't wanna be one of them. The people that are high up, 

they are just very depressed (Raymond, compliance officer at Citibank, 25 years). 

 

Raymond went on to say that these conditions were in fact the reason for 

abandoning long-term thinking or planning a career within the company. He 

stated that ñthe most important thing is the wage for me. I'm not thinking in 

terms of career anymore, because I find it too depressing to think in career terms. 

(é) My outlook is for money; that I wanna have enough... once I've got it I'll be a 

lot happier and do something elseò (Raymond, compliance officer at Citibank). 

These examples indicate that short-termism is not a coincidental by -product of 

the finance industry but has become normality for both banks as organisations as 

well as for individuals who engage in a career in banking.77 However, despite the 

absence of long-term future perspectives within the banking industry and the 

often mentioned desire to do something entirely different after their careers in 

banking, some of the interviewees also mentioned that they saw how some of 

their colleagues became accustomed to a particular life-style, based on a 

relatively good income that they could not easily give up. A male trader from 

Citibank, for instance, described the situation of some of his colleagues, who are 

married, have a mortgage and maybe children: ñThey have families, they have 

three kids in private schools, their wives don't work and they are the only source 

of incomeò. There were others too, who admitted that the way in which they think 

about their future now may change once they take up a mortgage or have 

children. It therefore remains out of the scope of this research to assess whether 

those who mentioned that they would only stay in banking for a short period of 

                                                 
77 It is worth noting at this point that short -termism and the possibility to generate high incomes within 
short time spans was not only a feature of organisational and individual temporalities, but has often been 
critiqued for lying at the heart of trading decisions as regards financial products and hence being one of the 
causes of the financial crisis of 2008. Urry, for example, points out the commodified understanding of the 
future itself in the finance industry: ñMoney is traded for money especially in terms of its future values; this 
global hybrid is organized around calculations of, and bets on, hugely uncertain commodified futuresò (Urry 
2002: 19). 
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time will change their opinion in the future or whether they will really quit and 

start doing something else. 

 

The absence of long-term future plans and the fact that many of those 

interviewed stated that they did not intend to stay within their current place of 

work for a longer period of time, also has implications for the importance of 

personal networks and professional relationships. My findings suggest that this is 

so in particular in regard to peopleôs working futures. The relevance of these 

networks and relationships as resources will thus be explored in further detail in 

the following section.  

 

 

7.6.4. Personal n etworks as resource for the future  

 

Chapter 6 discussed how individuals increasingly draw on personal and social 

resources in their working lives and careers. I argued that networking as a 

practice , as Wittel (2001) calls it, indicates both an individualis ation of work as 

well as a de-differentiation of the spheres of work and life. Among the group of 

those working in banking, personal and social networks were mainly regarded as 

a means of ósecuringô or getting control over oneôs own future. As the time-spans 

individuals spent within one organisation were often only short -term, the 

movement through the labour market and the search for new opportunities 

strongly depended on personal contacts and networks. The following two 

interview extracts show this:  

 

I thi nk the market now works more through social networks than 

through applying for a job . I think it has changed. Now I also know more people. 

I think social networks have become more important because the 

market has become more competitive . It is very difficu lt to apply for a job with 

a CV to get noticed, because if they haven't seen you, they won't look at your CV, 

they will look at those that their friends told them to look at  (Cecilia, risk 

analyst at unknown bank, 28 years). 

 

In another interview, when ask ed about the practices and strategies for finding a 

new job, Nigel responded in the following manner:  
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I got it through a friend . Friends who I used to work with in banking in New 

Zealand knew that something was coming up and he got my name in his head. I 

also  think for finding work in the future, personal networks will be very 

important for me  (Nigel, risk anal yst at Commerzbank, 39 years). 

 

These interview extracts indicate that the practice of networking  is crucial for 

the ways in which individuals sought to gain control or aimed to remain in 

control over the future of their working lives.78 In line  with Wittelôs argument, my 

interview data further suggests that networking as a practice is not only 

indicating an individualisation of work but also a redefin ition and reworking of 

the boundaries between work and non-work. The two previous interview extracts 

further illustrate that networking as a social practice is closely related to the fact 

that the respondents had to situate themselves in a strongly individual manner 

on the labour market and that they could not rely on external structures such as 

organisations for anticipating their working future. Networking was hence 

regarded as a means of trying to bring the future under individual control and to 

ñreduce risk and generate securityò, to put it in the words of Wittel (2001: 57). In 

particular the second interview excerpt from Nigel additionally highlights that it 

is through social networks that individuals have access to the latest and most 

important informa tion as regards the opening of new positions and 

opportunities. This reliance on networks, however, also has implications for the 

relation between the spheres of work and non-work, spheres that were viewed as 

differentiated in the Fordist regime of work, a s Chapter 2 argued.  

 

In line with Chapter 6, which argued that networking as a practice reworks the 

boundaries between the spheres of work and non-work, my analysis of the group 

of workers examined in this chapter suggests a de-differentiation of these 

spheres. This was so mainly because, as the previous two interview statements 

indicate, both friends, personal and professional contacts or networks were 

equally regarded as potential resources for peopleôs careers. To put it in the 

words of Marazzi, by drawing on personal and social networks individuals are 

                                                 
78 Hassan (2003) introduces the notion of ónetwork timeô, which is ñbeginning to displace, neutralize, 
sublimate and otherwise upset other temporal relationships in our work, home and leisure environmentsò 
(Hassan 2003: 235, see also Hassan and Purser 2007). Similarly, Westenholz (2006) is speaking of the 
historical shifts from task -time  to clock-time, which is presently followed by ónetwork timeô. 
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ñputting to work [their] entire livesò (Marazzi 2008: 50). My interview data also 

made clear that these contacts and networks were usually established and 

maintained not only during working hours but ofte n at times outside the official 

working hours. Taken together, these findings suggests that a de-differentiation 

of the spheres of work and on-work was at issue mainly in regard to peopleôs 

social resources and the activation of these resources took place both in and out 

of peopleôs working-hours.  

 

Hence, while a consideration of networking as an individual practice was 

certainly at issue in terms of a contemporary de-differentiation of the spheres of 

work and non-work, I now will turn attention to another  important point of this 

chapter, which is the historical and economical context in which this research is 

located. More specifically, the period in which the interviews, on which this 

chapter is based were conducted, that is, between August 2009 and June 2010, 

was also a period in which the financial crisis was still affecting many of the 

working lives of those working in the banking industry. Thus, after the previous 

discussion on orientations to work and time of people in their early and mid -

careers in t he banking industry of London, I will now examine the ways in which 

the recent financial crisis has impacted on these orientations and on peopleôs 

work practices.  

 

 

7.7. The effects and the transformative nature of the 

financial crisis of 2008  

 

In recent literature the financial crisis has mainly been conceptualised from an 

economic perspective that looks at how banks as agents have shaped, contributed 

to and been affected by the crisis and how the rise of financial capitalism is in fact 

prone to producing  financial and economic instability or crisis ( Brummer 2009, 

Callinicos 2010, Foster and Magdoff 2009, Nesvetailova 2007). However, there is 

less literature that looks at the crisis from the perspective of individual working 

lives and careers with respect to the transformative aspect of the financial crisis 

as regards individual practices and future orientations. The following section will 

therefore examine how the group of people in their early and mid -careers in 



~ 205 ~  
 

banking account for the main changes during that period as well as how it has 

impacted on their working lives, including how it has transformed peopleôs 

orientation to work, both towards their work biographies as well as towards 

everyday work practices. 

 

My analysis of interviews has evidenced that the effects of the crisis on peopleôs 

conditions of work varied considerably from those saying that the crisis resulted 

in a culture of insecurity, including some mentioning that they were afraid of 

being made redundant, to those seeing the crisis as a chance or an interesting 

experience to go through while working in a bank. Rapidly changing 

organisational environments, either due to mergers with other banks or due to 

whole teams within an organisation being laid off, either meant that people lost 

their j obs or were suddenly confronted with new organisational cultures. In many 

of the interviewees these experiences triggered some more general reflections 

about their work, about the industry they are working or about the future of their 

working lives. The following example from an interview with Lorna illustrates 

this:  

 

For me it was a very unpleasant experience , it was very valuable of course 

to have lived through a crisis in a bank . I think it was really interesting . 

And as soon as I stopped panicking, I thought it's actually quite funny , it's like a 

movie. But I think I come completely from one end of the spectrum. So when the 

crisis hit and things started going really pear shaped, really badly, I was... I  started 

thinking about banking in a more philosophi cal way , so maybe this is not 

worth doing. And maybe I need to do something that is more productive , 

something where you can actually see the product and you know that you are 

not destroying a global economy . You know, that was my thought, this is what 

the banking crisis caused me to think (Lorna, risk anal yst at Commerzbank, 28 

years). 

 

Lornaôs account of the crisis shows an interesting ambiguity between the 

ñunpleasant experienceò, which she says was a result of the ñvery intense climate 

of insecurity for  everyoneò, and the statement that it was in fact ñvery valuable to 

have lived through a crisis in a bankò. The interview excerpt indicates that 

although the crisis may have caused temporary insecurities about her place in the 

organisation, it did not lead  to more fundamental anxieties about her future 
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working life. In fact, as Lornaôs example as well as other interviewees reported, 

the crisis was partly regarded a óhistorical eventô that one can witness ófirst handô. 

It is however important to note at this  point that most of the interviewees were in 

their early and mid -careers, with the former group being less inclined to mention 

any profound feelings of insecurity than the latter one.  

 

Although Lorna was finally made redundant in August 2009, which, due t o the 

generous severance payment, she actually wanted to (ñI really wanted to be made 

redundantò), and her not knowing what exactly she would do in the future, she 

did not experience any major form insecurity or anxiety about her future. This is 

so as she both got a ñnice compensation for being made redundantò and at the 

same time she felt comfortable that with her educational background and her 

experiences she would find another job soon again. Put differently, as she was 

equipped with the necessary economic and social resources, even the fact that 

she lost her job did not result in future uncertainty but rather led to a re -

evaluation of future plans and the desire to ñdo what she is passionate aboutò, as 

she put in the following statement:  

 

For me, a very important thing in my next job  would be to be able to work on 

something I believe in  rather than something I really don't believe in and also 

work with people who are passionate  about what they do and are not in it just 

for the money or the glory (Lorna, r isk analyst at Commerzbank, 28 years). 

 

Daniel, 40 years old and in his mid -career, gave a somewhat different account of 

the transformative nature of the crisis on his practices and attitudes towards his 

future career. Daniel was working for ten years as a contracted consultant for a 

number of banks in London, which for him meant that he could earn more than 

in a permanent role but also that he had to search for new opportunities and 

contracts on a constant basis. These contracts, as he stated, lasted from six 

months to three years. Shortly before the financial crisis, which went along with 

organisational restructurings and the layoff of subcontracted consultants, Daniel 

decided to take on a permanent job with Barclays. He went on to say that ñin 

hindsight [ this] was a very good decisionò as he could not any longer be made 

redundant as easily as in his position as a contracted consultant. The financial 

crisis made him realise and appreciate the advantages and benefits of having a 
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permanent job and the higher degree of job security that comes along with that. 

In the interview he described the differences between his job as a contracted 

consultant and his permanent position in the following manner:  

 

By moving to a permanent role , you know, you get  training , you get a creative 

element that you  get  to  build  up  and also one of the issues have been, as an IT 

consultant especially, is that, although your contracts are a bit longer, you know, 

maybe your contract is only 6 months, mine were minimum a year, some were 3 

years but it means that you're  never  sure  of  what  you're  gonna  be  doing  in  6  

months  time , so I decided to change. If I gonna work  for  a company , then you 

don't have to keep changing , looking  for  new  jobs , for new  opportunities  

all  the  time,  you can build up a little bit. So I moved over. In hindsight it was a very 

good move (Daniel, compliance officer at Barclays, 40 years). 

 

Apart from the fact that the crisis made Daniel appreciate the non-monetary 

aspects of his job, his example also shows that job instability does not necessarily 

equal job insecurity. People in their early and mid -careers often consciously 

chose to work as contractors as the lower degree of job stability was compensated 

for by a higher income. Raymond (25 years), who works at Citibank, also 

preferred to temporarily earn a considerably higher amount instead of enjoying 

better job stability. He expl ained that ñthey [the banks] take you on and they'll 

say however long they want to; say 3 months, 6 months (é). But temporary work 

is paid a lot better than permanent work, but you have no guarantee that you can 

stayò (Raymond, compliance officer at Citibank).  

 

This instability, however, requires a high degree of individual flexibility, which 

may be difficult to sustain over a long period of time,  in particular with 

commitments, children or financial liabilities, as Danielôs example shows: 

 

You know I think there comes a point  in time when you  have  two  children  and 

a mortgage  and you get  a bit older  (é) I'll probably stay for the next years 

because also I have to think about my pension and stuff. (é) I already had 

worked for Barclays as a consultant but I decided to become  permanent  for 

Barclays, which was quite a change really (Daniel, compliance officer at Barclays, 40 

years). 
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In Danielôs case, the crisis triggered the desire for a permanent position, which 

had henceforth enabled him to plan and control the future to a bigger extent than 

he could by being dependent on consecutive short-term contracts. His career 

move can hence be described as one from the periphery of the company to its 

core (see also the discussion on core versus periphery in section 2.4.2). Danielôs 

change to a permanent position, however, does not mean that he now has a clear 

plan of his future working life but rather that he wi ll ñprobably stay for the next 

yearsò at Barclays in order to progress within his role.  

 

Another main finding in terms of the effects of the crisis on peopleôs work 

biographies occurred at the level of narrative. Restructurings, mergers or 

takeovers ï induced by the crisis - often meant that organisational and 

promotional structures were altered in a fashion that made it difficult to identify 

peopleôs career trajectories. In other words, due to the crisis, individuals could 

not progress in a way that would be recognizable to people outside the 

organisation that underwent these changes. Davidôs example illustrates this well. 

In 2004, David started to work for Dresdner Bank, which was taken over by 

Commerzbank in 2008. One of the problems of the organisational restructuring 

that went along with this takeover was that the commonly known career 

structures and hierarchies were eliminated, which also impacted on the way in 

which he would build a career narrative (óa track recordô) and thereby increase 

his marketability and hence employability. Specifically, David described the 

effects of this takeover on his career narrative as follows: 

 

There is some sort of idea that after 4 or 5 years in business , if you haven't 

moved up to a certain level ... you should probably  look for something 

else . The trick is that if you work for an organisation that refuses to put that 

structure in place  for whatever reason you have a real hard time selling 

yourself outside of that organisation  because they will ask: what are you?  

Then you say, well, I should be, I would be somewhere else but what are you talking 

about. It's an additional part of this bizarreé I think they see that to make the 

organisation flatter, I would argue it just adds confusion as well, because you don't 

have a real hierarchy, I mean you actually do have a very strict hierarchy but it's just 

very hard to know what it is and it's not building you in a recognizable 

fashion . So you kind of get the worst of all, you get the hierarchy but you 

don't get any promotion  (David, risk manager at Commerzbank, 31 years). 
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The financial crisis, however, has not only had a transformative impact on 

peopleôs practices, future perspectives and career narratives, as the previous 

examples showed. As I will now demonstrate, it has also provoked behaviours or 

contributed to working conditions that are counter -intuitive inasmuch as the 

crisis did not impact negatively but positively on certain individual careers. In a 

few instances, the crisis has even opened up job opportunities that would not 

have been possible without the effects of the crisis on organisations. The 

following extract of an interview with a male solution architect at Barclays gives 

evidence of this: 

 

So for me I guess it  [the crisis ] came  at  a quite good time  because... although I 

was quite junior, I've been quite successful in my role and so I was quickly given 

a lot more responsibility , which takes me to where I am now.. I look after an 

area in... a technology-driven area in the business, so I'm kind of leading it now, 

which would never have happened if the recession didn't happen  because 

we wouldn't have cut the people and I wouldn't have stepped up as quickly as I 

could. So for me, on the big exam question, how has the recession impacted 

me ? I would have to say: very posit ive  (Norman, solution arc hitect at Barclays, 26 

years). 

 

The second counter-intuitive finding to emerge from my analysis concerns the 

competitive, fast-paced rhythms of work, including the prevalence of excessive 

working hours. Although many people lost th eir jobs due to the crisis and 

workloads in general went down, there were also departments within banks 

whose demand increased as a result of the crisis. The majority of interviewees, 

however, in particular among those groups whose rhythms of work are 

dependent on the activities of the market, reported that due to the crisis their 

working hours went down to what is usually associated with ónormal (full time) 

working hoursô, i.e. around 35 to 40 hours a week, as the interview extract with 

Nigel illustrates:  

 

These  days  Iôm working not  much  more  than  40  hours  a week . In the 

past  it has been a lot more  than that. It has been very quiet in the last year which 

has been reflected in the hours (Nigel, risk analyst at Commerzbank, 39 years). 
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Similarly, Nicolas gave account of the working hours before and during the 

financial crisis and explained how the crisis impacted on his conditions of work 

and on his work-life balance:  

 

I work a lot less now , I used to go to work at 7 and leave at 6.30, 7.00 

o'clock every day . Now  I'm going at 7.30 and leave at  5. So it's... we joke 

about it... but 2009 has been the year of the lifestyle . For the first time, we 

were putting our personal life ahead of the professional life . So, if we had to 

leave early because we had to catch an early flight, you catch an early flight. If you 

want to leave early because of a theatre or to go to whatever, we just did it. So it was 

a lot more human, it was a lot more relaxed, it was the year of the lifestyle (Nicolas, 

trader at Merrill Lynch , 30 years). 

 

These accounts do not only show that working hours were reduced to a ónormalô 

level, paradoxically the crisis has also led to a órediscoveryô of social time, as 

Nicolas states in the second example. Another counterintuitive situation that had 

been caused by the financial crisis has to do with the fact that when people were 

made redundant, they usually got paid a redundancy package that far exceeded 

those in any other industry. These redundancy packages, though, were only paid 

when people were made redundant and not when they quit or were being 

dismissed for other reasons. Lorna, who was working for Dresdner Bank, tells 

about how she and her colleagues were in fact ótrying to be made redundantô:  

 

I mean, I really wanted to be made redundant  and I was probably the only 

person in my team who was made redundant but for me it was really hard work 

to be made redundant . I really had to try a lot. I know it's such a paradox but a 

lot of people just wanted their money , they just wanted a big chunk of easy 

mon ey and get out of there . It was really tempting and you know for someone 

not as senior as myself, for someone who doesn't see their career as the most 

important thing in their lives, it really did make sense (Lorna, risk analyst at 

Commerzbank, 28 years). 

 

This óreversal of logicô was also stated by David, who speaks about himself and a 

friend of his, who both regret keeping their jobs, although for different reasons. 

David, due to the takeover of Dresdner Bank by Commerzbank, suddenly found 

himself in an organisation and in a corporate culture in which he could not see 

himself making a career anymore. All his ideas of ñhonesty, integrity and being 
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able to trust an organization, which [he] used as a guideline for long-term 

planning have been thoroughly shakenò (David, risk manager at Commerzbank, 

31 years) by the takeover, which happened as a result of the crisis. Davidôs friend, 

on the contrary, actually wanted to be made redundant, which David describes in 

the following manner:  

 

A friend of mine called me  last week and was crying because she didn't get 

fired and the rest of the team did. So she wanted to be thrown out. She wanted to be 

paid off to leave the organisation, which is pretty amazing... becoming 

emotionally destroyed because of keeping your job . I mean... normally you 

should be pretty thankful if you didn't get fired but everyone has different 

expectations. Normally, I would take it as a personal failure if I get fired, whether it 

is or not, but I would take that as a personal failing that I haven' t performed up to 

the level that would be deemed valuable (David, risk manager at Commerzbank, 31 

years). 

 

David contrasts his friendôs bizarre statement of ñbecoming emotionally 

destroyed because of keeping her jobò with his view that would consider being 

laid off as a personal failure and hence reveals the paradoxical behaviours and 

reactions that were triggered because of the crisis. Taken together, the previous 

examples suggest that the crisis in 2008 impacted in a variety of ways on 

organisations and individual working lives. Most crucially, the examples 

discussed show that the crisis of 2008 did not primarily result in what is 

commonly associated with a situation of ócrisisô such as an increase of job 

insecurity or anxiety about the future, but largely  in a re-evaluation of future 

orientations and work values.  

 

 

7.8. Conclusion  

 

This chapter has considered the temporalities of working lives of people in their 

early and mid -careers working in the banking industry in London. Crucially for 

my concerns, the empirical analysis performed in this chapter gave evidence of 

the individualistic orientations to career and time among this group of workers. 

It was shown that among this group of workers individualisation operates via an 
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internalisation of market time.  As such, these results add weight to Sennettôs 

thesis of market orientation, as discussed in Chapter 2, which states that work 

biographies are decreasingly shaped by organisational contexts and instead by 

individualsô potential skills and abilities, which they use to relate to the (labour) 

market. At issue, however, was also situational time. This was so in particular in 

regard to peopleôs working futures, which were not anticipated via practices of 

planning but via an orientation to the future that aimed to develop potential 

skills for unforeseen upcoming opportunities. Situational temporalities also 

indicated an orientation to work biography that was post -organisational and 

hence an orientation that was marked by a pronounced short-termism in regard 

to organisational forms of career progression. Hence, while such orientations to 

work and time were prevalent among the majority of interviewees, it is important 

to note that these orientations may be limited to the group of people in their early 

and mid -careers that were directly involved in the core activities of banks. In 

order to examine to what extent these orientations indeed differ in other ï more 

peripheral ï positions within the banking industry, I will now continue to 

investigate another group of workers employed by this industry. I will examine 

the temporalities of work of subcontracted cleaning workers in the banking 

industry in London.  
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8. The temporalities of working lives of 

subcontracted cleaning workers in the London 

banking industry   

 

8.1.  Introduction  

 

After examining the temporalities of working lives of people in their early and 

mid -careers in the banking industry of London in the last chapter, I now turn 

attention to a workforce that is easily forgotten and overlooked in this industry. 

This workforce comprises service-sector workers who allow everyday business to 

take place and includes cleaners, security staff and caterers. Typically, these 

services are not provided in-house but are contracted-out to specialist firms. 

More specifically, this chapter investigates the temporalities of work of cleaners 

who are employed by subcontracted specialist cleaning firms in the two main 

financial districts of London; the City of London  or, more precisely, the Square 

Mile,  and Canary Wharf. The City of London, including the Square Mile - as it 

only covers the approximate size of one square mile - is located in Central 

London. Canary Wharf, which is situated within an area of the former docklands 

of London, is the second major financial centre in London  after the City. While 

the City of London has been the historical centre for business and finance, 

Canary Wharf was built in the 1980s as an extension of the City, during a time 

when financial services were expanding rapidly and port-related industries were 

in decline. 

 

Similar to previous chapters, I will draw on Bourdieuôs conceptualisation of time 

in order to analyse how and through which practices and narratives individuals 

relate to their past, present and future working lives. I will also explore the 

relation between the temporalities of individual working lives and theories of 

individualisation and precarisation as outlined in Chapters 1 and 2. My analysis 

in this chapter is based on 18 interviews with cleaning workers of different age 

groups who service the banking industry and on two interviews with trade union 

organisers. These interviews were conducted between October 2009 and March 

2010 and consist exclusively of workers who were not born in the UK and thus 
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have histories of migration. As will be argued, this sample of workers is not 

skewed in regard to the ethnic composition of cleaning workers in Londonôs 

banking industry, but in fact reflects the empirical reality of these workers. While 

these histories of migration are crucial for understanding  the dynamics of this 

industry, I will pay particular attention to processes of subcontracting and 

precarisation. The interviews drawn on throughout this chapter also revealed the 

importance of trade unions for the way in which cleaners imagine their futur es. 

As such this chapter will examine the role of unions in shaping the temporal 

structures of the working lives of this group of workers. However, before 

analysing the empirical data, I will briefly discuss the context of this research, 

namely the changing structure of Londonôs economy and the growing inequalities 

and processes of polarisation in Londonôs service-sector, and specifically the 

situation in the banking and finance industry, which has become dependent on 

subcontracted cleaning workers in recent decades.  

 

More specifically, I will first discuss how subcontracting as a business practice 

has become a new employment paradigm in the low-paid service sector of the 

banking and finance industry in London and how this subcontracted cleaning 

industry ma inly employs migrant workers, which has created a new migrant 

division of labour. Thereafter, this chapter will argue that the changing of 

contractors often results in a deterioration of conditions of work and frequently 

leads to an intensification of time , where workers need to do more work in the 

same amount of time. In this context I will also discuss how changing contractors 

mitigate against upward mobility or incremental wages within the cleaning 

industry. The third section will then show that the prec arious nature of 

employment relationships in the cleani ng industry requires workers to óstabilise 

the presentô, often by doing two or three jobs, without being able to plan or 

confront the future individually. The last sections will go on by illustrating t he 

importance of trade unions for the futurities of cleaners and it will provide 

evidence for the challenges of organised labour in the context of subcontracting. 

As such, this chapter will suggest that individualisation and precarisation are not 

contradictory developments in contemporary service-sector economies, including 

banking, but can be conceptualised as co-existing modes of temporality in core 

and periphery positions in organisations.  
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8.2. The rise of London as a centre for banking and finance 

and n ew migrant divisions of labour  

 

This section will briefly outline the historical changes in Londonôs economic and 

social structures over the last decades, from an economy which was to a large 

extent based on light manufacturing to one primarily based on services. In this 

context I will argue that the rise of service sector work did not only transform the 

nature of work, but also of employment relations, as an increasing amount of 

companies are subcontracting some of their services to specialist firms. I will 

thus pay particular attention to the business practice of subcontracting, in 

particular in regard to how this practice impacts on individual temporalities of 

work.  

 

The transformation of London from an industrial to a post -industrial city based 

on services can be traced back to the mid 1960s, the time when many of the 

industries, mainly light manufacturing, started to decline in scope. 

ñManufacturing employment accounted for almost a third of Londonôs labour 

force in 1961 but just 7 per cent todayò, as Butler and Hamnett argue (2009: 47). 

Hamnett (2003) describes this dramatic shift of Londonôs economic structure in 

more detail. He argues that while ñin 1961 London had 1.45 million 

manufacturing jobs (32.4 per cent of the total) (é) by 1981 it had fallen by just 

over 50 per cent to 681,000 (19 per cent of the total)ò (Hamnett 2003: 31).79 This 

process of deindustrialisation was paralleled by a downturn of London as a major 

port and with it port -related work in the docklands. From the 1960s onwards 

many of the docks became redundant, which left big parts of former docklands 

derelict.  

 

The process of deindustrialisation and the end of London as a major port had far-

reaching impacts on the composition of Londonôs workforce, which witnessed a 

radical decline in manual jobs.80 This decline of Londonôs manufacturing 

                                                 
79 Hamnett shows that Londonôs economy consisted mainly of light manufacturing such as electrical 
engineering, food, drink and tobacco, chemicals, instrument engineering, paper and printing, fur niture 
making, clothing and footwear (Hamnett 2003: 31).  
80 Hamnett explores the economic reasons for the changing economic structures of Londonôs economy and 
argues that: ñ[t]he demise of dock work in London is a result of changes in transport technology, including a 
move to larger ships, containerisation, and decisions made by the Port of London authority and others to 
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industry and hence of manufacturing as a reasonable sector of employment was 

also evidenced in interviews with cleaners who are of an age group who 

experienced a different world of work in the past. Adenikeôs example, who was 62 

years at the time of the interview, illustrates this point well. She grew up in 

Nigeria and arrived in the UK in 1965 at the age of 18. At that time, many of the 

light manufacturing industries of the East End in London still exist ed. As she was 

trained as a textile sewer, she found a job in Whitechapel, an area which at the 

time housed numerous textile factories. She did this job for 30 years until most of 

the industries closed down and she found work in the growing service sector, in 

her particular case in cleaning. In the following interview extract she speaks 

about the time she was working as a sewer in Whitechapel:  

 

I worked in different companies in the industry of óladies coat manufacturingô. That's 

what I did for 30 years bu t in different companies. But then the companies closed 

and I had to find something else (Adenike, female cleaner for Lancaster at Merrill 

Lynch, 62 years). 

 

As Adenike goes on to explain, the wages were low in these industries, but 

workers moved easily from one factory to another one, often in pursuit of small 

increases in pay: 

 

The wages were very low, but if they pay you 45 pounds a week and a friend asked 

me: óOh how much do you get? 45 pounds? In my place it is 50 poundsô. Then you 

would run to the oth er place and work there (Adenike, female cleaner for Lancaster 

at Merrill Lynch, 62 years ).  

 

As Adenikeôs example already indicates, while employment in manufacturing and 

port -related industries declined over the last decades, there has been a 

considerable growth of the service-sector. Specifically, in London this growth of 

the service-sector mainly took place in banking, finance, insurance and business 

services (Hamnett 2003: 32). These transformations, however, were not a 

straightforward result of econom ic and technological changes, but were also 

induced politically by the Conservative government in the UK under Thatcher, as 

                                                                                                                                                 
shift port activities downstream to purpose -built facilities. So too, the close or decentralisation of 
manufacturing from London, and the a ssociated decline of manual jobs, reflects corporate decisions to close 
down and/or seek lower-cost production sites elsewhere in Britain or abroadò (Hamnett 2003: 14). 
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Toulouse (1992) or Helleiner (1994) suggest. Indeed, Toulouse critically 

comments that the transformations of Londonôs economic and social structures 

are not a ñconsequence of the globalization of finance capitalò but, as he suggests, 

ñmuch of what happened in London was caused by the Thatcher governmentôs 

attempts to use state power to shape the social polarization wrought by economic 

restructuring to class-based endsò (Toulouse 1992: 56). Geographically speaking, 

these attempts are most obvious in Canary Wharf, an area in Londonôs former 

docklands, which is the ñarchitectural embodiment of Thatcherismò (Tallon 

2010: 58), as Tallon adds. Tallon goes on to argue that the construction of Canary 

Wharf was only possible with the strong support it got from the Conservative 

government in the 1980s (Tallon 2010: 58), which established Canary Wharf as 

the second major financial centre in London  after the City.  

 

The establishment of London as a centre for banking and finance has thus been 

enabled by neoliberal policies that deregulated financial services (Buck et al. 

2002, Butler and Hamnett 2009, Massey 2007, Toulouse 1992), which in turn 

ñstrengthened its role as one of the major control centres for the global economic 

and financial systemò (Hamnett 2003: 4). A major turning point in this context 

was the so-called óbig bang deregulationô in 1986, which opened up the City 

internationally (cf. Ha mnett 2003: 22, Toulouse 1992, www.economist.com).81 

This shift towards an economy heavily based on banking and finance is also 

reflected in the number of people working in related industries. As already noted 

in part previously, Massey states that ñbetween 1978 and 2000 finance and 

business services grew by 81 per cent in Greater London (582,000 jobs) while 

manufacturing declined by 63 per cent (432,000 jobs)ò (Massey 2007: 32).  

 

The rise of London as a óglobal cityô (Sassen 2001) or óworld cityô (Friedmann and 

Wolff 1982, Massey 2007), based to a large extent on banking and financial 

services, however, was also accompanied by new forms of inequalities that 

reflected the changing corporate structures in the service-sector economy (see 

                                                 
81 The Big Bang of 1986 commonly refers to a change in financial regulation and technology, which had far-
reaching effects on the whole banking and finance sector in London. By referring to Auger (2000), Hamnett 
describes that what the Big Bang did was ñto break down the traditional institutional barriers between 
jobbers and stockbrokers and the barriers to international ownership of London -based firmsò (Hamnett 
2003: 19). On Londonôs big bang deregulation see also óCapital City: London as a financial centreô, The 
Economist, 19.10.2006, <www.economist.com/node/8058157>, last accessed 03.02.2011. 
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also Chapter 2). In her global city thesis, Sassen (2001) suggests that the 

establishment of London as a global city and the growth of finance and banking 

have contributed to an ñexpansion of both a high-income stratum and a low-

income stratum of workersò (Sassen 2001: 271) and hence to a polarisation of the 

cityôs workforce. A similar thesis was put forward by Friedmann and Wolff 

already in 1982. Here they argued that the rise of óworld citiesô was paralleled by 

a process of social polarisation. The assumption of social polarisation for the case 

of London has however been contested by Hamnett (2003), who distinguishes 

between polarisation and inequality.  

 

By conceptualising polarisation as the ñgrowth of number of earners at both the 

top and the bottom ends of the income distribution at the expense of the middleò, 

Hamnett (2003: 75) rejects the assumption of social polarisation (based on the 

New Earnings Survey  between 1979 and 1995) by demonstrating empirically 

that this is not the case for Londonôs social structure. Put differently, ñthere are 

not more low earners than there were thirty years ago if we look at inflation 

adjusted earningsò. Nonetheless, the inequalities, which he defines as the ñextent 

of dispersion between different levels of income/earningsò (2003: 75), did grow. 

This means that the growth of incomes in the low-wage sector has grown much 

slower than those of the top deciles and quartiles of the income distribution. For 

Hamnett this rise in inequality clearly ñreflects Londonôs role as a global city and 

its industrial and occupational compositionò (Hamnett 2003: 79). 

 

The growth in earnings inequalities in the service-sector is particularly evident in 

Londonôs banking and finance industry, which employs two very different types 

of workforces. By drawing on her empirical research on contract cleaners in 

London (Wills 2008), Wills illustrates these two types of workforces:  

 

The stark divides between rich and poor are nowhere more evident than at Canary 

Wharf and in the City of London. The well -heeled army of analysts, brokers, dealers 

and traders do their business in the gleaming tower blocks and offices alongside a 

supporting cast of low-paid caterers, cleaners and security staff (Wills 2008: 305). 

 

In line with Willsôs argument, Sassen argues that ñthe rapid growth of the 

financial industry and of highly specialised services generates not only high level 
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technical and administrative jobs but also low wage unskilled jobsò (Sassen 1996: 

583). In the case of Londonôs banking and finance industry, these low-paid jobs 

are mainly filled by migrants (see also Pai 2004). Wills et al. (2010) indeed argue 

that a ónew migrant division of labourô has been put in place over recent decades. 

 

London now depends on an army of foreign-born workers to clean its offices, care 

for its sick, make beds, and serve at its restaurants and bars. (é) in relation to its 

global-city status, London has become almost wholly reliant on foreign-born 

workers to do the cityôs óbottom-endô jobs (Wills et al. 2010: 1). 

 

In this chapter, I will suggest th at this ómigrant division of labourô is particularly 

true for subcontracted cleaners in Londonôs two financial districts, that is, the 

City and Canary Wharf. In these two districts a large proportion of cleaning 

workers come from countries that were once under British colonial rule such as 

Nigeria or Ghana (cf. Wills et al. 2010: 61). As noted earlier, these cleaning 

workers are typically employed by subcontracted specialist cleaning firms. In 

fact, my analysis of interviews so far has identified subcontracting as a major 

factor in shaping the rhythms and the pace of work practices as well as of 

individual work biographies.  Furthermore, subcontracting has played a vital role 

in the formation of new divisions of workforces and in the development of new 

inequalities, which is why I will now turn attention to analysing the specific case 

of subcontracted cleaning workers in the banking and finance industry in 

London. 

 

 

8.3. Subcontracting as a new employment paradigm: 

Cleaning workers in the banking industry in t he City of 

London and Canary Wharf  

 

Chapter 2 showed how the shift from a Fordist to a post-Fordist regime has 

involved a reorganisation of corporate and organisational structures, which have 

in turn created new socio-economic divisions within workforces. While some 

authors have described such divisions as divisions of core and periphery 

positions within organisations (Atkinson 1984, Harvey 1989, Pellow and Park 
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2002, Virtanen et al. 2003), others have conceptualised these changes as an 

expansion of dual labour markets, which are divided into a primary and a 

secondary market (Barron and Norris 1976, Gordon 1972, Piore 1971, Doehringer 

and Piore 1971). Without discussing these concepts in more detail at this point, 

my analysis evidenced that the interviewed group of cleaners were certainly 

located in the periphery or the secondary market. This was evidenced by the fact 

that all of the people interviewed working as cleaners for the banking sector were 

not employed in-house but by specialist cleaning firms that were contracted to 

perform the cleaning of bank buildings for an agreed period of time.  

 

Subcontracting as a business practice has become more widespread over the last 

decades, mainly as a result of measures to cut down costs of services that are not 

directly related to the core-activities of organisations (cf. Rees and Fielder 1992). 

Cleaning contracts in the banking industry are usually negotiated only for a few 

years and are hence re-tendered on a regular basis with newly agreed terms and 

conditions. Subcontracting as a business practice, however, is not new and is 

embedded in the wider history of changing employment relations and in 

particular the deregulation of employment since the 1990s, as MacKenzie argues. 

In line with the arguments presented in Ch apter 2, MacKenzie goes on to 

emphasise, the organisational changes that made increasing use of 

subcontracting were changes that stood in opposition to the ñhierarchical-

bureaucratic employment structures represented in the traditional internal 

labour marketò (MacKenzie 2000: 707-708). This shift in employment 

structures, as he adds, ñhas been paralleled by a revival of interest in the contract 

as the favoured mechanism for the organisation of economic activity. (é) A key 

feature of this restructuring of em ployment has been the use of subcontractingò 

(MacKenzie 2000: 707-708). 

 

Furthermore, my analysis of interview data provides evidence that the use of 

subcontracting exposes cleaning companies to fierce competition and systematic 

short-termism, which had fu ndamental impacts on the terms and conditions of 

workers. This effect of subcontracting on peopleôs conditions of work has also 

been noted in recent literature. Drawing on their recent research on 

subcontracted labour in the UK, Wills et al. (2010) note ho w subcontracting had 
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impacted on recently privatised social services, including councils, hospitals, 

schools and universities. While employment contracts in these services had been 

more favourable to workers before privatisation, becoming subcontracted to 

specialist private firms had usually entailed a deterioration of their conditions of 

work. Wills et al. describe the changes induced by conditions of subcontracting in 

the following manner:  

 

Regular re-tendering and intense competition between contractors  meant that wages, 

conditions and staffing were kept at minimal levels, and managers no longer had the 

burden of responsibility for employing their staff. New workers could be taken on 

without the troublesome costs of annual increments, sick pay or overtim e rates (Wills 

et al. 2010: 3). 

 

The economic and social transformations that enabled the introduction of 

subcontracting must be put into the context of the rise of neo-liberalism, which 

gained ground in the UK from the 1980s onwards (King and Wood 1999, Prasad 

2006). Neo-liberal agendas introduced subcontracting in the public as well as 

private sector in order to reduce cost at any price, without considering the effects 

on peopleôs conditions of work. As a result of ñneoliberal policy agendasò that 

ñallowed greater market penetration in sectors like cleaningò (Wills 2008: 310), 

the competition among cleaning contractors has intensified.  

 

The bidding culture among these service providers has thus triggered a 

downward spiral not only of prices at which they offer their services but, crucially 

for my concerns, of the resulting conditions of work for the cleaners, who have no 

real influence over the bidding and contracting process. In fact my research 

indicates that by subcontracting the necessary cleaning of offices and other built 

environs, banks keep cleaners at armôs length and they do so specifically by not 

providing any or only limited access to fringe benefits such as sick pay and 

pension schemes or by not offering incremental wages even after long service 

within the organisation. Permanently employed staff, by contrast, usually has 

easier access to these fringe benefits or increases of wages. The absence of these 

benefits, as my empirical data suggests, had fundamental impacts on the 

temporalities of work ing lives of cleaners and were a major factor in explaining 

their precarious situation. Precarisation due to subcontracting is particularly 
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prevalent in low -paid industries, such as cleaning, catering or security services. 

The incomes of workers in these industries are in many cases only slightly above 

the legally required national minimum wage (NMW) , which, at the time of 

writing was set at £6.19 per hour.82 The widespread use of subcontracting in 

contemporary economies makes Wills go so far to say that while ñthe 

paradigmatic form of employment during the middle years of the twentieth 

century was the factory (é) subcontracted capitalism is becoming paradigmatic 

todayò (Wills 2009a: 442).  

 

Subcontracting as an employment paradigm and hence as a major factor in 

determining conditions of working lives was also evidenced in my analysis. This 

was so in particular in regard to the discontinuities and negative impacts on 

conditions of work that frequently changing contractors had on the working lives 

of cleaners. Despite legal regulations such as the Transfer of Undertakings 

Protection of Employment  Regulations of 2006 (TUPE) ï a regulation that does 

not allow new contractors to employ its staff at conditions and terms that are 

worse than the previous contractor offered - the majority of the interviewees in 

fact reported a deterioration of their working conditions after a new contractor 

had taken over.83 However, despite such cases, there were many cleaners who 

reported that the TUPE regulation was a major improvemen t to their security of 

work. Peterôs interview extract, illustrates this:  

 

So I continued with GSF because OCS lost the contract. They lost the contract last 

year in October. So this company took over and I continued there. That's because of 

the TUPE, it gives you the security that you can stay (Peter, male cleaner for GSF at 

State Street, 46 years).  

 

While regulations such as TUPE, and in particular the importance workers 

attached to it, reflect the increasing dominance of subcontracting in the cleaning 

industry, my analysis of interviews suggests that subcontracting has not 

                                                 
82 The NMW is adjusted every year. For previous and current rates see <www.gov.uk/national -minimu m-
wage-rates>, last accessed 04.05.2013. 
83 Employees of the previous owner when the business changes hands automatically become employees of 
the new employer on the same terms and conditions. It's as if their employment contracts had originally 
been made with the new employer. Their continuity of service and any other rights are all preserved. Both 
old and new employers are required to inform and consult employees affected directly or indirectly by the 
transfer , <www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1655> , last accessed 11.08.2011. 
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impacted on peopleôs conditions of work in a mono-causal or uniform way. This 

is so as many of the people interviewed stated a number of ways in which the 

frequent change of contractors impacted on their working lives. Apart from those 

who mention that they were being dismissed during the course of a change of 

contractors, one of the most commonly mentioned forms of change was an 

increase of workloads and hence an intensification of time. Specifically, in the 

context of my research, an intensification of time meant that the actual amount 

of time per task was reduced and time hence intensified. Agathaôs account of the 

change of contractor from Mitie  to Johnson Control  and Efiaôs experience of 

having to do additional work give evidence of this process of intensification:  

 

Excerpt 1: 

 

We used to be 6 women doing the tables and the hovering and we had 4 

men doing rubbish , that makes it 10. Now it's only 4 people doing  the 

hovering, the dusting, the bins and everything . So now we have to do more 

work . I think it also has to do with the change from Mitie to Johnson Control. I 

think the new contractor only thinks about the business, they don't care about the 

cleaners. What I can see now is that there is more work to do but less people. I think 

they only want to save money  and they don't really think about us (Suzanne, 

female cleaner for Johnson Control at Goldmann Sachs in the City, 37 years). 

 

Excerpt 2: 

 

There are also less people now ... I don't know why they don't put anybody there. 

After somebody left some time ago the manager didn't replace her which 

means that there is more to do now . So you do the job of the other people but 

you don't get paid for the additional work . This happened recently, maybe 

over the last 2 years. So 2 or 3 years ago I had 20 something colleagues and now I 

have 17, so maybe we are 8 or 9 persons less who actually do the same 

amount of work  (Efia, female cleaner for Lancaster at Merrill Lynch, 33 years ). 

 

The two interview extracts demonstrate that after a new contractor came in, 

fewer workers were doing the same amount of work compared to before the 

takeover, which meant that individuals had to work harder and increase their 

pace of work.  
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These findings add weight to Rees and Fielderôs empirical study (1992) of 

subcontracted cleaning workers in the 1980s, in which they provide evidence for 

processes of time intensification in the cleaning industry, too. Processes of 

intensification, as Rees and Fielder argue, mainly result from the labour -

intensive character of cleaning work, where increases in productivity were only 

attainable by ñgetting fewer workers do the same amount of workò (Rees and 

Fielder 1992: 356).84 The authors also state that efforts to raise productivity and 

cut costs were accompanied by ña general deterioration of working conditionsò 

(1992, 356). Similarly, Boulin (2001) argues that over the last decades, due to 

just-in-time production and a demand-oriented economy, working time has 

increasingly become intensified and densified, as individuals need to complete 

more work in the same or less amount of time. For the interviewed cleaners, time 

intensification increased the pressure on each individual worker and easily 

escaped the legal regulations of the TUPE law, as there are no clear standards as 

to what amount of work can or should be done within a certain time period. In 

particular in a current climate dominated by uncertainties about the future, 

repeatedly articulated by interviewed cleaners, workers accept these changes 

easier than it would be the case in another industry or another job where people 

have stronger collective representation and hence stronger bargaining power 

over their conditions of work.  

 

The intensification of time and the increasing pres sure to carry out more tasks 

within a certain time period, in some instances created a work environment 

where people were unable to actually perform their work up to the standard that 

they wished to, as Kakra explains in the following statement: 

 

So if you  try to do your job well then we feel more that we are behind . You 

will not catch up with the rest  because we now need to rush more to clean up 

the floor. It's not any more as when there were a lot of people there. Now the 

standard is very low  (Kakra, female cleaner for Johnson Control at Goldmann 

Sachs in the City, 37 years). 

 

                                                 
84 In economics productivity is usually measured in terms of the ratio between input and output.  










































