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Abstract

This paper a report from a wider research project about the situation of online
ridesharing drivers in Snapp Company in the city of Tehran. This research had started
in the form an organizational ethnography, seeking ways to ameliorate the working
conditions of drivers, yet the field had its toll on the research and not only changed
the main questions, but also forced a methodological revision, which is in part
informed by Bourdieu's proposition of a 'scholarship with commitment’, and in part
by Nancy Scheper-Hughes' ethical considerations regarding the research subjects.
What is reported here is a story of how drivers are disposessed of their job identity.
Such disposession is so radical that you may ask a driver 'what is you job?" without
stumbling into absurdity. This points us to a new shift in the process of disposession
and commodification in late capitalism: disposession of the abstract and
commodification of labour’ as such.

Key words: Digital labour, Snapp, Urban Transportation, Ethnography, Scholarship

with Commitment, Commodification, Disposession, Job Identity

Introduction

In recent decades, digital labor and the expansion of internet-based gig work
platforms, such as Snapp in Iran, have reshaped labor relations. The boundaries
between work and leisure, job identity, and ownership over work have all undergone
significant transformations. In this new order, workers no longer enjoy stable
employment positions, but operate within frameworks that lack institutional

protections while being subjected to pervasive digital control.
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Focusing on the experiences of Snapp drivers in Tehran, this article, based on a two-
year ethnographic study, examines one of the lesser-explored dimensions of this
emerging order: the dispossession of job identity.

Snapp, as an example of digital platforms that challenge the structure of traditional
labor relations, imposes a system of surveillance, subjugation, and precarity on
workers in which "labor" is offered as a commodity separate from the "worker." This
article moves beyond typical descriptions of platform workers' hardships to focus on a
conceptual shift: the Snapp driver, even in the midst of work, is deprived of a stable
professional identity as a "driver." This condition signals a new phase in late
capitalism—one in which dispossession extends not only to the means of production

or time, but to elements of the "subject's identity" itself.

Methodology

This study emerged from a long-term ethnographic engagement. Initially conceived
as an organizational ethnography aimed at improving drivers' conditions through
interviews and participant observation, the fieldwork and interactions with subjects
raised new questions. These developments led to a methodological reorientation
toward the tradition of committed ethnography.

The study's approach, particularly in its ethical and critical dimensions, is indebted to
the ideas of Pierre Bourdieu on the social responsibility of the researcher and Nancy
Scheper-Hughes’” emphasis on the "primacy of the ethical” and "research from below."
In this process, we gathered data through engagement with the drivers’ everyday lives,
in-depth interviews, participant observation in the field, interactions within virtual
communities (such as WhatsApp and Telegram groups), and even through direct
experience of driving for Snapp. These data are presented and analyzed as detailed
narratives in the text. They reveal not only the economic and legal conditions of
drivers but also their relationship to the meaning of work, the potential for forming a

professional identity, and their modes of resistance or submission to platform control.

Research Objective

The central concern of this article is to explore the emerging forms of dispossession in
digital labor platforms, with particular attention to how platforms like Snapp not only
redefine labor in terms such as "flexibility” and legally as "self-employment,” but also

exert control over job identity.
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Through mechanisms such as the absence of formal contracts, lack of insurance,
algorithmic control, rating systems, and unilateral account deactivations, Snapp has
established a power structure that separates work from the worker.

In this structure, the worker is not only deprived of legal rights but also of the ability
to define themselves as a "worker." The identity of the Snapp driver remains
secondary, unstable, and contingent: "an engineer who drives for Snapp," "a housewife
who works on Snapp for extra income,” or even "a researcher who drives for Snapp for
fieldwork."

This study argues that this dispossession of identity, as both a symbolic and material
process, represents one of the final frontiers of commodification in contemporary

capitalism: the commodification of "labor" itself—not merely labor power.

Conclusion

This article argues that labor conditions in platforms like Snapp go beyond the usual
models of "precarity” or "job insecurity” and require a new conceptual language to
understand the relationship between labor, identity, and digital capitalism.

Snapp, as a company that assumes no responsibility for its drivers yet controls every
aspect of their work, symbolizes a shift in economic logic: the sale of "labor" instead of
the purchase of "labor power."

The article analyzes the concept of the "dispossession of job identity" as a mechanism
of power—one through which the driver becomes an anonymous, de-identified
worker entirely subject to algorithms. In this process, the driver's body, as a tool of
value production, is dominated by digital calculations, and their relationship to their
work becomes fragmented, momentary, and devoid of union or identity-based
foundations.

Alongside this analysis, the article also addresses the challenges of collective
organizing, the lack of effective means for protest, and the specific conditions of
female drivers, who face additional layers of harassment, violence, and neglect. It also
opens up avenues for future research—such as studying other arms of the Snapp
corporation (e.g., Snapp Food, Snapp Doctor, etc.) and its formal employment
relations.

Ultimately, this study seeks to emphasize that the concept of work in the platform
capitalism era demands serious theoretical rethinking. To analyze phenomena like
Snapp, one cannot rely solely on traditional concepts such as wage labor, occupation,
or class. What is unfolding reflects a fundamental shift in the very logic of

capitalism—one that requires critical, interdisciplinary, and committed attention.
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