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Precarious Work, Entrepreneurial Mindset and Sense of Place: Female 

Strategies in Insecure Labour Markets 

This article participates in the discussion on the uncertainty of working life by providing a 

viewpoint of one individual’s experience of it. The article argues that entrepreneurship and 

employment are forms of income that are not separate from each other; instead, in precarious 

labour markets, individuals can alternate between the two. An entrepreneurial mindset and 

practices are required from the self-employed and employees alike, but neither form of livelihood 

ensures a permanent income. Though in different ways, the process of precariatisation touches 

many groups of people, and the varying alternatives for navigating this situation are 

deconstructed here. The analysis discusses how surviving precarious labour markets and 

uncertain income requires a lot of endurance and self-governance as illustrated by an in-depth 

interview with a woman who lives in a remote area. The analysis also proves that the opportunity 

to remain in a place of residence and establish a sense of belonging has a significant impact on an 

individual's ability to experience everyday pleasure and permanence, especially when everything 

else around them is changing in ways over which they have little control. 

Keywords: entrepreneurship; precarious work; sense of place; rural areas; gender 

Introduction 

Unpredictability and inconstancy are characteristic of contemporary labour markets. This 

precarious situation affects not only work but other areas of life as well. As old 

institutions are losing their ability to provide stability, reliability and predictability, and as 

companies outsource their operations and agency work increases, individuals are left to 

their own devices. In such situations, everyone is supposed to assume an entrepreneurial 

attitude and take care of their employability themselves. One way out is to create their 

own work as entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurship is not, however, a simple or a permanent 

solution for employment, as is demonstrated in this article. 

Another alternative for finding work in a world of changing work trajectories is 

relocation. However, migration is not an option for everybody; in fact staying put may be 



 

an important way of tolerating uncertainty. Therefore, this article explores the question of 

'placeness.' Based on previous studies, it is evident that a sense of place influences the 

choices people make; a place is a limitation but it also provides resources, emotional or 

other (Eyles 1985; Heikkilä 2011; Ikonen 2008, 2012; McDowell 1999; Relph 1986; 

Tolonen 2005; Tuan 1977; Varis 2005). However, the emotionally laden meaning of 

place has not been significantly addressed in studies on employment and precarity. 

Actually, placeness and settling down have been seen as opposite conditions to an ideal 

figure of the current spirit of capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello 2007). In addition to the 

concept of a sense of place, I work with the concept of an entrepreneurial mindset, which, 

in turn, is deduced from critical discussions on working life research that highlights 

individuality, potentiality, agility, flexibility and readiness to steer employment more 

than industriousness, loyalty and formal qualifications (Adkins 2008; Adkins and Jokinen 

2008; Atkinson 2010; Boltanski and Chiapello 2007; du Gay 1996; Jokinen et al. 2011; 

Mäkinen 2012; Ross 2009; Standing 2011; Veijola and Jokinen 2008; Vähämäki 2009). 

Neo-liberal time takes various forms. For example, Will Atkinson (2010) points 

out that even though de-standardization of careers and several job shifts really have taken 

place, they are remarkably driven along class tracks. In Atkinson’s study on worker 

reflexivity, those who were ‘dominant,’ i.e., had economic and cultural capital, were 

more capable of perceiving their changed work trajectories as an opportunity to 

downshift for a while, start something totally new or concentrate on something they had 

always wanted to do. Even the ‘dominated’ told about negotiating and taking active 

decisions – since they were familiar with the reflexivity discourse – but social mobility 

was scarce as the class-related material pressures hindered their options (Ibid.). 



 

Insecurity, precarity and in-work poverty are also examined by Jeremy Morris (2012), 

who studies how Russian male industrial workers see permanent, ‘normative’ 

employment as insecure. In a post-Soviet Russian context, a lack of control over work 

processes and over-emphasized self-regulation make the work feel precarious, while 

compensatory social assets can be found in blue-collar networks of solidarity. These 

networks provide class-rooted alternatives to wage labour, such as opportunities for 

entrepreneurialism in the lay sense of the term, other informal jobs and, importantly, a 

shared feeling of self-dignity. However, the social capital of these networks remains 

marginal, which indicates the salience of class in debates about precarity (Ibid.). 

Equipped with these notions on the new economy, I focus on the porous line 

between wage work and entrepreneurship, as well as on variety in entrepreneurship, 

which I think needs deconstruction. Even in the contemporary era of self-

entrepreneurialism, emphasis must be put on class position, gender and geographical 

place, as these aspects, among many others, affect self-employment – or lack of it. My 

case study in particular is intended to add to the discussion about the interface between 

place and entrepreneurship in precarious times. In this article, I address the question of 

what it's like to inhabit the no-man’s land between employment and entrepreneurship in a 

specific spatial context and illustrate it using a tangible interview example. I seek 

strategies for concretely managing and mentally tolerating the uncertainty of this 

paradoxical situation and provide an understanding of the social and spatial context 

behind those strategies. The empirical data for this article consists of one interview, 

which is part of a more extensive collection that includes a survey and interviews 

regarding the work and everyday life of female entrepreneurs in rural areas in Finland 



 

(Ikonen 2008; 2012). This particular interview gives a voice to a divorced mother of two 

children, who lives in a remote rural area and balances between being an entrepreneurial 

cobbler and working part-time in shoe sales. Of course, there is not one definitive 

experience of the precarious worker and people have different capabilities to manage 

uncertainty. It is also difficult to predict the movements of neoliberal labour markets and 

globally affected local economies. Therefore, the analysis shows common phenomena in 

work and the economy in a context. 

The article continues by reviewing the entrepreneurial ethos with the core idea 

that entrepreneurship is not separate from employment or other kinds of livelihoods. The 

concept of an entrepreneurial mindset describes their more and more common junctions. 

One objective is to open the discussion on the connections between entrepreneurship and 

employment in the rapidly changing demands of working life. Then, the emotionally 

laden sense of ‘placeness’ and the regional context of a remote area in Finland are 

discussed. Thereafter I introduce the interview data. When analysing it, I discuss the 

paradoxical means of controlling the uncertainty of work, and expand upon the 

significance that place of residence has in the uncertain situation. Finally, I conclude with 

a number of uncertainties and ways of managing them in the state of being between wage 

work and entrepreneurship, and look at opportunities and threats from a wider working 

life perspective. 

Demand for an entrepreneurial mindset and the precarious entrepreneur 

Regarding contemporary working life, the article makes two claims: (1) maintaining a 

strict divide between wage-work and entrepreneurship prevents us from seeing the reality 

of working life, and (2) supposing entrepreneurs to be a certain kind of group and not 



 

deconstructing that group prevents us from seeing the real accomplishments of 

entrepreneurial activities. Therefore, we begin by trying to understand the societal 

contexts for the entrepreneurial mindset and the gnawing insecurity that comes with it.  

The ideological push towards entrepreneurialism has been going on for quite 

some time. The demands for assuming an entrepreneurial mindset come from the 

ideology of neoliberalism, or the related concepts of advanced liberalism, turbo 

capitalism, knowing capitalism and the new spirit of capitalism (on the grouping of these 

terms, see du Gay and Morgan 2013, 2). The rationalities these modes of capitalism 

provide have taken a hold of governments, institutions and organisations which now echo 

the salience of entrepreneurship, marketisation and choice (Ibid.). For example, Tony 

Watson (2009) states that neoliberal arguments about an entrepreneurial culture 

permeated the United Kingdom in the 1990s, when it became widely accepted that 

entrepreneurial values as such were important and that they made attaining added value 

and speeding up economic growth possible (also du Gay 1996; Obgor 2000). Even in 

Finland, entrepreneurialism is widely seen as the saviour of the post-capitalist country – 

as an unavoidable development when the state cannot or does not want to look after its 

citizens’ welfare as it used to under free global competition. Entrepreneurial rhetoric has 

even found its way into tangible political measures. 

There seems to be no end in sight for the pervasive spirit of entrepreneurialism. 

Citizens are encouraged to be active and take responsibility. For example, there is 

pervasive use of the term 'lifelong learning,' which refers to a self-reflexive and proactive 

attitude that should empower a person in the neoliberal labour market (but there is little 

discussion of how this is actually not equally accessible or beneficial to everybody, see 



 

Atkinson 2010). The demands are not necessarily put forth directly; instead people 

internalise control, responsibility and internal entrepreneurship without their autonomy 

being formally interfered with (Miller and Rose 2008). Other researchers have talked 

about these elements in terms of enterprising self (Rose 1992) and self-subordination 

(Vähämäki 2009).1 Individuals are given responsibility for issues and changes they can 

hardly influence. In this context, the need to tolerate and manage uncertainty applies to 

virtually all forms of work, even though it is traditionally more familiar to small business 

owners. 

This leads to the entire working life and all forms of work becoming imbued with 

the ideology of entrepreneurialism, which, however, proves to be very special and 

exclusive. Hans Pongratz and Günter Voss (2003) use the term 'employee-entrepreneur' 

or entreployee (in German Arbeitskraftunternehmer) to describe the employee who 

manages himself or herself in an entrepreneurial manner. The employee takes 

responsibility for matters that used to be the employer’s obligation. He or she manages 

his or her working time, the contents and quality of his or her work and networks, 

independent of time and place. Nevertheless, these requirements and practices do not 

directly lead to the independence traditionally associated with entrepreneurship: the 

company’s profit objectives ultimately set the conditions.  

Undoubtedly, there are positive sides to the formation of the character of an 

entreployee, such as changing from a passive worker into an actor who creates 

                                                 
1In Finland, entrepreneurship education is even incorporated into the school system from primary schools 

to universities (Komulainen et al. 2011). Still, the advocates of entrepreneurialism are criticising schools 

for poor results of entrepreneurial education. At any rate, both the supporters and the critics of 

entrepreneurialism understand that even by educating people to have an entrepreneurial attitude, it is 

impossible to control the operations of an economy that has broken loose from the old management logic. 

Critics conclude that citizens are meant to learn that they cannot rely on public systems, which means that 

they also learn to manage themselves and to rely only on themselves. 



 

opportunities for himself or herself and who can utilise these acquired skills when 

working for other employers. An individual who can commercialise and market his or her 

skills can take advantage of the new labour markets. (Ibid, 6–8). The problem is that 

these skills and jobs are only available to a limited group of people with certain classed 

capital, and similar efforts do not create the same results for everyone (Peltokoski 2012; 

Standing 2011). 

Neither entrepreneurship nor an entrepreneurial attitude as such are totally alien to 

the working classes, less privileged or dominated (whichever term we use). Quite the 

opposite, in fact: for Finnish rural yeoman, for instance, making a living has required the 

adoption of a hard-working, opportunistic attitude, and craftspeople have independently 

controlled their work processes from beginning to end as well. What is new is that more 

and more individuals end up as entrepreneurs suddenly, involuntarily, temporarily and 

due to a lack of other possibilities. Accordingly, people in various situations with various 

backgrounds may find themselves as entrepreneurs. That is why 'groups of precarious 

workers, consisting of many subjectivities, precarious people, offer a more 

comprehensive repertoire of lives than the currently available majority group’s models, 

such as employee/entrepreneur/student' (Meriläinen 2011, 160). Both the lowest end of 

the service economy (where people carry out routine tasks) and the highest end (which 

includes the creative classes of the knowledge-intensive economy) may meet with the 

radical uncertainty about the future, transience of employment contracts and uncertainty 

regarding social security benefits. Because of their different background capitals, they are 

differently equipped to treat their changed trajectories (Atkinson 2010), but the system of 

capitalist exploitation touches them all. Nevertheless, precariousness is especially a threat 



 

on the lower levels of the labour division hierarchy, where flexibility of working life 

means discontinuous incomes and poverty (Peltokoski 2012, 98). 

Fixed-term employment and changing work trajectories do not necessarily lead to 

precarity and a feeling of uncertainty. Likewise, being precarious does not automatically 

lead to becoming an entrepreneur. However, for some, when the only predictable things 

are uncertainty and change, the wish to manage one’s own life leads to viewing self-

employment as an attractive option (Ross 2009, 6). Yet, self-employed people have rarely 

been seen to have something in common with precarious workers, which means that their 

experiences have largely been overlooked when studying uncertainty and temporariness. 

At least in Finland, the institutionalised working life research has so far focussed on 

normative employment and given less attention to the emerging issues in the working 

life. Therefore it is time to have a look at the differentiated processes, practices and 

motives of entrepreneurship. 

In relation to class, this article defines entrepreneurship as a socially stratified 

category which has to be deconstructed, in contrast to its automatic social construction as 

middle-class.2 Nowadays, the entrepreneurial status does not dictate the entrepreneur’s 

social class, which would include economic opportunities, education, tastes and 

consumption behaviour. The status of entrepreneurship changes in a precarious world 

where everyone should possess an entrepreneurial attitude, and when people become 

entrepreneurs as a result of outsourcing and being encouraged to become freelancers. 

                                                 
2Even official statistics treat entrepreneurs’ social statuses as too homogenous. Statistics Finland only 

divides workers into employees and entrepreneurs, even though the group of entrepreneurs is highly 

heterogeneous and people can alternate between the two statuses or even hold both simultaneously. Almost 

half of all entrepreneurs are self-employed, meaning that they do not employ others. Their number has 

increased dramatically and many have a low level of income and high level of poverty (Palkkatyöläinen 

2011). In the contemporary world of work, entrepreneurs also include disadvantaged people, particularly 

women. 



 

Thus, the backgrounds, tastes and other indicators of social class become even more 

mixed among the category of entrepreneurs. 

Connecting a sense of place and a remote place 

Research often overlooks the characteristics of local labour markets, not to mention the 

fact that people do not always look for work in large cities, even though they may be 

willing to commute dozens of kilometres in their local area. Job opportunities and 

requirements set for employees are, in other words, coloured by the place in which they 

live (McDowell 2009; Tolonen 2005; Varis 2005). How does a place shape the range of 

jobs and an individual’s choices then? Theoretically, according to Doreen Massey (1994), 

for example, places are constellations of certain physical characteristics, history, 

economy and culture and are therefore all different. However, places are not closed 

entities and do not have endogenous, essential identity but places are unique exactly 

because of mutual relations with other places. A global economy and its logics build 

places. There is inequality in how suitable and attractive a particular place is seen for 

economic activity, and inequality in terms of various indicators of social well-being 

(Ibid., 50–51). Different social groups and individuals are positioned in very distinct 

ways in relation to flows of capitalist production: some people initiate movement, others 

are more imprisoned by it (see Skeggs 1997; 2004 about the necessity of staying put and 

how it is connected to class in her argumentation). Thus, categories such as class, gender 

and ethnicity define a person's experience of a place, but in a very complicated way. 

The feelings of insecurity and unsettledness in the middle of a hastened capitalist 

flux can lead individuals to resist changes to the peace and quiet of a certain locality that 

provides them with a strong sense of place. Massey (1994, 146–173) warns against 



 

seeing places as romantised and static (and maintained as such by women’s labour) as it 

sometimes has been seen. However, I argue here that being strongly connected to a place 

can be empowering. In accordance with what Massey ponders, I suggest that people’s 

feelings about a place are a result of direct or indirect interacting with other people who 

see that place in a different way. Similarly, in interaction with other places – bigger, far 

away or in other ways different – one can attain an enhanced feeling of placeness. 

Empowered by this extroverted, conscious sense of place, one is equipped to meet 

unavoidable changes and can successfully respond to rather than deny them. 

To come closer to the material context of this study on work and entrepreneurship 

in a place, it is worth noting that regional development acts in Finland rest largely on the 

hope of entrepreneurship. When structural problems of remote areas (such as the decrease 

of agriculture and basic industry and demographic changes towards the majority of 

elderly people) have continued for a long time and governmental safety nets have been 

loosened, the remaining people of working age (as well as potential new residents) are 

encouraged to acquire a livelihood as entrepreneurs.3 Ideally, an individual's sense of 

place and regional development acts are in harmony; in any case both ways of imagining 

the place exist simultaneously. 

                                                 

3Rural policy starts with farms having to be able to reform themselves, thus linking entrepreneurship to 

them, and developing entrepreneurship completely independent of farming. One-third of farms do in fact 

practise business outside farming, usually machine contracting. New business and income opportunities are 

seen, for example, in care and other service industries and alternative energy generation. Adding value to 

foodstuffs and tourism are also potential industries. Women who live in rural areas generally find 

employment in the same industries as they do in towns and cities (Rural Development Programme 2007). 

The number of women entrepreneurs is high in the entire country: farming excluded, one-third of all 

entrepreneurs are women (in total 79,400 female entrepreneurs, the highest figure in the EU) (TEM 2010, 

18). Despite the high number of women entrepreneurs, the Finnish Government has set the objective of 

increasing this share to 40 percent (Ibid, 26). Increasing the share is seen to be important for national 

competitiveness amidst global capitalism, tapping into women’s workforce resources, and retaining a 

balanced demographic structure. The Government believes that promoting entrepreneurship among women 

improves the employment rate and equality between genders and regions and thus helps remote places 

become attractive locations for economic activity. 

 



 

Data and method 

Entrepreneurs and employees are often studied at only one moment in time, which can 

make the respondent’s entrepreneurship or employment seem more stable than it actually 

is. The respondent interviewed for this article was followed over a longer period of time. 

The analysis is initially based on the interview conducted in 2009. In addition, the 

thoughts expressed by the same respondent in a previous interview seven years earlier 

provide a backdrop for the analysis. The interview is further complemented by data from 

a survey that targeted 132 women entrepreneurs who work in the rural Northern Karelia 

and Tampere regions of Finland. Of this data, 18 interviews with women entrepreneurs 

were selected to provide a background for this article. Also included are the data from 

later follow-up interviews with the same women (with the exception of two who could 

not be contacted). Based on these previous survey data and interviews, I was aware of the 

respondents’ backgrounds, life situations, ideas concerning their place of residence and 

experiences as entrepreneurs. The follow-up interviews focused on updating the 

information and discussing the overall changes. The interviews covered three wider 

themes applied to each respondent’s situation at the time of the interview: the women’s 

work situation and whether it was entrepreneurship or another activity; their relationship 

with their place of residence and the practices related to this; and questions pertaining to 

gender, for example, the significance of gender in work-related practices and a family’s 

internal way of working. 

The woman who was selected as the subject of this article is an example of the 

uncertainty of the times and of individual careers, and of how individuals try to manage 

the uncertainties and what potential futures they hope to gain for themselves. Her first 



 

interview provided a background; with this interview I show how employment is not 

permanent. The respondent shares the situation of the other interviewed women 

entrepreneurs, in that she has made work-related decisions and choices based on what is 

possible in her place of residence and what she considers to be the best for her family. 

Some other respondents, too, are living between entrepreneurship and other forms of 

earning a living. 

I review the entrepreneur’s interview specifically from the perspective of 

experiencing change, its impacts and management. Experience and management of one’s 

own life path and setting its past, present and future in a societal narrative context can be 

viewed with narrativity (e.g. Herman 2009). Catherine Kohler Riessman (2001) 

summarises that narratives construct people’s identity, make experiences comprehensible 

and illuminate the intersection of biography, history, and society. At the same time, the 

narrative and the narrator are born again (and again) when the story is told. According to 

Paul Ricoeur (1991), narratives weave together heterogeneous elements in a story and 

individual stories into wider social narratives. Therefore, the narrative analysis method is 

suited for an interview that evaluates one’s own present state in relation to the past and 

future working life. My interviews did not essentially aim to tell stories; the narrative is 

only a method of thinking that steers the analysis. I draw attention to what the respondent 

chooses to say about her situation and how she understands her opportunities and herself 

as an actor. Nevertheless, in this article I focus only on certain themes and not much on 

the way the narrative is expressed. Steered by my research questions, I highlight the 

theme of work-related uncertainty. 



 

In the cobbler’s shoes 

The 45-year-old female respondent used to run a cobbler’s shop. The business is 

currently on a hiatus and she works part-time elsewhere. The reason for the pause in 

business is that she was taken ill due to physical exhaustion caused by the intensive pace 

of work, which finally manifested itself as physical pain in the hands and made her 

unable to work. She divorced a few years ago. One of her children has moved out and is 

studying elsewhere, and the other one still lives at home and attends comprehensive 

school. She has not considered and does not want to consider moving away from the area, 

even though suitable jobs are hard to find where she currently lives. The family home is 

very important to her: it was built by her grandfather and she grew up in it. Today, and in 

the near future, she wants her children to have a place to which they always feel they can 

return. In the future, the children may be able to use the house as their home or as a 

summer cottage, and it may also be possible to work from there again as an entrepreneur. 

Since putting her business operations on hold, the respondent has worked in 

various positions in the service industry, including in a grill café and as a cook at a 

service station. At the time of the interview, she was employed part-time in a shoe shop. 

The respondent has made tentative plans to start the business again by making leather 

products and selling them during the Christmas season. If this were to happen, she would 

have to put strict limits on her work by not necessarily accepting all orders and not 

imposing too strict of deadlines on herself. She enjoyed all elements of working as a 

cobbler and managing the overall operations independently, but wished the bigger picture 

had been more controllable. Getting supplies, designing the products, handling customer 

service and making the products all fit into a normal working day and generated enough 



 

income, but combining the running of the business in all its elements with life’s other 

demands was difficult. This is often an issue for female entrepreneurs in particular. 

Culmination of uncertainty and the struggle of control 

Leaving entrepreneurship behind, moving to a new situation, evaluating the consequences 

of these actions and contemplating the future dominate the follow-up interview. The 

move away from entrepreneurship was not a carefully considered, final and fully 

satisfactory decision. This is what the respondent says about her current situation and 

how she found herself in it: 

R: Well it [pausing the business] happened because I got this sudden 

illness first, and they thought it was something caused by work stress. 

Then they took some more tests and it wasn’t that after all. And then I got 

the long sick leave. And then, to give it a go, I tried shoe repairs, and it 

just didn’t work anymore, my body couldn’t take it anymore, full-time. 

Q: Yes. 

R: So then I started applying for other jobs and that’s the road I’m still on. 

So I still have it [the business], because I didn’t want to close it down 

completely or put it away, perhaps one day I can still get back to it or at 

least work somewhere else part-time and then on my own part-time. To 

make a full day of it. 

Q: Yes. Where do you work now? 

R: Well now I work at the shoe shop. 

Intensive schedules and long days already emerged as themes in the first 

interview; at the time the respondent did not talk about them as her own negative 



 

experiences but mentioned comments from other people. The respondent says that her 

current situation is temporary, although she does not know how long it will last and in 

what format she can put her plans into action in the future. She evaluates her options 

spontaneously. The words 'being on that road still' describe the temporariness, sense of 

being side-tracked and the idea that in some sense she is expecting to arrive. She has 

taken short-term jobs in the immediate past and will perhaps do so in the near future, but 

'now' her job is to be a sales assistant in a shoe shop. Her thoughts and identity are still 

those of a cobbler entrepreneur’s, because that was work she enjoyed. She cannot stay in 

the present, because her current job is temporary. It is this very precariousness that leads 

to the compulsion of forecasting the future, but as unpredictability is inherent in the 

future, the situation is fragile and continuously prone to unexpected changes. Tolerating 

uncertainty and planning the future must take place concurrently. 

In the following excerpt, the respondent assesses what it's like to be an employee 

as opposed to an entrepreneur: 

R: Otherwise I really like it: all the stress that comes with your own 

business is gone, working the long hours and never being able to take any 

time off or anything, so this is luxury now. But being part-time, financially 

and economically it’s a complete disaster . . . But then mentally and 

otherwise, it’s good, and you notice that the professional . . . the know-

how is really good there too. 

She thinks it is positive that she is able to utilise her previously acquired skills in 

the current job (cf. Standing 2011, 121–124). Being able to hold on to her professional 

identity gives her a feeling of control and of having previously achieved something 



 

important, even though the emphasis on the current job’s easiness hints at underused 

capacity. The current situation highlights the fact that the part-time sales assistant does 

not earn enough money. As a crafts entrepreneur, she had a low income but there was still 

the opportunity to generate more income through the business. In a labour-intensive field, 

this meant long and stressful days, which weighed heavily on her health and were 

compounded by all of the other non-work related responsibilities of everyday life. 

Questions pertaining to economic opportunities limit her choices and the available 

options. As setting up the cobbler business was a solution to the challenges of trying to 

balance difficult work hours with childcare, it seems that she has gone from one paradox 

to another, and it does not seem that there are many means with which to manage the 

situation. Even though she is an active agent in her own life, as called for by the demands 

of the current labour market, being able to achieve this requires her to continuously find a 

balance between a living wage, well-being and the limits of endurance. 

The paradox of easy work 

When asked whether the respondent would prefer entrepreneurship or employment in an 

ideal situation, she explains what would be her terms for choosing entrepreneurship. It is 

interesting to note the type of employment against which she compares entrepreneurship. 

A job that is realistic would be working-class employment that requires relatively few 

skills, is poorly paid and not very challenging (cf. Atkinson 2010; Peltokoski 2012, 98). It 

is easy compared to middle-class jobs that are knowledge-intensive and permeate across 

time and place, and it is also easy compared to self-employment. Considering the 

respondent’s background, her current employment is unusually independent (cf. Morris 

2012). The supervision is not continuous and visible. This can make even a job that is too 



 

easy more likeable. There are also limits to the job’s independence and 

entrepreneurialism, which means that she is not expected to perform tasks that create 

feelings of inadequacy and uncontrollability (as more demanding employment or 

entrepreneurship could do). 

Q: [...] if you could choose completely freely, in an ideal situation, would 

you rather be self-employed or work for someone else? 

R: I’d be self-employed, run the cobbler’s shop, no doubt about it. Yes I 

would. I mean if I knew that I could do it in the eight hours, to make it 

work, the system, and it would bring in enough money to live on without 

having to worry all the time about whether there will be enough money 

and also the clients would really come and get their stuff and pay for them 

on time. So yes, absolutely, I would choose it. Yes. 

Q: Yes. 

R: But this is easy now, I’ve seen both sides, working for someone else, 

I’ve done that my whole life, and then had my own shop and my husband 

has always had his own business. I’ve seen the ups and the downs, the 

good and the bad, everything. So, well, it’s so easy to work for someone 

else, you just take care of your own hours and do your job well and get to 

have your holiday. It’s so easy. It’s easy in that sense. But then running 

your own business, it’s the independence, that’s my thing. But that’s why I 

like working in the shoe shop, because my employer and the shoe factory 

are in the [neighbouring town], they have another shop there, and I take 

care of this one on my own and work the sales alone. So I am independent 



 

here, too. So in that sense to me being able to work independently is also a 

good form of being sort of an entrepreneur. 

Independence is on the one hand an absolute requirement – employees should 

work like an entreployee who is responsible for his or her self, own work and 

employment – and on the other hand a distant dream: do they trust me enough to let me 

do things my way? Even apparent independence is not always allowed. Linda McDowell 

(2009) states that people in the growing area of service work, home care and nursing are 

lacking missing the daily, immediate supervision. It is the very independence of work 

that motivates the employees, because a lack of strict control is not usual in lower income 

working-class jobs. Independence is, of course, to some extent illusory; even a shoe shop 

has to be run according to executive orders. 

What is thought to be a temporary and easy part-time job enables a more versatile 

everyday life than being self-employed and trying to continuously scrape together a 

living. On the one hand, she puts herself in the intentional, middle-class downshifter’s 

position where people slow down and withdraw from career competition (e.g., Chhetri, 

Stimson, and Western 2009; Ikonen 2010). On the other hand, she speaks with an 

apologetic tone because the phase with the easy job is thought to be abnormal. She is 

always ready to take on more demanding work as soon as she feels well enough. In 

reality, her days are filled with things to do, and she admits to being afraid of being stuck. 

In the background is the concern over job fitness; she says she knows people who no 

longer want to go to work after not having to do it every morning. The respondent thinks 

it is self-evident that she has to take responsibility for always being employable. I 

interpret this as entailing an internalised concept of an ideal Finnish citizen, worker and 



 

rural resident, and an industrious, self-sacrificing woman and middle-class ideal of 

femininity in the vein of Beverly Skeggs (2004), against which the working-class woman 

is compared. Striving towards a middle-class ideal transforms into a form of internalised 

control (Lahikainen and Mäkinen 2012). 

The paradox of loyalty 

The interview involves lots of orientation towards the future because the current situation 

is known to be temporary. When talking about her tangible plans for the future, the 

respondent uses rhetoric that emphasises loyalty. 

Q: What are your plans now? 

R: Well if they ask me to work more in the autumn, then of course I’ll do 

it because I’ve promised I would. 

She intends to help during the summer holiday season and afterwards in the shoe 

shop, even though actual contracts have not been made. The employee is loyal to the 

employer. This attitude is at odds with the flexible knowledge workers’ orientation 

towards individual careers due to organisations treating them as disposable workers 

(Gherardi & Murgia 2012) but which is also contrary to the working-class rebel against 

employers who do not any more provide reliability they used to (Morris 2012). The 

interviewee’s speech takes the perspective of a loyal helper: she has even recently been 

substituting for other employees in the job she had prior to working in the shoe shop, so 

that the other employees 'could take their holidays.' Even when the business was on a 

hiatus and she was working in other jobs, she still expressed kindness and kept promises: 

she supervised a man’s traineeship in her shop so that 'we [sic] were able to finish his 

course properly.' 



 

To some degree, being loyal is worthwhile to her because in her insecure but easy 

wage work, there is the opportunity to separate work and leisure. Of course, her loyalty 

does not guarantee reciprocal loyalty. It is typical of women to be flexible, adjustable and 

go the extra mile for their clients. Loyalty and thinking of others can lead to small work 

opportunities that can help with income, but they can become a drain and prevent one 

from taking significant steps to improving one’s own situation. 

The interviewee recognised her own entrepreneurial style even in the first 

interview conducted at the beginning of the 2000s. I called the narrative about it an 

interpretation repertoire of doing well, which included being committed and trustworthy 

(Ikonen 2008). At the time she was motivated by her enthusiasm, new skills and 

emerging professional pride and thought that she could make it without taking any time 

off. Later the job turned into a struggle in terms of keeping up with deadlines she had 

loyally promised, coping and making a living. Now she recognises with more clarity 

where she went wrong. She should have created time and space for herself, closed to the 

customers, not been so hard on herself and not so proud of being able to serve everyone. 

One should not give everything of oneself because thorough craftsmanship is no longer 

rewarded, as is deduced for example by Sennett (2006) and Vähämäki (2009). 

Maintaining boundaries, rather than overlapping functions, could be the key to job fitness 

(Jokinen 2010, 50). 

Permanence provided by place in the midst of uncertainty 

Characteristics of place (restrictions, an outsider could say) combined with her family 

situation, influenced the decision to set up a business. The entrepreneur trained herself, 

changed careers and became an entrepreneur in order to be able to take care of her 



 

children with more flexibility than when taking them to two different day-care centres at 

times dictated to her and set in advance. There are limited day-care facilities within a 

convenient distance in rural areas if your working hours are different from normal office 

hours. This made the respondent’s whole life seem like one big childminding 

arrangement. She also hoped to be able to take care of the maintenance work and repairs 

required for the terraced house. These were her responsibilities even before the divorce 

because her husband spent weekdays away. Now the situation has changed in terms of 

her 'charges,' but she still signifies the combination of working part-time and being a 

mother in a positive way. She was unable to control her working pace as an entrepreneur, 

now that she is an employee she has more time for the children. She also has more time 

to dedicate to the repairs and maintenance of the old house than she did when working 

from home. Place and motherhood go hand-in-hand throughout the interview and quite 

evidently throughout the years: both affect the practices of entrepreneurship. 

Both the first and the second interview reveal that work is subordinate to 

remaining in her place of residence. Staying put is not interpreted in any way as being 

forced.4 The will to stay in the place of residence has also been noted in the interviews 

conducted for the project on casualization and precariousness in Northern Karelia. In 

them, the respondents even feel guilty for not being willing to relocate to southern 

Finland (Heikkilä 2011, 45). They worry about being active enough because they are 

unwilling to leave, but at the same time they feel that place gives them a sense of 

permanence that work does not provide. Staying put is often a question of necessity, 

                                                 
4Staying is an objective and a desired state of affairs as seen throughout the data collected for this article 

(see Ikonen 2008; 2012). An indicator of the will to stay is the fact that of the 16 interviewees (with the 

exception of one), all lived in the same rural municipality at the time of the follow-up interviews. The only 

respondent who had moved to the nearby town had done so because she had to and did not feel at home in 

her new place of residence. 



 

claims Skeggs (1997, 2004), among others: those with the best incomes can leave and 

move around, whereas the working classes must stay put. In the Finnish rural context, 

combined with gender aspects, this holds true. For rural men in particular, staying put is 

connected with a misery of sorts, especially for an unmarried adult male who lives with 

his parents. Statistics prove that men stay and women leave (Rural Development 

Programme 2007, 5), and men in remote areas have fewer qualifications and less social 

mobility than women who move (in Ireland: NíLaoire 2001). In contrast, from a global 

perspective, in order to avoid becoming disadvantaged some people are forced to leave 

their homes and move, for example by seeking work in cities or abroad (such as Estonian 

construction workers in Finland). Thus, place and spatiality are indirect ways of talking 

about social classes: where we are from, where we live and whether we leave or stay 

define us (Keith and Pile 1993; Tolonen 2005).  

The cobbler does not want to be among those who leave. She has wanted to stay 

in her home 'ever since she was small,' and there is 'no way she is leaving.' Emotional 

attachment to place is a human emotion for which there is not necessarily a rational 

explanation, except that 'it must be something in the water' (Eyles 1985, 126). Edward 

Relph (1986) writes about an authentic attitude to place. He divides this attitude into a 

conscious and unconscious sense of place. The unconscious feeling of being inside and 

belonging is widely present in my interviews. For example, the cobbler talks about place 

as 'her own little world' and uses this metaphor to make a distinction from the world 

outside where her entrepreneur husband worked. She talks about the husband being out 

and about several times by saying, for example, that her 'husband works in the outside 



 

world all week.' She voluntarily limits her 'own world' to the size of her house: an area 

that is emotionally significant. 

An explanation of the significance of place can be sought from the perspective of 

assets and resources: the respondent describes her choice to stay put as a resource. She 

has been able to, not forced to, stay in her childhood home and still be an active agent in 

her life as a worker and a mother. She can take care of the house on her own. Her own 

house is an achievement, which she wishes to underline perhaps as a sign of being proper 

and respectable (Skeggs 1997) because 'a family in the little cottage is not a problem 

family' according to Finnish housing rhetoric (Uimonen 2008, 128). The house is also a 

tangible resource because it has previously offered, and perhaps will offer again, the 

premises for practising a livelihood. 

Conclusions and discussion: Network of uncertainties and control 

Uncertainty in the respondent in the state of 'in-betweenness' is caused by the paradox 

that there is either too much work (when self-employed) or too little work (as an 

employee at the shoe shop) to ensure a sufficient livelihood, because work is available in 

short, temporary patches. If she were to continue as an entrepreneur, she would have to 

think about how to prevent the entrepreneurship from depleting her strength and health. It 

is possible that she now knows her limits better and does not slavishly follow 

requirements set by others or by her for herself. This skill could give a sense of being in 

control in uncertainty. Likewise, the respondent valuing her professional skills and liking 

her job generates a feeling of being in control. The wage work is also easy because at the 

end of the day you can leave it behind. Control strategies include the knowledge of being 

able to live alone in the beloved house. 



 

The former cobbler sees potential to improve her income and sustain survival 

strategies in that the children are about to leave the nest (which can give her the strength 

to re-launch entrepreneurship), and because the extension of employment has been 

promised for the summer holidays. It is possible that she will work in one short, 

temporary job after another, which to the respondent is a better alternative than having no 

work at all. She is loyal to accepting the short, temporary contracts in a flexible manner. 

On the one hand, she refuses to see the challenges caused by the place and local 

economy, but on the other hand she does not have to, since there seems to be enough 

work as a cobbler. It is nevertheless possible that the remote area where she lives will fall 

further into economic decline, in which case there would be fewer employment 

opportunities available. The demand for Finnish-made shoes may further decline and 

people may need or want fewer repairs in a disposable culture. Therefore, considering the 

respondent’s work and education history, the outlook for employment or 

entrepreneurship opportunities may not, after all, be very good, and the process of 

precariatisation may continue. 

Illustrated by the respondent’s narration, I have tried to give a shape to the 

changes in the labour markets, local economies and personal valuations that have a 

critical effect on the living options available to and chosen by individuals. The same 

problems and attempts at control can be widely perceived in working life as the process 

of precariatisation touches several groups of people. Still, the precariat is yet a class-in-

the-making (Standing 2011, 7), sharing some characteristics of other classes and not yet a 

distinctive socio-economic group. Exactly this lack of group identity is an obstacle for 

controlled change on a wider scale because only a larger group of people, the crowd, 



 

could generate a change away from fordist society’s practices and vocabulary (which no 

longer reflect the working life) (Jakonen, Peltokoski, and Virtanen 2006, 8–9; Peltokoski 

2012; Standing 2011). As an indication of the lacking group identity, the former cobbler 

does not bring her uncertain work situation into the political agenda. She does not have a 

forum in her life where she could see the experience of precarious work to be a shared 

one – instead the suffering is construed as an individual problem (Skeggs 2004, 59). The 

solutions are to be found individually. 

As a result of the entrepreneurial mindset demonstrated both in employment and 

entrepreneurship, the respondent has also experienced the negative consequences of 

excessive dedication: the time pressures and the stress. As young employees who work in 

glamorous fields that require specialised skills are the ones who can benefit the most 

from the entreployee attitude, this former cobbler is mainly a part of the less successful 

but ever-growing group of people for whose work there is mainly short-term use without 

guarantees of the future (Pongratz and Voss 2003, 12–14; also Atkinson 2010). Because 

incomes are low – or, correspondingly, there is too much work to do – in this sense she 

reminds us of the working poor (Ehrenreich 2001; McDowell 2009; Standing 2011). 

These people do not make a sufficient living, even though they are active and have skills 

and education, because they cannot get the jobs that pay well enough or because there are 

long gaps between their contracts. They live mainly in large cities where the cost of 

living is high, but even in remote areas, when the jobs from industry, farming and the 

public sector are cut, the amount of income generated from practising a business, part-

time jobs or social benefits remains so low that it provides a limited existence. The cost 

of living can be low in remote areas, but moving about is expensive because it takes time 



 

and money to travel in search of the disappearing services and jobs. Many choose to 

move away, even though in expensive cities can only access living conditions that they 

feel are inferior. The respondent, however, is one of those who, even rebelliously, want to 

retain one constant in her life when work or family are no longer a guarantee of 

permanence: her place of residence. Staying put place of residence feels like a voluntary 

choice, thus bringing a sense of well-being and faith in the future, which helps to tolerate 

the scarcity and uncertainty caused by working conditions. 
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