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Consuming Neoliberal Discourse and Constituting Subjectivity:  Professionals' Transition from Employment to Self-Employment in Israel

The theoretical and research literature on neoliberalization brings together the neoliberal paradigm with processes of constructing the self. The proliferation of entrepreneurial and self-realization discourses as part of the spread of the neoliberal paradigm has been explored in scholarship primarily in the United States and in Britain, viewing the subjectivity created by these discourses as a mirror image directly controlled by neoliberal economic-political structures. Researchers of this school have viewed the corporate landscape and the labor market in general, yet particularly and "white-collar" professionals, as a central arenas for establishing these discourses that create neoliberal subjectivity.
However, most of these studies have focused on examining the discourse and its cultural products and less on the perspective of the subjects themselves. In contrast, other theoretical frameworks have argued that in order to understand the subjectivity created in cultures different from those of the United States and the United Kingdom, unique local cultural contexts apart from the neoliberal discourse must also be taken into account. According to this view, when expressions perceived as neoliberal can be located within specific political, economic, and cultural contexts, they can sometimes be identified as alternative practices or responses to neoliberalism.
This article forms part of my dissertation research, which examines the dissemination and consumption of entrepreneurship and self-fulfillment discourses, and the production of white-collar workers' subjectivity, across the workplace in Israel. The widespread proliferation of entrepreneurial and self-realization discourses in Israel coincides with far-reaching changes in the world of work, such as an increase in the number of small and self-employed businesses that open every year, accounting for about 50% of the business sector. Organizations and businesses are declining and changing while the private sector is growing, inter alia, through an increase in the number of self-employed workers operating on a contractual basis.	Comment by Dana: Examines or examined? Later you use the past tense. Make sure the tense is consistent
In my research, I focused on former employees who started self-employed businesses based on a professional area of expertise. The emphasis in this article is on the perspectives of the research participants and their interpretations of practices and ways of coping with the process of leaving the organizational space towards being independent in the "free market." The focus on self-employed professionals is based on the assumption found in previous research that given the professional and personal expertise of the self-employed in a major product or service in business, their entrepreneurial practice involves questions of self-fulfillment and personal destiny. These questions fall into the neoliberal paradigm and are integral to the entrepreneurial and self-fulfilling discourses that flourish in it. As the study revealed, the transition from corporate identity to the formation of a self-employed identity with professional expertise to be marketed in the "free market," represents a dynamic space of identity-making. The study was conducted through textual analysis, observations in workshops for entrepreneurs / self-employed people and through in-depth interviews over several points in time.	Comment by Dana: Here you use past tense
What I found during the interviews and observations was that the descriptions of the process of departing from the organization and moving toward an independent space were coded by the participants using language and expressions from the discursive worlds of entrepreneurship and self-realization often seen in the literature as adopting the neoliberal paradigm. Additionally there were other expressions of resistance, doubts, and conflict vis-à-vis neoliberal values. The corporate world that the interviewees left behind was described as a subjugating place that claimed all of the employees’ resources, a place that brought its employees to mental and physical collapse and illness, and that suppressed authenticity and self-expression, even as it was perceived as ensuring financial stability. The independent space has been described as a place of self-fulfillment, of freedom and autonomy, of owning one's own life, of health, of balance, and of an aspirational lifestyle. The transition to independence is seen as a transition to another life of freedom and fulfillment and not only to a new career path.
Findings in this vein appeared in several studies that examined the perspectives and experiences of U.S. market participants and potential participants, and found that despite the broad tendency of professionals to address market uncertainty positively and as an opportunity, there is no complete and automatic adoption of "free" market values by the participants and that there are also conflicts and objections.
In this study, I use the Israeli arena—which, unlike the US job scene, grew in the context of a unique national collectivism rather than under the values of capitalist culture and personal entrepreneurship—to deepen the view of the dynamics of establishing subjectivity in the work world. Examining the transition of labor market participants from employee status to independent status reveals the subjects' subjectivity production: this is accomplished through the process of converting subjectivity in an organizational context to a subjectivity that is woven directly in the "free" market environment in Israel.
My analysis will focus on four major themes: In the first theme, I will show how the participants employ the values of entrepreneurial and self-fulfillment discourses in a dual way: the values of entrepreneurship, autonomy, self-fulfillment, mental well-being, and even happiness, were adopted by the participants as constituting a normative subjectivity to aspire to in order to sustain an optimal lifestyle. However, the participants use these values to describe their life in the organization in the exact opposite way and to maintain that the aggressive organizational environment cannot sustain this aspirational subjectivity. Thus, the participants perceive that realizing the aspirational subjectivity is possible only outside the organizations.	Comment by Dana: Were or are? 
In the second theme, I will show that identity work and the construction of the independent self begin even during participants' work within organizations. The study participants noted that while being salaried, they were frequently exposed to models of independence and independent workers who are seen as successful and happy on social networks as well as to inspirational videos and lectures from mentors. The aspirational independent subjectivity is present in the lives of the organization employees such that they engage in an ongoing dialogue with the gap between their perception of their situation in the organization and the "ideal" model.	Comment by Dana: Begin or began?
The third theme focuses on issues of illness and physical and mental burnout that the interviewees said they experienced while working in organizations. : these include Severe severe diseases such as cancer, cardiac episodes, and clinically diagnosed anxiety treated by medication. The organization is perceived by most participants as a place of perpetual stress that leads to mental and physical collapse as opposed to the option of independence perceived as one of health, balance, mental well-being and freedom.
In the fourth theme, I will present the ambivalent attitude toward setting up an independent business and going out into the "free market" and the conflict with the need for financial security. The organization is perceived by most participants as a place for deriving much more financial security than the "free market." Almost all interviewees preferred to choose independence over salaried employment despite this conflict and to choose autonomy, freedom, fulfillment and meaning over the fear of economic insecurity. However, the push to leave the organization for business independence appears to derive from family and social support in the Israeli case, and not necessarily from the entrepreneurial value of risk-taking.
As the study shows, the penetration of neoliberal discourse into organizations provides an empirical platform for discussing the gap between sites of organizational subjectivity and the normative aspirational subjectivity of health, freedom, and self-fulfillment, thus advancing within the organizational realm the debate on contemporary structural and cultural changes in the labor market. 
In addition, the examination of the neoliberal discourse and its manifestations in the subjective formulation of the participants deepens the understanding of subjective processes related to the establishment and expansion of the market society. 
