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ABSTRACT 
 

EXPLORING THE INTERSECTIONS: 

SUBORDINATION AND RESISTANCE  

AMONG KURDISH WOMEN IN AYDINLI, TUZLA 

 
Hülya Ça!layan  

Cultural Studies, MA Thesis, 2011 
Supervisor: Asst. Prof. Ay"e Gül Altınay 

 
Keywords: social exclusion, urban poverty, intersectionality, ethnicity, gender, feminism. 
 

This study aims to explore the intersecting dynamics of social exclusion in low-class 

Kurdish women’s lives in the Aydınlı neighborhood, Tuzla-Istanbul. Women’s narratives 

show that Aydınlı is a setting of urban poverty and marginalization. This thesis argues 

that Kurdish women are “urban outcasts”, who are subordinated by the intersecting 

dynamics of gender, class and ethnicity. Based on in-depth interviews and participant 

observation, this study argues that there are multiple agents consisting of class, ethnicity 

and gender, which lead to women’s subordination. Women’s narratives on language, 

identity, poverty and patriarchal oppression show that, these multiple agents should not 

be analyzed separately from one another. This thesis argues that, there are heterogeneous 

identities as well as differing factors of intersectionality, since women do not encounter 

the pressures of gender, ethnicity and class at the same time and in equal degrees. This 

study aims to contribute to the existing feminist literature in Turkey by posing these 

complex dynamics of intersectionality. Besides, aiming to provide an intersectional 

approach for poverty studies in Turkey, this research argues that women encounter 

constant threats which may approximate them to absolute poverty. These threats are 

determined and reproduced  by the intersectionality of gender, ethnicity and class. The 

ways women manage to display particular resistances against these multiple agents 

constitute another focal point of this research. This study argues that women perform 

resistances against the dynamics of marginalization, which are reproduced at the 

neighborhood, as well as in households and workplaces with the intersecting dynamics of 

class, gender and ethnicity in Aydınlı.  
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ÖZET 

 
KES#$#MSELL#KLER ÜZER#NE: 

AYDINLI, TUZLA’DA KÜRT KADINLARIN MADUN#YET VE D#REN#$# 

 
Hülya Ça!layan  

Kültürel Çalı"malar, Yüksek Lisans Tezi, 2011 
Tez Danı"manı: Yrd. Doç. Dr. Ay"e Gül Altınay 

 
Anahtar Sözcükler: toplumsal dı"lanma, kent yoksullu!u, kesi"imsellik, etnisite, 
toplumsal cinsiyet, feminizm. 
 
Bu çalı"ma, #stanbul’un Tuzla ilçesinin Aydınlı mahallesinde ikamet eden alt sınıf Kürt 

kadınlarının ya"amlarındaki toplumsal dı"lanma dinamiklerinin kesi"imselli!ini 

ara"tırmayı hedeflemektedir. Kadınların anlatıları, Aydınlı’daki kentsel yoksullu!u ve 

dı"lanmayı göz önüne serer. Bu tez, toplumsal cinsiyet, etnisite ve sınıf dinamiklerinin 

kesi"imselli!iyle baskı gören Kürt kadınlarının, “kentin dı"lanmı"larını” olu"turdu!unu 

savunur. Derinlemesine mülâkatlar ve katılımcı gözlem ı"ı!ında "ekillenen bu çalı"ma, 

kadınların maduniyetinin ardında, sınıf, etnisite ve toplumsal cinsiyet gibi faktörlerin var 

oldu!unu savunur. Kadınların dil, kimlik, yoksulluk ve ataerkil baskı üzerine yo!unla"an 

anlatıları, mevzu bahis çoklu faktörlerin birbirinden ba!ımsız incelenmemesi gerekti!ini 

gösterir. Kadınlar toplumsal cinsiyet, etnisite ve sınıf ba!lamında ortaya çıkan baskılarla 

aynı zamanda ve e"it derecede kar"ıla"mazlar; bu tez, kimliklerin heterojenligini öne 

sürmenin yani sıra, kesi"imselligin farklı etkenlerinin var oldu!unu savunur. Sundu!u bu 

kompleks ili"ki ile bu çalı"ma, Türkiye’de bugüne kadar yapılmı" feminist ara"tırmalara 

kesisimsel bir tespitle katkıda bulunmayı hedefler. Ayrıca, Türkiye’de var olan yoksulluk 

çalı"malarına da yine kesi"imsel bir analizle katkı yapma gayretindeki bu çalı"maya göre 

kadınlar, onları mutlak yoksullu!a itebilecek tehditlerle kar"ıla"ırlar. Bu tehditler, sözü 

geçen çoklu faktörlerin kesi"imselligi ile belirlenmekte ve yeniden üretilmektedir. Bu 

çalı"manın di!er bir oda!ını, kadınların bu çoklu faktörler kar"ısında ne çe"it direni" 

gösterdi!i olu"turmaktadır. Bu tez, kadınların mahalle, hane-içi ili"kiler ve çalı"ma 

hayatında kar"ıla"tıkları dı"lanmanın, sınıf, toplumsal cinsiyet ve etnisite gibi çoklu 

faktörler kesi"im"elligiyle yeniden üretildi!ini ve buna kar"ılık kadınların çe"itli direni" 

biçimleri geli"tirdi!ini savunur. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

 

 It was December 22, 2010, the initial days of my field experience when I went 

to see a concert by “Karde! Türküler” in Tuzla "dris Güllüce Center of Culture. It was 

the first time I saw my favorite band perform live on stage. Karde! Türküler is known 

for its multi ethnic and multi cultural music, producing songs in different languages 

spoken in Anatolia, especially Turkish, Kurdish, Armenian and Arabic. I saw the 

announcement of the event during one of my field trips. I was there to enjoy the 

concert and have fun.  

The concert tickets were very cheap. It was 2 TL for students and 4 TL for 

adults. The concerts of Karde! Türküler in the main performing halls in "stanbul are 

usually priced much higher, between 30 to 70 TL. The prices were significant; it 

showed that they were regulated for the low-class neighborhoods of Tuzla. I saw 

many women attending the concert, arriving and leaving the hall on foot, which 

probably meant that they lived in the neighborhoods nearby. The audience was 

already very engaged with the concert when the lead vocalist said: “Since we are in 

Tuzla, it is inevitable to sing a song for the workers.1” The song was in Kurdish. With 

this remark and the song that followed, the engagement of the audience reached a 

peak. I witnessed three elements at one occasion, that is, the significance of class, 

gender and ethnicity.  

With great excitement and joy, many Kurdish women in the audience joined in 

the song for the workers and sang together with the vocalists. The concert hall was 

full to its limits, with many standing in the back, among whom were women taking 

active part in this Kurdish song dedicated to the working class in Tuzla. The music, in 

this particular instance, became the mediator of something intriguing which was 

worth investigating in Kurdish women’s lives. I, too, was very happy. Not only 

because I was listening to my favorite band live, but also because what I witnessed 

encouraged me to continue my research further. The complex dynamics of ethnicity, 

gender, and class that this concert experience underscored constitute the main 

theoretical framework of this research. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The particular image of Tuzla in the media has been built around the accidents 

that result in male workers’ death in the shipyards, with little reference to their 

identities and belongings as Kurds, or to women workers. The images have focused 

on death, but life is going on. What exactly are the dynamics behind the appreciation 

of Kurdish women in hearing a song in Kurdish sang for the working class? In a low-

class, marginalized neighborhood populated by Kurdish inhabitants, it is not hard to 

guess that there are mechanisms of oppression resulting from distinct agents of social 

experience in varying degrees. The particular concert atmosphere was introducing the 

concomitance of these oppressive agents, which was met by Kurdish women in 

excitement. Kurdish women’s experiences of their daily lives, determined and 

affected by intersecting dynamics of class, ethnicity and gender, which led to a 

striking outburst sensation in a Karde! Türküler concert, calls for exploration and 

examination.   

 

1.1. Purpose of the Study 

After the concert experience, I continued my critical interrogations about the 

ways in which Kurdish women experience distinct yet interrelated variables of 

oppression, that is, ethnicity, gender and class in the urban setting of Aydınlı, Tuzla. 

Rather than making such generalizations as “women suffering poverty” or, “low-class 

Kurdish inhabitants of Aydınlı neighborhood”, my aim is to bring together seemingly 

distinct poles of ethnicity, gender and class, which lead to complex forms of 

subordination. In this study, I chose to centralize my focus on the ways in which 

Kurdish women experience poverty during their daily life interactions and 

experiences which consists of differing yet interrelated poles of subordination. 

Consequently, poverty constitutes the focal point of this academic inquiry, which will 

proceed with a concomitant emphasis on the interplay of gender and ethnicity as 

simultaneous factors, which lead to particular forms of subordination. In the urban 

setting of Tuzla, low-class Kurdish women in Aydınlı are positioned in the lowest 

ranks of a social hierarchy. Their positions cannot be analyzed by distinguishing and 

isolating the effects of ethnicity, gender and class from one another. Rather, an 

analysis, which would cover the complexities of such hierarchization can bring a 

critical interrogation of the mechanisms of subordination. In this thesis, I aim to 

analyze the simultaneous existence and operation of oppressive factors such as class, 
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gender and ethnicity, rather than solely focusing on a particular one or two as factors 

operating autonomously and independent from one another.  

In the following section, I find it necessary to refer to the theories of 

intersectionality which have inspired my research. Afterwards, my aim is to open up a 

discussion on the existing literature, which covers the issues of women’s 

subordination in Turkey either from a gendered, ethnicity oriented or class-based 

point of view. Following a careful observation of the literature, I will discuss the ways 

in which my research seeks to contribute to the literature with its emphasis on 

intersectionality. 

 

 1.2. Theoretical Considerations  

 

            1.2.1. Defining Intersectionality 

Kimberle Williams Crenshaw introduces the theory of intersectionality in 

order to unfold the marginalized situation of Black women and argues that since the 

existence of a woman of color is related to the conditions of poverty, the notions of 

race, gender, and class are implicated together (1991). Hence, black women’s 

oppressed situations are shaped by the interrelations of race, gender and class 

dimensions. Besides, intersectional theory does not only deal with the intertwining of 

those three categories, but opens a connection for all other social and cultural 

categories such as ethnicity, sexuality, disability or nationality (Knudsen 2006). In 

other words, an intersectional perspective examines “the relationships and interactions 

between multiple axes of identity and multiple dimensions of social organization—at 

the same time” (Dill 2002: 4).  

One of the prominent works in this literature was undertaken by Patricia Hill 

Collins, who also applies the theory of intersectionality to her research of Black 

women in USA. According to Collins, intersectionality deals with the different 

intersecting types of oppressive agents such as race and sexuality. What is significant 

in this theory is that it reminds us that oppressions in the society do not arise from one 

single factor; it rather points out the interplay of different factors, which cause 

injustices to arise. Collins notices the shifting boundaries of intersectionality in 

women’s experiences of subordination when she states the following: 

Her gender may be more prominent when she becomes a mother, her race when she 

searches for housing, her social class when she applies for credit, her sexual 



! ! !>!

orientation when she is walking with her lover, and her citizenship status when she 

applies for a job. (2000: 274-275) 

More importantly, Collins draws attention to class as a factor, which proceeds 

intersectionally with gender in Black women’s life as she highlights the fact that low-

class Black women end up in poverty compared to the better life conditions of low-

class Black men (2000). In the light of Collins, my project aims to analyze the 

intersection of gender, ethnicity and class, which results in the oppression of Kurdish 

women workers. I aim to provide an answer to the question raised by Collins:  

For another, can this version of intersectionality’s trajectory, namely, its visibility 

within the American context, be fruitfully used in other Western societies as well as 

within non-Western settings? (2009: xii) 

In order to make a contribution the above question, the aim of this study is to 

make visible the intersecting dynamics of women’s subordination in Tuzla, Istanbul. 

Here, the specific attribute of the field necessitates a feminist intersectional analysis 

of poverty. The intensity of poverty exists among the oppressive mechanisms 

embodied by ethnic and gender markers within social hierarchy. Emphasizing the 

prominence of class relations in society, which works hand in hand with dynamics of 

gender and ethnicity, Lynn S. Chancer and Baverly X. Watkins also emphasize the 

visibility of multiple agents leading to women’s subordination and aptly conclude that 

“gender, race and class turn out to be closely entwined; at the same time each cannot 

be reduced to an effect of the others.” (2007:76) Brah and Phoenix define 

intersectionality as follows: 

We regard the concept of ‘intersectionality’ as signifying the complex, irreducible, 

varied, and variable effects which ensue when multiple axes of differentiation – 

economic, political, cultural, psychic, subjective and experiential – intersect in 

historically specific contexts. The concept emphasizes that different dimensions of 

social life cannot be separated out into discrete and pure strands. (2004: 76) 

What is more, Collins concentrates on the operations of domination and 

power, which undertakes an analysis of subordination of the individual in an 

intersectional manner. She finds it important to understand the ways in which 

individuals perceive themselves within the systems of power and domination. For this 

aim, rather than solely relying on one particular factor in order to locate 

subordination, Collins favors an approach, which would analyze “how 

intersectionality creates different kinds of inequalities” with a further emphasis in the 
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ways in which certain cross-cutting influences affect social change. According to 

Collins, intersectionality, maintaining the interplaying domains of oppressive 

mechanisms, proceeds within “a matrix of domination”. This particular matrix is 

organized by four interrelated systems of power: structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, 

and interpersonal; where the structural consisting of law, polity, religion, and the 

economy; the disciplinary as bureaucratic organizations; the hegemonic as the cultural 

sphere of influence which legitimizes oppression and the interpersonal as influencing 

the everyday life of individuals, their daily interactions (2000:18).  

Building on Collins’ theorizing of intersectionality, the purpose of my study 

can be narrowed down in the following ways. The aim of this study is to trace the 

different subjectivities of Kurdish women in Aydınlı. By this I aim to analyze the way 

in which they experience particular oppressions and pose certain forms of resistances 

within the hierarchy of social domination. Specifically, this thesis analyzes the 

mechanisms of oppression resulting from Kurdishness and womanhood. They are 

manifest in structural, disciplinary, hegemonic and interpersonal realms, with 

different interviewees experiencing varying degrees of oppression within what Collins 

calls the ‘matrix of domination’.  

As a consequence, following an intersectional approach will lay out the 

shifting factors behind Kurdish women’s subordination. It will focus on the visibility 

of multiple agents in such subordination. Meanwhile, by doing so the social 

hierarchies that are embedded in the neighborhood will become more visible.  

 

1.2.2. A Historical Overview of Feminism in Turkey 

Since gender constitutes a major agent among multiple agents in women’s 

subordination, I will survey the feminist literature in Turkey. To begin with, #irin 

Tekeli characterizes the feminist movement in Turkey in two distinct eras: 1910-1920 

and post-80. (1998:337) For Tekeli, Ottoman women’s movement through the late 

period of the Ottoman Empire was the first feminist collectivity to be established 

among women. According to her, the period of the early republic throughout the 

1920’s and 30’s signaled aridity in terms of feminist activism, which is paradoxical 

considering the republic’s granting of women’s suffrage in 1934. Despite such 

positives on behalf of women, suffrage paradoxically hindered women’s feminist 

movement in Turkey. Since women were assumed as equal to men, the regime saw no 

further need for collective activism towards feminist solidarity (338). The republican 
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argument claimed that women are liberated and equal to men, yet it was not the case 

at all (Kandiyoti 1987). The Women’s Party and Turkish Women Association (TKB) 

were closed down by the government (Çakır 2007:65, Toprak 1998). Although there 

was such kind of a manipulated emancipation of Turkish women in the early 

republican period, what stands significant is how those reforms for women’s rights 

were part of the project that aimed to construct a new and modern Turkish nation. 

Eventually these reforms did not speak to the real needs of women in terms of rights. 

Shahrzad Mojab suggests that the republic’s official policy proceeding through the 

idea of emancipation of women was “one means of subordinating women to the 

nation state” (2001:4). Fatmagül Berktay argues that the nation-state significantly 

aimed at creating the “mothers” of the new nation who will be the loyal servants. For 

her, it didn’t promise them an actual emancipation against patriarchal oppression 

(2001:348-360).  

The silence of women’s movement continued till early 1980’s, during when a 

new wave occurred, influenced by the second wave feminist movement globally. The 

post-80 period marked the emergence of a new feminist activism. In this period, 

feminist activism declaring women’s subordination in this era was much more 

oriented around class-consciousness, during when socialist-feminist organizations 

evolved. By opening itself to different perspectives, feminism in Turkey managed to 

appeal to the masses more than it did in the past throughout the republican regime 

with its focus on distinct experiences of women. This era marked the emergence of 

various forms of feminist activism such as publications, protests, consciousness-

raising groups and gatherings, which attempted to introduce the women’s 

subordination to the agenda in Turkey once again (Çakır 1996:753, Sirman 1993:16-

21). Eventually, the aridity, which was caused by the authoritarian tendencies of the 

republican regime met with a strong resistance by feminist scholars and activists in 

the post-80 period. Tekeli calls this new wave of feminism in Turkey as the 

development of “woman’s point of view” (1998).  According to Ay!e Gül Altınay, 

what was first evolving as “woman’s point of view” developed into “different 

women’s points of view” in the 1990’s, as the feminist movement in the 90’s 

challenged the movement in the 80’s by appealing to a more pluralist feminist 

activism and discourse (2000:25).  

Throughout this period, the differences among women within the feminist 

movement were given more attention. Further, Kurdish women and Islamic-
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conservative women became increasingly more organized in this period. With the 

introduction of ethnicity to the feminist agenda in the 1990s, the multiple axes of 

oppression of Kurdish women came to be recognized and analyzed by activists and 

scholars. Rohat Alakom makes a historical analysis on Kurdish women in Istanbul at 

the end of 20th century. She shows the importance of Kürt Kadınları Teali Cemiyeti2 

(KKTC), which was very active in this period (2001:60). Yavuz Selim Karakı!la also 

analyzes the significance of KKTC. He shows that under the organization, Kurdish 

women were resisting patriarchal subordination. He argues that the activists were at 

the same time Kurdish nationalists as they had dreams for an independent Kurdish 

nation (2003:111). Ye!im Arat stresses the transformation of Kurdish women’s 

position within the major feminist discourse. Her analysis points out that Kurdish 

women became aware of the distinct type of oppression they are subjected to which 

was different than Turkish women, thus they mobilized in order to found an 

alternative movement for themselves (2008:414-415). For this aim, in order to break 

up their dependence to Turkish women, men and Kurdish nationalist groups, they 

organized their cause around the journals such as Roza and Jujin both of which were 

founded in 1996 during when the feminist movement in Turkey became more open to 

addressing the complex relations between different groups of women (Altınay 

2000:26, Arat 2004:289). 

The 1990’s witnessed increasing interest on the problems of Kurdish women 

in feminist scholarship. Metin Yüksel analyzes the ways in which Kurdish women 

were subordinated by the republican regime since the 1920’s. According to him, the 

Kemalist modernization project merely liberated Turkish women to a certain extent 

despite the problematics mentioned above, yet Kurdish women were excluded from 

this particular project of modernization (2006: 786). Yüksel’s analysis focuses on a 

critical interrogation on the experiences Kurdish women in terms of politics: their 

perceptions of feminism and identity, hegemonic Turkish nationalism and patriarchy. 

Additionally, in his analysis of “Diversifying Feminism in Turkey in 1990s”3 Yüksel 

mentions that feminism in Turkey was ethnicity-blind until 1990s, as it was implicitly 

assumed that all women in Turkey are of Turkish ethnic origin. He introduces the 

concept of ethnicity next to gender in his analysis of feminism in Turkey. He asserts 

that Kurdish women face ‘dual suppression’, both in terms of gender and ethnicity. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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His comparison of black women in USA and Kurdish women provides an ethnicity 

based comparative analysis of the two seemingly distinct cases of women’s 

subordination. It sheds light on the ways in which ethnicity and gender works 

cooperatively in the suppression of women. Projecting his analysis on this particular 

comparative case to the Turkish context, Yüksel draws attention to the fact that 

Kurdish women have been subjugated by their Turkish sisters. For him, the 

republican understanding on gender, highlighted women, who were “potentially able 

to benefit from the secularizing and modernizing Republican periods” (2006:777). 

This particular sense necessitated an ethnicity-oriented approach within feminist 

scholarship in Turkey. Eventually, Yüksel manages to introduce an ethnicity-based 

approach to feminist scholarship in order to better comprehend the subordination of 

Kurdish women in Turkey. He further suggests that a class-based analysis is 

necessary. For him, it can enrich the ways in which feminist scholarship can better 

analyze the subordinating conditions of Kurdish women. 

Handan Ça$layan is another feminist scholar who focuses on Kurdish 

women’s experience. In her research, Ça$layan engages in an analysis of the 

motivations behind Kurdish women’s participation in the Kurdish political 

movements beginning with the 80’s (2010). Ça$layan’s research highlights the ways 

in which Kurdish women perceive themselves as political actors within the Kurdish 

independence movement. She argues that Kurdish women managed to maintain active 

agencies among oppressing conflicts. For her, these conflicts arise from patriarchal 

oppression in Kurdish community. She further notices that they are also pressured for 

being agents of Kurdish political opposition in this process. Ça$layan argues that this 

particular process turned Kurdish women into political objects/subjects throughout 

Kurdish opposition movement. In her suggestions for further research, Ça$layan 

mentions the importance of a class-based analysis on Kurdish women.  

Yüksel and Ça$layan’s researches analyze the political engagements of 

Kurdish women within the general movement for Kurdish independence since the late 

1970’s. Martin van Bruinessen also undertakes an analysis of Kurdish women’s 

relations to the macro-level political opposition. He argues that Kurdish women 

expressed their active agencies in this process (2001:95-112). He analyzes the 

significance of the political experiences of Kurdish women during Kurdish resistance, 

which occurred between late-1970 and early 2000’s in Turkey. Leyla Zana, one of the 

first Kurdish woman parliamentarians in the national assembly who was met with a 
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fierce opposition in 1991, constitutes one of the focal points of van Bruinessen’s 

research (106-107).  

Having in mind the different approaches towards the question of Kurdish 

women, one can point out that the existing literature focuses almost exclusively on the 

political engagements of Kurdish women. It analyzes the ways in which they are 

subjectified, oppressed or coerced by the state apparatuses; as well as the ways in 

which they manage to manifest particular forms of resistance to such policies. This 

thesis draws from this literature and seeks to follow up on the need identified by 

Ça$layan and Yüksel to analyze the class-based oppression of Kurdish women in 

Turkey. This thesis aims to contribute to the existing literature on Kurdish women 

with its intersectional analysis of poverty, as experienced and resisted by a particular 

group of Kurdish women in Aydınlı, Tuzla.  

 

1.2.3. Theoretical Approaches to Urban Poverty 

The term “poverty” needs careful elaboration. Ülkü #ener summarizes the two 

prevailing approaches to define poverty. According to her, the first approach defines 

poverty on the basis of income and consumption. The second approach defines it in 

terms of life conditions such as health, education, nutrition and free time (2009, 2). 

"lhan Tekeli suggests that these two definitions of poverty have different bases and 

should be named differently. First one is “absolute poverty.” Tekeli explains that 

people who cannot acquire the necessary food for survival are defined as absolute 

poor. He mentions that the term is defined on the basis of humans’ biological 

qualities, and therefore regarded as “absolute.” (2000:142) According to UN, absolute 

poverty is identified with “…severe deprivation of basic human needs, including 

food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education and 

information. It depends not only on income but also on access to social services” (UN 

1995, 41) 

The second definition, according to Tekeli, can be named as “relative 

poverty.” He underlines that this approach takes into account people’s socio-cultural 

positions, rather than their biological qualities. People who are below the accepted 

consumption level are counted as relative poor (2000:142). Tekeli reckons that this 

consumption level is higher than the absolute poverty. He argues that relative poverty 

refers to the necessary conditions for an individual “to reproduce his/her well-being 

socially rather than biologically.” (142) Tekeli notices that today, poverty is 
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understood as relative poverty (143). Bu$ra and Keyder refer to a study by Eurostad 

conducted in 2004, which suggests that, “relative poverty, measured by less than 60 

percent of the median income in the country, is 23 percent in Turkey.” They 

emphasize that Turkey’s is the highest figure among all EU members and candidates. 

They focus on the significance of relative poverty and argue that, “Turkey has to 

consider alleviating poverty seriously.” (2005:20) 

According to the United Nations Development Program, poverty should be 

addressed in many dimensions other than the lack of income in a given society. It 

should address the shortcoming choices and opportunities for individuals. For the 

Program, poverty can be measured by “indicators of the most basic dimensions of 

deprivation such as a short life, lack of basic education and lack of access to public 

and private resources.” Further, the three indicators of the human poverty index (HPI) 

concentrates on the deprivation in the three essential elements of human life: 

longevity, knowledge and a decent standard of living.4 

Necmi Erdo$an argues that poverty should not be understood in scientifically 

objective, fixed, quantitative terms. For him, such an approach would cause a 

miscomprehension. Therefore, he suggests the term, “positional poverty.” For 

Erdo$an, positional poverty takes into account individuals’ relative and differing 

experiences of poverty (2001:7-9). He shows that the conditions leading to poverty 

are relative. Every individual perceives his/her conditions of deprivation in a different 

manner. Erdo$an eventually argues that poverty is “a condition of multifaceted 

deprivation.” (3)5  

Ahmet "nsel also argues that poverty should not be considered solely in terms 

of lack of income. Rather, it should be defined as “a process of exclusion.” (2001:71)6 

He argues that it is possible to be above the level of absolute poverty but be relatively 

poor (71). Amartya Sen also argues that poverty should not be defined solely in terms 

of income and consumption. She suggests the term “capabilities” to characterize it 

better. Sen argues that poverty is not to be relatively poorer than others in a society. 

Rather it is the lack of capabilities to have the rights and facilities that the social 

welfare presents. Sen argues that the income/consumption-based analysis of poverty 

is a static approach. She shows that poverty is not a “state”. It is a “process”. 
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According to Sen, looking from the perspective of “capabilities” provides a dynamic 

approach on poverty (1985, 1992). Melih Pınarcıo$lu and O$uz I!ık argue that this 

dynamic nature shows the poor’s willingness to use capability to alleviate poverty 

(2001a, 2001b, 2008). Similarly, "nsel emphasizes the need for this dynamic 

approach. He argues that, “poverty produces the conditions by which it is 

reproduced.” (2001:70) He points at the process, which makes poverty more 

comprehensible. In this thesis, I take poverty as a dynamic process, which is 

reproduced by Kurdish women’s lack of capabilities to access basic rights. I aim to 

expose the intersectional dynamics of social inequality that reproduce their poverty. 

Necmi Erdo$an further analyzes the cultural representation of low-class 

individuals in Turkey (2001). Following a Foucauldian terminology, Erdo$an 

illustrates the ways in which the impoverished and the subordinate are subjected to 

“governmentality”. He argues that their poverty is governed to reproduce the neo-

liberal market dynamics (9). Erdo$an further refers to Bourdieu’s interpretation of 

“symbolic violence”7. He shows that it is the counterpart of governmentality. For him, 

the impoverished meet symbolic violence, which legitimizes the inadequate living 

conditions of them. Erdo$an further refers to Spivak, and concludes that the poor and 

the subordinate cannot speak so long as they are regarded as “subjects”. He asks the 

question, “How do the poor/subaltern give meaning to the processes of 

marginalization and exclusion and how do they react against such processes?”8 (7). 

Erdo$an suggests that the poor and the subordinate should be taken as “subjects” 

since they have relative experiences of poverty (18). He argues that only then the poor 

and the subordinate can speak among the troublesome conditions in the era of neo-

liberalism (19-20).  

Erdo$an’s discussion on poverty is fruitful in comprehending poverty in 

Turkey with an approach emphasizing diversity. Erdo$an later edited a volume of 

articles in his later work, Yoksulluk Halleri, which contributed to the existing 

literature with perspectives on gender and ethnicity. Yet his previous article lacks the 
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significance of gender and ethnicity in individuals’ perceptions of marginalization and 

impoverishment. Following these definitions on the new pathways in measuring 

poverty and the general question that Erdo$an poses, I propose to ask the question in 

the following way, “How do Kurdish women in Aydınlı, Tuzla give meaning to the 

processes of marginalization and exclusion at the intersections of gender, class and 

ethnicity?” Accordingly I aim to seek for the answers through their reflections 

throughout this research. I propose that the intersecting dynamics of subordination 

and exclusion will bring forth their diverse experiences of poverty. 

Among the existing literature on poverty, the book Yoksulluk Halleri, edited 

by Erdo$an, consists of several different articles on poverty. It introduces a fieldwork 

project by discussing poverty with regard to gender, religious belonging, ethnicity and 

social space (2002). In this edited collection of essays, Mustafa #en and Aksu Bora’s 

researches on poverty make key contributions to the existing literature. Aksu Bora’s 

study focuses mostly on the experiences of unemployed women in Turkey. She 

focuses on women regardless of their ethnic belongings. Her analysis discusses 

women workers’ relations to waged labor. She further investigates the structural 

obstacles against waged labor. In her study, Bora points at the traditional gender roles 

as one of structural obstacles. Traditional gender roles oblige with household 

activities and child caring duties. She shows that they prevent women’s employment 

(2002). Mustafa #en undertakes a class-based and ethnicity-oriented analysis.  He 

investigates the ways in which Kurdish identity could be a factor in giving meaning to 

poverty (2002). 

In addition to the above-mentioned literature, Ay!e Bu$ra and Ça$lar Keyder 

also stand as two of the most significant researchers on poverty in Turkey. In their 

collaborative report entitled “New Poverty and the Changing Welfare Regime of 

Turkey”, they come up with a unique definition of poverty. Bu$ra and Keyder made 

researches in Istanbul’s different provinces such as Esenyurt, Ba$cılar, Bakırköy, 

Eyüp, Eminönü, Büyükçekmece and Ümraniye (2003). They firstly stress the 

importance of Istanbul as a global city. They show that Istanbul hosts the newly 

emerging class of the urban poor. They refer to the phenomenon of migration as 

determinant for the flow of people to Istanbul. They argue that these migrants 

constitute the urban impoverished and the subordinate (6-8). Bu$ra and Keyder show 

that migrants are subjected to economic marginalization and exclusion, which triggers 

their cultural and political exclusion in the public sphere. They argue the urban poor 
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no longer manage to progress and develop towards an upper class status in the global 

city. Therefore, according to Bu$ra and Keyder the unique conditions of the “new 

poverty” emerge (9). Bu$ra and Keyder further suggest that the welfare policies 

should take into account this newly emergent dynamics of poverty in Istanbul (23-24). 

Their observations on the “new poverty” is insightful for me to consider the case of 

Tuzla. I aim to introduce a gender and ethnicity-based perspective to the 

understanding of this unique dynamics of poverty. In short, this thesis will contribute 

to the existing literature with an intersectional approach on “new poverty”.  

In their studies, Pınarcıo$lu and I!ık suggest the term “poverty in turn” 

(“nöbetle!e yoksulluk” 2001a, 2001b, 2008) Similar to Keyder and Bu$ra, Pınarcıo$lu 

and I!ık also draw attention to the migrant movements that directly effect the social 

hierarchies in Istanbul. According to them, the former migrants who take advantage 

of the job opportunities in the informal sector transfer their poverty conditions to new 

comers. The new comers in return suffer from insufficient material and economic 

conditions. Yet they are not resistant against the conditions of being exploited by the 

former migrants. They are also content with the living conditions since they maintain 

their hopes for survival. This simple circular relationship between former migrants 

and the newcomers in the host city with respect to the economic conditions points at 

poverty in turn (2001b: 32, 2008: 1354). 

Pınarcıo$lu and I!ık show that “solidarity networks” play important roles in 

sustaining new urban poor’s survival (2001a, 2001b, 2008). Within the existing 

literature on poverty, there are also researches regarding the solidarity networks of the 

low-class urban neighborhoods. Particular researches point at the importance of 

solidarity networks, which helps to solve the problems of urban poor in economic, 

social and cultural arenas (Ayata 1989, Erder 1996). By the help of these networks, 

the newcomers manage to deal with the subordinating conditions of the economic 

insufficiency. Pınarcıo$lu and I!ık also argue that poverty is even more visible in 

Istanbul since the contrast between the rich and the poor increased more than ever. 

They notice that the problem of poverty should be tackled. According to them, the 

problem of poverty should not solely be regarded as a problem of material inequality. 

They argue that it also brings about inequalities in cultural and political lives as well 

(2001b: 32-25).  

In this thesis I aim to concentrate on another urban area, Aydınlı, Tuzla, where 

the material inequalities are strongly felt. As an industrial district with shipyards and 
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vast organized factory areas of textiles, marble and leather industry, Tuzla hosts a 

substantial amount of working class population experiencing poverty in turn. The 

poverty in turn is more intensely felt due to the coexisting forms of subordination on 

the basis of class, gender and ethnicity. Just as it is a center of industry, Tuzla is also 

the center of culture due to the four universities9 and Formula 1 facilities that it hosts. 

The working class populations are isolated from cultural attractions. As mentioned, 

Pınarcıo$lu and I!ık emphasize the concomitance of economic and cultural exclusion. 

Yet they do not specifically undertake a gender and ethnicity based analysis in their 

research on Sultanbeyli. In this thesis, I aim to deepen the sphere of the “cultural,” 

particularly along the axes of gender and ethnicity. The urban setting displays the 

ways in which Kurdish community is excluded not only on an economic basis but 

also on a cultural basis. Besides, the class-based, patriarchal and ethnicity-based 

subordination contribute to women’s economic and cultural exclusion. In this thesis, I 

aim to contribute to the existing literature on poverty by presenting the 

intersectionality of multiple agents leading to women’s subordination in Tuzla.  

 

1.2.4. Reconsidering the “Kurdish Question” 

Kemal Kiri!çi and Gareth M. Winrow (1997) show that Turkish nationalism 

existed before 20th century. It was systematically developed after the foundation of 

the nation-state at 1923. Until the mid-1920’s, there was a sense of “muslim nation” 

rather than a “Turkish nation” (Ye$en 1999: 557, Kiri!çi & Winrow 1997: 93) Kiri!çi 

and Winrow analyze the policies of the nation state during the 1930’s when Turkish 

nationalist project became even more visible (100). Kiri!çi and Winrow show that the 

nationalist project was directed against Jews and Greeks as well as Kurds. They argue 

that purpose was to consolidate the process of nation-building (104). They further 

show that Kurds were considered as “mountain Kurds” in this period since for the 

Kemalists, they belonged to Turkish ethnicity, yet remained uncivilized (108). Tanıl 

Bora argues that Turkish ethnic nationalism developed in order to target Kurds for 

assimilation (1996: 37). Bora also argues that the “anti-Kurdish hatred” is still evident 

in contemporary Turkey. He argues that anti-Kurdish hatred is actually a growing 

contemporary discourse with many new elements in it (2005:250). Ye$en shows that 

the attempts of the Kemalist regime were met with the “discontent” of Kurdish 
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populations (2007:127). He argues that the regime considered the Kurdish unrest as 

reactions against modernization (129). According to him, Turkish nationalism is still 

effective in the subordination of Kurds in contemporary politics. To illustrate this, he 

mentions the existence of Nationalist Action Party, left-wing nationalism, nationalism 

in Islamism, and the popular nationalism, which aim to oppress Kurds (2005:120).  

Besides the historical approaches on the “Kurdish Question”, the existing 

literature also covers Kurdish women’s subordination. I already discussed some of the 

references on Kurdish women under feminist literature. In this section, I aim to survey 

another literature on Kurdish women’s political experiences. Heidi Wedel analyzes 

the Kurdish migrant women in Güzeltepe, Istanbul (2001). She aims to show Kurdish 

women’s political participation in their new environment. She shows the constraints 

and resources for political participation. She discusses the external factors such as the 

women’s movement, the Kurdish movement and the religious movement, which 

contribute to their political participation (113). Wedel argues that the political 

participation of Kurdish women in Güzeltepe is very low. She shows that Kurdish 

women are nevertheless not content with the status quo and develop ideas to 

overcome the obstacles. Wedel argues that for a better political participation, Kurdish 

women need to be empowered in several spheres of their lives such as family 

relations, social values, the education, the economic realm, the creation of new 

facilities in the quarters, and the political arena (128). Wedel’s arguments focus on the 

constrains for Kurdish women’s political participation in the host-town. In this thesis, 

I aim to add to Wedel’s arguments by focusing on particular constraints from an 

intersectional perspective. Rather than focusing solely on politics, I will show that 

these constraints also reproduce women’s subordination in terms of class, gender and 

ethnicity.  

Cihan Ahmetbeyzade examines the Kurdish exile community in Esenyurt, 

Istanbul (2007). She focuses on the significance of Kurdish women’s forced 

migration from their homelands to Istanbul. She aims to show Kurdish women’s 

notion of violence, which is related to their memory, silence and loss of ancestral 

land. She argues that the state violence and memory are influential in the creation of 

an internal diaspora (160-161). She shows the gendered imageries of the ideal 

Kurdistan that women long for (161). Ahmetbeyzade’s arguments focus on forced 

migration and gender. My aim is to contribute to the existing literature by opening a 

perspective of class in Kurdish women’s interactions at host-town. My aim is to 
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analyze it together with gender and ethnicity in an intersectional manner. Derya 

Demirler and Veysel E!siz also analyze the significance of forced migration (2008). 

They argue that forced migration creates a particular trauma in Kurdish women. 

According to them, this trauma is mostly visible through their use of “language” 

(177). Demirler and E!siz argue that forced migration cannot be included in the 

collective memory of the society. They show that the voice of Kurdish women 

becomes weaker under the state discourse (177).  

Ay!e Betül Çelik analyzes the case of forced migration and researches the 

ways in which Kurdish women were socially isolated, excluded and impoverished 

(2005). In her research, Çelik investigates the dynamics of such phases of 

subordination, constituted and reproduced on the basis of political conflict and 

violence as a result of the nation state’s repressive repercussions against the Kurdish 

community. Her analysis is insightful for bringing up the political dynamics inherent 

behind the mechanisms of subordination that Kurdish women experience on the level 

of poverty. In my thesis, I will show that my interviewees do not migrate to Istanbul 

as a result of forced migration, but as a result of poverty they suffer at hometown. 

Focusing on the significance of language and political conflict, I aim to contribute to 

Çelik’s and Demirler and E!siz’s arguments with an intersectional perspective on my 

interviewees’ subordination in Aydınlı.  

Deniz Yükseker shows the processes of social exclusion of Kurdish people 

who were subjected to forced migration (2006). She emphasizes that forced migration 

took place in a time period when Turkey was suffering from financial crises. She 

points at the lack of employment opportunities within this particular period (48). 

Yükseker emphasizes that Kurdish migrants were unable to speak Turkish, which was 

an obstacle for their adjustment to the society (48). In sum, she undertakes a class and 

ethnicity based analysis and argues that the two factors enhanced Kurdish migrants’ 

social exclusion. Her analysis is significant for my research regarding language 

issues. I would like to add to Yükseker’s arguments with a gendered perspective. By 

introducing the gendered perspective to the picture next to ethnicity and class, I aim to 

provide an intersectional analysis of my interviewees’ subordination in Aydınlı. 

In brief then, first, a gendered analysis of poverty is one crucial field of 

inquiry among particular diverse approaches within poverty studies. It highlights the 

ways in which women experience and perceive their life conditions of 

economic/material insufficiency and further marginalization in social hierarchy 
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(#ener 2009). Second, as Bu$ra and Keyder propound there are three critical concepts 

in analyzing urban poverty that refuse to determine poverty with certain quantitative 

analysis but rather highlight the dynamics it signifies: Social exclusion, underclass 

and marginality (2003:19-20). So, all these considered, in this work, I aim to explore 

the experiences of ‘Kurdish women in Tuzla’ on the basis of these three dynamics 

inherent in their daily lives such as ‘gender’, ‘class’ and ‘ethnicity’. What this thesis 

aims to contribute to this literature is to suggest an alternative approach in 

investigating Kurdish women’s poverty conditions. My interviewees have not 

migrated from rural areas to Istanbul for the reasons of political conflict and violence. 

Rather, the main motivation for their displacement is related to poverty conditions 

that they suffer in their hometowns. I aim to show that they come across radically new 

mechanisms of marginalization and poverty structures in the urban setting. I argue 

that there are multiple intersecting agents leading to women’s subordination in 

Aydınlı, Tuzla.  

 

1.3. Methodology 

 

1.3.1. Justification of Field Choice  

For the purpose of this thesis, I chose to analyze the Tuzla district known for 

its dense working class population occupied in universities and shipyards. As Aslı 

Odman shows, Tuzla constitutes an urban setting where dichotomies around class 

structure appear most visibly (2010). On the one hand private universities, shipyards 

and factories constitute the main structures of culture and neo-liberalism. Therefore 

they mark the rising upper class in the city, while the rest of the population consists of 

working class people who have migrated from various cities in Turkey to work in 

these emerging institutions.  

To explore the dynamics of urban marginalization, poverty and subordination 

in this particular urban setting, I initially conducted field trips to one of Tuzla’s 

neighborhoods named “"çmeler” thanks to Alev, a women worker living in this 

neighborhood whom I had the chance to meet earlier. With the concert of Karde! 

Türküler that I attended in this neighborhood, I had the opportunity to observe the 

audience and the intersectionality present. The band’s countrywide popularity and the 

hall’s proximity to the highway would make it comfortable for people residing in 

provinces of Istanbul other than Tuzla to attend the event. Yet the feelings of isolation 
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stroke me. There were only people attending the concert from nearby working class 

neighborhoods. This further encouraged me to think how women experience urban 

marginalization in Tuzla.  

I had a couple of visits to "çmeler neighborhood to visit Alev, whom I met at 

the dorms of my university, working as a cleaning lady. The neighborhood is 

substantially populated with Kurdish-Alevi workers. Soon, I realized that people were 

calling the neighborhood “Bingöl Neighborhood” rather then "çmeler. "çmeler was the 

official name that coexisted with Bingöl in their imaginations. With my interactions in 

the field, I learnt that an inhabitant of the neighborhood, Hasan Albayrak was 

murdered by the police in May 1 demonstrations in Kadıköy, 1996.10 The homeland 

of the deceased was an eastern city called Bingöl, therefore the neighborhood began 

to be called in that name for his memory. In the informal interviews I made with the 

residents, they were calling him a “martyr”.  

With what I witnessed in the field, I decided to turn my attention away from 

this neighborhood. I didn’t want to concentrate on this particular event since my aim 

was to analyze the intersecting agents leading to women’s subordination. There were 

no organizations for collective resistant activism. The only activism I observed was 

the speech act of uttering “Bingöl Mahallesi.” The particular working class 

community in this neighborhood was based on loss. It comprised a collective 

mourning for Albayrak, and which further reproduces the very sense of the 

community. My readings on Judith Butler further sophisticated the way I approached 

the neighborhood. She was suggesting the paradox of loss in the following: “Loss 

becomes the condition and necessity for a certain sense of community, where 

community does not overcome the loss, cannot overcome the loss, without losing the 

very sense of itself as a community” (2003, 468).  

The way that the residents uttered the word “Bingöl” with respect to their 

neighborhood was an act of commemoration as well as a resistance. Following J.L. 

Austin’s use of the term (1962), which was later elaborated by Butler (1997), it was a 
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“performative speech act”. The expressions showed that the daily lives of the 

inhabitants of the neighborhood were imbued with such a performance. But I realized 

that they didn’t necessarily need the urge to unionize on a collective, organizational 

manner.  

Eventually, I came across problems in reaching Kurdish women for the 

purposes of interviewing. I was unable to reach out to the networks. The 

neighborhood was primarily a patriarchal space. Without networks, I couldn’t find 

any means to socialize with the locals. I took photos of the neighborhood, capturing 

the wall paintings, zooming in the images of Che Guevera and Deniz Gezmi!, which 

were beautifully drawn on the walls of the parks. Yet with my subsequent visits to the 

Aydınlı neighborhood, which was located approximately 5 km away from "çmeler, I 

realized that there were even no parks so that the residents can convey messages 

through its walls via street art. "çmeler neighborhood was located only a hundred 

meters away from the E-5 highway, which connected the neighborhood to the rest of 

Istanbul. Aydınlı stood five kilometers north of "çmeler. Aydınlı was much more 

marginalized then "çmeler in terms of transportation. From the community of loss, I 

turned my attention to the community of utmost urban marginalization. Here I had the 

chance to meet low-class Kurdish women experiencing life in the depths of a 

deprivation. I was able to reach them via collective networks where Kurdish women 

workers take active roles. 

 

   1.3.2. Personal Reflections on the Research Process 

In the following days I thought of the possible ways by which I can do some 

kind of field research so that I can find other informants individually. I made some 

researches about the industries and factories in Tuzla. I got on the minibuses which 

travel from Tuzla Deri Sanayi Bölgesi11 to Pendik and visited several places such as 

industrial districts and neighborhoods inhabited by working class people like Aydınlı 

and Kona!lı. The neighborhood of Aydınlı particularly fascinated me. I came across 

many Kurdish people, who were speaking in their mother-tongue. The urban 

condition of the neighborhood was not good at all. It was definitely a working class 

neighborhood. I observed many people getting in and off the minibus who were 

supposedly working in the nearby factories. And what is most significant was that 
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Aydınlı displayed a much more lively neighborhood in terms of politics and culture. 

There were various hometown organizations of the South Eastern provinces. There 

was a “Cemevi”12 in the neighborhood and offices of several political parties. I saw 

many women walking in the streets and getting involved in the public space, which 

was not the case in the "çmeler Neighborhood. Thus I decided to revisit the Aydınlı 

neighborhood to talk to the locals, instead of simply waiting for Alev to help me with 

my research. 

 I visited the neighborhood once again. I was very lucky to meet Hevali to 

whom I stopped by to ask about the neighborhood. She was very eager to listen to me. 

She asked about my interest and when I said that I was coming from Sabancı 

University to conduct research on Kurdish women’s experiences based on gender, 

class and ethnicity, she was very enthusiastic to help me. She told me that she could 

introduce me to some Kurdish women who can be interested in my research. What 

was striking was that she herself was a sociologist. She was 45 years old and had 

studied sociology in Ankara University. She was involved in activism for workers in 

the region. It was a great chance to meet her totally by coincidence I must say. She 

told me about a woman worker whose job was recently terminated and that she was 

going to meet with her that day. She asked me to accompany her. This was incredibly 

important for me and I accepted immediately. We had a 5-minute chat while we were 

on the road to the house of Çi$dem who was once a leather worker.  

The experiences that I gained in the following stages of my field trips helped 

me to narrow down my area of research and fieldwork. After a couple of visits to 

these neighborhoods, Aydınlı neighborhood stood out as a significant and accessible 

site for research. With the help of the existing networks of resistance and activism, I 
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had the chance to meet various women. There are currently three political parties 

active in the neighborhood: BDP (Peace and Democracy Party, a Kurdish political 

party also represented in the national parliament), ESP (The Socialist Party of the 

Oppressed) and EMEP (Labor Party). Besides the political parties, there is also a civil 

political organization called “Mayıs’ta Ya!am Kooperatifi”13 (MYK). The 

organization aims to provide the students of the district with free lessons to support 

their education. The cooperative is a very lively civil organization. Its members 

organize weekly meetings, panels, and movie screenings in order to discuss and 

debate the conditions of working class poverty.  

In addition to the civil and political organizations, the activism in the urban 

setting of Aydınlı can also clearly be observed on the walls in the streets. Most of 

them contain written messages on workers’ subordination and Kurdish oppression. A 

number of them refer to specific issues such as: “Deri Isçisi Yalnız De"ildir!”14. There 

are the slogans and propaganda notes by the political parties ESP and BDP as well. I 

also came across a wall on which it writes “Hepimiz Ermeniyiz”.15 UIDDER 

organizes occasional meetings for the problems of workers. Among the civil 

organizations, there is also a number of small groupings for hometown associations, 

such as “Erzincanlılar Derne"i”, “Bingöllüler Derne"i” and “Vartolular Derne"i”.16 

They are significant in terms of showing the process of migration of the workers from 

Eastern Anatolian cities of substantially Kurdish and Alevi population.  

 In this neighborhood, throughout my field trips, I conducted in-depth interviews 

with 10 Kurdish women of low class. My main interest in this research was to 

examine the existence of multiple agents of women’s subordination. For this purpose, 

I focused on Kurdish women’s distinct experiences on the basis of gender, class and 

ethnicity. The in-depth interviews that I conducted with Kurdish women in Aydınlı 

provided me with very important insights on the issues of marginalization and 

exclusion.  

 Hevali and members of MYK helped me to meet with some of my interviewees 

and other women whom I haven’t interviewed. Yet, I also experienced problems in 

attending the meetings of MYK. Their members assumed that I have a political view 
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similar to them. Despite their generous helps in contacting me with the possible 

candidates whom I can interview, I constantly felt the pressure to act like “one of 

them” in return. In the meantime I attended several meetings and facilities of MYK 

and conducted two of my interviews in their place, with two women who came to 

attend a movie screening in the cooperative. I reached the remaining 8 women 

through other means and conducted the interviews in their houses (in one case, in the 

house of a relative). Two of my interviewees were taking active role in BDP and one 

in ESP. The remaining ones were not affiliated with any political organizations. 

Despite their political affinities, I was happy to see that our interviews were not 

dominated by party politics. To the contrary, we focused on the daily life experiences 

and concerns of Kurdish women in Aydınlı on the basis of class, gender and ethnicity. 

 

 1.3.3. The Process of Interviewing  

 The snowball sampling technique was used in this study. December 2010 was 

the month when I spent the most amount of time in the field. I conducted the 

interviews between January and February 2011, the first being on January 30 and the 

last on February 21. I conducted semi-structured, open-ended, and in-depth interviews 

with the participants. The interviews can be categorized as semi-structured interviews 

since I was “prepared and competent” but I was not “trying to exercise excessive 

control over the respondent.” (Bernard 2000: 91) The interviews were recorded by a 

tape recorder with the permission of the participants. The duration of interviews 

ranged from 30 to 120 minutes. During the interviews, an interview script, including a 

set of questions (which are presented at the Appendix B) was prepared beforehand to 

guide the interaction. These preplanned questions were not asked to all interviewees; 

some of them were customized, some others were left unasked. The majority of the 

interviewees are between ages 20 and 40. All of them have rural backgrounds and 

have been living in Istanbul for a period of time that is ranging from one and a half to 

almost four decades. All of the interviews were tape recorded and transcribed by me. I 

also took notes before and after the interviews.  

 This research was conducted under various limitations. First, due to the time 

and access issues, the population of the study was restricted to ten women. Second, I 

intended to be alone with the respondents to avoid the interference of other people. 

But I could not always succeed in maintaining privacy during the interviews. The 

most important problem was regarding the weather conditions in the middle of winter. 
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Since the houses of my interviewees who lived with their small children were usually 

cold and without proper heating systems. Hence, we could not find the chance to 

move to another room, which would have provided a quiet environment for the 

interview. Their houses were crowded with the relatives of my interviewees. I had to 

conduct several of the interviews with the husbands and the mothers in law listening 

to our interaction. In six of my interviews, I was alone with my interviewees. In one 

of these six interviews, I asked questions to my informant in the kitchen. We were 

alone but she was busy with housework throughout the interview. In four of my 

interviews, I wasn’t alone with my interviewees. In two of these interviews, the 

husbands of my interviewees were present; in one of these my interviewee’s children 

were also present. In one them the husband was not present but only the children 

were. In the other one, the mother-in-law of my interviewee was present throughout 

the interview. 

 In addition to the limitations that I encountered throughout my field research, I 

had one advantage regarding my status as a researcher. The fact that I was a 

researcher in Sabancı University (SU) drew their attention since this university for 

them was not just an ordinary university. All of them heard of and knew about SU in 

their daily interactions. The fact that a researcher from this university, with which 

they were sharing the same environment in Tuzla, was of special attention. In our 

interactions with each other, they were referring to SU as “the university” without 

necessarily mentioning its name. Therefore, I had the feeling that they welcomed me 

with sincere feelings when they realized that I am a part of the university. They were 

caring for me while I was visiting their houses, such as preparing dinners for me, 

asking whether I was cold or hungry all the time.  

 Besides the formal interviews explained above, I conducted another qualitative 

method, participant observation, which helped me tremendously in contextualizing 

my interviews. I had the chance to get acquainted with the daily dynamics of my 

interviewees and had the opportunity to witness the ways in which respondents react 

to what happens around them. I conducted informal interviews, observed collective 

discussions and organization’s usual setting and also took notes. I became more aware 

of my own location and relatedness to the social setting I inhabited. The participant 

observation method was especially useful in the initial stages of my field research 

when I first began to conduct frequent visits to the neighborhood. It was influential 

for me to observe the daily life dynamics going around me, such that I realized that 
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there were no children parks in Aydınlı unlike "çmeler, which hosted two parks in the 

different places of the neighborhood. The absence of children parks was a crucial 

motive that my interviewees were also emphasizing, whose significance I will explore 

in the following chapter.  

 In the meantime, I had the chance to talk to various other people in the 

neighborhood such as the grocers, different kinds of salesmen in the streets, the 

muhtar, activists in ESP and MYK and many others with whom I had informal 

interviews. My daily interactions were insightful since the locals defined the 

neighborhood as “varo!”17. Supermarkets such as DIA and BIM, which are spread all 

around the country even in the small neighborhoods, were absent. Instead, there were 

small grocers and other local shops. These were my initial significant observations, 

which distinguished Aydınlı from Tuzla’s other neighborhoods in terms of urban 

marginalization.  

 

1.4. Chapter Outline 

This introductory chapter aims to explain the purpose and methodology of this 

study, contextualizing it within the existing literature on intersectionality, feminism 

and poverty studies in Turkey. The following three chapters of my thesis follow what 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty refers to as a ‘spiral structure’, moving “in and out of 

similar queries, but at many different levels” (2003:13).  

The second chapter is composed of four sections. In this chapter I argue that 

Aydınlı is a site of urban marginalization. In the first section, I aim to provide an 

analysis of the economic, physical, and political characteristics of the neighborhood. 

In the second section, I open up a discussion on my interviewees’ narratives on 

homeland and migration. I aim to show that my interviewees constantly refer to their 

homelands during their narrations of Aydınlı. In the third section, I argue that my 

interviewees develop particular survival strategies. I aim to show that my 

interviewees are active agents rather than passive subjects. Their strategies highlight 

their agency. The last section is reserved for a discussion on the patriarchal 

oppression they face in the neighborhood. I argue that the patriarchal oppression is 

one of the multiple agents leading to women’s subordination, which enhances their 

urban marginalization. In sum, in this chapter I argue that Kurdish women are “urban 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"A!/4%!RC+*0U!:F/!Y;$9!14!#*$317F!D;44;:/7!'!0'$.14'+1(/9!Y;$314.!D+'77!917:$1D:!Y1:F;*:!L$;L/$!
*$5'41(':1;4%!



! ! !<?!

outcasts”, who are subordinated by the intersecting dynamics of gender, class and 

ethnicity.   

In the third chapter, I aim to show the multiple agents leading to women’s 

subordination, with a special focus on ethnicity. In the second section of this chapter, 

I provide a historical background of Kurdish oppression. In the third section, I show 

that the lack of education is a significant motive in my interviewees’ narrations. In 

this section, I show that the intersecting dynamics of class, gender and ethnicity 

subordinates my interviewees and prevents them to pursue their educations further. I 

argue that such multiple agents contribute to the reproduction of poverty for my 

interviewees. In the fourth section, I analyze my interviewees’ relations to their 

mother tongue, Kurdish language. I aim to show that my interviewees are distanced 

from Kurdish language due to the dominance of Turkish in the neighborhood. I argue 

that, despite their detachment, they nevertheless emphasize their Kurdish identities. In 

this section I also show that the dominance of Turkish in their lives enhances their 

marginalization. In the fifth section, I aim to show the significance of two 

phenomenon that appeared as important motives: Andımız and ROJ TV. In this 

section, I emphasize that the nation-state’s official education system traumatizes my 

interviewees, whereas the Kurdish TV channel ROJ TV becomes a means for therapy. 

In this section, I argue that education may not necessarily be key for a better life 

without poverty. Contrarily, education makes visible the multiple agents leading to 

women’s subordination, such as gender, class and ethnicity. In the sixth section, I aim 

to show how my interviewees react to the particular question: “What does it mean to 

be a Kurdish woman?” In this section, the perceptions of my interviewees again 

expose the intersecting dynamics of class, gender and ethnicity. In the seventh 

section, I discuss the significance of my interviewees’ political engagements. I argue 

that my interviewees are active agents, rather than passive subjects since they discuss 

the “Kurdish Question” in Turkey and seek solutions. In sum, in this chapter I show 

that language and identity should not be analyzed separately from gender and class 

dimensions since they expose the dynamics of multiple agents leading to women’s 

subordination.  

Chapter four concentrates on the analysis of the specific dimensions of 

Kurdish women’s experiences regarding their laboring activities. For this aim, it 

focuses on two different modes of women’s labor, domestic and factory level. An 

analysis regarding the ways in which Kurdish women of different ages and 
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backgrounds experience and interpret their work activities either as home-based 

workers or as industrial laborers is the focal point of this chapter. Accordingly, I focus 

on their memories, which begins from their childhood experiences as workers, the 

reasons for quitting or being fired from their jobs, their experiences at home and the 

household relations especially regarding childcare. This section is two-fold, first 

highlighting the significant theoretical approaches within feminist scholarship on the 

effects of neo-liberalism on women, the ways in which women experience particular 

forms of subordination through their household labor are subjected to a careful 

discussion. In the following section, I focus on Kurdish women’s working 

experiences in different industries. Despite the fact that not all of my interviewees are 

employed in an industry right now, all of them have experiences of laboring in a 

factory in Tuzla for certain periods of their lives. In this chapter, I aim to contribute to 

the existing literature on poverty and intersectionality with the term poverty on the 

edge,18 which shows the significance of the intersecting dynamics of subordination.  
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CHAPTER II 

The Neighborhood in the Face of Marginalization and Struggle 

 

2.1. Introduction 

“Does not Tuzla consist of merely shipyards and factories?” asked my mother, 

who visited Istanbul for a couple of times but spent her entire life in cities in central 

Anatolia, when I first told her that I met with a woman living in Tuzla and will be 

visiting her house. Referring the fame of Tuzla narrated by the Turkish media, she 

was very surprised at the moment when she recognized that Tuzla does not consist 

solely of industrial areas and are also crowded by all other mass public buildings 

inhabited by a vast amount of people of different social and economic backgrounds. 

The stereotypical public image of Tuzla brings forward the meta-narrative of a “mere 

industrial space” with factories and shipyards, which are often depicted as the spaces 

of incidents resulting in deaths of workers’ lives. As an urban setting, Tuzla is 

occupied with the huge industrial areas and the suburbs inhabited by the workers. The 

image of Tuzla in the national media is represented as a mere industrial site. It also 

figures as such in people’s imaginations. Yet, a deeper investigation on this urban 

setting exposes the complexities especially the lives of people. The experiences of 

people often remain invisible when the urban setting is merely represented as an 

industrial area. 

I must confess that my initial thoughts on Tuzla were not much different when 

I settled in the area. I was invited by the Cultural Studies Program in Sabancı 

University in June 2009 for graduate interview. Back then, I didn’t know about the 

shuttle facilities from the main centers of the city such as Kadıköy and Taksim to the 

campus. Therefore I took the train to Istanbul and got off at the Pendik stop. It was 

early in the morning at 6 AM. I went to the minibus port nearby and asked whether it 

was possible to find a transport, which would take me to Sabancı University. I got on 

the minibus populated almost entirely by men. It was a one-hour trip to the campus 

when I got off the minibus under curious and surprised looks. I immediately realized 

that it is an unusual occasion for them to come across a female university student 

getting off the minibus at Sabancı University.  

This would be my only trip to Sabancı University by public transportation, 

until I undertook this ethnographic project. Soon after this trip, I actually became one 

of the residents of Tuzla, yet my residency was markedly different from other 
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residents of Tuzla with whom I have interacted as part of this project. I was using the 

shuttle services of the university to travel to the center of Istanbul, whose route was 

directly connected to the superhighway without any visit to the suburbs of Tuzla. I 

was living in Tuzla, yet with a specific difference: Borrowing from Pierre Bourdieu, 

Sabancı University was an entirely different habitus19 than the nearby working-class 

neighborhoods, including Aydınlı where I conducted my ethnographical research. 

Sabancı University, with the facilities it offered, the students it inhabited, the kind of 

economic and social capital that it welcomed, stood in isolation. Feeling estranged by 

the contrast and the gap between the university and its neighborhood, I became more 

and more curious about the lives of the inhabitants of Tuzla, particularly women. 

There were many women cleaning workers at the dorms living in the nearby 

neighborhoods in Tuzla such as Aydınlı and "çmeler. I began to build up relations 

with them and I got more familiar with working women’s experiences and 

perceptions of our shared urban setting. Based on interviews and interactions with a 

diverse group of women living in Aydınlı, one of the aims of this research project is 

to problematize the stereotypical image of Tuzla, reflected in my mother’s remark, as 

a mere industrial site without any reference to the experiences of its working class 

population.  

In this chapter I will first focus on the ways in which Aydınlı neighborhood is 

isolated and marginalized and refer to the narrations of my interviewees. I will discuss 

the neighborhood’s connection routes to the rest of the city and discuss the 

significance of public transportation. The lack of social welfare facilities makes life 

difficult for women. My interviewees’ perceptions of the neighborhood are 

accompanied with their experiences of the homeland. One section is reserved for their 

comparison between the homeland and Aydınlı. Their expressions will be useful in 

analyzing the intersecting dynamics of subordination on the basis of gender, class and 

ethnicity. Among troubling conditions, my interviewees display particular resistances. 

I will reserve another section for discussing the active agencies of my interviewees. I 
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will then discuss the patriarchal oppression in the neighborhood. In this section, my 

aim is to mention the significance of women’s gendered experiences of the 

neighborhood.    

 

2.2. “Aydınlı Neighborhood” as a Site of Urban Marginalization  

As Aslı Odman suggests, Tuzla inhabits five organized industry sites, a 

shipyard area which undertakes the production of 80 to 90 per cent of Turkey’s ship 

production, Formula 1 facilities, which attract thousands of tourists from all over the 

world, and four universities (2010).  These industrial, academic, sports, and touristic 

facilities are socially far and distinct from each other and exist without any kind of 

interaction. Yet, these facilities mark Tuzla as a site of “development,” with no 

recognition of the fact that it is at the same time a “reservoir of the working class20” 

(Odman 2010). Additionally, there is a particular ethnic gap between the university 

populations and the working class neighborhoods. The university populations are 

predominantly Turkish, yet the neighborhoods are mostly inhabited by people of 

Alevi and Kurdish origin. Tuzla is an urban setting where poverty intersects with the 

dynamics of ethnicity, culture, and gender.  

One of my interviewees Yeter, a 32 year-old cleaning-worker in Sabancı 

University describes her neighborhood as one marked by “mahrumiyet” (deprivation). 

She is the mother of two sons and has been living in Aydınlı for 20 years. Her smaller 

child, 2 year-old Arzen Fırat accompanied the interview since he was sick and Yeter 

couldn’t leave him alone. Among the frequent cries of her baby, Yeter was trying 

hard to narrate her story: “Everyone calls my baby Fırat except me. You call him 

Arzen, since you are a researcher, an educated university student.” Yeter is a Kurdish-

Alevi woman who named her son “Arzen,” a Kurdish name, yet refers to him as 

“Fırat” in public. Yeter’s narrative on her experiences of Kurdishness in the 

neighborhood constitutes one of the ways in which she experiences “deprivation.” 

She feels deprived in other ways as well: 

“There is no transportation after 9 pm. You really do not have any social rights 

regarding transportation. How would I say, you cannot even find a bank around. 
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There is only one health center and it is closed after 5 pm. If you get sick after 5, you 

need to go somewhere else. There are no banks. There is no transportation. You don’t 

have any social rights regarding the transportation. It is the same for 20 years. This 

neighborhood is not developed. Orhanlı is much more developed.”21  

 Here, Yeter draws attention to the poor physical conditions of the urban 

setting in terms of transportation. Moreover, her narrative on the lack of banks and the 

limited access to health facilities highlights the non-existence of what she calls “social 

rights”, what can also be called “welfare rights” following Marshall’s definition 

(1964). When asked about the reason for such under-development, she replied: “The 

ones who are in charge of government do not consider the people living here as 

‘humans’. Indeed, let me say they do not consider us as ‘citizens’, which would be 

more proper.” 22 

In her response, Yeter explains the underlying conditions of such deprivation 

of social rights. She applies a “we-narrative” when she constantly refers to “us” while 

telling her experiences. This particular narrative conveys a collective perception of 

the neighborhood, rather than an individual one. Yeter is not the only person living in 

deprivation. Her we-narrative suggests that she belongs to a community of people 

who are conceived as “non-citizens”. Her critique of the municipality’s perception of 

the locals of the neighborhood as non-citizens points out the dynamics of 

discrimination. These subordinating mechanisms do not only invalidate citizenship 

rights but also human rights in the urban setting. Yeter considers Aydınlı as a space of 

deprivation of the most basic welfare resources. Further, the government is also 

indifferent to the deprivation. Yeter’s narrative suggests that the under-development 

of the neighborhood is sustained due to the indifference of the political authority. This 

relation eventually reproduces the conditions of deprivation. 

According to Yeter, Aydınlı is the one of the most “under-developed” 

neighborhoods in Tuzla: “Orhanlı is not like Aydınlı, which is much more advanced.” 

Yet among many other neighborhoods in Tuzla, Aydınlı hosts a lively activism as 

Foucault’s famous dictum suggests: “Where there is power, there is resistance.” 
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(1978, 95) Among the organizations in which Kurdish women take active roles, there 

are currently three political parties and civil organizations active in the Aydınlı 

neighborhood: BDP, ESP, EMEP and MYK. In addition to the civil and political 

organizations, the activism in the urban setting of Aydınlı can also be observed on the 

walls in the streets; most of the graffiti on these walls highlight the subordination and 

oppression of workers, sometimes with specific references (e.g. “Deri "!çisi Yalnız 

De$ildir!”23).  

The politically dynamic neighborhood of Aydınlı, inhabited predominantly by 

Kurdish and Alevi workers, is surrounded by not only the (Turkish dominated) 

universities, industries, and Formula 1 facilities, but also by a growing number of 

gated communities. As I was doing my fieldwork, several projects to turn some of the 

spaces in Aydınlı into a middle and upper-middle class neighborhood were 

underway24. The sites that are built by TOKI to be inhabited by the middle-class, as 

well as the growing number of gated communities constructed by private holding 

companies such as Dumankaya for the factory owners and white collar workers stand 

close to, yet separated from, the residences of the working class individuals under 

conditions of “depravity.” What the low-class neighborhood crowded with Kurdish 

worker populations in Aydınlı and the upper-middle class neighborhood have in 

common is sharing the same geography and not much more. The working class 

neighborhoods of Aydınlı distinguish themselves from upper-middle class settings in 

the way that Keyder describes: “… by the unfinishedness of three- and four-storey 

buildings, constructed out of cheap concrete and brick and often lacking a final 

plastering, that are located haphazardly within what seem to be random settlement 

patterns.” (2005:127) Aydınlı on the one hand contains gated communities with more 

than adequate physical conditions for middle and upper classes; and a neighborhood 

of low-class workers most of whom have migrated to Istanbul from various Kurdish-

populated cities in Eastern Anatolia in the past 30 years.25  

Çi$dem is a 42 year-old woman from Dersim. She is the mother of a daughter 

named Roza. She worked as a leather worker for many years. She is currently 
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unemployed. Çi$dem shares the same demand for a child-friendly neighborhood, and 

goes further to ask for more public spaces for arts and leisure: “Other than parks, you 

cannot even go to see films with your children or to theatres with your family.” At 

first, I thought that Çi$dem was making very valid points in highlighting the lacks of 

theaters and cinema halls in Aydınlı because I had not come across those kind of 

public spaces in my observations as well. However, when I realized that there are 

cinema halls only 6-8 kilometers away from Aydınlı such as in the shopping centers 

Viaport and Pendorya, or in the coastal neighborhoods of Tuzla, I was once again 

reminded of the isolated nature of life in Aydınlı. In a globalized world where people 

travel thousands of kilometers in short hours across the world, there stood the very 

fact that Çi$dem did not have the means to reach the public spaces only 6 to 8 

kilometers away from her neighborhood, or even be informed about them.  

The lack of transportation and communication between Aydınlı and the 

middle-upper class neighborhoods around it contribute to its isolation and its 

perception as a place of “deprivation” by its inhabitants. Aydınlı is a neighborhood 

with population 23105.26 It resides near “Orhanlı-Aydınlı Highroad” which connects 

Aydınlı to the E-5 highway. The highroad is 1 kilometer away the neighborhood 

center. Aydınlı is the second stop for the public transport after "çmeler. It stands 5-6 

kilometers north of "çmeler, and 4-5 kilometers south of Orhanlı. The second possible 

route to travel Aydınlı is the Pendik-Aydınlı connection route, which lasts 

approximately 15 kilometers. The minibuses depart at Pendik and stop by at the 

center of Aydınlı and travel north to Orhanlı.  

It is significant to note that the public transportation is handled primarily by 

private companies. There is no bus route whose schedule is regulated by Istanbul 

Metropolitan Municipality to travel directly to Aydınlı. Only early in the morning and 

in the evening during the rush hour, a couple of buses depart from Tepeören (4 

kilometers north of Orhanlı), connect to the E-5 highway and travel to Kartal. The 
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people in Aydınlı are mostly using the private transportation.27 The private 

transportation does not have a regulated time schedule. It only departs if there are 

enough passengers at the first stop, or if the drivers expect to take enough passengers 

on the road. Those minibuses are more expensive than the public transport service of 

the Municipality. Plus, it is hard to find minibuses after the rush hour. Moreover, the 

numbers of minibuses become very rare in the weekends, since few people travel to 

their workplaces. Despite the neighborhoods’ proximity to the rest of the city, the 

transportation is organized in a way that aims to bring workers back and forth their 

workplaces and homes. Other than that, there are no sufficient means to travel to the 

city in the evening for leisure and relaxation. 

“I cannot enjoy the rest of the city with my daughter” said Çi$dem to me, 

“there are a few minibuses available in the evenings and weekends and I cannot risk 

using them, their hours are not regulated.” These complaints regarding the lack of 

public space and of transportation are not unique to Çi$dem. All of my informants 

spend their lives only in the neighborhood by visiting their relatives or nearby 

neighbors. None of them have the opportunity to interact with the urban facilities of 

art and leisure nearby. Transportation is among the main factors for such deprivation. 

Plus, in the informal interviews I had with women, they complained about the 

patriarchal urban setting. It is very hard for them to use the public transportation as 

women especially in the evenings. Some of them experienced problems even walking 

down the road under men’s suspicious looks between Orhanlı-Aydınlı Highroad and 

the neighborhood center, which is only one-kilometer walk.   

In addition to the lack of arts and leisure facilities such as theaters and cinema 

halls, Çi$dem also remarks that in the urban setting of Aydınlı, there are not even 

“cafes” where she can take her children out for a few drinks and have fun with them. 

According to Çi$dem, “Aydınlı has grown much bigger in the recent years, it was a 
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small village years ago but it is not that small now”, which legitimizes her demands 

for more public spaces. Meryem, on the other hand, comments on the environmental 

problems inherent in the nature of Aydınlı and says: “I would like to live in a tidier 

neighborhood, everywhere is full of dirt.” She mentions that she misses the color 

green in the neighborhood, and would like to see Aydınlı much more filled with parks 

and trees. Similar to Meryem, Zozan also notifies that the air in the neighborhood is 

very polluted and it is very dangerous for them to breathe such an air.  

Referring to Loïc Wacquant, Meryem, Zozan, Yeter and Çi$dem’s narratives 

show that Aydınlı is the setting of “urban outcasts”. Wacquant points at the advanced 

marginalization in capitalist societies. For him, “the new urban marginality results not 

from economic backwardness, sluggishness or decline, but from rising inequality in 

the context of overall economic advancement and prosperity.” (1999:1641) Wacquant 

traces the emergence of marginalization among the growing societal wealth, which he 

finds “puzzling”. He remarks that urban marginalization “is spreading in an era of 

capricious but sturdy growth that has brought about spectacular material betterment 

for the more privileged members of First World societies.” (1641) He draws a direct 

link between the growth of capitalism and marginalization as follows:  

The more the revamped capitalist economy advances, the wider and deeper the reach 

of the new marginality, and the more plentiful the ranks of those thrown into the 

throes of misery with neither respite nor recourse, even as official unemployment 

drops and income rises in the country. (1999:1641)   

For Wacquant the distance between the low and upper classes in the capitalist 

societies grow higher in terms of income (2007). He argues that the people at the 

lowest ranks of the society is not granted with welfare rights; contrarily, they are 

pushed into the low-waged, part time positions without any work safety. Wacquant 

notices that the state normalizes poverty in this regard. He emphasizes the state 

retrenchment in the districts where urban outcasts live. He explains as follows: 

In the analysis proposed here, the disappearance of a minimal social state is a self-

standing source of marginalization, and the range of state policies oriented towards 

the populations trapped in the bottom tier of social and physical space is treated as a 

full-fledged causative force before it can be discussed as possible curative answer. 

(2008: 91) 

Wacquant further notices the emergence of gated communities, which isolate 

the upper classes from the urban outcasts (2007). Aydınlı hosts new wave of 
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urbanization in terms of gated communities. My interviewees’ narratives show that 

the lack of transportation and social welfare facilities serves to the neighborhood’s 

marginalization. The neo-liberal policies and the lack of social welfare, which 

marginalize my interviewees in Aydınlı also necessitates a discussion of the state. By 

sustaining the urban marginalization, the state employs a patriarchal oppression in this 

regard.   

 

2.3. Narrating the Neighborhood: Between Homeland and Host-land 

Migration and hometowns are crucial themes in many of my interviewees’ 

narratives. All of my interviewees who touch upon the issue of migration clearly state 

that the reason behind their families’ migration is economic insufficiency back at their 

hometowns. In their narratives, Aydınlı is often juxtaposed to their hometowns. For 

example Yeter talks about the reasons of her migration with her family when she was 

a child as follows: “Winter was so difficult in such a place like our homeland, there 

was illness but there was no transportation to go for the hospital”. Similar to her 

previous point about the lack of social rights in Aydınlı, she refers to the limited 

access to basic health services in her hometown and poses this factor encouraging 

migration to Tuzla. The lack of access to basic human needs such as health facilities 

is an important factor behind Yeter’s family’s migration to Tuzla.  

The poor economic conditions they suffered at hometown was the main reason 

for their migration. Yeter’s family migrated to Tuzla with the expectation to reach a 

better economic status. However, Yeter observes a paradox on the basis of economic 

inequality: “Now, when my son gets sick or a neighbor’s kid gets sick, we take a taxi 

to go to hospital, which costs a lot whereas we earn so little. This is why it is so 

difficult to live here.” The conditions of Aydınlı are similar to the conditions of her 

hometown in terms of the lack of transportation. The seemingly an advantage of the 

urban setting of Tuzla in terms of health facilities, turns into a disadvantage due to the 

isolation of Aydınlı from the rest of the urban setting and due to their economic 

status.  

Like Yeter, all my interviewees posed poverty as the crucial factor behind 

their or their families’ migration to Tuzla. Yet none of them has been able to reach the 

socio-economic status that they had expected or envisioned while migrating. One can 

argue that the ethnic markers play an important role in their ongoing poverty in the 

urban setting of Tuzla. Nevra Akdemir and Odman point at the Kurdish migrants 
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from Eastern Turkey being automatically positioned in the lowest strata within the 

relations of production in Tuzla, being hired mostly for low skilled jobs with minimal 

wages (2008:73-74). They argue that the Turkish workers migrating from Central 

Anatolia and the Black Sea Region enter the job market also from below, but from a 

higher position compared to the Kurdish workers. Such that in the workplaces, it is 

frequently expressed that “Kurds who do not know the business came and this 

decreased the wages”; an expression which otherizes Kurdish workers among other 

migrant groups such as Turks who are supposed to be “skilled workers” (74). Yeter 

and other interviewees point to the difficulty of increasing the economic and material 

life conditions for Kurdish workers with the discriminatory discourse regarding the 

Kurds being constantly reproduced. Therefore, Yeter perceives her migration to 

Aydınlı as a disappointment, rather than a salvation, and highlights the gap between 

her expectations and real life experiences. 

Besides the crucial phenomenon of socio-economic expectations of Kurdish 

migrants remaining unfulfilled, it is important to note the physical isolation of Aydınlı 

being a disappointment. The urban conditions constituting the isolation of Aydınlı are 

different from the self-imposed isolation in gated upper-middle class settlements in 

Tuzla. The newly emerging upper-middle class settlements are isolated for the 

maintenance of a habitus with particular social and economic capital that is distinct 

and hierarchically higher than the working classes living in Aydınlı. According to 

Yeter, Aydınlı maintains such isolation from the adjacent settlements since the 

Kurdish working class settlers are not perceived as “citizens,” or even “humans”. In 

Mizgin’s words, Aydınlı “is like our memleket, we still aren’t on the European side.” 

Despite the fact that Aydınlı stands so near to the centers of social and economic 

capital (particularly the universities and industries), it still resembles their hometowns 

due to its strict isolation. When it comes to discussing the kinds of improvements in 

terms of their living conditions, Mizgin draws attention to the continuity of the living 

conditions between their hometown and the host-town:  

“Everything is the same as it was in the village of our past. As in the village, when we 

arrived in Aydınlı, we all had to work to earn a living. I was very young [when I 

started working], only 12 years old.”28  
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Mizgin is a 25 year-old woman living in Aydınlı for 12 years. Her family 

migrated from Bitlis for economic insufficiency. She was married at a very young age 

with patriarchal pressures. She worked in textile industry in Tuzla for long years. 

According to Mizgin, there haven’t been any improvements in terms of economic and 

material conditions of her family. She remarks another continuity as follows: “The 

amount of labor we put never matched the income we got, whether it be in the village 

or here in the city.” Within the isolated and the unchanging dynamics of Aydınlı, 

what Mizgin inherits from the previous generation is not wealth but poverty: “How 

can you achieve it if your father couldn’t do it? Their poverty passes on to us. At least 

if my father wasn’t poor, maybe I wouldn’t be in such a position.”29 For Mizgin too, 

Aydınlı is an “isolated” urban setting, which is intertwined with the unchanging 

dynamics of “deprivation”. Eventually, this situation positions this urban setting 

nowhere above or below their hometown.  

Meryem and Zozan talk about their sense of estrangement in Aydınlı and 

yearning for the motherland in relation to their perceptions of deprivation. Meryem is 

the youngest of my interviewees, at the age of 21. She was the most educated person 

among my interviewees, having graduated from high school of accounting30. She is 

from Bitlis. She was working for an accounting office. She had to leave her job after 

she got pregnant. Zozan is 35 years old and she is from Mu!. She is working as a 

cleaning lady for a high school in Aydınlı. I met her at the school she worked since 

she was living there. She late told me that the school management offered her family 

a place to stay in the school building in exchange for their services. In their narratives 

the continuum of deprivation between the hometown and the host-town finds a 

different interpretation. Meryem’s family was working in animal husbandry back at 

their village. According to her, her family was living a much more “peaceful” life at 

her village during her childhood, although they migrated to Aydınlı for economic 

reasons: “At least those places are our own lands, they are familiar to us, we could 

feel at home despite difficulties.” For Meryem, Aydınlı is “like a foreign country”. 

Next to poverty, her alienation in Aydınlı is shaped by the suppression of the Kurdish 

language in public: “While you speak Kurdish, you all of a sudden arrive at a place 

where everything is in Turkish.” Similarly, Zozan says that she doesn’t feel herself as 
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a local of Aydınlı and the urban setting is very alien to her: “I’ve been living in 

Aydınlı for 15 years, but I do not feel myself belonging here.” Zozan describes her 

experience of migration from her hometown to Aydınlı as a displacement from the 

home country to a foreign land: “We’re strangers here, far from our vatan31.” Yet 

unlike Meryem, she doesn’t explicitly define her alienation in terms of cultural 

belonging:  

“We’re working here all day long. Our lives in the village were no different than 

today in Aydınlı. Surely I would like to return to my memleket if there were enough 

working opportunities.”32  

Migration from homeland to Aydınlı was an attempt towards providing 

occupational possibilities for the families of Meryem and Zozan. However they 

inevitably feel themselves as strangers in the host town. Eventually Meryem declares 

her wish to return to her homeland: “Even the air you breathe in your yurt33 is enough, 

it is peaceful and free”, she says.34 Zozan further expresses her dream to return to the 

homeland one day, although the desperate expression in her face suggests this to be 

wishful thinking, rather than an actual plan. Due to their experiences of alienation on 

the basis of poverty and ethnicity in Aydınlı, Meryem and Zozan develop a passionate 

longing for their homeland. This is a nostalgic revival of the homeland image of the 

village, which was once left behind for a better life in Aydınlı.  

Our talks with Çi$dem opened up a new perspective in terms of the 

comparison between the homeland and the host land. In the previous section, I talked 

about her insights on the transformation of Aydınlı into a more woman and children-

friendly environment. Çi$dem was talking about the deprivation but she was also 

putting a particular emphasis on “transformation” of urban space in terms of “rights” 

which she feels should be granted to her as a woman with improvements in the public 

sphere. Çi$dem does not conceive of Aydınlı in juxtaposition to an image of the 

homeland that is longed for. She made the following formula: 

“You live wherever you labor to survive. Yes, my motherland is very important to me 

but here we live in a reality, we labor and feed our family.”  
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In a realist manner, Çi$dem engages in an active brainstorming and critical 

analysis, which would bring forth the problematic of the neighborhood. Çi$dem 

refuses to concentrate on a narrative of oppression. She also doesn’t prefer to point 

out clear-cut dichotomies between the hometown and the host town. She lives in 

deprivation. The life conditions in Aydınlı are a disappointment for her. Yet she 

doesn’t develop a longing or nostalgia for the homeland. Between homeland and 

Aydınlı, she points out an alternative outlook on the basis of survival and labor. She is 

an urban outcast, struggling to survive. Accordingly, she locates her hometown as the 

space of her labor, which she does in order to survive.  

 

2.4. From Deprivation to Resistance 

 Within such troublesome survival, Kurdish women in Aydınlı develop 

particular strategies to cope with deprivation in the urban setting. The aim of this 

section is to discuss the individual and collective resistances that they undertake 

against the various forms of oppression they experience. One of my aims in 

emphasizing “resistance” is to challenge the widespread understanding of Kurdish 

women (particularly working class Kurdish women) as “passive” beings rather than as 

“active agents”. I find Said’s critical interrogation in “Orientalism” (1979) useful in 

rethinking the dynamics of class, gender and ethnicity in my research and in 

investigating the possible venues of resistance attempted by Kurdish women. 

Although there are oppressive mechanisms as exemplified in the case of an “isolated” 

urban setting of Aydınlı with respect to its being a space of “deprivation”, posing 

Kurdish women living in this urban setting as totally “passive” in determining their 

lives would be a miscomprehension. Rather, in the midst of deprivation, Kurdish 

women seek to find various ways of struggle. 

Çi$dem’s insights mentioned above pointed out a form of resistance. Rather 

than yearning for the motherland due to the deprivation in the neighborhood, she 

prefers to struggle through labor in order to survive. When I asked Meryem whether 

she is currently happy to be living in Aydınlı, she also reacted in a positive manner: 

“I’m happy in this neighborhood because there are lots of fellow hem!eri35 with 

whom I can interact and ask help whenever I need anything.” The neighboring ties 

among Kurdish women in Aydınlı enables a particular solidarity to be formed.  
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Another of my interviewees, Zehra is a 36 years old woman from Bingöl. She 

only received her primary school education. She is now working as a cleaning worker 

in the houses around Ba$dat Caddesi, an upper class neighborhood. She is an activist 

in BDP. Regarding the solidarity networks, Zehra made a sophisticated remark on this 

issue: “The reason why we came to live here is that our feudal network is all here, and 

we would like to gather around this network which makes life a lot easier.” Meryem 

and Zehra’s narratives show the importance of solidarity networks for the urban poor, 

as suggested by Ayata (1989), Erder (1996). With the help of these solidarity 

networks, Zehra and Meryem were able to adjust life in Aydınlı. 

Nevertheless, it was only when Meryem made the following remark on 

language that I once again realized the co-existence of the dynamics of resistance with 

oppressing power structures: 

“There are lots of Kurdish women in the neighborhood, who migrated from different 

regions. Sometimes we cannot understand each other’s language, for example there 

are people from Dersim and Bingöl who speak Dersimce,36 we just had difficulties in 

communicating. Therefore the Turkish language comes to the stage one more time, so 

that we can understand each other.”37  

The first time when I heard her comments on the presence of Turkish language 

among Kurdish women, I immediately considered the inevitable oppression of 

Kurdish women for not being able to speak in their mother tongue. However, as I got 

to know Meryem better on this issue, I realized that the presence of Turkish language 

means much more than I expected: “Turkish language becomes our common language 

when we need to communicate adequately.”  
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Many Kurdish women in the neighborhood couldn’t speak their mother tongue 

properly. This was due to the fact that they weren’t allowed to receive their official 

primary education in Kurdish. They were speaking Kurdish in their communities at 

hometown. When they arrived at Istanbul, speaking in Kurdish publicly became a 

problem. One of the reasons that my interviewees express their longing for 

vatan/memleket/yurt is because they are far away from their mother tongue. 

Nevertheless they do not interpret this condition with clear-cut boundaries between 

Kurdishness and Turkishness. Rather they aptly utilize Turkish language 

pragmatically in order to interact with each other. Eventually, they manage to ease the 

conditions of deprivation.  

Meryem’s comments point out that Aydınlı does not consist of a homogeneous 

population of Kurdish people; there exist different tongues, if not languages, and 

cultural belongings of Kurdishness. In this sense, the Turkish language is 

instrumentalized for communication and solidarity. Nazmiye on the other hand, 

acknowledges that she goes out public very rarely only to visit her relatives on some 

occasions. She is 41 years old and migrated from Bingöl. She was my only 

interviewee, who didn’t receive any education. Nazmiye usually spends her entire day 

at home busy with crafting hand-made textiles to earn money and help the financial 

means of her family. In the midst of the struggle against poverty, Aydınlı is still 

connoted with positive meanings for her although she agrees with the fact that it is a 

space of deprivation: “This is our place, you know everybody, everybody knows 

you.” As a Kurdish Alevi, Nazmiye frequently visits the Cemevi near her house 

during her free times for her religious activities. She can speak in Kurdish with her 

fellow women and establish relation with them. When I asked her about the things 

that she would be happy to change in Aydınlı, “No” she said, and said the following:  

“I wouldn’t consider changing anything. I love this place. In our society, when you 

have some trouble, your neighbors are with you, when you have a funeral, everyone 

visits you, the same is for weddings.”38  

Nazmiye’s response was striking to me the first time I encountered it. I was 

having presumptions about Aydınlı as a place where no one could be happy. I thought 

as if everybody would like to transform it in some way or another. However Nazmiye 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
=M!o'(01-/P!Rv'++'!5/4!5*$'-)!7/H1-;$*0%!W1$!F'7:'4!;+7*4!51$!8+T4!;+7'!F/L71!51$+13!;+*$%!W1$!9/!
51(10!2/-+/$!2/-!9/.1+Z!147'4+'$)0)(!51$!D/4'(/!;+7'!2/-!;+7'!F/L71!51$+13!;+*$Z!51$!9TsT4!;+7'Z!8-+/!
51$!:;L+*0%U!!



! ! !><!

only finds herself troubled with poverty, and she is content with her overall life. 

Meryem and Nazmiye emphasize the sense of community in the neighborhood. 

Nazmiye’s remarks are striking for two reasons. Firstly, following Lyotard (1984), it 

clearly depicts that there is no single “grand-narrative”, which focuses on Kurdish 

women’s oppression among the expressions available for the Kurdish women I 

interviewed. Rather their perceptions on Aydınlı are diverse and complex. As opposed 

to a grand-narrative of oppression which relates Kurdish women’s experiences to a 

single concrete basis, as a root out of which all mechanisms of oppression spring, the 

experiences of Kurdish women is rhizomic in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms (2005, 3). 

Their perceptions and reflections of the urban setting are affiliated with multiple roots 

that are unique and distinct from each other. Secondly within this rhizomic structure, 

the way in which Nazmiye depicts her positive affiliation with the urban space is 

itself a powerful resistance. It suggests that despite the disadvantages and poverty, 

Nazmiye nonetheless finds a way out of her problems and manages to cope with 

pressures in the life that she constructs for herself in Aydınlı. 

 The rhizomic structure of my interviewees’ narratives is also evident in 

Zozan’s depiction of the neighborhood in terms of solidarity. As presented previously, 

her narrative on Aydınlı is pre-occupied with comparisons between Aydınlı and her 

hometown, which is accompanied by her passionate yearning to return. Here is what 

Zozan says:  

“I miss the life in the köy.39 People in the village are much more eager to help you, to 

be with you in times of crisis such as funeral or in weddings. Here you are alone by 

yourself. If you have a trouble, you suffer it alone. The help from the fellow 

neighbors is much less when compared to the village.”40  

Unlike Meryem and Nazmiye, Zozan does not emphasize the sense of 

solidarity. Mustafa #en shows how Kurdish urban poor do not benefit form solidarity 

networks in the host town. In his research, the narratives show that Kurds are 

economically insufficient to help each other (2002:182-183). #en’s focus is on the 

economic/material contributions that the solidarity networks provide. My interactions 

with women also marked similar results. They did not help each other economically. 
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Meryem and Nazmiye’s narratives rather show that they feel more secure for living 

among Kurdish community.  

Kurdish women experience the urban setting differently, which makes their 

perceptions rhizomic. The image of Aydınlı strikingly transforms into a positive one 

when Zozan compares it with other neighborhoods in Istanbul:  

“I wouldn’t want to live elsewhere. It is a quiet neighborhood. Things in memleket 

continue here. There is solidarity to some extent; at least there is couple of families 

who migrated from our homeland to Aydınlı. This is a place where you can relax.”41  

Zozan does not put emphasis on the strong solidarity ties among neighbors. 

Her narrative shows that there is “solidarity to some extent”; she doesn’t receive 

economical help but she feels secure living among Kurdish community. Aydınlı is the 

best possible place to live when compared to other neighborhoods in Istanbul. 

Although Zozan’s comments seem to be opposing to Meryem and Nazmiye’s 

insights, for Zozan, too, Aydınlı is not only a deprivation zone but also a quiet site of 

relaxation. 

  Diversity of the positionalities and experiences of the Kurdish women lead to 

different perceptions of Aydınlı. Yeter for example, is a mother of two sons. When I 

asked her about the shortcomings of the physical conditions of Aydınlı, she 

underscored the need for children’s park. Yeter’s experience of motherhood invokes a 

perception of Aydınlı as a place less appropriate for child caring. Yeter also 

complains about the non-existence of walkways in the streets, which becomes very 

troubling for her children, especially when she goes out with her two year-old Arzen 

Fırat. Besides, Yeter imagines a neighborhood not only with children’s parks, but also 

with football pitches so that her older 15 year-old son can play sports with his friends:  

“I’m no way satisfied with these conditions. My son is playing football in the middle 

of the streets because there is no available place assigned. There should be parks. 

Football pitches. And I’m sure %99 percent of the neighborhood is not satisfied with 

this either.”42  
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In other words, Yeter presents her complaint as a collective one shared by 

others living in Aydınlı. Yeter imagines a more “child-friendly” Aydınlı for the 

present and the future of her children. Yeter tries to find out solutions for deprivation 

and engages to an activism for this absence. She stresses her determination to have a 

say in the transformation of the urban setting when she said me the following: 

“I talk to other women about this situation. It is very critical. Not only for out 

children, but for us too. The governors should anticipate it. I am planning to write a 

petition for this request of mine.” 

Eventually, Yeter’s experiences introduced a critical interrogation of the urban 

setting of Aydınlı on the basis of gender. Her insights bridge the shortcomings of the 

physical conditions of the neighborhood with a gender conscious analysis. What kind 

of difficulties do Kurdish women encounter for surviving as women within such 

physical conditions of the urban setting? What are the ways in which they manage to 

struggle and cope with such problems? What are the particular shortcomings of social 

welfare that becomes disadvantageous to women in the neighborhood and where to 

trace their active resistances against such challenges? 

!
2.5. Unfolding the Patriarchal Oppression in the Neighborhood 

 

2.5.1. Locating Patriarchy: The Community, the Neighborhood and 

Women 

 The narrations of my interviewees regarding the patriarchal ties in the 

community, which leads to their subordination touch upon various dynamics of the 

neighborhood. One of the common themes among all of their responses is 

“neighborhood pressure” that prevents women from leading “free lives.” Although 

many of my interviewees emphasize the importance of strong ties and solidarity in the 

neighborhood, they problematize the implications of this solidarity on the basis of 

women’s subordination. Mizgin, for example, complains about the physical 

conditions of the neighborhood that directly affects her life as a woman. Her being 

very close to her relatives prevent her to act freely as a woman: “there is a lot of 

gossip” she says, “they take small issues and make them big problems.” Mizgin has 

been married for 7 years, but she complains that whenever a man goes out of her 

house, she goes out and says, “say hello to my aunt” so that people wouldn’t 

misunderstand and be assured that the man is a relative of hers:  
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“I don’t have to prove anything to anybody. I would like to live far from my relatives. 

There is lots of gossip. They disrupt my psychology. I cannot even freely guest my 

cousin. When we go outside I tell him loudly ‘Say hello to my aunt’ so that people 

wouldn’t misunderstand. It is very conservative. I want to live in a place where I 

wouldn’t be interrogated for speaking to men. If I have a dost43 one day I should even 

be able to take him into my house and have time with him freely. But there is no 

freedom in Kurdish society.”44  

Meryem makes a similar point about close proximity to relatives leading to 

increased patriarchal control: “The more distant I am from my relatives, the happier I 

am.” Meryem and Mizgin suggest that this particular kind of oppression is related to 

the patriarchal dynamics of the Kurdish community. Zozan on the other hand, who 

always expresses passionate longing for the homeland, depicts her village back in 

Mu! as a free space for women where they could freely interact with everyone in the 

public space. For her, Aydınlı neighborhood does not allow for such interaction:  

“Once or twice I went out to see my friends in the streets, they looked at me weirdly, 

so I don’t do it anymore.”45  

Zozan and Mizgin express the pressures of patriarchy in the neighborhood in 

differing ways. Mizgin suggests that the patriarchy is inherent in Kurdish community, 

whereas according to Zozan, it is inherent in the urban setting. They point out two 

different realities. Zozan comments that the patriarchal ties are much more stronger 

and the pressures of being a women in the public space is much more higher than the 

hometown. Though both the home and the host town inhabit similar Kurdish 

communities with solidarity ties. Her insights reveal that it is the urban setting of 

Aydınlı, which makes it a lot harder for women to socialize. 

#ükran is a 30 year-old woman from Mu!. She is the mother of two-sons. She 

worked in textile industry for many years. She is currently busy with domestic labor, 

doing handcrafts. #ükran points out the pressures for expectations from women as 
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“mothers” when she says: “when you get married, and don’t have children, you are in 

trouble.” Yet #ükran does not solely concentrate her analysis to Kurdish society, for 

her, “it doesn’t matter if this happens among Kurds or Turks. The same is true for 

every woman.” She claims that this pressure comes from the women of the 

neighborhood, “it is women, our relatives who pressure us for having children 

immediately, no one else.”46 #ükran maintains a critical stance against the women of 

her community. Rather than emphasizing the urban setting or the Kurdish community, 

#ükran tells the ways in which patriarchy is internalized and reproduced by women of 

any ethnic origin.   

In November 2010, when I was conducting my initial visits to the 

neighborhood, a 14 year-old girl was raped in Aydınlı. The neighborhood, especially 

women were shocked by this terrible event. The locals brought the girl to the hospital 

the next morning when they found her unconscious but this was not their only 

activity. Only in a week’s time, the news spread all over the neighborhood and 

provoked a huge debate among the activist organizations in Aydınlı. One week after 

the incident, the women gathered around the organizations such as International 

Workers’ Solidarity Association (UID-DER), Leather-Workers Tuzla Organization 

(Deri-"! Tuzla Örgütü), activists of the Peace and Democracy Party (BDP), 

Democratic Free Women’s Movement, Socialist Party of the Oppressed (ESP) and 

Labor Party (EMEP), and organized huge protests in the center of Aydınlı. They 

walked through the streets with slogans regarding women’s oppression and released a 

press statement in which they declared the growing numbers of murders and the rapes 

of women in Turkey and complained about the insufficient legislations in the law for 

these crimes. Further, they emphasized the role of capitalist society and the inhumane 

dynamics that it brings up which leads to the women’s oppression.  

For them, laboring women were subjected to increasing forms of violence 

within the repressive dynamics of capitalism, which directly reflect its effects on 

women’s bodies. They consequently declared that these dynamics will only be 
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overthrown when female and male workers unite and display resistance to these kinds 

of women oppression. It is also interesting to note that from the photos that I’ve seen 

about the gathering and the chats I had with women, there were quite a few working-

class men chanting slogans next to women. Yet, this was primarily a women’s protest, 

against oppression, which has its roots in patriarchal structures and capitalist 

dynamics that are experienced in the neighborhood. Among women who identified 

themselves as “emekçi kadınlar47” there were not only activists, but also Kurdish 

women of the neighborhood who had no political or activist affiliation. In the end, the 

slogan that the women declared throughout the gathering was striking since it was 

drawing attention to three kinds of exploitation of women; national, sexual and class-

based, and calling for solidarity and struggle48: 

Kadına kar!ı !iddete son!  

Ulusal, Sınıfsal, Cinsel Sömürüye Son! Cinsel Suçların Cezaları Arttırılsın!  

Emekçi Kadınlar Mücadeleye!  

Kadınlar Mücadeleyle Özgürle!ecek!49 

 

  In addition to calls for struggle against class-based and sexual exploitation of 

women, the slogans used in this protest draw attention to “national exploitation,” 

marking the perception of oppression vis a vis Kurdishness. I arrived at the 

neighborhood as this three-fold struggle of women was being publicly expressed, 

which inspired me further to undertake a research that explored the dynamics of these 

different forms of subordination. In this section, based on the narratives of my 

interviewees, I will concentrate on the relation between the urban setting and the 

patriarchal structures of the neighborhood. Just as women like Yeter complained 

about Aydınlı failing to be a child-friendly urban setting, during our informal 

interviews together many women pointed at the failure of Aydınlı as a women-

friendly public space.  

Aydınlı’s women-unfriendly nature became apparent to me during my initial 

visits to the neighborhood. In those visits, I felt strange when I interacted with the 
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locals in the public space, which consists primarily of men. My estrangement was not 

due to my ethnic distinction as a “Turkish” individual nor the “social class” to which I 

belonged as a researcher from a private university. Rather it was mainly due to my 

gender difference from the men who occupied the public spaces in the neighborhood 

or used the public transportation in and out of Aydınlı. Besides, it was winter during 

those visits and while I was wandering around to get to know the neighborhood better, 

similar to what Çi$dem said to me later, I also recognized that there are no cafes or 

restaurants that I can escape from cold and have some rest to get myself together. All 

of them were crowded with male customers and it was very unusual for a woman to 

be visiting those places. Women’s lives outside of their houses were limited to 

relatives’ or neighbors’ houses in nearby. Women move from one domestic space to 

another, remaining almost invisible in public.  

The only publicly visible activity of the Kurdish women in Aydınlı consists of 

going back and forth to their workplaces in the nearby industries. Although this 

particular form of socialization through occupation is possible to (some) women, 

neither the women laboring outside their homes, nor others can go out of their houses 

in their leisure time to socialize publicly with friends, relax in a park or enjoy some 

time out with their children. The limited public space of Aydınlı displays the ongoing 

reproduction of the patriarchal relations. The urban setting was designed in a 

patriarchal way that it was an obstacle against women’s socialization. As many of 

their complaints show, women imagine a more egalitarian urban setting where they 

can freely enjoy the neighborhood. Despite the fact that the neighborhood is strictly 

woman-unfriendly, Kurdish women still manage to gather around particular 

organizations and make their voices heard, such as during the protest after the rape of 

the 14 year old girl.   

 

 2.5.2. “My dear Roza, I’m protesting so that you can be a free woman” 

 I talked to Çi$dem about the public meeting mentioned above. During our 

chats, Çi$dem recounted that there have been various protests in the neighborhood, 

the last one being the protest against that particular incident of rape. She was one of 

the locals who attended the protest and shared her reflections as follows: 

“This protest was done so that similar things would not happen again. We women 

were there to raise our voices against such terrible things. We have a responsibility 

for the victim, she should be aware that we’re with her, and that she’s not alone.”  
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Çi$dem says that public meetings forms a particular “spirit” and a form of 

solidarity in the neighborhood:  

“There were lots of women, mostly Kurds. Although people came here from 

Erzincan, Bingöl, Dersim, Mu!, all those cities where they had various problems for 

Kurdishness and for being a woman, they attend such activities. They are forced to 

marry at small ages. They are very tired of oppression, they are perceived as 

secondary people in their yurt, memleket. So they try their best and resist. There were 

lots of women who told me that they would attend the meeting if they knew. For 

them, it is not important which woman got raped. For them the injustice is important. 

They unionize.”50  

For Çi$dem, it is very unfortunate for women, who were conceived as 

“inferior citizens” in their homelands under patriarchy, can still not be free individuals 

in Aydınlı. She agrees with my observation about the lack of cafes and restaurants 

where women can socialize with fellow women in the neighborhood. The lack of 

parks for children and for women to interact with each other is an obstacle against 

women’s socialization. Çi$dem remarks the patriarchal pressures in the neighborhood 

as follows:  

“There is only one patisserie but it is also visited by men, a woman cannot go and sit 

with her children or friends because when a woman sees the men sitting and chatting 

there, she cannot enter.”51  

Women cannot socialize firstly because of the lack of welfare such as parks. 

Second, the patriarchal setting prevents their socialization. They cannot enter the 

patisserie since the place is crowded with men: “If one of your relatives see that you 

sit in a café full of men, you will be in trouble.” Despite the factors preventing 

women’s socialization, Çi$dem sometimes brings Roza to the theater in the nearby 

"çmeler neighborhood early in the weekends so that her daughter can see a few kid 
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plays on stage. However “it is very hard” she says, “transportation is very limited 

even to those places.” She can only take Roza early in the weekends firstly because 

there is a lack of transportation in the evenings on weekends. Second, she cannot go 

out public with her daughter towards the evening since, as she remarks it would be “a 

misappropriate behavior” for a woman to “wander around the streets without her 

husband in the evening.”  

Çi$dem acknowledges that the lives of men in the neighborhood are much 

easier:  

“They get their beers and go out to the streets from the evening till late night. And as 

a woman you cannot go out and walk among them. If a man wants to go out, he does. 

They take their beers at night and go out. But a woman cannot. There is no other 

chance for socialization for women and children.”52  

Besides her complaints about the deprivation of socializing spaces for women 

in the neighborhood, Çi$dem narrates her experiences of activism around this issue:  

“When the mayor visited Aydınlı. I told him that they should build some facilities for 

women, walking tracks and parks for example. The people who accompanied the 

mayor all laughed at me. There were also women laughing. But think of it, there are 

no places for women so that we can walk and do sports.”53  

Çi$dem criticized women for not being conscious of their deprivation. She 

mentioned that women in the neighborhood internalize the particular gender dynamics 

that prevent women’s socialization: “When you talk to men, they laugh at you, even 

when you talk to women, they just don’t give any responses.” She makes claims for 

women’s socialization not only publicly, as in the case of the mayor’s visit, but also at 

home. She recounted frequently discussing with and convincing her husband about 

the lack of socialization for women. Çi$dem put an effort to transform Aydınlı into a 
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women friendly neighborhood. For this purpose, she talked to the mayor in the public. 

She also continues her resistant activism at home, by the discussions with her 

husband.  

The anxieties raised by Çi$dem’s outspokenness on these issues are reflected 

in her 5 year-old daughter Roza’s perception of her mother. On one occasion I was in 

Çi$dem’s house, chatting with her and playing with Roza. Çi$dem told Roza that she 

is knitting a hat for one of her friends. Roza reacted as follows:  

“But if they learn that you’re an eylemci54, they won’t accept your present, they won’t 

be friends with us.”  

Çi$dem confronts the terrifying image of an eylemci for the five-year-old 

Roza by explaining to her the need for transforming oppressive mechanisms. When 

Roza told me that she becomes very unhappy when her mother attends the protests 

and public meetings because she misses her mother and wants to spend time with her, 

Çi$dem in response, said to Roza: “but my dear Roza, I’m protesting so that you can 

have a better future, and be a free woman.” Afterwards, Çi$dem told me the another 

event smilingly: “I told Roza that the girl from the university will visit us shortly. ‘I 

remember her’ said Roza, ‘the white, tall girl, right?’” Various images occupied 

Roza’s imaginations, an eylemci mother doing dangerous things and an image of a 

white girl to whom her eylemci mother narrates her experiences for her better future 

in Aydınlı…  

Mizgin on the other hand, was exhausted with the patriarchal pressures and 

said the following:  

“My uncle has seven sons, I always wished they would all be girls. They always want 

me to give birth to a son, whenever they say this, I just get angry. I want to have a 

daughter. I want a daughter from God, not a son.”55 

As she reckoned the patriarchal pressures, she further told me her biggest 

regret in her life:  

“Thanks to God, I didn’t live in despair, but I didn’t live in luxury either. I don’t 

worry about that. People always ask why I am different. They say that people who 

don’t have children always talk about having children one day. I am not that kind of 
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person. I have a personality who is devoted to service. I just regret that I got married 

at the age of 17 and left the school for men.”56  

Mizgin’s narrative suggests that she is not suffering from poverty. She is not 

rich but she managed to survive someway or another, with the working opportunities 

and the communal ties in the neighborhood. Now the very communal ties were 

pressuring her to give birth to a baby boy. After 7 years of her marriage with no 

children, Mizgin’s only ideal is to give birth to a daughter:  

“I pray to God so that I won’t give birth to a son one day. I want a baby girl, I always 

dream of her.” 

In an urban setting where women are marginalized by the pressures of 

motherhood under patriarchy, Mizgin is courageous enough to dream of her baby girl, 

a passionate desire for the unknown to be fulfilled one day.  

 

2.6. Conclusion 

In this chapter I tried to situate the Aydınlı neighborhood within the wider 

urban setting and discuss the ways in which my interviewees situate themselves in 

this neighborhood. The insights that I gained from my interviewees encouraged me to 

open up several discussions. To begin with, I discussed the ways in which Aydınlı 

neighborhood is isolated and marginalized. My interviewees experience problems in 

making use of health facilities due to lack of public transportation. There are social 

welfare facilities but the only way they can reach them is through taxis, which are 

very expensive. The common motive that they emphasized that there was lack of 

social welfare in the neighborhood. Some of them claimed that the state recognized 

them as non-citizens.  

The neighborhood is indeed close to the rest of the city since it is connected to 

E-5 highway, which is 5-6 kilometers away. However, the lack of public 

transportation prevents women’s interaction with the rest of the city. The public 

transportation has rare shifts on weekends. This constitutes one aspect of urban 

marginalization. The public transportation is handled by private companies, and there 

are no organized bus schedules by the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality to the 
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neighborhood. In the light of their narratives, I argue that Aydınlı is a setting, which 

shows the dynamics of Foucauldian “governmentality.” Erdo$an discusses the term 

when he points at poverty being governed to reproduce the neo-liberal market 

dynamics (2001: 9). The public transportation organized by municipality is only 

available for the people to go to their workplaces nearby and return home at rush 

hour. It makes Aydınlı a “disciplined” urban setting. The urban setting is governed in 

a way that reproduces marginalization. By sustaining the urban marginalization, the 

state employs a patriarchal oppression in this regard.  In the sense of Wacquant, I 

aimed to show that Aydınlı is a neighborhood of marginalization, which hosts “urban 

outcasts”. I argue that the lack of transportation, air pollution, lack of socialization for 

women show “the state retrenchment” that Wacquant suggests.  

Aydınlı is a neighborhood of urban outcasts; it maintains a proximity to the 

rest of the city yet it’s marginalized. Here the term “urban outcasts” maintains a 

gendered interpretation. The inhabitants of the neighborhood are marginalized due to 

the lack of transportation. Women further experience a higher degree of 

marginalization because of patriarchy. My interviewees interpret the ways in which 

patriarchy is reproduced in different ways. For some, it is inherent within the 

dynamics of the Kurdish community. There are expressions, which suggest that 

patriarchal relations are internalized by women, regardless of their ethnicity.  

Some of my interviewees suggest that the urban setting itself is a patriarchal 

space. This is an obstacle against women’s socialization since they cannot enjoy the 

neighborhood freely. The absence of cafes and parks also make Aydınlı a women-

unfriendly and a children-unfriendly neighborhood. Meryem, Zehra, Nazmiye and 

Zozan mention the solidarity ties among Kurdish community, which helps them enjoy 

life to some extent. In the light of their narratives, I aimed to show that these networks 

do not provide women with economic wealth, but with the feeling of security. 

Meryem told me that she received help from her hem!eri whenever she needs. During 

my field trips, I came across many hem!eri associations in the forms of cafes. These 

public spaces were dominated by men. Therefore I conclude that women enjoy 

hem!eri facilities without going into the public, whereas men socialize in public. I 

argue that this constitutes another aspect of Kurdish women’s marginalization in 

Aydınlı. 

Their imaginations regarding the neighborhood were sometimes accompanied 

with the images of the hometown. All of my interviewees migrated from cities in 
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Eastern and Southeastern Anatolia to Aydınlı. Some of them migrated with their 

families during childhood. Some were already grown up when they arrived at Aydınlı. 

The main motivation behind the reasons of their migration was the economic 

insufficiency they experienced at their hometowns. They migrated to Aydınlı to find 

job opportunities and to end poverty. Most of my interviewees did not define their 

current economic conditions as poor. Yet they did not express that they live in 

economic welfare either. In this chapter, I focused on their perceptions of the 

neighborhood, which were accompanied by their memories of their hometowns. For 

some of my interviewees the hometown was connoted with positive meanings. 

According to them, they felt the patriarchal pressures in a lesser degree at their 

hometowns. They were able to speak their mother tongue freely. Besides, their 

economic conditions didn’t get better as much as they expected. Aydınlı brings about 

their frustration on the basis of gender, class and ethnicity. The urban setting hosts the 

intersecting dynamics of subordination. On the other hand, some of my interviewees 

did not develop a yearning for the homeland. However, they also remarked that they 

do not feel themselves belonging to Aydınlı. Çi$dem was an exception when she 

declared that, “I live wherever I labor to survive.” She had a particular attachment to 

Aydınlı with laboring. However, the rest of my interviewees did not develop any 

belongings to the neighborhood. They make use of the community ties and nostalgia 

for the vatan in order to survive. 

In the midst of deprivations, their resistances were crucial. They had differing 

opinions and imaginations on the neighborhood. There was no single narrative of 

oppression in their experiences. What I came across was a rhizome of differing 

perceptions of gender, class, ethnicity, poverty and urban marginalization. They 

didn’t position themselves as passive subjects. They developed different approaches 

in order to cope with the conflicts. Some of my interviewees come up with pragmatic 

acts, which would enable them to cope with the difficulties they face. This was 

evident in the way they utilized Turkish language in their relations. Some others 

emphasized the usefulness of strong community ties, which enabled their survival. 

Çi$dem remarked the particular “spirit” of the neighborhood in the public meetings. 

They are urban outcasts who refuse to maintain positions such as absolute victims or 

passive subjects. Rather they actively engage to critical evaluations, come up with 

solutions and activism.  
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In this chapter the narratives of my interviewees show the significance of 

“relative poverty”. "lhan Tekeli explains “relative poverty” as the lack of the 

necessary conditions for an individual “to reproduce his/her well-being socially rather 

than biologically.” (142) On the other hand, “absolute poverty” refers to the condition 

when people cannot acquire the necessary food for survival (Tekeli, 142). #ener 

(2009) explains that absolute poverty defines poverty in terms of income and 

consumption (2). In his analysis on relative poverty, Ahmet "nsel (2001) reminds us 

that it is possible to be above the level of absolute poverty but be relatively poor (71). 

In this chapter, I aimed to show that my interviewees acquired better life conditions in 

Aydınlı since they found employment opportunities. Their income and consumption 

levels increased in Aydınlı, compared to their hometowns. Yet, their narratives show 

that they still suffer from poverty in the host town. I argue that their narratives point at 

the relative conditions of poverty. Although they have higher incomes in Aydınlı than 

hometowns, they still suffer from relative poverty. 

"nsel (2001) takes poverty as a dynamic process and argues that poverty 

reproduces the conditions by which it is reproduced (70). He argues that poverty 

should be defined as “a process of exclusion.” (71) In this chapter I aimed to show 

that Aydınlı hosts Kurdish women’s process of exclusion. In the perceptions of 

people, the image of Tuzla is affiliated to death, due to the shipyard accidents, which 

caused the deaths of more than hundred workers. Therefore, experiences of 

subordination go unmentioned. They remain invisible; in this chapter my aim is to 

make visible the multiple agents of gender, ethnicity and class leading to my 

interviewees’ subordination. My interviewees’ narrations show the process of 

exclusion they face on the basis of these multiple agents. I aimed to make visible the 

gendered structures of domination, which make my interviewees urban outcasts. I 

argue that having in mind the patriarchal urban setting and relative poverty, the urban 

marginalization is reproduced by these multiple agents.  
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CHAPTER III 

Narrations on Schooling, Language, and Identity 

 

3.1. Introduction 

In the previous chapters, I have discussed various mechanisms of suppression, 

particularly along the axes of class and gender that shape the lives of Kurdish women 

living in Aydınlı. Aydınlı is at the same time an urban setting where issues regarding 

Kurdish language and identity play prominent roles in triggering those mechanisms. 

The experiences of women in terms of the oppression of Kurdish language and 

identity figure as one of the most important determinants for their marginalization. 

The narratives of Kurdish women point to various exclusionary mechanisms based on 

ethnicity.  

The oppression of Kurdish identity and language occupies a crucial role in my 

interviewees’ depictions of poverty. The marginalization on the basis of ethnic 

identity and language should not be considered as an isolated issue. Not only does it 

intersect with gender in multiple ways, but it also contributes to the poor material and 

economic conditions of the Kurdish women inhabitants of Aydınlı. It is not 

surprising, then, that in their narratives; issues related to language and ethnic identity 

frequently accompany a discussion of poverty. 

Aydınlı inhabits a community which is predominantly Kurdish. They began to 

migrate to the district in the early 70’s. Yet, the suppression of Kurdish language and 

identity in Turkey has a much longer history. This particular suppression continues as 

it also figures in the narratives of my interviewees. The suppression of Kurdish 

language and identity is a historical problem. It has its roots at the foundation of the 

Turkish nation state. In this chapter, I will begin my discussion on language and 

identity with a brief historical overview and will argue the historical significance of 

the suppression of Kurdish language and identity. Following this second section, the 

third section will be reserved for my interviewees’ narratives on education. My 

interviewees had to leave school at a certain date to start working in industry in 

Aydınlı. Their narratives show crucial links between the lack of education and 

gender- or ethnicity-based subordination. These intersecting factors all contribute to 

the poverty they struggle with. In the fourth section, I will show how my interviewees 

define their relations with Kurdish language. Finally, the fifth section is reserved for 

an alternative approach towards education. Almost all of my interviewees regret not 
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being educated. However, two particular stories show that there may be occasions 

when education is not enough to end impoverishment. As I will concentrate on the 

narratives of my interviewees, this section will focus on the significance of Kurdish 

TV channel ROJ TV and the national morning ceremony for primary school students 

in Turkey, Andımız57. In the sixth section, I will analyze my interviewees’ responses 

to the question: “What does it mean to be a Kurdish woman?” This section shows the 

intersecting dynamics of gender, ethnicity and class in how my interviewees defined 

their existence. Despite the struggles, Kurdish women are active agents who are 

engaged to political activism. In the seventh section, I will discuss the significance of 

their resistant approaches.  

 

3.2. Background of the “Kurdish Question” in Turkey 

 Kemal Kiri!çi and Gareth M. Winrow (1997) trace the emergence of “Kurdish 

Question” at the progression of Turkish nationalism with the beginning of 20th 

century. Referring to Ziya Gökalp’s analysis, they remark that the Turks were an 

“ethnic category” under the Ottoman rule until 1908. There was no collective sense as 

“Turkish nation” (93), which is also suggested by Mesut Ye$en (1999: 557). The 

nationalist Young Turks came to power in 1908. Between 1908 and 1923, various 

intellectuals wrote on the idea of the Turkish nation including Ziya Gökalp, Gaspirali 

"smail Bey and Tekin Alp (Kiri!çi and Winrow 1997:94). However, the idea of 

Turkish nation could only be consolidated with the foundation of the nation state. The 

World War 1 was followed by a struggle to recapture the lost territories of the 

Ottoman Empire between 1919 and 1923. For Kiri!çi and Winrow, Ottomanism was 
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still favored in this period. Still there was no sense of Turkish nation, but “Muslim-

nation”, which was evident in Mustafa Kemal’s speeches (Kiri!çi and Winrow 1997: 

95, Ye$en 1999: 557). The calls for independence struggle were directed towards the 

“brotherhood of Ottoman Muslims”, rather than “Turkish nation” (Ye$en 559). Under 

the leadership of Mustafa Kemal, their aim was to save the caliphate and “to recapture 

the lands which were seized by the non-muslims” (Kiri!çi and Winrow 1997: 95). In 

1920, the national assembly was constituted in Ankara. In its opening speech, Mustafa 

Kemal declared that the assembly was not founded on the basis of Turkish, Kurdish, 

Laz and Circassian ethnic groups. Rather it was the assembly of the individuals who 

belong to the Muslim community (Kiri!çi and Winrow 1997: 96). The political 

discourse was inclusive as Mustafa Kemal frequently referred to “the country of the 

people of Turkey”, instead of “the country of Turkish nation”. (Kiri!çi and Winrow 

1997: 97) According to Tanıl Bora, the process of national struggle aimed solely at 

establishing an independent state from the remains of the Empire. For him, there was 

no “national-identity engineering” in this particular process (1996: 22). 

 Kiri!çi and Winrow notice that Turkish nationalism developed after the 

foundation of the nation state, whose official language was Turkish language 

(1997:99). For Bora, the new regime was in “alarm” to “homogenize the relation 

between identity and the nation”. (1996:22) The transformation did not happen all of 

a sudden. In this period, the regime at first negotiated between different identities. It 

further legitimized the dominance for the unification of Turkish nation on the basis of 

“race” (Bora 1996: 22, Kiri!çi and Winrow 99, Yıldız 2001: 299). The history books 

prepared by the ministry of national education introduce the topic “History of 

Humanity” with the concept of “race” (1931, 14-19). In follows, it tells that Turks are 

the prominent race among others, which “managed to preserve its specialities.” (20) 

Kiri!çi and Winrow also remark that the law declared the official religion of the state 

as Islam (1997: 99).  

In 1924, the caliphate was abolished, the traditional education system was shut 

down and a national education system was introduced. These attempted at the 

secularization of the country and the Turkish nationalist project became even more 

visible (100). However, the perception of Islam as the sense of the nation lasted till 

the end of 1920’s. Kiri!çi and Winrow suggest that the regime did not maintain a 

citizenship based nationalist idea throughout 1930’s (102). #skan Kanunu was 

declared in 1934, which distinguished citizens in three groups: “People who speak 
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Turkish and of Turkish ethnicity”, “people who doesn’t speak Turkish but has 

proximity to Turkish ethnicity” and “people who do not speak Turkish and of non-

Turkish ethnicity.” (103) The regime aimed to strengthen the “Turkishness” of its 

citizens who belonged to the second category. Kiri!çi and Winrow quote "smail 

Be!ikçi, who claims that the aim of this project was to assimilate Kurds within the 

rest of Turkish speaking community (104). Bora also shows that Turkish ethnic 

nationalism developed in order to target Kurds for assimilation (1996: 37). According 

to Kiri!çi and Winrow, the project was organized against all kinds of ethnic and 

religious minorities such as Jews and Greeks as well as Kurds. Its purpose was to 

consolidate the process of nation-building (1997:104).  

 The attempts of the Kemalist regime were met with the “discontent” of 

Kurdish populations (Ye$en, 2007: 127). Kiri!çi and Winrow notice that 18 rebellions 

occurred between 1924 and 1938. 17 of them happened in Eastern Anatolia and 16 of 

them were organized by Kurds (1997:105). Metin Heper (2007) shows how Kurdish 

populations were subjected to a “forceful assimilation” as the revolts were met with a 

“brutal repression” by the armed forces of the nation-state (8). Mesut Ye$en (2007) 

argues that the regime considered the Kurdish unrest as reactions against 

modernization (129). The nationalist project continued with the official declarations 

of Turkish History thesis, which claimed that Turkish race was the source of 

civilization (Kiri!çi and Winrow 1997: 107, Bora 1996: 35, Yıldız 2001: 297). The 

Sun-Language thesis was posing Turkish language as the first language of civilization 

(Bora 34, Kiri!çi and Winrow 107, Yıldız 297). The project of Turkish nationalism 

was at the same time posed as a project of modernization by the Kemalists (Bora 23-

24, Kiri!çi and Winrow 106). Bora shows how Ancient Greek heritage in Anatolia 

was Turkified for the claims of civilization, when the regime declared that the Greeks 

were indeed ethnically Turks (25-26).  

The emphasis on civilization was instrumentalized for subordinating the 

Kurds. Ye$en shows how Kurds enjoyed autonomy under the Ottoman rule and did 

not need the urge to integrate with the center of the empire (1999: 562). Yet as Metin 

Heper shows, such autonomy did not mean Kurds were not suppressed. The central 

administration of the Ottoman Empire called Kurds “Black nation” as opposed to the 

“grey nation” of Turcomans (2007:28). For Ye$en, Kurds remained mainly 

peripheral, and the foundation of the Turkish nation state brought about the problem 

of integration. Although Kurds were called as “Black nation” under the Empire, there 
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was no problem of integration due to decentralized administration. Therefore, Ye$en 

argues that Kurds were pressured for the nation-state’s aims for centralization (1999: 

562). Ye$en further remarks that this lack of integration was seen as a lack of 

civilization (564-565). Kiri!çi and Winrow show that the state discourse evolved in 

such a way that it made “scientific” claims on the backwardness of Kurds. For the 

state discourse, the Kurds were considered as “mountain Kurds”, who belonged to 

Turkish ethnicity, yet remained uncivilized (108). As quoted in Heper, in 1935, Prime 

Minister "smet "nönü suggested that the Kurds should receive their primary education 

with the Turks since “that would help ‘Turkify’ the Kurds.” (2007:162) Nesrin 

Uçarlar analyzes the education projects for Turkification by referring to #ükrü 

Kaya’s58 report on Dersim, which articulates the aim of opening schools in the region 

“to have Dersim people learn that they were originally Turkish.” (2009:116).  

Ahmet Yıldız also argues that the scientific claims were performed to 

consolidate the sense of “us” which enables the policies of assimilation (2001: 299-

300).  In this process, Yıldız shows the effects of Turkification in his analysis of 

“Citizen, Speak Turkish!” campaigns (284). Yıldız remarks that the minority names 

were Turkified and it was mandatory for all citizens to speak Turkish in public (284). 

As quoted in Heper, Mustafa Kemal expressed his will for a unified nation of a single 

language as follows:  

“A person who inspires to be [an integral] part of the Turkish nation should before 

everything else ... speak Turkish. ... Those who speak another language may 

collaborate with others and act against us.” (2007: 86) 

 Mesut Ye$en shows how Turkish nationalism is still effective in the 

subordination of Kurds in contemporary politics with the existence of Nationalist 

Action Party, left-wing nationalism, nationalism in Islamism, and the popular 

nationalism of the last decade. For him, these variants of Turkish nationalism 

accompany “the mainstream Turkish nationalism, which built the modern Turkish 

state and a secular nation-society.” (2007: 120) In his article, Ye$en shows how the 

discourse of Turkish nationalism changed over time due to the experiences of 

communism and globalization between 1950 and mid-2000. According to him one 

thing remained unchanged, that is, the idea that “Kurds could become Turkish.” 

Kurds figure as “future-Turks” in the current discourse of nationalism, which still 
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subjects them to assimilation (137). As Ye$en shows, Kurds can enjoy their 

citizenship rights in full “so long as they are assimilated into Turkishness” (138). 

Tanıl Bora also remarks the contemporary dynamics of Kurdish suppression within 

the discourse of Turkish nationalism. He shows how Kurds are considered as subjects 

of assimilation by the Nationalist Action Party (2005: 232). Bora reckons the 

importance of gender when he argues that the hate against Kurds is propagated 

through the image of Turkish women. Analyzing the newspaper clips, which pose 

Kurdish men assaulting Turkish women, Bora shows how anti-Kurdish campaigns are 

reproduced with the image of Turkish women versus the Kurdish threat (235). 

According to him, as a response to the rising Kurdish political opposition in the mid 

2000’s, “the anti-Kurdish hatred” is still in action (250). The literature on “Kurdish 

Question” is important to understand the dynamics of subordination that my 

interviewees encounter. In this chapter, the narratives of my interviewees point at the 

intersections of ethnicity-based subordination with gender and class dimensions.  

 

3.3. Lack of Education at the Intersection of Gender and Ethnicity 

While mentioning the unequal conditions for social welfare rights, my 

interviewees focus their attention on the marginalization of their hometowns 

especially on the basis of education facilities. Zozan for example draws attention to 

the lack of middle school in her village and says: “Our elders wouldn’t find the 

courage to send us out of the village for our study, they also did not have sufficient 

economic conditions for that.” Zozan’s village, which had a predominant Kurdish 

population, was deprived of educational facilities. Zozan and many others were 

unable to enjoy their right to attend school, which would have contributed to their 

future material, cultural and economic welfare. Zozan describes an occasion, which 

shows the state’s disinterest in her hometown.  

Yeter and Nazmiye’s analyses also highlight the effects of patriarchy as well 

as the state’s disinterest. Yeter told me that she couldn’t receive her education since 

her father sent her to Aydınlı when she was 10 years old:  

“My father sent me to Aydınlı to live in my older brother’s house. He was in need of 

a person who would look after the house, cook and clean while he was out at work. I 

wish I received education. If I have a chance now for that, I will never miss it. Indeed 

I have some options but I can’t. I have a baby.” 
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 Yeter was busy with housework until the age of 10. Her narrative doesn’t 

focus on the lack of education facilities. She could not attend school because of 

patriarchal subordination. She is currently employed as a cleaning worker in Sabancı 

University. Later in our interview she told me the following: “I would like to receive 

education, I even looked at some places where I can be registered. However my 

working hours are so strict and intense.” She also has a baby to look after, which 

prevents her from undertaking such a project for her self-development.59  

Besides the discouraging factors in the workplaces and at homes, I noticed 

another significant agent, which prevents my interviewees from continuing their 

educations. There is an “open school” system in Turkey. It provides the opportunity 

for people to complete their education degrees from primary, middle and high 

schools. The official paper needed to attend these schools could only be acquired 

from the schools back at their villages. In the interviews, most of my interviewees 

emphasized the same point. They wanted to attend the open school and get their 

degrees. However none of them succeeded in obtaining that official paper from their 

village school. The schools in their village didn’t provide them. It was a bureaucratic 

burden, which set an obstacle to pursue further education. Yeter was one of my 

interviewees to experience this obstacle. She still wants to pursue education: “Now 

that I have a baby, and don’t have free time, but I still think of this possibility.” 

“There is nothing more beautiful in life” whispers Yeter yearningly, “than studying”. 

Education points at a better life beyond the struggle with poverty. For Yeter, it is an 

impossible dream whose mourning she constantly breathes among the walls of a top-

academic environment, Sabancı University. 

Nazmiye emphasized the lack of education facilities in her hometown; “there 

was no school in our village, the only one we could attend was very far away.” When 

she came to the age for attending primary school, an education facility had just been 

constructed for the children of their village: “We went to primary school with my 

sisters at least until the fifth grade” she said, immediately comparing their situation 

with the male children of her village: “But of course the elders helped the boys to 
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pursue their education further and sent them to the far away schools with 

dormitories.” For the elders of the Kurdish community, “nothing would happen to the 

male children, unlike a girl who was considered to be in danger outside the village.” 

“The male children occupied their prime interests”, remarked Nazmiye, “we girls 

worked as shepherds as they were receiving their education, we girls worked at home 

and they were schooling, all of my brothers went to school.” Her narrative was clearly 

laying the role of patriarchal dynamics back at her hometown. These dynamics 

reproduced the marginalization of Kurdish women beginning with their early 

childhood.60  

 Although I had begun to analyze the oppressive dynamics behind women’s 

lack of education vis a vis state policy and local patriarchy, my interview with 

Çi$dem enriched my view on the issue. Çi$dem also carefully noted the lack of 

education facilities at their village, and she said that she would have liked to receive 

education after primary school, which didn’t happen. Yet the reason for her 

deprivation was different from Nazmiye’s. According to her, her father did not let her 

to go to the city for her high school education because of the political chaos that 

existed in the urban settings in the late 1970s and early 1980s. During this time, the 

cities in Western and Eastern Turkey were witnessing protests and armed conflicts 

between nationalist and leftist students. Although she cites urban chaos as a major 

factor, she also suggests other dynamics being at work as she compares herself to a 

friend of hers who was “sent” to high school by her father: “She was my cousin, and 

we were at the same age. She continued her education in the city and I didn’t.”  

Çi$dem’s remarks on her cousin complicate the issue of Kurdish children’s 

deprivation. It depicts the heterogeneous experiences of female children with 

education among Kurds living in the same town. Yet the ways in which female 

children were “allowed” or “disallowed” by their fathers for their education was 

nevertheless a point of emphasis during our interview. In our interview, I was eager to 

ask her to make a comparison between male children and females in terms of 

schooling. Çi$dem remarked in a similar fashion to Nazmiye:  
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“Of course, fathers get anxious because they think women are more vulnerable than 

men. And their excuse is that we don’t want to send our girls away for school because 

there are dangerous places and can harm children.”  

Çi$dem aptly marks the discrimination of female children in her following 

statement:  

“But I heard of no boy who was taken back to the village due to the bad conditions in 

the city. My father said that nothing would happen to him even if he sleeps on the 

streets because he is a man. But we should protect the girls, he said.”  

Çi$dem’s protection from the dangers of the city continued after their 

migration to Aydınlı. She wasn’t sent to the high school in "çmeler neighborhood, 

which was only 10 minutes travel with a minibus. Instead, she became a factory 

worker. This narrative challenged my image of the village as a place of total 

deprivation and discrimination of Kurdish women both on the basis of patriarchal 

dynamics and state policies. Despite the existence of education facilities close to 

Aydınlı, Çi$dem was unable to enjoy her right to pursue education due to patriarchal 

dynamics that remained prevalent. At this point, my focus shifted once again to the 

specifities of Aydınlı neighborhood. Çi$dem’s experiences reveal that the lack of 

education facilities was not unique to the hometown. As a Kurdish individual, she was 

experiencing the disinterest of the state. Further she was also putting forth a critical 

analysis of the very urban space of Aydınlı. In Aydınlı it was not only poverty, which 

was continuous from village to the city, but also the lack of basic social rights, 

including education rights, that Kurdish women could enjoy.  

In Çi$dem’s narrative, there is a patriarchal continuum between the village 

and the city (Aydınlı – Istanbul) in terms of women’s access to education. After she 

migrated to Aydınlı with her family during her early youth, Çi$dem was employed as 

a worker in a factory. Her father didn’t allow her to attend school, but encouraged her 

to do factory work. Çi$dem’s experiences show that patriarchy determines what is 

dangerous for a woman and what is not. 10 minute travel to school is regarded as 

dangerous whereas Çi$dem’s father is content with her doing factory work. The 

danger was defined in such way so that Çi$dem’s family aimed at struggling 

impoverishment in short-term. By the decisions set by the patriarch, Çi$dem remained 

as worker and her position as a low-class individual was reproduced. In other words, 

for Çi$dem, deprivation from the right to basic education based on her gender 

constituted the grounds for and contributed to her class marginalization. In the 
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interview, she told me the following: “Gender, begins when you are a child, could I 

make myself clear?” Çi$dem’s emphasis on “gender” was the result of a gender-

conscious analysis. She suggests that the effects of gender begins with early 

childhood and ends up contributing to future marginalization on the basis of poverty. 

Her expressions reminded me Simone de Beauvoir’s famous dictum: “One is not 

born, but rather becomes a woman.” Çi$dem may have been born into a poor family 

and village, but she could have broken the chains of poverty had she entered the job 

market as an educated woman. She identifies her gender as having been a major 

obstacle along the way.61  

 Mizgin’s narrative, on the other hand, introduces the dimension of poverty as 

a major obstacle in Kurdish women’s enjoyment of social rights, including education. 

Mizgin could only attend primary school at her village. During our interview, she told 

me a very striking story about the relations between social rights and poverty. She 

was a very successful student at school and her teacher wanted to speak to her father 

about her success. Her father was very happy to hear fascinating words from her 

teacher, and emphasized his determination to send her away for high school. Mizgin 

therefore was very happy, hopeful and ambitious until the economic crisis in her 

family worsened. Her father was involved in animal husbandry and due to financial 

problems prior to Mizgin’s attendance to high school; he had to leave the village and 

travel to the city of Erzurum with his cows and sheep in order to trade them. “It took 

months for him to do this business” Mizgin said sadly, “as my elders waited for my 

father so that I could attend high school.”  

The subordinating effect of patriarchy is also evident in Mizgin’s story. 

Similar to what Nazmiye and Çi$dem suggested, the father appears as a decisive 
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figure. Yet Mizgin’s experiences are much more complicated in this respect; despite 

her father’s will to provide Mizgin with the opportunity of pursuing higher education, 

poverty prevented them from actualizing this will. “When my father arrived, the 

registrations for high school had already finished”, said Mizgin grievingly, “and the 

next year we migrated to Istanbul for better life opportunities.” As the Aydınlı 

neighborhood at first glance offered better life possibilities for her family, Mizgin 

instantly found herself at the margins of economic and social relations in her new 

home: “I began to work at the age of 12 in textile industry.” My meeting with Mizgin 

helped me to complicate the existence of the shortcomings of social rights of Kurdish 

women. Their narratives show that the conditions which poverty brings along were as 

important as the patriarchal dynamics inherent in Kurdish community.62  

Mizgin and Çi$dem’s experiences show similarities in the experience of 

patriarchy in the Kurdish community. Eventually, two important analyses can be 

argued. First is about the intersectionality between poverty and patriarchy. The 

dynamics of Kurdish community in terms of patriarchal relations and poverty caused 

Mizgin and Çi$dem’s subordination. Second is about the different interpretations of 

this particular intersectionality by different women. Mizgin and Çi$dem have similar 

experiences, but they interpret those in different ways. In their experiences, the figure 

of the father is crucial in determining women’s lives. Mizgin portrays a more positive 

image of the father who cannot send his daughter to high school due to economic 

insufficiency. Çi$dem’s father on the other hand didn’t want her to pursue education. 

However, both ended up in factory work.  

 I could further this crucial link during my interview with Zehra, who like 

many others could only receive five years of primary education. After she graduated 

from primary school at Bingöl, she migrated to Aydınlı with her family. “I was going 

to attend high school here”, she said, “however the economic conditions didn’t let this 

happen.” Similar to Mizgin, Zehra also began working in industry as a child, which 

signaled the end of her education. However, what is crucial in Zehra’s experiences is 

the fact that it was Zehra herself who actually could not find the courage to attend 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
@<! d1(.14P! Rh+3;3*+*! 51:1$910%! `! ('0'4! 5/2! -)+! ;3*4*-;$9*%! &;D'0! 9'! 6;3! :'391$! /91-;$9*Z!
5'5'0+'!.8$T20/3!17:/91%!W'5'0!9/91Z!3)()0)!;3*:'D's)0%!W/4!5)$'30'0!9/91%!G0'!12:/!9/91s14!
.151! F'-':)4! (;$+*3+'$)-+'!0/D5*$! 3'+9)Z! B$(*$*0,'! F'-H'4! .8:T$9T%! u1912! ;! .1912%! W1$! '-! 7;4$'!
./+91! 21091!9/!;! 2/31+9/%!WT-T3+/$101(!H'$3/4!51(!F16!51$! 2/-!-'L'0'-)(%!W1(!;49'4! :'0!;+'$'3!
D/H'L! 9*-0'3! 17:/913%! `! D/H'L! H/$14D/-/! 3'9'$! 3'-):+'$! 51::1%! `! ('0'4! ;$'9'! 3'+9)3%! h314D1!
7/4/7149/! 9/! h7:'45*+,'! ./+913! (':/4%! W*! 7/E/$! 9/! :/37:1+! F'-':)%! &'-':)4! (;$+*s*-+'4! ;4! 131!
-'2)49'!5'2+'9)0%U!



! ! !@A!

high school. “My family wanted me to continue my education,” she said, “however, 

economic conditions were worsening and I should support my family.” The crucial 

intervention of Zehra in this respect just came after: “Actually, I didn’t resist the idea 

of leaving school because I was lacking self confidence,” she said, “I was a very 

successful student back at the village, but when I came here, I immediately thought 

that other children are much more intelligent and successful than me.” Zehra defines 

this as a fear that she couldn’t even confess to her family and more than that, it was a 

fear that she could not even tell herself:  

“Maybe my family would send me to high school despite my fear but I didn’t want it, 

I was afraid because everyone else seemed much more intelligent than me.”  

The particular phobia that Zehra developed can be interpreted as the 

manifestation of the very social and economic hierarchies, which altogether prevented 

her to pursue her education further. As a female, Kurdish, low-class individual, Zehra 

was exposed to the oppressive dynamics of the urban setting which marginalized her 

from the rest of the society. Like others, she was also introduced to the social space 

from the most disadvantageous rank of social hierarchy. Kurdish students in Turkey 

start their education in a disadvantageous position since there is no education 

available in Kurdish. Besides, there are no courses for teaching Turkish as a second 

language. They find themselves in a double bind; they first have to pursue their 

studies and in doing so they have to deal with the language. Compared to the 

conditions of the advantageous Turkish students in Istanbul, Zehra feels afraid 

because of the gap between her and others. Therefore she withdrew herself from the 

school when she realized such a gap. 

 Zehra’s narrative can also be analyzed with reference to Bourdieu. 

Aydınlı/Istanbul urban setting is a particular habitus, which continuously tends to 

reproduce the ongoing hierarchy of social inequality. After all, the parameters for 

determining “who is intelligent” and “who is successful” are not neutral and objective 

but are very much shaped by cultural perceptions and by material relations, 

reproducing social inequality. Bourdieu in this respect points out the ways in which 

“academic systems of classification (grading and ranking performance of students)”, 

which seem to be neutral and objectively handled actually “tend to reproduce social 

class strata.” (Bourdieu, 1988:207) Indeed, Zehra was able to analyze such dynamics 

of social inequality later in life:  



! ! !@M!

“It was only much later that I understood that this is not the case. I was actually much 

more successful and intelligent than them.”  

Zehra could only overcome her phobia by fixating her position at the lowest 

strata of the society. This situation resulted in the reproduction of poverty and further 

prevented her from the enjoyment of education rights as a Kurdish woman living in 

the neighborhood of Aydınlı.63 

 Until now I discussed the significances of the experiences of my interviewees 

in terms of the lack of education. Their experiences point to the intersectionality 

between class, gender, and ethnicity. Poverty and patriarchy inherent in Kurdish 

community appear as crucial factors that prevented them from pursuing higher 

education. All of my interviewees said that they would have liked to pursue higher 

education, as it was not their choice to give up such an ambition. At a certain point in 

my research, these intersecting dynamics were becoming clear to me. However, my 

meeting with #ükran challenged my analysis.  

Similar to others, #ükran was only able to attend primary school in the city of 

Adana. “My father was in Saudi Arabia for work,” she said, “because we were 

suffering from poverty and he was working anywhere he could find a job.” #ükran’s 

brothers Kasım and Vasıf continued their education after primary school despite the 

difficulties and #ükran told me a family meeting where all members gathered to 

discuss #ükran’s further education: “We all gathered and they said, ‘you will continue 

your education no matter what the difficulties are.’ ‘I won’t’, I replied.” I was very 

surprised to hear her reaction as she elaborated it further: “I decided not to go to 

school further and work instead to help my family.” #ükran explained one by one the 

reasons behind her declared decision:  

“The school uniforms had changed, I had to buy new ones. All the school books were 

new and we didn’t have the money to purchase them all. I didn’t want to put my 

mother into more difficult conditions.”  
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Nevertheless, despite these challenges, #ükran did begin middle school, only 

to quit a year later: “I should only walk to the school and everywhere was covered 

with dirt. I didn’t have money to get on a bus. I was often late to the school because of 

this.” #ükran’s story shows the effects of poverty, and is similar to Mizgin and 

Çi$dem’s in that sense. What is challenging is to see that she intentionally decided to 

quit school despite her family’s insistences. Çi$dem and Mizgin had to leave school 

for the decisions made by the patriarch. #ükran however decided by herself regardless 

of the patriarch.  

After a year of struggle through mud and dirt, #ükran eventually decided the 

quit school and began to work in a textile workshop: “I worked very hard, and as the 

time passed, I learned how to use the machines, and began to work much better.” 

#ükran worked in that workshop for 4 years and became a master in the end: “I 

educated lots of workers there”, she says proudly. #ükran’s experiences, and the way 

she conveys them, constitute an emphasis on the agency of the individual. 

Responding to the existing economic difficulties, #ükran determines a life for herself 

and in doing so she consciously gives up the possible opportunity for furthering her 

future welfare by quitting school. Yet, this act of agency inherently exposes a 

dynamic of subordination. Under the terrible conditions for survival where education 

requires unaffordable expenses such as books and transportation, #ükran’s agency to 

give up education is constrained by the economic structures that shape her family’s 

existence. Given the economic hardships faced by her family, #ükran is hardly left 

with a choice other than becoming a laborer, which consequently tends to reproduce 

social inequality.64  

Kurdish women began their education from disadvantageous positions. They 

also suffer from patriarchy inherent in Kurdish community, which enhances their 
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subordination. Many of them are not allowed to pursue higher education due to the 

poverty their families suffer. Eventually Çi$dem, Mizgin and #ükran end up being 

workers. In sum, the experiences of my interviewees show what Erdem Yörük65 

suggested as “the Kurdification of working class”66 in Turkey. Due to the lack of 

education, Kurds cannot pursue better life opportunities and constitute the lower 

classes. Kurdish women experience these conditions in a further level because of 

patriarchy. The narratives of my interviewees show that, the intersectionality of class, 

gender and ethnicity enhance the reproduction of social inequality. It also reproduces 

poverty. Kurdish women can only become workers since they lack the sufficient 

means to overcome such hierarchy. Consequently, the particular Kurdification of the 

working class is enhanced, intersecting with the dynamics of gender and patriarchy.      

 

3.4. “A prison resides within me”: “Speaking Kurdish in Turkish”, or 

Çakma Kürtçe  

“My teacher at primary school got angry with me when I said to her that my 

name was Zozan” she said to me. She continued: “I loved my name, why would they 

take it from me? I loved to be called Zozan, and there is no way that I’m using my 

other name.” Zozan could gain her state identification card only prior to beginning 

primary school. This was significant to hear because it immediately made me explore 

the link between language, education and citizenship: Zozan became a citizen only 

when she was exposed to national education performed in Turkish. Her official name 

is “Suzan”. Zozan says the following regarding the suppression of her language:  

“We are all humans in the end, what difference does it make if we are Turkish, 

Kurdish or Alevi? We cannot go anywhere with our language, we always have to 

leave it aside.”  

As a result, Zozan reacts as follows: “Why use another language when you 

already have one?” She explains the meaning of her name: “Zozan means a flower, it 

means freedom” she says, “we are all children of God, we all come from Adam and 

Eve, why isn’t there equality? I’m not interested in whether it is Turkish, Kurdish. It 

means freedom, flower.” Referring to Saskia Sassen, Zozan’s narrative shows that she 

is an “authorized but not recognized” citizen (2003: 283). She is authorized so long as 

she gives up her language and identity. Since such detachment doesn’t occur, she is 
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unable to enjoy those rights. The suppression of the Kurdish language constitutes 

Kurdish women’s non-recognition. Zozan currently lives in a public-primary school, 

in exchange for working as a cleaning lady in the school. She struggles with poverty 

in the very space that made her a citizen. Yet since her language and identity is non-

recognized, the conditions of poverty are reproduced. The oppression of Kurdish 

language and identity serves to the reproduction of social inequality.  

I was carefully listening to Zozan while she was narrating the suppression of 

her language and identity. Suddenly, she stopped, and said the following: “I don’t 

know, I cannot explain myself enough.” She was having difficulties in explaining 

herself in Turkish: “It would be very good, say, you know my language and I would 

express myself to you more comfortably.” Yet the case was the opposite: I was the 

researcher who spoke Turkish and I expected to hear from Zozan in Turkish in return. 

I felt the power relations between us. Yet what I could do most for Zozan is to share 

her story of survival and to say “I do understand you” even though, maybe, I could 

never do in most occasions.67 

“I want my mother-tongue”, says Mizgin, a statement which tells much about 

the suppression of the language. In her call for the mother tongue, Mizgin says the 

following: “Just as one does not become American when he/she speaks English, I do 

not become Turkish just because I speak Turkish publicly.”68 Mizgin carefully 

distinguishes her identity from the Turkish language she speaks in public. The daily 

lives of my interviewees are surrounded with Turkish language. Mizgin feels 

alienation for this occasion. The mother tongue appears as a crucial phenomenon in 
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my interviewees’ imaginations. I asked Meryem the following question: “What is 

your mother tongue?” She responded as follows:  

“You have to speak Turkish to survive, otherwise no one understands you and you 

cannot express yourself to anybody. Therefore Turkish becomes something like a 

mother-tongue.”69  

For Meryem, Turkish language points to a paradox. While Mizgin refuses to 

define Turkish as her mother-tongue, Meryem’s narrative suggests that Turkish 

language is almost her mother tongue. Yet this is because Turkish language is a 

“must” for survival. Therefore in both narratives, the suppression of Kurdish language 

is evident. Turkish language dominates the lives of Mizgin and Meryem.  

Later in our interview, Meryem made the following remark: “but normally, 

my mother-tongue is Kurdish because I speak to my relatives in Kurdish.” Despite 

Meryem’s emphasis on Turkish as almost a mother tongue, Meryem nevertheless 

draws clear-cut boundaries between the two languages. Meryem acknowledges that 

Kurdish is her mother tongue but she lives in a public sphere, which is dominated by 

Turkish. Therefore Turkish language becomes the inevitable tool for survival. 

Meryem told me about a very interesting assignment that she has done with her 

husband:  

“We came together one day with my husband, and said, let’s speak only in Kurdish 

because we should develop our speaking the mother-tongue. We spoke Kurdish one 

or two days, and then we inevitably used Turkish words to express ourselves. And 

that moment is when Kurdish ends and Turkish begins. What we speak is no longer 

Kurdish.” 

Meryem admits that they should work even harder to overcome the dominance 

of Turkish in their daily expressions but they can’t. “We’re among Turks” she says, 

“and no matter how much we want to develop our Kurdish speaking, we cannot 

because we have to speak in Turkish in most of our daily interactions.” Meryem’s 

narrative shows that the domination of Turkish is also experienced within the private 

sphere. Meryem also says that, “Kurdish language course is opened in "çmeler. We 

can go and develop our Kurdish, but we can’t. I have to look after the child at the 

house.” Meryem’s attempt for speaking in the mother tongue inevitably fails also on 

gendered grounds.70  
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For Meryem and Mizgin, Turkish language is a burden, which she has to carry 

within herself for survival. It is a means for alienation, and directly effects the ways in 

which they perceive their belonging. Meryem wishes that, “I would like to return and 

live in my yurt. I can speak Kurdish there all the time.” For Meryem, the homeland 

signifies the essential place where Kurdish language lives. Meryem continues 

comparing the hometown with Aydınlı as follows:  

“When you speak Kurdish in the streets, there is always a suspicion, a discomfort. 

People look at you suspiciously and warn you not to speak Kurdish next to them. But 

you are free in the hometown.” 71   

Meryem lives under surveillance and she has to regulate her language all the 

time in public. Therefore she is alienated: 

“I think language is very crucial. I can express myself better in mother-tongue. And 

in order to build good relations and have a good life here, I should express myself 

better.”  

Zozan also experiences difficulties in her daily life activities for not being able 

to speak in Kurdish. “When you have work to do in public, and have to speak to 

someone, you can’t, because you cannot express yourself in Turkish properly.” Zozan 

also acknowledges herself in an advantageous position when she notices that she was 

at least graduated from primary school and learned Turkish sufficient enough to 

survive, but on the other hand, “there are people who do not know a single Turkish 

word because they didn’t even go to primary school.” According to Zozan, they 

encounter much more troubles than she does for example when “they go to a doctor, 

the doctor doesn’t understand, so they should always bring someone with them to 

help them in communication.”  
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Nazmiye mentioned her experiences in a hospital: “I would like to speak in 

Kurdish everywhere. For example when I’m sick and go to the hospital to see a 

doctor, I would say my complaints more comfortably.” Nazmiye’s “authorized but not 

recognized” existence was realized during her first years of residence in Aydınlı, 

when she didn’t know Turkish very well and faced real difficulties in adjusting to life 

in a new city and a second language. “I was going to the bazaar to get some goods, 

but I didn’t know how to call things because I didn’t know Turkish well.” She got 

more and more acquainted with Turkish language when her children began school, it 

was only then that Nazmiye’s Turkish became “good enough” to survive. Nazmiye’s 

narrative illustrates Bourdieu’s conception of symbolic power. Symbolic power is 

exercised through Turkish language in the public space, which excludes Nazmiye 

from her daily interactions.72 

Referring to Bourdieu’s conception of “structures”73 (1977:78-87) Nazmiye’s 

experiences clearly depict the double role that language plays: In this context Turkish 

language becomes both a “structured structure” and a “structuring structure”. On the 

one hand the particular structure in which Turkish language occupies the dominant 

position is a result of the nationalist project of a uniform, homogeneous nation-state. 

Consequently, this particular structure of domination also structures further 

mechanisms of domination, which is evident in the case of Nazmiye’s interaction with 

the market. The dominance of Turkish language in society further points out the 

dynamics where one even cannot acquire the basic needs for survival without 

speaking Turkish. Marginalization of the Kurdish language is an obstacle for Mizgin, 

Meryem, Zozan and Nazmiye, which prevents their interactions in Aydınlı. They need 

to speak in their mother tongue to “have a good life” but they can’t. The suppression 

of Kurdish language prevents them to possess better life conditions. Their narrative 
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shows that the oppression of language contributes to the reproduction of social 

inequality.  

Meryem remarks the following to illustrate such reproduction: “It is because 

of education. When you begin school, you have to speak Turkish. As time goes by, 

you get acquainted with it.” Meryem is able to speak in both languages, but she is not 

bilingual:  

“When I speak Turkish, I cannot express myself clearly. But when I switch to 

Kurdish, sometimes I cannot find the necessary words to express myself. It is because 

of education. You forget Kurdish by time since you are exposed to Turkish in your 

childhood. In memleket, you speak in Kurdish. When you come here, you speak 

Kurdish and Turkish together. Eventually, one of these languages gets lost in time.”  

The official suppression of the Kurdish language reproduces the 

disadvantageous position of Kurdish citizens. Eventually Meryem ends up with the 

inability to fully express herself in both languages. Meryem and Mizgin have hybrid 

existences in which Kurdish and Turkish interplay. However, they clearly declare 

their Kurdishness and point at the suppression. Later in our interview, Meryem also 

told me that, “my ancestors fought against the enemies with Turkish soldiers so we 

also have the right to learn our language.” She puts forth arguments in order to prove 

her just demand. On another occasion, Meryem questions the reasons for the 

exclusion of Kurdish language in education, in which English is included. Meryem 

defines the way she speaks Kurdish as follows: “Kürtçe’yi Türkçe konu!uruz” (We 

speak Kurdish in Turkish). Meryem’s life is surrounded by Turkish. It also effects the 

way she speaks her mother tongue.74 

The significant analysis that Meryem formulized as “speaking Kurdish in 

Turkish” clearly shows the erosion of the Kurdish language. Mizgin makes a similar 

remark when she says: “We cannot speak Kurdish properly. I am a Kurdish woman 

born to Kurdish parents, I want to learn and study in my language.” Meryem and 
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Mizgin share the same demands for education in mother tongue. Mizgin continues her 

words as follows: “You are born Turkish and I am born Kurdish. You do not choose 

to which culture you will born to, but you should be able to learn your mother tongue 

perfectly.” Mizgin recognizes that she cannot speak Kurdish properly and defines her 

Kurdish as çakma Kürtçe75 because Kurdish language is under the pressure of 

Turkish. Mizgin and Meryem’s narratives distinguish the language they speak from 

the essential Kurdish language. When I asked Mizgin about the suppression of 

Kurdish language, she responded as follows:  

“I cannot speak Kurdish in public. For example, when 8 Turkish soldiers were killed 

by PKK, it was everywhere in the news. You cannot speak Kurdish because you 

inevitably feel guilty. They put us in the position of guilty. If you speak Kurdish, 

people just treat you badly, belki da"da de"iliz ama da"daymı!ız gibi.76”  

Mizgin’s response was striking. It shows the ongoing dynamics of “anti-

Kurdish hatred” as Tanıl Bora shows. When she faces such responses, Mizgin does 

the following: “In such circumstances, you feel yourself guilty, and cannot speak 

Kurdish publicly.” Mizgin’s narrative shows that the daily experiences of Kurdish 

women are directly regulated by macro-politics. Meryem talks about the dominance 

of Turkish language in the public sphere. Mizgin adds to this reality with her 

experiences, which show the anti-Kurdish hatred.77  

Mizgin and Meryem’s experiences illustrate the dynamics of constant 

surveillance. Such surveillance invokes the feeling of guilt in Kurdish women. 

Following Foucault, power is at work through surveillance as it triggers mechanisms 

of self-control. It pressures to internalize the proper social behavior in the disciplined 

society. Eventually, Mizgin and Meryem’s narratives suggest much for 

marginalization in Aydınlı. They are urban outcasts, who are marginalized materially 

and economically. But they are also pressured psychologically. There is a cognitive 

dimension, which triggers self-control and regulation through language. Mizgin is 
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psychologically regulated and marginalized for PKK activism that she has no 

affiliation.  

After Mizgin narrated these particular experiences, I asked her what kind of a 

country she would like to live in. She replied: “I would like to live in a country where 

there is freedom. I would like to live freely and speak my language without any 

intervention.” However, she notices that, “but when you want to express yourself 

freely, you are sentenced to at least 20 years of imprisonment.” Mizgin further told 

me how she suffered: “a prison resides within me, I cannot express myself. I want to 

live in freedom, as an individual and as a society.” Her emotions gave me a few 

sleepless nights, as I transcribed her interview and cried. We concluded our interview 

with Mizgin’s dream: “Gidece"im bir elbise alaca"ım kendime fiyatına bakmadan” (I 

will go, and purchase the dress I desire without even checking its price).78 It was the 

dream she had in her ideal society. She did not dream of living in Kurdistan, or of the 

freedom of Kurdish language. She criticizes her society as follows: “I want cahillik79 

in Kurdish society to be vanished.” Cahillik refers to her previous comments on 

patriarchal oppression. Although her mother tongue and society meant much to her, 

her ultimate emphasis was on poverty. “Mizgin” is not her official name. Since it is 

forbidden to assign Kurdish names to the children, she was officially named “Yıldız”. 

Mizgin prefers to use Yildiz in her workplace: “I use Yıldız at work so that there 

won’t be any problems regarding my Kurdish identity.” Mizgin cannot manifest her 

identity. Otherwise she can face further impoverishment. Besides the oppression of 

Kurdish language and identity, the prison signifies her imprisonment of another 

marginalization, whose walls consists of poverty.  

 

3.5. Between Andımız and ROJ TV: Trauma and Therapy 

I was able to gain more insights regarding the relation between education and 

Kurdish language and identity when I was exposed to Çi$dem and Zehra’s 

experiences. They had closer relations to Turkish language compared to my other 
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interviewees. As I mentioned briefly in the previous chapter, I now had a sweet little 

friend called Roza, Çi$dem’s daughter. Our conversations with Çi$dem contained 

frequent references to Roza. Çi$dem was able to observe the subordination, as she 

was closely interested in the education of her daughter. Zehra had a striking 

experience in her childhood. She was the best Turkish-speaking student among 

Kurdish pupils, which provided her a distinctive position. Yet she was also 

subordinated.   

Çi$dem’s Kurdish is worse than my other interviewees and her relation to the 

Turkish language is much closer. However, she still insists on her Kurdish identity 

and acknowledges that, “it is the education system and the discourse in society that 

prevented us to speak in Kurdish better.” She admits that she doesn’t speak Kurdish 

well and questions: “How will Roza learn her mother-tongue when her mother 

doesn’t know it well?” Despite the oppressive agents, Kurdish is still their mother 

tongue as Çi$dem’s mother frequently visits their house in order to teach Roza 

Kurdish. “Ok” says Çi$dem, “let her speak in Turkish, but she should also learn to 

speak in Kurdish.” Çi$dem shared one of her memories while she was watching Roza 

in the school garden: “The students were calling “andımız” (our oath) as I saw Roza 

there, frustrated. Roza is attending kindergarten currently. She doesn’t cite Andımız 

yet but the oath draws her attention while students cite it. “Andımız” refers to the 

compulsory daily morning gathering of primary school students who altogether take 

oaths as members of Turkish nation citing the following text: 

 “I’m a Turk, I’m honest, I’m hard-working,  

My goal is to defend my juniors, respect my elders, and to love my nation and 

country much more then my essence. 

 My ambition is to rise, and go forward. 

 Ataturk, the great! 

I swear that I will walk forward in the path that you opened for us without any 

hesitation.  

Let my existence be a gift to the existence of the Turks. 

How happy for one who can say I’m a Turk!”80 
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The collective oath intensely propagates Turkish nationalism and 

instrumentalizes the youth for such chauvinism. As a Kurdish student, Roza 

questioned this since she didn’t develop a belonging to the oath. With such 

frustration, Roza asked her mother: “Would they get angry if I utter “Kurds”?” 

Çi$dem tried to explain the situation to her daughter in a convincing manner: “There 

are rules everywhere my sweetheart, we should obey those rules.”81 Çi$dem later told 

me the following:  

“I cannot say her that the oath has nothing to do with your identity. She has to take 

that oath so that she can pursue her education. She can live a better life than me only 

if she continues her education in a proper manner. I am sad to behave this way, not 

being able to say the truth about the oath, but I cannot do otherwise.”  

Çi$dem remarks that if Roza manifests her ethnic identity at school, she will 

definitely encounter problems. Eventually Roza will encounter exclusion and 

subordination. She will also end up in poverty like her mother. Çi$dem noticed that 

she was also under the same pressure during her childhood in Aydınlı. Her father 

warned her accordingly: “My father would say, speak in Turkish, do not speak in 

Kurdish anywhere, if they realize that we are Kurds, we will be in trouble.”82 

Therefore, Çi$dem lived in total disguise and under constant surveillance. In time, she 

almost forgot her mother tongue and became more acquainted with Turkish.  

The ways in which Çi$dem builds her relations to Turkish are also manifest in 

her hobbies regarding music listening. When I asked her favorite music, she answered 

as follows: “I usually like to listen to Turkish folk songs and özgün83 music. I also like 

many of Turkish classical songs, they are really valuable.” I was surprised to hear that 

songs with Turkish lyrics occupied Çi$dem’s interests. However in my informal 

interviews, I realized that most of my interviewees were listening to songs in Turkish. 

Çi$dem’s musical taste is diverse:  

“I listen to songs in Zaza, but I usually listen Turkish songs because I am able to 

understand its lyrics better. I mostly listen to özgün music, but I also listen to Zaza 
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songs as well. My father used to listen folk songs from the Black Sea region, and I 

also loved them. But sometimes I come across Zaza women who sing together, they 

are great. I sometimes listen to songs of Western Classical Music; they are so 

relaxing.”  

After I heard Çi$dem’s factory experiences, I was better able to comprehend 

her situation. I will mention those in details in the following chapter. Briefly, Çi$dem 

defines her identity as a “woman worker” rather than a “Kurdish woman”. She is a 

member of the Socialist Party of the Oppressed (ESP). She frequently says that she 

loves working in a factory, and she even loves the sounds of the machines. She 

criticizes the Kurdish Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) for their ethnicity-oriented 

politics. She favors policies regarding working class and feminism. Therefore, her 

detachment from Kurdish language is understandable. She reckons the suppression of 

Kurdish language and identity. Like Mizgin, Meryem, Zozan, #ükran and Nazmiye, 

she carefully defines her mother tongue as Kurdish and distinguishes it from Turkish. 

Yet she is also an internationalist. So she is comfortable with using any language.    

 Music came out as an important motive in my interview with Zehra as well. 

Kurdish music for Çi$dem was not essential to her belonging. For Zehra it brings 

forth a striking awakening and transformation. Zehra said to me, “I was talking to my 

husband at home mostly in Turkish but occasionally in Kurdish.” Her relation to 

Kurdish music wasn’t developed. “I wasn’t listening to Kurdish songs until we had 

ROJ TV in our television.” Her husband did the necessary settings in the TV receiver 

to get Kurdish TV channel ROJ TV84. “We were into a fierce discussion with my 

husband that day” said Zehra, “I didn’t want ROJ TV, I thought it was unnecessary.” 

Zehra didn’t prefer to have a Kurdish TV channel at her home since for her “it doesn’t 

matter of the television speaks Turkish or Kurdish.” Zehra initially was more than 

indifferent to a Kurdish TV channel; she didn’t want it and had a discussion with her 

husband on this issue. Later, her husband convinced her to get the channel and made 

the proper requirements for connection. “I wasn’t listening to that channel at first, my 

husband used to listen all the time” she said. I was surprised to hear her reaction. Why 

was Zehra insisting on not listening to Kurdish? After a while, Zehra got interested in 
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the programs in the channel, when she saw the Kurdish villages and women who sing 

traditional songs: “I realized that I was getting emotional and I was crying whenever I 

hear and see something related to those lands.” Zehra got more and more hurt 

psychologically and she even thought that she was suffering from a severe depression: 

“I told to my husband, am I going mad? Why do I cry when I listen to those songs and 

see those images?” Her husband reacted as follows: “No, not at all, on the contrary 

you are getting back to normal.” Her husband suggests that her mother tongue was 

oppressed. And for him, ROJ TV was the antidote for such oppression. 

Zehra realized that she was inevitably getting emotional when she saw the 

images of homeland, when she listened to the traditional Kurdish songs. She 

concludes that, “I was missing my identity, Kurdishness.” ROJ TV was once a TV 

channel that she reacted against, in time, it gained significance: “I could only realize 

my Kurdish identity thanks to ROJ TV.” Eventually, Zehra defines her life in two 

distinct phases. The effect of music and images that convey Kurdish identity through 

the medium of television is so powerful that she describes two different profiles of 

herself: “Zehra before ROJ TV and Zehra after ROJ TV.”85  

I was still curious to know the reasons for her strict refusal to have ROJ TV 

initially. I felt that there was a story behind such rejection. As our interview 

progressed, Zehra remarked the importance of official education, which oppressed the 

Kurdish language: 

“Although our community consists of leftist individuals mostly, we are so distanced 

from our identities. Besides, the society has discriminated against us so much that we 

came to internalize our inferiority.”  

During her initial observations on ROJ TV, Zehra was surprised to see female 

Kurdish singers dressed up in traditional clothes. She realized its importance later: 

“The tradition should be sustained and lived. Now I am very happy to have gained 
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such consciousness.”86 Further in our interview, Zehra told me that she watched 

women in Diyarbakır gathering for feminist activism and that she would like to 

organize a similar gathering in Aydınlı. For Zehra, ROJ TV was a mechanism of 

consciousness-raising particularly along the lines of ethnicity and gender.  

Zehra had a distinctive status compared to other Kurdish families and students 

in terms of her relations with Turkish language. She told me her striking story, which 

helped me to make sense of her initial reaction to ROJ TV. She was traumatized in 

her childhood as a result of a particular event she narrated regarding her very close 

friend. It was an experience that I haven’t heard before, and was shocked the first time 

I was exposed to it. 

 Zehra was a very successful student at primary school. Besides, her older 

brother and sister were also the most successful pupils of their classes. “When I was 

in primary school, my parents’ Turkish were perfect, unlike others” she said, “I was 

very successful and idealist.” For Zehra, the path for success in life was affiliated to 

her performance in knowing Turkish perfectly: “I was always reading and writing in 

Turkish, practicing it to be successful in life.” Her parents appreciated Zehra’s 

endeavor. Zehra was continuing a happy life since her teachers rewarded her for the 

success in Turkish lessons. Consequently, Zehra was assigned as the head of the 

“Turkish Language Club” at school. She defines her duty as follows: “I used to spy on 

students who spoke in Kurdish at school. This wasn’t ordered to me directly, but I 

already knew what I was assigned to.” Her teachers utilized Zehra as a spy because of 

her success. Although she wasn’t given a direct assignment, Zehra knew her mission. 

She began her spying activities at school. And also outside of it:  

“I would go to visit my friends houses, we would eat dinner and study together. At 

that moment, I would be careful and listen to the words they spoke, and write down 

their names if they spoke in Kurdish.”  

Zehra informed those names to her teacher. She said to me that, “the teacher 

would beat them up very badly.” Zehra spied on her closest friend, a person whom 

she refers to as süt karde!im87. “She beat her in front of me. With a piece of chump. In 

front of my own eyes. I still regret that.” Zehra witnessed real violence. The children 
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at the classroom realized that it was Zehra who was spying on them, and as she told 

me, “they were begging me not to tell their names to the teacher.” Zehra acquired 

some sort of power. Turkification reached its peak at school. She was the 

representative of the “ideal citizen”. Yet that power disturbed Zehra and made her 

uncomfortable especially in her relation to her friend:  

“We still see each other, but she refuses to talk about that event. Whenever I see her, I 

cry all the time, I want to speak to her but she doesn’t speak to me, she just cries. It is 

like it never happened.” 

Zehra migrated to Aydınlı with her family after she graduated from primary 

school. She began working for the industry at a very early age. As I mentioned 

previously, Zehra was lacking self-confidence in Aydınlı and she didn’t pursue her 

education further. She felt that she wouldn’t be successful as she was in her 

hometown. Her narrative on spying was an explanation for her lack of self-confidence 

at Aydınlı. It was this very trauma, spying on her closest friend, which didn’t allow 

Zehra to pursue her education further. Back in her hometown, she was in an 

advantageous position as a spy. In Aydınlı, she was supposed to act just like an 

ordinary “Turkish” student with no distinctive status. Zehra was a successful Kurdish 

pupil. But her success was rewarded with “spying” on Kurdish-speaking children. 

Eventually she ended up traumatized.  

Until now I have been mentioning the “better life opportunities” that education 

could bring along for Kurdish women. Most of my interviewees emphasized  this 

possibility. They couldn’t pursue their education further into high schools or 

universities and ended up being workers. Zehra’s experience shows that, education 

does not necessarily bring salvation.   

No matter how intelligent and hard-working Zehra was, she was “rewarded” 

with nothing but a trauma. Zehra was the “ideal Kurdish pupil”, spying on even her 

closest friend. Yet she ended up struggling with poverty. She managed to overcome 

that trauma with ROJ TV. It provided her the images of her hometown that she 

needed to remember. She needed to remember in order to relive such a traumatic 

event with her closest friend and master that trauma. ROJ TV was a form of therapy 

for Zehra. On the other hand, Zehra’s was an experience of nationalism. Her 

experience with ROJ TV turned her into a Kurdish national subject, romanticizing 

“tradition”, constructing a certain notion of Kurdish nationhood and Kurdish 

womanhood. 
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And Roza, the sweet little Kurdish girl? She will be taking the Turkish 

nationalist oath every morning at school. She doesn’t manifest her Kurdish identity so 

that she can struggle with poverty better in the future. What will she experience? 

Referring to Mizgin, will Roza break the prison walls of poverty? The heartbreaking 

questions remain. 

  

3.6. Who Are Kurdish Women? “A Hidden Treasure” 

“What does it mean to be a Kurdish woman?” I asked #ükran. She answered: 

“Kurdish women are not the women residing in this neighborhood. They are the ones 

who live in the villages.” #ükran distinguishes the urban setting of Aydınlı from the 

rural setting. The hometown image once again appears as the real source of Kurdish 

identity. She explains such distinction as follows: “Kurdish women work on the soil, 

they work continuously on the soil of Kurdistan.” As evident in her statement, #ükran 

mentions the country Kurdistan, which inhabits the real Kurdish women. #ükran’s 

narrative suggests that to be a Kurdish woman one has to work on the “soil” of 

Kurdistan.88 “I would like to return one day, if Kurdistan is founded” she says, 

“Everyone would like to return to vatan one day.”89  

The foundation of an independent Kurdistan is #ükran’s dream. For her, only 

then Kurdish women can fulfill their potentials. Her narrative suggests that she is 

distanced from her identity since she is an industrial worker in Aydınlı. The real 

Kurdish women live in Kurdistan, laboring on the soil. “If there were sufficient 

working opportunities back at hometown, no one would come here” she says, “we are 

here to earn money, and the ones who still stay there face the real difficulties.” #ükran 

points at poverty as the main reason for her migration to Aydınlı. The detachment 

from her identity is an inevitable journey to struggle with poverty. #ükran once again 

distinguishes herself from “real” Kurdish women at hometown as follows: “They 

speak Kurdish all the time, here no one knows and speaks Kurdish properly.” For her, 

the mother tongue determines identity, to which they are distanced as inhabitants of 

Aydınlı.90 
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#ükran’s narrative suggests that Kurdish women in Aydınlı are dispersed 

within the rest of society and lost their essential identities. They are dominated by 

industrial work and Turkish language, which are the factors of such detachment. 

Although #ükran poses women in her hometown as “real” Kurdish women, she 

nevertheless points at the poverty they suffer. They occupy a more disadvantageous 

position. For #ükran, they are here “to earn money” while the real Kurdish women 

struggle with difficulties. #ükran’s narrative shows that the imaginations of real 

Kurdish women is closely linked with the conditions of poverty. In the meantime, the 

longing for an independent state accompany her perceptions. It is the only way 

poverty could end, and #ükran can eventually return. 

 When I asked Çi$dem the same question, she answered sophisticatedly: 

“Being a Kurdish woman? Well, it has different roots actually. Sexual, national and 

class-based.”91 Her analysis was pointing at intersectionality. Çi$dem continued as 

follows: “You are a worker, you struggle. And while you struggle as a woman, you 

manifest your Kurdishness.” For Çi$dem, the identities of “worker”, “woman” and 

“Kurdish” are entwined. They are all related to one another, which points at 

intersectionality. “The villages were burned by the state”, she noticed, emphasizing 

the violence committed by the state against Kurdish community at hometown. She 

continued her story as follows: 

“Your village is burned, you migrate to Aydınlı as a woman, and begin to work in an 

industry. It is very hard, believe me. You have to think about your nation, your 

Kurdish friends, your children as a mother, how will you be able to bring them a 

piece of bread under such conditions?”  

Çi$dem’s narrative differs from #ükran’s. She doesn’t suggest that they are 

distanced from their ethnic identities. Contrarily, Çi$dem experiences the difficulties 

in being a Kurdish woman worker in Aydınlı. She still cares for her nation, but she 

also has responsibilities as a mother. Besides, she is a worker, which points at the 

intersection of ethnicity, gender and class. It is important to notice that Çi$dem was 

not subjected to forced migration by the state. She migrated to Aydınlı with her 

family to struggle with poverty. Now, she has two struggles to deal with: “You have 
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to work in a factory to make a living and you have to manage to live with your 

identity, otherwise you are a Kurd, a terrorist.” Çi$dem has to negotiate between her 

identities in order to survive. She struggles with poverty, and she is also subordinated 

for her ethnic belonging.  

In the following Çi$dem noticed that she was in an advantageous position 

despite the struggles: “I was very lucky to migrate here and began working in industry 

as a child worker since I got adjusted to these conditions better than others who 

migrated at a much older age.” Çi$dem’s labor as a child was a terrible consequence 

of poverty. However it becomes an advantage for her adjustment to Aydınlı. She 

eventually defines her belonging: “There is this constant exile feeling. I don’t feel 

myself belonging anywhere. I have been living here for a long time, but I’m not sure 

whether I belong here. I simply don’t have that feeling [of belonging].”92 Unlike 

#ükran who develops a passionate longing for (an idealized) Kurdistan, Çi$dem is in 

“exile” without a motherland. Despite her feeling of being in exile, he doesn’t have a 

longing to return to her motherland. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Çi$dem 

lives where she “labors to survive.” Her identity is deterritorialized, at the 

intersections of gender, ethnicity and class.  

 You will probably remember Mizgin’s dream: She would like to live in a 

country where she would be able to purchase anything she wants. Mizgin once again 

referred to her dream when I asked her about the possible meanings of being a 

Kurdish woman: “I would like to buy anything that I want and wear, without Kurdish 

men insulting and harassing me.” Mizgin’s experiences were emphasizing the 

intersection of poverty and patriarchal subordination of women. Mizgin’s narrative 

suggests that, there is a patriarchal subordination in Kurdish community. Mizgin 

mentions the subordination of women in the hometown as follows: “Kurdish men 

should leave Kurdish women alone for a minute” and notices that, “only then Kurdish 

women will reach their true potentials.” #ükran was emphasizing that Kurdish women 

in Aydınlı are distanced from their identities since they are away from the soil of 

Kurdistan. Mizgin criticizes the patriarchal oppression at the same soil. She continues 

as follows:  
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“Our elders hold male children in high regards and discriminate against the girls. 

While they treat boys as untouchables, the girls already began working on the farms 

with agriculture and husbandry or in the cities as workers. They get to know life 

better than men.”  

For Mizgin, women have life experiences much more than men. She suggests 

that, “men tend to rule over women with no experiences of life.” According to 

Mizgin, Kurdish men are passive and inadequate in terms of daily life experiences. 

Whereas, she says that, “Kurdish women possess gizli hazine.”93 For her, “the 

problem of our memleket is that they oppress such a richness, and doesn’t bring it to 

life. All of these happen because of the ignorance of Kurdish men. Elder women also 

discriminate against their sons.” Pointing at the patriarchal subordination, Mizgin 

refers to the hidden treasure, which is repressed by the patriarch.94 

Mizgin’s narrative is similar to Çi$dem’s since it doesn’t pose the hometown 

as the essential space of identity. She points at the oppressive dynamics of patriarchal 

subordination in the hometown and in Aydınlı. In her narrative, too, there is a 

continuum of patriarchal subordination. This eventually enhances women’s 

impoverishment. Mizgin’s narrative suggests that, this impoverishment at the same 

time impoverishes the Kurdish community as a whole. Patriarchy also traps men, as 

well as women. Unlike #ükran’s narrative, Mizgin criticizes patriarchy at homeland 

and she wishes to return there as a teacher. She dreams to educate Kurdish women so 

that they can enjoy freedom. She also resists patriarchal expectations in her desire to 

give birth to a baby girl. #ükran wants to go back to homeland when Kurdistan is 

founded, whereas Mizgin wants to challenge the patriarchal subordination of women 

in the Kurdish community, both in Aydınlı and in her hometown.  
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Similar to Mizgin, Zozan notices the patriarchal subordination in Aydınlı. In 

response to the question, “what does it mean to be a Kurdish woman?” she also draws 

attention to patriarchy. During her initial years of residence, Zozan was unemployed. 

She explains the reasons of her unemployment as follows: “We Kurdish women 

aren’t allowed to work in factories.” Zozan notices the existing structures of 

patriarchy: “Men didn’t want to witness such an image, that is, his wife working 

outside and feeding him. It is only men who used to work and look after his wife.” In 

follows, Zozan mentions particular transformation when she says, “at first, this 

behavior was dominant. After two or three years passed, men began to allow women 

to work in nearby industries.” Zozan has been working for the last eight years in her 

17 years old marriage. For her, “men changed because it was hard to look after 

families with low wages.” She says, “I am happy that this happened, because not 

allowing women to work is a backwardness. Now I also help feeding the family. And 

I get along well with my husband.”  

Zozan didn’t display an activism to start working. She didn’t challenge her 

husband. It was only when her husband was convinced that she could be employed: 

“At first, I didn’t even think of working because my husband wouldn’t allow me. But 

then he began to think rationally and offered me to get employed.” She is currently 

very happy in her relation with her husband: “We help each other economically, we 

feed our family together and we trust each other.” Zozan’s imagination of being a 

Kurdish woman is occupied with men’s transformation. Such change in her husband’s 

attitude was related to poverty. Zozan’s narrative shows that women participate in 

labor just as men in order to struggle with poverty. However, it doesn’t mean that 

patriarchy is weakened. On the contrary, the patriarch is the decisive agent in Zozan’s 

employment. It is also crucial in how Zozan defines Kurdish women. 

 

3.7. Political Engagements and Resistance 

Several of my interviewees are engaged in politics. They have various 

opinions about social problems and their solutions. I met with several responses when 

I asked them whether they are politically active or not. Zehra responded as follows: 

“Actually, I never had any political activism before. But when I began to watch ROJ 

TV, I realized the party organizations of Kurdish women.” ROJTV helped Zehra’s 

transformation in terms of gender and ethnicity. It also introduced politics to her life. 
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Zehra went to visit the Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) in Tuzla. She wanted to 

work in the projects for women: 

“‘There aren’t enough members to undertake projects’ they told me initially. But I 

already saw the women organizations in Diyarbakir, and would like to engage to 

similar activisms here.”  

Zehra visited BDP for three years and attended the workshops. In time, she 

gained experience, eventually becoming the head of the party organization in the 

neighborhood. “I was focusing on women issues” she said, “I was trying to solve their 

problems in the neighborhood.” For Zehra, being involved in such an organization 

was enlightenment:  

“Before this work, I assumed that I already know every woman in the neighborhood. 

However, I realized that there are many women residing near me whose existences 

and problems I wasn’t aware of.”  

Zehra got more acquainted with her surroundings through her political 

involvement. She later worked as a party representative in Tuzla. It was the highest 

rank but she wasn’t happy with such an assignment:  

“I was dealing with other works of the party there, but my goal was to deal 

specifically with women’s issues and channel my interests to their problems in order 

to find solutions.”  

Zehra was working as a cleaning lady in the houses near Ba$dat Avenue, an 

upper class neighborhood. She had to leave her occupation in the party because the 

working conditions were too intense. Her struggle with poverty did not allow her to 

further pursue a career in political activism. Currently, she is ambitious and plans her 

political career for the future:  

“I am talking to my friends on the problems of women nowadays. But I will be 

retired from my job in ten years, and after that I will devote myself to women’s issues 

in the neighborhood.”95  
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Problems of women in Aydınlı encourage Zehra to actively engage in politics.  

 #ükran and Mizgin aren’t engaged in political activisms at the party level. But 

they are very interested in politics. I met #ükran right after the news was occupied 

with the civil revolution in Egypt. #ükran displayed a revolutionary character. She 

was having dreams for an independent Kurdistan. She showed a special interest to the 

civil uprising in Egypt. She shared her longing for a similar civil revolt: “Our 

government is acting stupidly against us. Such a revolt in Turkey would be enough to 

get things on the way.” While Zehra maintains a feminist outlook, #ükran’s political 

engagements are based on the Kurdish nation. She is waiting for an uprising of the 

Kurdish people, which would result in an independent Kurdistan. What she implied 

was a civil movement, rather than a militarist one. She never mentioned PKK 

activism for this reason.    

Mizgin was very emotional when she told me about her memories in 

Çanakkale. She visited the sites of the battlefields of the First World War. She 

commemorated the martyrs. She told me the following: 

“I saw that there were martyrs from Bitlis and Mu! and I realized that Kurds died for 

this country. The real war happened between Christians and Muslims. Kurds and 

Turks were on the same side. Today they say ‘look at those PKK carcasses and the 

martyrs in Çanakkale’, how can one put it like this? Who fought in Çanakkale? And 

who fights for the Turkish army today?”  

Mizgin reacts against the mainstream understanding of PKK as traitors. She 

was my only interviewee to talk about PKK in this sense. She notices that today, 

Kurdish men also serve in the army and fight for the unity of the country. She is very 

disappointed to witness that, “brothers are murdering each other in the mountains, two 

people from the same family can become enemies, one fighting for Turkish army, the 

other for PKK.” Mizgin’s narrative shows that she is an anti-militarist, as she asks the 

following question: “Why do we fight with each other?” According to her, “it is the 

politicians and commanders, they continue war for their intentions as opposed to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
-84/:109/! -/$! '+9)0%! G0'! 7;4$'! 5'3:)0! F'41! L'$:1414! 91s/$! 6'+)20'+'$)4)! -T$T:0/3! (;$*49'!
3'+)-;$7*4*(%! W/410! 17:/91s10! 6'+)20'! 2/3+1! 5*! 9/s1+Z! 3'9)4! 6'+)20'7)! -T$T:0/3! 17:1-;$*0%!
#'2)40'!7T$/D10!;+9*!12:/!5*!/-+T+9/4!7;4$'!5'-'!51$!*('3!3'+0)2:)0!6'+)20'+'$9'4%!]/41!12:/!131!
T6! '-! ;+9*! :'2)4'+)Z! 5*! 7T$/6:/4! 7;4$'! 9'! -/419/4! 51$! 984T2! -'L'D's)0%! G0'! 3'9)4! 6'+)20'7)!
T(/$14/! F'41%! ST43T! 5/4! 3'9)4+'$! :'$'E)49'4! 9'! :'4)40'-'! 5'2+'9)0Z! 21091! '0'D)0! 3'9)4!
6'+)20'7)!./$6/3:/4!9/!'$3'9'2+'$+'!3;4*2*-;$*(Z!91-;$*0!5/4!;4!-)+!7;4$'!/0/3+1!;+'D's)0{!'7)+!
/0/3+1! ;+9*3:'4! 7;4$'! 12!5'2+)-;$Z! 3'9)4! 6'+)20'7)! -T$T:/D/s10%!]'41!F/$! ('0'4!84D/+13+/$1014!
'$'7)49'!:*:*-;$*0!3'9)4!6'+)20'7)4)%U!



! ! !N"!

Kurds.” She talks about the Kurdish oppression and says that, “I refuse to witness a 

country where a Kurd cannot speak his/her language on his/her very land.” 

I had interviews with Mizgin, both informal or formal, which lasted for hours. 

She discussed her political views many times. She was very passionate in narrating 

herself. I was amazed when she made a striking link between politics and poverty as 

follows:  

“I cannot understand the use of war where my brothers are made enemies to each 

other, while I’m trying to survive in this neighborhood as a woman for 700 liras in a 

month?”96  

Her narrative shows the devastating effects of the war on the society. Mizgin 

eventually links politics to poverty. There is no use of wars and conflicts for society. 

It doesn’t end her struggle with poverty. The social inequality is nevertheless 

reproduced. My interviewees have different perceptions of political engagements. 

#ükran sees politics from the lens of ethnicity. For her, the independent Kurdistan will 

provide salvation from poverty. Zehra is a feminist and aims to work on women’s 

problems. She is also critical of the suppression of Kurdishness. Mizgin is another 

feminist who at the same time emphasizes the importance of class and Kurdish 

oppression. The narratives of Kurdish women in Aydınlı show the ongoing dynamics 

of intersectionality and the different ways in which these dynamics translate into 

politics.  

 

3.8. Conclusion 

 In the second section of this chapter, I presented the historical backgrounds of 

Kurdish oppression in Turkey. In doing so, I focused primarily on the early 

Republican period of Turkish nation-state in order to shed light on the foundations of 

Kurdish oppression.   

 In the third section, I focused on the issue of education. It was a recurrent 

theme throughout my interactions with my interviewees. The lack of education is 

closely linked to their identities as Kurdish as well as their experience of poverty. My 

interviewees had to leave their education and start working in industry. Some of them 

couldn’t enjoy the necessary education facilities at hometown due to the disinterest of 
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the state. Zozan, Yeter and Nazmiye’s remarks illustrate this situation. Some of my 

interviewees received their primary education in their hometowns. When they 

migrated to Aydınlı with their families, they couldn’t pursue their education further 

and instead became workers. The narratives of my interviewees show that there is 

another dimension leading to the lack of education next to the state disinterest, that is 

the patriarchal subordination. Zozan, Yeter, Nazmiye, Mizgin and Çi$dem’s 

experiences show that they couldn’t pursue higher education due to the patriarchal 

subordination in Kurdish community. Thirdly, there is the dimension of poverty. My 

interviewees had to become workers so that they can contribute to the family budget. 

#ükran’s narrative shows that she had to leave school not because of patriarchal 

subordination, but because of poverty. I argue that the experiences of my interviewees 

illustrate what Erdem Yörük calls the “kurdification of the working-class”. Due to 

state disinterest, patriarchal subordination and poverty, Kurdish women are excluded 

from education. They end up being industrial workers. Therefore, social inequality is 

reproduced; Kurdish women continue struggling with poverty. 

 In the fourth section, I focused on the narrations of my interviewees in terms 

of relations to their mother tongue. Zozan, Mizgin, Meryem and Nazmiye mention the 

difficulties they encounter for not being able to speak in Kurdish publicly. They want 

to speak in their mother-tongue in order to have a better life in Aydınlı. They all 

encounter problems since they cannot express themselves clearly in Turkish. They 

draw clear-cut boundaries between Turkish and Kurdish languages. For them, 

Kurdish language is their mother tongue, but they need Turkish in order to survive in 

Aydınlı. Their narratives show the symbolic power of the Turkish language. They 

also point at the relations between Kurdish and Turkish languages and illustrate the 

hierarchy. Besides, Meryem defines her Kurdish as “speaking Kurdish in Turkish”. 

For Mizgin, she speaks çakma kürtçe. Due to the domination of Turkish, Mizgin and 

Meryem are distanced from their mother tongue. They reckon the possible dangers for 

speaking Kurdish in public. They also perceive their existence to be under constant 

threat since others can perceive them as PKK terrorists for speaking Kurdish. Their 

narratives show the dynamics of surveillance in society through language.  

 I discussed the significance of Çi$dem and Zehra’s narratives in the fifth 

section. I decided to analyze them separately. It is a discussion of language, yet in a 

different aspect. In their narratives, they focus on their relations to Turkish language 

with respect to education. Çi$dem’s daughter Roza continues her education in state 
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school. She hears Andımız every morning. In response to Roza’s anxious questions 

regarding her identity, Çi$dem tells her not to reveal her Kurdishness at school. 

Otherwise she could face problems. For Çi$dem, education is the key for a better life 

for her daughter. Zehra has a very interesting story of her childhood. Since she was 

the best Turkish-speaking pupil in the classroom at hometown, she was assigned by 

her teacher to spy on Kurdish pupils. Zehra and Çi$dem are also distanced from their 

mother tongue due to the domination of Turkish in Aydınlı. However, the reasons are 

different. Çi$dem listens to songs with Turkish lyrics. She also can’t speak Kurdish 

properly. Though similar to Meryem, Mizgin, Zozan and Nazmiye, she defines 

Kurdish as her mother tongue. She has multiple identities as a Kurdish woman 

worker. Yet the notion of “class” matters more to her. Therefore she doesn’t 

emphasize her Kurdishness as much as she emphasizes her class belonging. It effects 

the way in which she develops relations with the Turkish language. Zehra however 

experienced a major transformation after her introduction to ROJ TV. Before that, she 

was doing assignments with her husband about speaking Kurdish at home. Her 

meeting with ROJ TV transformed her, enabled to master her childhood trauma of 

spying. Zehra’s narrative shows that education doesn’t necessarily guarantee a better 

life. Zehra was the most educated among other Kurdish children. But she was 

traumatized.  

 In the sixth section, I discussed the meanings of being a Kurdish woman. My 

interviewees responded in various ways. For #ükran, the “real” Kurdish women live 

in Kurdistan. They face with real difficulties of poverty. They work on the soil. Her 

narrative suggests that #ükran sees industrial labor as a detachment from essential 

Kurdish identity. She points at a particular hierarchy. For her, the real Kurdish women 

suffer more from poverty. She maintains an ethnicity-based interpretation, while 

Mizgin criticizes patriarchy in Kurdish community. For her, the Kurdish women carry 

the “hidden treasure” within themselves. However it is repressed by Kurdish men. 

She dreams the hometown in a distinct manner. Her aim is to return one day as a 

teacher to emancipate Kurdish women from patriarchal subordination. Zozan also 

reckons the patriarchal dynamics inherent in women’s lives. She was able to work 

only when her husband allowed her. She considers this as a transformation of Kurdish 

men in Aydınlı. Çi$dem manifests a deterritorialized identity, saying that she belongs 

nowhere. She maintains the following formula: “I live wherever I labor to survive.” 

She sees herself as an exile without a motherland. Their perceptions of Kurdish 
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women bring along the issue of poverty. Their narratives show that Kurdish women 

are impoverished due to the intersecting dynamics of class, gender and ethnicity. 

 In the last section, I focused on the active agencies of my interviewees. Zehra 

was politically active in BDP and she worked as the representative of the party in 

Aydınlı. Her aim is to work on women’s issues. However, she cannot pursue her 

political career further due to her struggle with poverty. But she maintains her hopes 

for the future. Mizgin and #ükran are not engaged to political activities directly. But 

they sound their opinions for a better society. #ükran dreams the independent 

Kurdistan. Her narrative implies that only then Kurdish women’s poverty can end. 

Mizgin points at the ongoing war between the state and PKK. For her, the war is of no 

use. Poverty remains. My interviewees’ engagements to politics are related to the 

poverty they struggle with, although in different ways.  

 In this chapter, I concentrated on my interviewees’ perceptions of 

subordination on the basis of their ethnicity. Their narratives show that ethnicity 

should not be regarded as a separate agent of subordination. My interviewees’ 

narratives on ethnic subordination also contain references to class-based and gendered 

forms of subordination. I argue that these multiple agents work together to reproduce 

the marginalization of my interviewees and social inequality. Sen (1985, 1992) argues 

that poverty is the lack of “capabilities” to have the rights and facilities that the social 

welfare presents. He shows that poverty is not a “state” but a “process”. In this 

chapter, I aimed to follow Sen’s “capability approach” in analyzing my interviewees’ 

experiences. My interviewees cannot speak Kurdish in public due to possible threats 

they might encounter. Their narratives show that it makes life harder for them in 

Aydınlı since they have problems in expressing themselves to the doctors, acquire the 

necessary food from markets and build relations with other people. I argue that they 

have a lack of capabilities to access welfare and rights due to their ethnic belonging. 

Their narratives also show how gender-based subordination prevents them to enjoy 

rights and welfare such as education, employment and socialization in the urban 

setting. I argue that patriarchy in Kurdish community is another agent, which make 

my interviewees incapable of enjoying rights. Therefore, women end up in poverty. 

The lack of capabilities points at the multiple agents leading to women’s 

subordination such as ethnicity, class and gender.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Towards a Feminist Intersectional Approach on Labor and Poverty 

 

 4.1. Introduction 

 In this chapter, I will focus on my interviewees’ narrations of housework and 

factory. My aim in this chapter is to make visible the multiple agents leading to 

women’s subordination. The first section is reserved for a discussion of housework. In 

the first sub-section, I provide an introduction for this discussion. In the second sub 

section, I will discuss the theoretical framework on housework by referring to Glazer-

Malbin’s analysis. The third sub section is reserved to discuss how my interviewees 

are excluded from public sphere and naturally perceived as house-workers. My aim in 

this sub section is to point at the dynamics of patriarchy and capitalism, which 

subordinate my interviewees.  

In the fourth sub section, I will make a brief overview on Nancy Fraser, 

Gulnur Savran and Delphy’s analysis regarding housework. In this section, following 

Fraser, I aim to show the need for a feminist approach in criticizing capitalism’s 

relations to women through housework activities. Delphy points at patriarchal 

subordination in leading to women’s oppression in the house. In the fifth sub section, 

I aim to contribute to Delphy’s approach with a class and ethnicity-conscious analysis 

since women have distinct experiences of subordination.  

 The third section is reserved for my interviewees’ narrations on factory. In the 

first sub section, I discuss the visibility of multiple agents leading to my interviewees’ 

subordination, at the intersections of class, gender and ethnicity. In the second sub 

section, I open up a discussion on the significance of being Alevi in the factory. In 

this section, I aim to introduce another agent leading to my interviewees’ 

subordination regarding their cultural and religious belonging. I will show that it also 

intersects with gender and class.  

 In the fourth section, I will discuss my interviewees’ responses to my 

question: “In your opinion, what is poverty?” In this section, I will analyze their 

different responses. Their narratives show the conditions of poverty-in-turn. In the 

concluding section, I aim to suggest a feminist approach to understanding heir 

perceptions of poverty. I will suggest the term poverty-on-the-edge as a possible 

conceptual tool, and emphasize the intersecting, multiple agents leading to my 

interviewees’ subordination. 
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4.2. Housework 

 

4.2.1. Introduction 

 “The laboring of women never ends”, said Çi$dem to me, when I asked her 

about the time she spent on laboring activities. She continued:  

“I wake up at 7 in the morning for work, prepare breakfast and Roza for her school, I 

come back home in the evening, do the housework, prepare dinner, do all other kinds 

of household stuff and then the day ends, without me being able to relax for a single 

moment.”  

For Çi$dem, “motherhood is the hardest of all jobs.” She is a worker in a 

factory and a mother at the same time. Her narrative shows that she is busy with 

laboring the whole day. Çi$dem emphasizes that the amount of labor she puts at the 

household is not reciprocal:  

“You work in a factory and you get paid for it. But the housework is different, you 

are not even paid! But you should! Someone should pay you for all the work that you 

do while you’re home.”  

Her narrative shows that it even gets harder for her during weekends since she 

has to do housework. She needs to have a break from the tiring work at the factory but 

she can’t. “It is as if it is all my duty, a woman’s duty to look after children, to do the 

cleaning, to wash the dishes, to prepare food in the household” she says. Her narrative 

draws attention to the exploitation of women’s labor in the household. “My husband 

tries to help me a lot, but the whole job is still mine” she says, and complains, “even 

the people I meet who declare themselves possessing advanced and intellectual world-

views do not question this unhealthy relation, why do women have to labor all day for 

nothing?”97 
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 In the previous chapters, I have already tried to show the patriarchal nature of 

the neighborhood setting. Çi$dem’s narrative aptly interrogated the patriarchal nature 

of the domestic space, focusing on the non-reciprocal aspect of women’s labor at 

home. Çi$dem was the first person I interviewed in my research. Her narrative 

inspired me to interrogate the phenomenon of housework with other interviewees as 

well. My interview with #ükran was conducted as she was busy preparing food. 

Housework is not unique to unemployed women. Women who are employed in 

nearby industries are not also immune to household responsibilities such as cleaning, 

feeding, child-caring and husband-caring. The main challenge that I came across was 

to distinguish two seemingly similar kinds of “housework” that the word connotes: 

Was it the work done in the house such as cleaning and child caring, or the work done 

in the house such as manual craftwork and sold in the market? Before I was exposed 

to Çi$dem’s experiences, I was initially thinking of focusing on the latter. Çi$dem 

highlighted Yet, I came to recognize the fact that the former, non-reciprocal caring 

and cleaning duties of women is as important in my interviewees’ subordination. I 

realized that housework was one of the multiple agents, which led to women’s 

subordination. It was initially invisible to me, and my aim in the first section is to 

make it visible. 

 

 4.2.2. Theoretical Background on Housework 

 In her study on “housework”, Glazer-Malbin (1976) shows that feminist 

scholarship had not been able to comprehend the significance of housework activities 

of women other than home-based paid labor. She argues that by “housework” she 

particularly suggests not paid-labor, but “the nitty-gritty of cleaning, scrubbing, 

grocery shopping, clothing care – the work which has been glorified as the creative 

responsibility of the good woman or harshly and simply judged as ‘shitwork.’” (905). 

She shows that the fact that housework was traditionally seen as women’s work 

prevented men and even feminists to investigate the subordinating dynamics of 

housework. Besides, she also notices that the studies about the housework of women 

had begun from the early 20th century yet they were to “rationalize” this form of 
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laboring and “to prepare women better to carry out their responsibilities” (906). For 

her, none of them were able to undertake a critical analysis of such a rationalization. 

Referring to this particular traditional perception of women as “naturally” house 

workers, Glazer-Malbin cites Ann Oakley’s work, to show the reasons for the 

invisibility of women’s subordination in the household:  

“(1) women belong in the family, while men belong "at work"; (2) therefore men 

work, while women do not work; (3) therefore housework is not a form of work. … 

(4) monetary and social rights belong to those who work-to those who are 

economically productive; (5) women do not work but are parasitic; (6) therefore 

women are not entitled to the same social and economic rights as men” (906).  

Glazer-Malbin argues that such invisibility is legitimized and rationalized with 

the responses cited above. Her analysis shows that this eventually provides a further 

rationale for women’s second class status compared to men both in public and private 

domains.  

 Glazer-Malbin’s work was conducted in the late 70’s. Since then, there have 

been various academic inquiries on housework by feminists. Glazer-Malbin’s work is 

important since she introduces a Marxist analysis on women’s unpaid labor in the 

household, which I will discuss further below. 1970’s witnessed the globally handled 

transformation from state centric capitalism to neo-liberalism. It was a new economic 

approach, highlighting liberalized trade and deregulated market. The system was 

consolidated during 80’s by the countries, which managed to structurally adjust their 

economies for such a global model. Nancy Fraser shows that within this period 

women got more and more employed in numbers given the need for workforce in 

liberalized and de-regularized markets globally (2000). Glazer-Malbin’s analysis on 

housework has a shortcoming, since it merely focuses on unemployed women who 

have not yet been integrated to the neoliberal economy and who solely labor in the 

household. Nevertheless, her elaboration of women’s work in the household as 

“labor” is crucial. Women’s integration to the market as wage-earners did not prevent 

them to quit their housework labor. It didn’t end the perceived, rationalized 

responsibilities of women at the household. Çi$dem’s narrative also shows, the 

amount of labor was doubled. Even though women begin to work and become wage-

owners, their responsibilities in the households persist. Gülnur Savran also argues the 

doubling of women’s labor in neo-liberalism (2004:22). Glazer-Malbin, Savran and 
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Fraser’s analysis point at the crucial link between capitalism and patriarchy in 

women’s subordination.  

 Glazer-Malbin refers to Della Costa, who considers housework as “productive 

labor” (1976: 916). She shows that women doing housework with child-caring, 

preparing her husband for work the next day, implies some kind of a productivity of 

women’s labor. I think that the problem in situating women’s labor as merely 

productive disregards the power asymmetries between men and women in the 

household. Putting women’s household labor as “productive labor” inevitably 

necessitates the positioning of men as “wage-earners” which altogether constitutes the 

two ends of a capitalist formula: Women at home doing labor and men outside doing 

labor.  

Glazer-Malbin argues that working-class men, who are themselves oppressed 

by capitalism, “maintain an illusion of power and that this deflects these men from an 

awareness of their powerlessness outside of sex relations.” (1976:918). Therefore, she 

argues that such an illusion of power on behalf of men contributes to women’s 

subordination in the household even in forms of physical forms of violence. Glazer-

Malbin also refers to Marxist theory. She shows that Marxists oppose to the idea that 

women’s household labor is productive labor basically because of the theory of 

capitalism. From the Marxist point of view, an activity can only be called 

“productive” to the extent that it produces “surplus value.” For Glazer-Malbin, 

women’s household activities do not include such kind of a surplus value. The items 

that they deal with and the activities that they engage in, have “use-values” rather than 

“exchange values”, which is their value in the market that eventually creates the 

surplus. Malbin therefore shows that, in Marxist imagination since one cannot 

mention “surplus” in housework, it is at the same time needless to describe the whole 

picture as “exploitation.” (1976: 918).  

In other words, due to the fact that women’s labor in the household does not 

acquire the status of a “commodity.” Women are not “exploited” with respect to the 

sense that Marxist theory of labor conveys. Therefore, Glazer-Malbin exchanges the 

word “exploitation” with the word “oppression” in order to situate women’s 

subordination in the household. For her, rather than being exploited, women are 

oppressed. She shows the reasons of oppression as follows: 
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“By her own economic dependency and that of her children on her husband, whose 

health and well-being as well as goodwill are crucial; her own economic situation 

depends on her husband being able to perform his job each day.” (919) 

For Malbin, although the condition of women fall away from the trajectory of 

Marxist theory of labor, it clearly fits into the definition of another Marxist 

interpretation of capitalism, that is, “alienation”: “She performs dull, repetitive work 

in the home” Malbin remarks. And what’s more, she is also isolated from her species-

being, that is, other women like herself because of her home duties. The expression of 

“species-being” is not only extended to a gendered meaning but further acquires a 

class-based connotation. Malbin argues that “upper-middle-class women with access 

to convenience foods and substitute labor may have some difficulty understanding” 

the low class women, which constitutes the alienation (1976: 919). Similarly, Bora 

refers to Simone De Beauvoir, who distinguishes the ways in which “low-class 

women” and “upper-class women” handle housework. For her, the latter can still 

enjoy some privileges of life while the former is totally deprived of any enjoyment 

(Bora 2005:62).  

 

4.2.3. “Why do not women participate in social life? The answer is right 

there in the house” 

In our interview, Çi$dem told me the following: “In the factories they employ 

lots of women, I can say that they employ women more then men in numbers.” 

Çi$dem further notices that, “but when the work ends, or if they have to reduce the 

number of workers, they immediately fire women and the men remain.” “Why” I 

asked, “why is there such a tendency and discrimination against women?” Çi$dem 

replied: “Because they say “men are the reis98 of the household and it is as if they 

need to earn money, women need not. This is the distinction.” Çi$dem’s narrative 

links the dynamics of factory and housework. It shows that the patriarchal 

subordination is reproduced in the factory, which legitimizes women’s non-reciprocal 

housework labor. Çi$dem wanted me to visit her at her factory to see their working 

conditions, but I couldn’t find the chance. She told me about the setting as follows: 
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“I wish you came to see us, we do the same amount of work as men, we work side by 

side with men, we all carry 30 kilograms of products regardless of us being women. 

You work on the same machine, but they fire us, not men. March 8 means that we are 

equal to men. Our labor is equal. We should have the same rights as men. They all 

employ women workers, but when the job is done, they fire them first. Some women 

also accept this condition. They say ‘ok, they fire us, let my husband work.’ The 

owners employ men first, rather than women. It is the same in the house and in the 

factory.”  

Çi$dem is challenging the perception that hard work such as factory work is 

men’s job. Her narrative focuses on the equal amount of labor women put on factory 

job. It implies that women should not be primarily perceived as house-workers. Since 

the job-givers (who were men as Çi$dem remarks) did not conceive women as the 

reis of the family, women were more easily fired. Çi$dem is currently unemployed 

for that reason. Çi$dem’s narrative shows that the job-givers assume that women’s 

unemployment wouldn’t be such a tragedy, compared to the unemployment of men, 

who is supposed to be the reis of the family. Çi$dem is now waiting for the factory 

owners to employ her again. Hence, her narrative shows that women are perceived as 

substitute labor, who are employed when needed, and fired due to patriarchal 

subordination.99  

 Çi$dem’s narrative shows that women’s labor at factory and housework are 

related to one another. Meryem was another of my interviewees to point at such 

concomitance: “I would like to work and earn money but then the question arises; 
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‘Who will look after the children?’” Meryem doesn’t possess the sufficient economic 

means to provide a nanny for her child. She has to do the housework, which is her 

priority. Therefore, she cannot labor in industry. Meryem remarks that she would like 

to work for two reasons: “When I work, I could develop myself and I would also have 

the chance to bring more income for the household.” She says the following:  

“I am used to working, I used to earn money and contribute to my family before I got 

pregnant. Now it is very boring to stay at home the whole day. I would like to go 

back to work as soon as possible but I can’t. Who will look after the baby?”  

In the house Meryem spends all her time with baby-caring, food preparing and 

cleaning but she is looking into the future: “My aunt will come soon to help me look 

after the baby and I would like to go back to working when she comes, hopefully.” 

The arrival of the aunt is a hopeful event for Meryem. The very fact that it is her aunt, 

another woman who will be assigned for “baby caring” instead of Meryem once again 

exposes the dynamics of patriarchy and capitalism. Meryem can only labor so long as 

another woman can do the housework in exchange. Çi$dem and Meryem’s narratives 

show that neo-liberalism does not necessarily provide laboring opportunities for 

women. They show that it is patriarchy and the capitalists’ need for labor, which are 

the decisive factors in women’s employment.  

Meryem points at the benefits of working as follows:  

“I’m so used to work, and I love working because for example I earn money by 

myself and I can also spend it for myself. When I was engaged, and was supposed to 

prepare a çeyiz100 for my marriage, I purchased everything by myself.”101 

Her narrative shows that Meryem’s factory labor enabled her to cover her 

marriage expenses. She refers to the word “çeyiz”, which is a practice employed by 

patriarchy to utilize women “efficiently” for a heterosexual marriage since the early 
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ages. Her narrative shows that neo-liberalism provides Meryem with employment 

opportunities. It enables a particular economic freedom for her. In return, the wealth 

that Meryem accumulated is exchanged with çeyiz. Her wealth is acquired and 

instrumentalized by patriarchy. In her marriage, Meryem got pregnant. She had to 

leave her job because she had to care for her baby and she was not allowed to work in 

the factory as a pregnant woman. Her narrative shows that neo-liberalism and 

patriarchy together subordinate her. Eventually, she became a house-worker, which 

was considered as her “natural” duty. She currently waits for her aunt to take over this 

“natural” duty so that she can go back to work.  

#ükran was also feeling the pressures between being a house-worker and 

wage-earner: “I was dreaming of working and earning money when I got married” she 

said, “but I couldn’t, I was living with my aunt and there was no unmarried, single 

girl at the household other than me.” #ükran couldn’t find the opportunity for work in 

Aydınlı because her aunt was sick. She was the only “girl” to look after her: “There 

were three men in the house and I was also doing the housework for them.” #ükran’s 

duty was not only to look after her aunt but also to do the cleaning, feeding and caring 

of three men in the household. “They would allow me to work I think, I don’t think 

that they would not allow me to work if there was uygun ortam (suitable conditions)” 

said #ükran. #ükran’s narrative suggests that in order for women to become a wage-

earner, there should be “suitable conditions.” It shows that, the term “suitable 

conditions” is very abstract. It is next to impossible because only when there were no 

men without wives to care and an old aunt and children to look after, a woman can 

enjoy employment opportunities. Indeed the very vagueness of “suitable conditions” 

exposes the power relations reproduced by patriarchy and capitalism concurrently. 

Savran argues that women’s unpaid labor in the household is not even a discussion in 

the household as long as it is considered as an act of “love” and “caring” of the 

woman (2004:19).  

In #ükran’s statement of “suitable conditions,” there is another dynamic of 

power relations. Her narrative shows that only the men and the elders of the family 

have the right to authorize #ükran’s labor. They can allow her promotion from a 

house-worker to a wage-earner. #ükran remarks that, “I didn’t experience any hard 
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times because, beyim102 her zaman elime harçlı"ımı verirdi (he was always supplying 

me with pocket money). Her narrative refers to a patriarchal vocabulary such as 

“beyim”. It is equivalent of the Turkish word “husband” but which further includes 

the connotation of “my superior”. Her bey supplies #ükran with sufficient money is 

during her house working. #ükran currently isn’t employed in a regular work and she 

does crafts in the house. “My husband helps me a lot” she says, “he even helps me 

with the works that I craft in the house during the evenings.” When I asked #ükran 

what it means to be a woman, she responded as follows: “Eviyle ilgilenmek, e!iyle 

ilgilenmek” (To look after the household and care for your husband).103 #ükran was 

collecting money by domestic labor so that she and her husband could afford to 

purchase a house. Her narrative points at the concomitance of domestic labor and 

housework. Her domestic labor enabled her to earn her own money. She gains a 

particular autonomy in the sense that she is not economically dependent on her 

husband. She contributes to the family budget without doubling her labor like 

Çi$dem. Besides, she also continues her life without giving up her responsibilities as 

a house-worker. #ükran’s husband still receives her house work services. Besides, 

#ükran also contributes to the market relations with her domestic labor. Her domestic 

labor is utilized by patriarchy and capitalism concurrently.  

Çi$dem, Meryem and #ükran’s narratives point at the patriarchal perception, 

which considers women as “naturally” house-workers. Also as de Beauvoir shows, 

my interviewees have a class disadvantage. They cannot afford to employ others to do 

the housework for them. Therefore, they cannot enjoy the privileges of life. In our 

interview, Çi$dem shared with me the following question:  

“I wonder sometimes and ask to myself, why do not women participate in social life? 

The answer is right there at home, you are dealing with so much housework that there 

is no way you can further go into public.”  
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Savran shows that it is this very phenomenon of the housework which 

imprisons women into the home and prevents them from going into the public, while 

contrarily men become enabled (by women’s household labor) to participate in the 

public sphere. As Meryem’s expectation of her aunt to take over the housework 

shows, “some women can participate into the public activities of laboring like men 

only to the extent that other women become responsible for the housework.” (27) 

Savran shows that women can participate into the public activities like men, rather 

than like women. As discussed before, Glazer-Malbin problematizes the traditional 

clear-cut boundaries between the “social” men and the “domestic” women. This 

understanding, until recently, was not uncommon in the social sciences, either. 

Sigmund Freud, who conceptualized the basis of civilization through psychoanalysis, 

argued that men were the “civilization founders.” He showed that men withdrew their 

libidinal energy to channel it towards founding civilization, and that women were 

merely responsible with household affairs especially with child-caring while men 

were out in the public. Freud’s account shows that psychoanalysis legitimized the 

stereotypes of the “social man” and the “domestic woman.” Women were house-

workers as well as targets of desire, whose bodies hosted the remaining libidinal 

energies of men.  

Çi$dem, Meryem and #ükran’s narratives show that women struggle to 

participate in public activities through laboring. Instead of legitimizing this 

phenomenon with reference to psychoanalysis, one can analyze it as a consequence of 

intersecting power dynamics that result in women’s subordination. Çi$dem says that 

she does the equal amount of work as men in factory, but nevertheless she is fired. 

Meryem gets pregnant, and it automatically excludes her from public activities. 

#ükran’s domestic labor is utilized by patriarchy and capitalism. She continues to 

service men and contribute to the market simultaneously without going into public. 

My interviewees struggle with particular forms of oppression and alienation. It is also 

related to the ways in which the neighborhood is marginalized. Housework is one of 

the multiple agents leading to women’s subordination in Aydınlı.  

My interviewees are confined to their private spaces as their labor is doubled. 

As I discussed in the previous chapter, Zehra told me that she began to know about 

women of the neighborhood better after her political activism. Beforehand, she 

assumed that she already knew everybody and their problems. Her narrative shows 

her alienation. In the second chapter, Çi$dem mentioned the lack of cafes and parks 
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for women to socialize. The lack of children parks prevents Meryem to go out with 

her child. She has to take care for her baby at home. #ükran does domestic labor and 

at the same time provides services to her husband and children.  The narratives of my 

interviewees show their alienation and oppression in terms of housework. My 

interviewees’ narratives regarding their marginalization on the basis of their identity 

and languages as analyzed in the previous chapter also enhances the oppressions. I 

argue that the oppression and alienation that the housework brings along points at the 

multiple agents leading to women’s subordination. They enhance my interviewees’ 

condition as urban outcasts in Aydınlı. 

 

 4.2.4. Feminism and Housework: Going Beyond the “Uncanny Double” 

Nancy Fraser analyzes the relation between second wave feminism and 

capitalism in a historical manner (2009). She summarizes two different epochs that 

second wave feminism existed: During state organized capitalism until the 80’s and 

during neo-liberalism of the post-80’s. Fraser shows that the ideals of second wave 

feminism have achieved an enormous success during the reigns of neo-liberalism. 

Fraser interrogates whether second wave feminism “has unwittingly supplied a key 

ingredient of what Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiepello call ‘the spirit of capitalism’” 

(98). For her, the cooperation of second wave feminism with capitalism is a 

“disturbing possibility” (99). Fraser shows that the second wave feminists 

contravening the subordination of women under state organized capitalism were 

focusing on three interpenetrating forms of subordination: (Mal)distribution, 

(mis)recognition and (mis)representation (104). Further they were in search for an 

efficient criticism of “integrated economy, culture and politics” in a systematic 

account of women’s subordination in state organized capitalism (105). She mentions 

that second wave feminists anticipated a participatory democratic state, which 

empowered its citizens with strong institutions. For second wave feminists, these 

institutions would promote, express and provide gender justice. Fraser notices that 

feminists did not engage in a critical interrogation of  “the state” itself (105). 

Frazer argues that with the transition from state organized capitalism to neo-

liberalism, second wave feminism enjoyed popularity: “What had begun as a radical 

countercultural movement was now en route to becoming a broad based mass social 

phenomenon.” (107) Fraser shows that throughout this transition of global economical 

relations, second wave feminism turned its attention “from redistribution to 
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recognition”. She argues that this twist transformed second wave feminism into a 

“variant of identity politics (108). Hence for Fraser, what was once a reaction against 

economism devolved into a culturalist perspective (108). For Fraser, this was an 

unfortunate transformation. She argues that feminists turned their attention from 

redistribution to recognition in a period which required “redoubled attention to the 

critique of political economy” (109) which altogether pointed out feminism’s 

“dangerous liaison” with neoliberalism (109). Fraser mentions that the situation that 

enabled women to get employed more easily under neoliberal conditions was 

positively welcomed by women of all social and economical classes. She notices that 

when neo-liberalisms’ oppressing results were begun to be felt by women, 

bureaucratic state institutions handled micro-level projects to fight poverty. Fraser 

argues that this attempt signified the abandonment of “macro structural efforts” to 

overcome poverty and achieve social and economical justice. Eventually for Fraser, 

the absence of feminist criticism of the state became a major challenge. The very 

strong bureaucratic institutions, which were called for by the second wave feminists 

in order to maintain a vehicle for citizen empowerment and social justice, came to 

legitimize “marketization” and state retrenchment (112).  

Throughout this striking coincidence of neo-liberalism and second wave 

feminism, Fraser also reckons that women human rights activists focused mainly on 

“issues of violence and reproduction” as opposed to poverty (112-113). Fraser notices 

that neo-liberalism would prefer the campaigns of recognition over redistribution 

since “it builds a new regime of accumulation on the cornerstone of women’s waged 

labor” (113). For Fraser, neo-liberalism is second wave feminists’ “uncanny double” 

(114). Fraser suggests a way out of this problem. She emphasizes the crucial point at 

which feminism and neoliberalism “diverge”. She exemplifies a paradigm case, which 

Susan Okin characterized as “a cycle of socially caused and distinctly asymmetric 

vulnerability by marriage” in which “women’s traditional responsibility for child-

rearing helps shape labor markets that disadvantage women.” Such a disadvantage 

arising from housework, suggests Fraser, results in unequal power in the marketplace, 

which in turn “reinforces, and exacerbates unequal power in the family.” Fraser 

considers such market-mediated process of subordination as “the very lifeblood of 

neoliberal capitalism”. Today it should be the major focus of feminist critique, “as we 

seek to distinguish ourselves from, and to avoid resignification by, neo-liberalism” 

(115).  
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Çi$dem, Meryem and #ükran’s narratives illustrate Fraser’s views well. They 

show that the employment of women by the opportunities of neo-liberalism should 

not be celebrated. Their narratives make visible the multiple agents leading to 

women’s subordination. Housework exposes the unequal power relations in their 

families. Their narratives point at the mechanisms where feminism and neo-liberalism 

diverge. My interview with Zehra also illustrates Fraser’s insights. Zehra 

distinguishes other men from her husband when she says, “he helps me a lot with  

housework, does every work in the house without any objection.” Zehra told me about 

his dialogue with one of her neighbors to explain what distinguishes her husband:  

“‘Are you working?’ she asked me. ‘Yes’ I said, then she replied: ‘Do not work, this 

is the only thing I can advice you. Your husband shouldn’t get used to you working 

and earning money all the time, stay at home.’”  

Zehra was surprised to hear this from another woman, who further provided 

the rationale for her advice: 

“When we came here from the Black Sea region years ago, I told my husband that I 

want to work. He didn’t accept it and told me to look after children and stay at home. 

But I insisted and told that I can contribute to the family budget this way. When I 

went to work for the first day and came back home, my husband beat me and said, 

‘how can you leave the children and go for work!’ Despite his attempts I continued to 

work, now he sits at home, I’m the only one working in the family, it is really 

hard.”104  

Zehra was surprised to hear this striking experience from her neighbor and 

concluded in the following way: “Men get lazy when women work. When women 

begin to carry the difficulties of life with her, men even make it harder and harder for 

us.” Zehra’s neighbor is Turkish who migrated from the Black Sea region to Aydınlı. 

For me, it was interesting to observe the dynamics of another patriarchal setting. 

Zehra’s narrative regarding her neighbor illustrates the multiple agents leading to 
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women’s subordination.  Her narrative illustrates Fraser’s analysis of the unequal 

power relations in the family. When her neighbor does housework and doesn’t work 

in waged-labor, she is oppressed as her husband accumulates capital and maintains 

power. On the other hand, whenever the woman begins to work as waged-laborer, the 

husband seizes the capital that she accumulates. She continues doing housework as 

well. The market, as Fraser shows, becomes a disadvantage for her. Her labor is 

doubled, yet she now has the responsibility both for the patriarch and for neoliberal 

capitalism. 

Savran analyzes the role of patriarchy in women’s subordination in the 

household. She provides a useful analysis, which would fit well into the perspective 

that Fraser pointed at the divergence of feminist critique and neoliberal capitalism. As 

I already mentioned above, Savran draws attention to the “doubling of labor” 

(2004:23) when women become wage-earners next to their housework. In such 

doubling of labor, Savran strongly disagrees that men begin to share housework 

responsibilities when women’s labor are doubled: “The fact that women are more and 

more employed today doesn’t come to mean that they come to share their housework 

responsibilities with men (22). Eventually, although women are employed as wage 

earners outside the household, the very phenomenon of the doubling of labor persists. 

This later becomes the source of women’s subordination in the household since it 

exposes the patriarchal dynamics and the power asymmetries arising from it.  

With her analysis, Savran stays critical to pose women’s work at the 

household as productive labor. But she challenges this in a different way than Malbin. 

Instead of highlighting the ways in which capitalism determines value in women’s 

labor, Savran refers to Delphy in her analysis of women’s subordination in the 

household.  She aims to explain such dynamics through the mechanisms of patriarchy 

rather than capitalism itself. Therefore she proceeds from the concept of patriarchy. 

Savran shows that the patriarchal dynamics are not the direct cause of capitalist 

mechanisms. Yet, for her, the way in which patriarchy maintains an autonomous 

system of labor and production exploitation in the household, is later appropriated by 

the material/economic intentions of capitalism (2004:39).  

Savran emphasizes the intersecting dynamics of capitalism and patriarchy. She 

refers to Hennessy and Ingraham, who express the unique concomitance of patriarchy 

and capitalism:  



! ! !""O!

The capitalist class historically appropriated the patriarchal social structures, yet these 

structures may not necessarily serve capitalism’s interests at all times. It is evident 

that rape, violence, female circumcision and all other forms of violence against 

women are not unique to capitalism. Nevertheless the ways in which such patriarchal 

performances are directed against women are not undertaken independently from 

capitalism. (2004:40)  

Their insights show that the subordination of women maintains a two-fold 

mechanism of oppression. It was evident in Meryem’s experiences. Whenever she got 

pregnant, she was immediately excluded outside of labor by the capitalist. The 

capitalist aimed to ensure the utmost efficiency in commodity production. Her 

narrative shows that this attempt is legitimized with reference to the idea that women 

“naturally” belong with housework. Meryem’s narrative shows that capitalism 

appropriates patriarchy in order to accumulate capital more efficiently. The whole 

performance at the same time enhances and reproduces the patriarchal power 

asymmetries against women on the basis of gender. Patriarchy and capitalism are 

connected to one another in a way that they contribute to each other. As Savran 

argues, this relation makes it clear that “both patriarchy and capitalism benefit from 

women’s non-reciprocal labor.” (44) 

 Savran continues to detect the problematic relations leading to women’s 

subordination within a heterosexual marriage by investigating the basis of power in 

patriarchal relations. For her, such basis is inherently material. She cites Hartmann 

who suggests that the basis of patriarchal power is the constant surveillance over 

women’s labor, both in terms of production, reproduction and sexuality (43). On the 

other hand it is simultaneously capitalism and patriarchy who benefit from women’s 

non-reciprocal labor at home: “Men receive services at home without reciprocity, 

ensure the caring of their children, thus they maintain a privileged position in the 

labor arena compared to women.” Savran argues that capitalism benefits because 

women constitute cheap-laboring potentials at the same time being responsible for  

housework. Çi$dem’s narrative shows that women are more easily fired than men 

from factories. When the capitalist aims to reduce the wage costs, women are fired. 

They can be employed any time the capitalist needs. In the meantime, Çi$dem is busy 

with housework. Her situation shows that both patriarchy and capitalism benefit from 

her subordination. 
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Delphy extends this discussion by not merely focusing on the relation between 

women’s non-reciprocal housework and capitalism as a macro picture. She rather 

investigates “the relations of production” between men and women. As quoted in 

Savran, Delphy argues that women’s main enemy is not capitalism but men 

(2004:47). For her, women are not paid for housework not because housework merely 

operates on use-values rather than producing exchange-values. Instead, the fact that 

women’s housework is non-reciprocal is related to the unique relations between men 

and women. As quoted in Savran, for Delphy, the marriage contract is actually a labor 

contract by which women enter into a particular kind of relations of production. In a 

relation of production in accordance with a unique household mode of production, 

which is different from the capitalist mode of production, men seize women’s labor 

(2004:47).  

Savran refers to Delphy who argues that, this particular form of exploitation 

constitutes women as a distinct class in contradistinction to men (2004:47). Delphy’s 

argument is realized with the ways in which Zehra’s neighbor was subjected to 

oppression. With the marriage contract, which is at the same time and more crucially 

a labor contract, her neighbor was first of all entitled to do the housework and to serve 

for her husband. These altogether signaled the benefit of patriarchy and neoliberal 

capitalism. On the other hand, during her waged-labor, her husband has the right and 

the power to appropriate woman’s capital due to the marriage/labor contract and he 

still is not entitled to do the housework in exchange. Eventually, as Zehra suggests, 

the load of responsibilities that women carry on their backs do never end. They even 

get heavier and heavier since “men constantly step on them.” 

Delphy shows how patriarchy and capitalism work together in women’s 

subordination. She argues that the moment when such exploitation is openly 

manifested and made visible is the moment when the husband and wife get divorced. 

The subsistence money given to the woman and the court’s preference to assign the 

children under woman’s protection is indeed the confession that women were 

subjected to non-reciprocal labor throughout their marriage (1999: 87). For Delphy, 

patriarchy and capitalism are the two phenomenon that have come together and are 

entwined with each other in the empirical realities of our everyday lives 

(Delphy/Leonard, 1992: 65-67). As discussed by Savran, Delphy concludes her 

analysis by arguing that patriarchal exploitation is women’s common, unique and 

primal kind of oppression (2004:47).  
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4.2.5. Between Class, Gender and Ethnicity: “Dirty Kurds” Doing the 

Housework 

Delphy positions women as a distinct class in contradistinction to men for 

patriarchal structures of subordination. Yet the assumption that all women possess the 

same experiences of patriarchy or capitalism is problematic. Aksu Bora shows that 

there are different experiences of womanhood (2005:77). In her analysis on women’s 

housework, Bora refers to Bourdieu’s definition of social class, which is, “class 

formation not in terms of merely given data in real terms but identities that are 

constituted through conflict” (2005:77). Bora expands Bourdieu’s definition of social 

class to explain the complexities inherent in gender. She argues that, “gender is not 

the reflection of biological sexes on the society but should be considered as a process 

which is constructed in practice.” (2005:77). Bora shows that housework points at the 

differences between men and women. It also gives ideas on women’s different 

experiences. As mentioned by de Beauvoir, low-class women face conflicts more than 

upper-class women, who can exchange the necessary housework with capital and 

enjoy life. I think that although de Beauvoir’s and Delphy’s analyses are crucial to 

investigate women’s subordination in terms of housework, the complexities 

necessitate a more nuanced analysis. In this section, I aim to make visible the multiple 

agents leading to women’s subordination. I argue that an ethnicity-based analysis is 

required to expand Delphy’s conclusion. I aim to do this following Bourdieu’s 

understanding of social class, that is, the very relation between identity and conflict.  

 “For me, the tragedy of the house-workers is much more dense and critical 

than the tragedy of Kurdish women”,105 Zehra told me, when she was mentioning her 

experiences and observations of paid house-work. Zehra is working as a house-

worker for the upper class households in Ba$dat Avenue. She narrated one of her 

experiences as follows:  

“I was working in a house in Ba$dat Avenue when the sister of the boss106 arrived. 

There was a construction yard next to the apartment and his sister wanted to park her 

car beneath it. The workers in the construction yard were Kurdish, and they warned 

her not to park her car so near to the construction yard since there could be trouble. 
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They said they don’t want to be responsible for that. They had a little quarrel as she 

parked elsewhere and came up. There were guests in the house and I was serving tea 

for them.”  
Zehra was busy doing her chores, when Zerrin (the sister of the husband) 

came into the house and started shouting in anger:  

“The moment she came in, ‘pis Kürtler!’107, she said, ‘bunların hepsinin kafasına tek 

tek kur!un sıkacasınız’.108 My hands began to shake, everyone realized, I left the tray 

on the table, I got very angry.”  

Zehra didn’t keep silent and criticized her insult: “How can you say that you 

will shoot them in the head one by one?” Zerrin replied, “Don’t you see, they won’t 

let me park my car.” Zehra said the following: “This discussion of yours is a very 

personal one, and it’s not about them being Kurdish or not. But you come in and you 

also insult me with something I’m not even a part of.” During our interview, I felt 

Zehra’s anger in her eyes. She told me that she was so angry that she was about to 

throw the tray on Zerrin. Zehra told me that “my boss’ wife told him about the event 

and the boss called me the next day and apologized on behalf of his sister.” But Zehra 

didn’t accept his apology because she expected an apology from his sister. Then his 

boss phoned Zerrin and she apologized as the matter was settled: “The boss said to 

her that Zehra is a woman who lives with us in our house and you can’t insult her like 

that.” Zehra was happy to see that Zerrin apologized to her for her terrible remarks.  

 “I also witnessed many instances where those women were oppressed by their 

husbands” said Zehra regarding women in upper class neighborhoods. She continued 

as follows, “but their oppression is different than a worker woman, of course.” 

Zehra’s narrative shows that women have distinct experiences of capitalism and 

patriarchy. As a Kurdish woman worker, Zehra’s experiences radically differ from 

others. Zehra refers to the man in the house as his “boss”. It shows the patriarchal 

dynamics in the household. Although Zehra does housework for the household and 

therefore she is in a closer interaction with the wife, nevertheless she refers to the 

husband as the boss rather than his wife. Zehra’s narrative points at different 

experiences of three women: The wife of the “boss,” Zerrin and Zehra’s. The wife 

and Zehra experience patriarchal subordination. The upper-class woman has the 

sufficient economic conditions to afford a housekeeper. She enjoys the privileges of 
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life while Zehra does the housework for her. Following Bourdieu, Zehra’s narrative 

shows that the conflict arises in-between women. Zehra experiences a conflict for her 

ethnic belonging. The difference between Zehra (Kurdish low-class) and Zerrin 

(Turkish upper-class) signify the two distinct social classes. Zehra continued as 

follows: “While I was working, they, together with the female guests, talk about the 

Kurds occasionally, insultingly, and I keep quiet, there is no problem if I can keep 

silent.” Her narrative shows that while doing housework, Zehra can encounter no 

problems as long as she doesn’t manifest her identity. It also shows that Zehra is 

subordinated by upper-class Turkish women. She cannot always speak up because she 

may risk losing her job. Her narrative shows the visibility of multiple agents of 

gender, ethnicity and class, which leads to her subordination. 

In our interview, Zehra asked me the following question: “Mesela sen 

dı!arıdan bir Türk olarak bir BDP’linin evini nasıl dü!ünürdün? (As a Turkish 

individual, how would you imagine the house of a BDP member?). It was a striking 

question. I couldn’t answer since I hadn’t imagined it before. I also didn’t expect such 

a uniform setting of a “Kurdish house” that could be referred to. She said the 

following: “The problem is not that we do not tell about our lives. The problem is that 

their perceptions are closed to our lives.” Such inquiry matters for Zehra. She wants 

to know if people can “accurately” perceive her. Zehra’s inquiry shows that “the 

house” is important since it hosts Kurdish women’s subordination. My interviewees 

are subordinated for housework activities. Zehra watched ROJ TV and overcame her 

trauma at home. Her son comes home from school and asks the following question: 

“Mom, at school they said every nation has a language, what is our language?” 

Çi$dem responds to Roza’s curiosity regarding her eylemci status as a mother. 

Meryem sits at home all day caring for her baby. She waits for her aunt to arrive so 

that she can go back at work. Mizgin has been married for 7 years without a child. 

She feels the pressures of her relatives to give birth to a son, and yet she dreams of 

giving birth to a daughter. #ükran dreams of an independent Kurdistan. She looks at 

the photo of the apartment on her refrigerator, and waits for the day when she and her 

husband will overcome poverty. And many other experiences may follow. The house 

is more than a metaphor in this regard; as Zehra suggests, it is the space where we can 

know about women’s oppression. It makes visible the multiple agents leading to their 

subordination. 
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            4.3. Factory Experiences 

 

            4.3.1. “I was a good, hardworking, but a terrorist worker” 

            “I was working in the textile industry when I first heard of the workers’ 

union” said Çi$dem, and continued with her story:  

“They took us to a place altogether, we didn’t know where. ‘Where are you taking 

us?’ we asked, ‘to the union, so that you can be a member’ they said. We were all 

women, and he was called Hasan. He gave us all the information about the union. I 

can’t forget it since it was the turning point in my life. ‘You will gain your social 

rights’ he said, ‘the union will protect you from your employers’ wrong decisions 

about you.’ We were just 16 years old back then. We were very happy to witness 

such an event.”109  

Çi$dem further concluded that she was able to “realize the labor” on that 

occasion and looked delighted. Her narrative shows the solidarity on the basis of 

labor. It was a male worker, who undertook a “consciousness raising” activity on 16 

year old female workers and encouraged them to be members of the union. Çi$dem’s 

following experiences after her membership to he union was not enthusiastic: “We 

came back to work as members of the union, and the employers were uncomfortable 

about our manners and speeches, we worked there for one more year and then they 

fired us.” Çi$dem’s contract was terminated due to her speeches about the importance 

of social rights of laboring people. “Textile industry is such a place of exploitation. 

You begin working early in the morning and you stay till night. You also work at 

weekends.” Çi$dem then moved on the work at leather industry, which was newly 

established in the beginning of 90’s. “Leather workers are more interested in social 

rights and they are more into activism”, she said, “as the time passed, I was able to 

reveal my Kurdish identity to my fellow workers, we had such a solidarity.” Çi$dem 

is emphasizing a “working-class solidarity” when she said, “no matter where you are 

from or who are, you are there in the factory to earn your bread, and if we are 
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unionized and can speak to one another without any prejudgments, everything was 

fine.”  

Similar to Çi$dem, Zehra faced discrimination for her worker activism:  

“I worked in leather industry after I worked in textiles in Tuzla. I was a member of a 

union and was fired because of it. It was 1994. And after that occasion, I couldn’t 

find another work at the industry.”  

Like Çi$dem, Zehra was also fired from her job due to her affiliation with the 

union. Çi$dem continued working in leather industry later. Zehra had problems since 

she had to deal with the factory owner for some time. She says the following:  

“They didn’t allow us to be members of the union. And when we became members, 

the factory was shut down. We resisted for a long time, all the unionist workers, but it 

was closed. Our jobs were therefore terminated.  It was opened again under another 

name.”  

Zehra’s narrative shows that the factory owners managed to find alternative 

ways to cope with the unionization of the workers. Zehra began working at the textile 

industry. She was almost fired when she got pregnant: “I was exposed to 

psychological pressure”, she said, and continued: “When you get pregnant, your 

performance at work inevitably decreases, and the employer obliges you with hardest 

and longest tasks so that you could leave your job without him firing you.” After a 

few more tries as a worker in the industry, Zehra began to work as a house-worker in 

the upper-class neighborhoods.110  

Çi$dem mentioned several instances of subordination at her factory. For her, 

the employers were provoking the “Turks” against “Kurds” in the workplace:  
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“We were happily living and working together in Aydınlı with Turkish workers from 

Black Sea region, only then the employers provoked them and said things like, ‘why 

do you live with those Kurds’, and they were enraged.”  

Çi$dem emphasizes that the ethnic-based subordination negatively affects the 

union activities: “we were organizing a pool of money together with the workers so 

that everyone can withdraw money in the future according to his/her need in the times 

of resistance against the management.” Unfortunately, Çi$dem said that the factory 

management accused them of “arranging money for the PKK terrorists.”111  

It was between 1995 and 1998 when Çi$dem experienced such events 

occasionally. In one of our informal interviews, Çi$dem told me the following story 

regarding the subordination of a Kurdish woman at a leather factory:  

“We had a friend, indeed she was very much in need of a job. She was a Kurdish 

woman. One day in summer, the weather was very hot. We iron leathers at 240 

degrees, and we sweat so much. This woman felt suffocated from the hot weather, 

and tied her headscarf on her forehead, because she sweated so much. She was 

continuing working like this, then the boss came, saw her and began to yell at her: 

‘Are you are guerilla! What do you think you are doing! What kind of a dressing is 

that!’ And he fired her on that very day. They knew she was Kurdish.”112 

 Çi$dem further told me the following: “These things happen. Even when I 

rise up to a injustice at factory, a boss told the following: ‘Who employed this 

terrorist!” Çi$dem told how the factory management perceived her: “Çok çalı!kandır, 

çok iyidir, çok dürüsttür, ama teröristtir”  (a good, hardworking, but a terrorist 

worker). As seen in Çi$dem’s narrations, there is no definite source of power and 

oppression related to solely ethnic, class or gender terms. What is certain is the 

workplaces of Kurdish woman are “disciplined spaces”, and in Çi$dem’s narratives, 

these components intersect with each other and embody various types of oppression 

on women. 
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 In her factory experiences, Çi$dem mentions that, “no matter how hard 

working you are, the employer doesn’t prefer you if you’re a Kurd.”113 Çi$dem’s 

narrative focused on the factory managers, who were upper-class Turks. Her narrative 

suggests that the workers were “neutral” actors who were “provoked” by the 

capitalist-Turkish factory managers. Her narrative pointed at ethnic and class based 

subordination. In our interview, Çi$dem talked about the subordination she felt on the 

basis of gender: “Being a woman worker is the hardest thing on earth I swear”, she 

told me, “it is as if you carry the world on your shoulders, there is such a terrible 

responsibility attached to you.” Çi$dem mentioned feminist solidarity when she 

noticed; “you feel that terrifying load on your shoulders until you share it with your 

fellows. I mean, other women.” Çi$dem does not interpret the existences of women 

on the basis of ethnicity and refuses to make such differentiation: “For me, it doesn’t 

matter if you are a Kurdish woman or a Turkish woman, whenever you walk on the 

street in a protest, the men react as if we’re doing something wrong.” Her narrative 

focuses on “women workers” of different ethnicities, and the necessity of their 

solidarity to overcome capitalist oppression. She told me the following:  

“We arranged a meeting one day at factory’s dining hall and declared that we won’t 

work until the working conditions get better for every worker. We would begin 1 

hour late and leave half an hour early from the normal routine.”  

Çi$dem told me that the activism was organized by women. She noticed that 

there were also men attending the protest next to women. “The employer came and 

said to men; “utanmıyor musunuz siz, erkeksiniz, kadın sözüyle i! yapıyorsunuz?” 

(You are men, aren’t you ashamed to do whatever women say?) Kemal was a male 

worker about whom Çi$dem talks with gratitude. She describes him as “a man who 

does not attach any importance to the Kurdish-Turkish distinction”. Kemal stood up 

and reacted the factory manager: “You say that, but these women are much more men 

than us, are you aware of that?” The employer did not reply. Çi$dem was very happy 

to feel the support of men with them. But she was uncomfortable of something other. 

“Thanks for your support” she said to Kemal, and complained:  

“I am very disappointed for your words Kemal. You are with us but what does it 

mean that ‘she is more man than every one of us’? You should have said that ‘she, as 

a woman, does her job better then all of us, as a woman she is more courageous than 

all other men.’”  
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Çi$dem refused the particular expression. She emphasized that women are as 

strong and hardworking as men to perform such tasks. Çi$dem was performing such 

activism and agency with around 50 men and only 5 women in the factory. Despite 

they were low in numbers, Çi$dem told me that, “the presence of those women were 

much more important and encouraging to me than the presence of lots of men.”114  

 “What brought us together was our womanhood” Çi$dem remarked, implying 

the feminist solidarity at her workplace. Searching for a feminist solidarity, Çi$dem 

also narrates her experiences of Kurdishness at the factory: “I dream to be able to 

speak Kurdish freely at the factory one day.” She also told me that, “I’m in love with 

the sounds of the machines, I love working in a factory.” As I mentioned in the 

previous chapter, she defines herself as an “exile” without a motherland. She told me 

the following: “I belong to nowhere but to resistance affiliated to labor”. She is a 

member of ESP, and emphasizes her identity as a “member of the working class”.  

She says the following: “I attend Newroz celebrations, but I get much more happy 

when I attend May 1 demonstrations together with other workers.” Çi$dem’s 

narratives show the multiple agents of women’s subordination existent in the factory 

setting. Çi$dem on the one hand emphasizes her “worker” identity as her foremost 

existence. She also acknowledges the instances where womanhood was the common 

basis for resistance for women workers against capitalism and patriarchy. Her 

subordination as a Kurdish individual is also another agent leading to her 
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subordination. Against these multiple and intersecting agents leading to 

subordination, Çi$dem displays resistance and active agency to oppose to them. She 

looks for ways in which she can maintain solidarity with fellow woman, Kurds and 

workers. 

 Mizgin emphasizes that in textile industry, there are many Kurdish factory 

owners and managers: “My employer was Kurdish, I was having hard times in the 

factory but that’s not because of my Kurdishness.” Her narrative differs from 

Çi$dem’s. Çi$dem’s narrative shows that the (Turkish) factory managers provoked 

Turkish workers against Kurds. Mizgin describes her employer as a conservative 

Kurdish Muslim. He didn’t behave his workers well: “You work all day, and the 

employer has no mercy for you. He still cites Islamic verses and so on, he is Kurdish 

but he was clearly a merciless man. Devletin bize yaptı"ının iki katını da i! veren 

yapıyordu (The employer did twice as much as the state did us). Mizgin was so 

oppressed that she quit her job at the textile industry: “I left and I will never return 

back there. I was fired when I got pregnant.” She currently works for a company 

distributing herbal commodities. As a Kurdish individual, Mizgin was oppressed by 

her Kurdish factory owner. Her narrative introduces a new dynamic to the multiple 

agents leading to women’s subordination.115     

Similar to Çi$dem, #ükran made the following remarks: “Being a woman 

worker in this industry is the hardest thing in life.” She said the following: “You have 

to display an authority initially so that they won’t oppress you, otherwise they talk 

about you all the time.”116 During our interview, #ükran implied that men were 

insulting women at the factory setting. But she did not go into details about it. “There 

are lots of Kurds, I had no problem for being Kurdish”, she said. Her narrative was 
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similar to Mizgin’s in this regard. I asked her which language they were speaking at 

the workplace: “We were speaking Turkish because most people did not know how to 

speak Kurdish, they didn’t learn them from their families.” #ükran’s narrative shows 

that the factory was another social setting, which displayed the dominance of Turkish 

language.  

 

4.3.2. Alevi Identity at the Factory 

 

Sevda is a 33 year-old woman from Bingöl. She is an Alevi, working in 

plastics industry in Aydınlı. She told me that,  

“I’m not hopeless. People in the factory realized what Alevi means. They learned the 

basics of Alevism. A friend of mine came and told me that ‘you are very good people, 

you are very helpful. You respect people because they are humans, you don’t judge 

them with their religions.” 

 Sevda told me that in the factory, there are workers from different religions 

and ethnicities. She says that, “everyone gets along well with each other. There are 

few people who don’t accept differences, but we call them ignorant.” Dilek is another 

of my interviewees of Alevi origin. She is 28 years old and she is from Bingöl. She is 

also employed in plastics industry. Dilek belongs to a Kurdish speaking Alevi 

community. She says that, “I feel myself as Alevi rather than Kurdish.” She told me 

that, “we understand Sunnis, we respect them, but we don’t receive respect from 

them.” Dilek mentions that, “we Alevis are humanitarian people in all aspects of life. 

At the factory, we do not say that we drink alcohol for example.” Her narrative shows 

the conflicts that she comes across in factory. She cannot express herself, because 

Sunni Muslims can react if they learn that she drinks alcohol. Dilek explains her 

behavior as humanitarianism, rather than pointing at the particular subordination. She 

is very happy with her identity, “we Alevis are beyond ignorance. We developed 

ourselves. I’m very happy with my ancestors. We’re more progressed then Sunnis in 

terms of world views.” Despite the conflicts, Dilek is happy with her identity and 

clearly distinguishes herself from Sunnis. She also distinguishes herself from married 

women: “It is hard to be a woman factory worker. I’m lucky that I’m not married. 

Married women face real difficulties.” Similar to Çi$dem and #ükran, Dilek 

emphasizes that the toughness of factory working for women. She is more 
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comfortable as an unmarried woman because she doesn’t have a husband and children 

to look after. Therefore her labor is not doubled. 

Zehra began working in textile industry from small age. She was exposed to 

various kinds of subordination for her identity:  

“‘Do you sleep with your brothers?’, a woman asked to me, when I was working in 

textile. I was a child back then and replied, ‘yes, occasionally, sometimes our house 

gets crowded with relatives and since there is no place to sleep, I sleep with my 

brothers.’”  

The woman turned to her friend and reacted in horror: “See, they are sleeping 

all the time with their brothers and sisters.” Zehra told me the following:  

“I didn’t realize what they implied immediately. Soon I realized that they were 

talking about me having ex with my brothers. When I realized what she meant, I 

began to cry, it was such an immoral question directed to me.”  

Afterwards, other women close to Zehra reacted the gossiping women and 

there happened a huge fight among them, as Zehra narrated:  

“It turned into a fight between Alevis and Sunnis suddenly. There were a bunch of 

Alevi women workers and most of them were children like me, our elders were 

protecting us within such fight all the time. People who were protecting me had 

revolutionary consciousness.”117  

Zehra says that it was the socialist activist workers, who were protecting her. 

Zehra belongs to a Kurdish speaking Alevi community. Her narrative shows that she 

is subordinated by Sunni Kurds as well. Zehra’s narrative shows that Kurds perpetrate 

an oppression against Alevi individuals. It depicts another dimension of power 

relations where Kurds occupy an advantageous position while the Alevis are 
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disadvantaged and subordinated. Zehra’s narrative also suggests the working class as 

another agent, which takes sides with Alevis against subordination.  

“Although everyone is aware of your identity, they still can easily curse you”, 

said Zehra, and told me one of her experiences at the textile industry.  

“A worker fellow in the factory was going to do his military service and he said that 

he will go to Dersim for this reason. ‘I will shot the first Kızılba! in the head that I 

come across there’ he said.”  

Zehra was enraged to hear this and reacted as follows: “O kadar uza"a 

gitmene gerek yok, bak ben buradayım, Ben de Dersimliyim, kar!ındayım, oraya 

gitmene gerek yok, öldürmek istiyorsan burada yap” (You don’t have to go there, here 

I am, I am also from Dersim, you can kill me here if you want). In response Zehra’s 

reaction, the man replied: “I love you very much sister Zehra, why do you talk like 

that, why should I kill you?” “You tell inappropriate things for people that you don’t 

even know” replied Zehra, as it was the end of a discussion. Zehra told me that 

“living as an Alevi is much more harder than living as a Kurd.”118  

The difficulties of being an Alevi is especially manifest during Ramadan, the 

religious month of abstinence of Sunni Muslims. “I had many friends at the 

workplace, and we all had very good relations regardless of our ethnicity. But when 

Ramadan arrives, all of a sudden our relations break apart.” Zehra was facing 

conflicts in the workplace during Ramadan since her religious views did not oblige 

her to fest like Sunni Muslims:  

“The management was declaring for the ones to come and apply. They were calling 

for Alevis actually who would not fest so that they could prepare food accordingly. 

We would go, everyone knew that we were Alevis, and look at us badly.”  

In one of her early memories as a child worker, one of her friends advised 

Zehra to act like she was fasting so that other workers can treat her better. Plus, the 

management would also give them some amount of money for dinner:  
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“The time came for lunch, all the Alevis went to the dining hall and I stayed. I was a 

child, I wasn’t aware of things. An elder who knew my origin was enraged to see that 

I wasn’t lunching and got angry with me.”  

A fellow Alevi women took Zehra with her so that she can live in accordance 

with her identity; “After lunch, we went back to work, and no one was speaking to 

us.” Zehra’s narrative shows that she was facing dual oppression for being an Alevi. 

She was obliged to perform her own cultural behavior with fellow Alevis on the one 

hand and was pressured by her own community. She was also pressured by the Sunni 

Muslim community due to her identity.  

 Zehra told me that, “I didn’t want to go to work anymore when I heard it.” 

What she heard was the following at her workplace from non-Alevi people: “These 

Alevi girls definitely are not virgins.”119 Zehra was hurt to hear this. Non-virginity 

without a marriage is perceived as an immoral act in patriarchal society. She was 

living as a teenager girl in patriarchal setting, which sees virginity as a decisive 

signifier as “good” or “bad” women. Her narrative shows that Alevi women were 

characterized as people who “deserved to be shot in the head”, who “are having sex 

with their brothers” and who “are definitely not virgins”. Zehra mentioned another 

experience as follows:  

“I was working next to a man younger than me, he was a Safi Muslim. And while we 

were working, our arms occasionally touched each other, it was inevitable and there 

was no harm done. I didn’t want to seduce him, I was doing my job.”  

The man was going to the bathroom with a dissatisfied impression on his face 

whenever Zehra’s arm touched his: “Then I realized than his abdest (ablution) was 

disrupted when he touches a woman.”120  

Zehra was befriended with fellow women who were all into union activities. 

Their aim was to form a feminist solidarity as women workers. They all came 

together after work and walked towards the bus stop. They saw the man whose 

ablution was disrupted. Zehra and her friends decided to talk to him on the issue. 

Zehra told me the following regarding their meeting: “‘I didn’t know that you were 

such good people’ he said to me. He was a #afii Muslim. ‘I was always terrified of 
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Kızılba! people, and was curious about how they looked like.’” In his imaginations, 

Alevis figured as non-humans and were affiliated with monsters, as Zehra continued:  

“‘I didn’t know that you were normal people’ he said to me. ‘Touching a normal 

woman and the disruption of your ablution is a bad thing. But if your ablution is 

disrupted by touching a Kızılba!, it is the most horrible thing’ he added. We talked to 

him, and transformed him.”  

Zehra noticed that this young man was beaten by his father. He was accused of 

“speaking to Kızılba! people”. Zehra was very saddened. She was aiming to establish 

interaction between different cultures at the factory so that both can come to know 

each other to overcome prejudices.  

Zehra’s narrative shows the existence of multiple agents leading to women’s 

subordination, where class, gender, ethnicity and religion intersect. Within such 

intersections, a young man of Safi Muslim community is also exposed to 

subordination. Zehra’s narrative shows that there are not only multiple agents leading 

to subordination, but also multiplicity of actors subjected to subordination. Now I 

come to know even better why bell hooks (2000) declared that, “feminism is for 

everybody”. The narratives of my interviewees show that a feminist approach, which 

takes into account the multiple agents leading to women’s oppression is necessary to 

resist social inequality and subordination.  

 

4.4. Where is Poverty?  
 

While my interviewees were talking about their factory and housework 

experiences, I asked them the following question: “Sizce yoksulluk nedir?”121 

Nazmiye responded as follows: “Yoksullu"un içindeyiz.”122 She continued: “In a 

family consisting of five people, just one person earns a wage at subsistence level,123 

what else can poverty be, other than this?” Meryem was frustrated when I asked her 

the same question, as she answered: “Zor bir !ey ya!”124 She concluded as follows: 

“You are poor if you cannot work, if you are unemployed. I cannot work right now 

since I got pregnant, but my husband works so we are comfortable.” Zehra refers to 

her childhood to elaborate the conditions of poverty: “I remember well, there were 

times at the house when there was nothing to eat.” Zehra’s father was sick, and her 
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mother went away to look after him at hospital as she sat at home alone with her 

brothers: “There was nothing to eat. My brother made tea, juiced the breads with hot 

water, and we drank our teas with sugar and bread. They were the last sugar and bread 

we had.” Due to her experiences of poverty throughout her childhood, Zehra 

concludes: “Actually, I cannot say that I am poor now.”125 

Zehra takes Nazmiye’s perceptions of poverty on the level of minimum 

subsistence and makes a further remark: “One is poor unless he/she had nothing left 

to eat other than a cold bread the whole day.” Nazmiye defines herself as poor, 

whereas Meryem and Zehra do not. Nazmiye currently does domestic labor at her 

house, selling hand made crafts to the markets. Her husband is a worker in a textile 

factory. He is earning 700 TL per month. He is the only regular wage earner in the 

household. Nazmiye’s narrative shows that her family struggle to acquire the 

necessary resources for survival. Her narrative suggests her proximity to “absolute 

poverty”, since she faces difficulties in sustaining food for her family. Meryem’s 

narrative shows that she is not poor because she says that at least one person is 

employed in the household. Her husband is a worker in a factory producing washing 

machines in Aydınlı. Zehra also doesn’t define herself as poor. She refers to her 

childhood experiences as an illustration of poverty, when she couldn’t find the 

sufficient food. Meryem and Zehra’s narratives show that their living conditions are 

above the level absolute poverty.  

Mizgin defines poverty as “hayatın en kötü darbesi.”126 She says that, “I live 

my life between richness and poverty, I have never been rich, but thanks to God, I 

wasn’t poor either. I was always able to feed my family and the guests.” Similar to 

Zehra and Meryem, Mizgin’s narrative emphasizes the sufficiency of food in defining 

poverty. For her, the signifier for poverty is the inability to serve the guests that visit 

her house; “thanks to God, I have what it needs to host people, to serve them food 

when they stop by.” Yeter could not find the adequate expressions to define poverty: 

“Yoksulluk çok !ey ama ben nasıl anlataca"ımı bilmiyorum.”127 Poverty was the 

signifier of “lots of things”; it was such an experience that language wasn’t enough 

for her to narrate. #ükran defined poverty as follows: “One is poor unless one is able 

to find a plate of food.” Similar to Meryem, Zehra and Mizgin, #ükran’s narrative 
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focuses on “food” and shows that she lives above the level of absolute poverty. 

Therefore she doesn’t define herself as poor. 

Çi$dem defined poverty by emphasizing the restrictions that it brings along in 

daily life: “If one cannot bring any fresh bread to the home in the evening, and you 

cannot feed your children with various kinds of food but with rancid bread, there is 

poverty.” Çi$dem reckons the inability to choose from the alternatives that is 

available to a person in life: “Roza cannot ask for alternative meal just because she 

doesn’t like the only meal. She has to eat it. Sometimes I cannot present alternatives 

to my daughter, and that’s poverty.” She occasionally feels the poverty conditions 

when she cannot provide alternative meals to her daughter.  

As response to my question, Zozan explained the following:  

“I compare my past life and current, I see that I live in better conditions. We can feed 

our family well, çok !ükür. There are people newly arriving here. Kurdish people. 

They are all poor. They cannot speak Turkish well, it is a problem. As the time 

passed, we developed our Turkish and now we are comfortable.” 

Her narrative also focuses on food in defining poverty. Different from other 

narratives, Zozan emphasized ethnicity and language. Her narrative shows that newly 

arriving Kurdish people to Aydınlı is poorer than Zozan and others who arrived 

before. Zozan notices that she was able to develop her Turkish and adjusted life in 

Aydınlı, in contrast with the newcomers. She emphasizes that language is a crucial 

agent in their impoverishment.   

Çi$dem told me the following regarding her perceptions of poverty:  

“Now I see child workers, and I feel very sorry for them. I was wondering whether 

there were still child workers today. I began working as a child in 1984, child labor 

still continues. Child labor continues in this industrial setting, where there is 

migration. Think of it, there are families migrating consisting of 8 to 11 people. They 

are all employed in factories. There are lots of child workers. I am very saddened for 

them.”128 

Zozan and Çi$dem’s narratives emphasize that the newcomers encounter more 

difficult conditions. Çi$dem focuses on the child workers as she suggests that their 
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lives is much more difficult than them. Çi$dem and Zozan’s narratives show that they 

live above the level of absolute poverty. Therefore they do not define themselves as 

poor. Their narratives suggest that the newcomers struggle with absolute poverty.  

Çi$dem and Zozan’s narratives also show the dynamics of “poverty-in-turn”, 

that Pınarcıo$lu and I!ık suggests (2001a, 2001b, 2008). Çi$dem and Zozan 

encountered problems during their initial years in Aydınlı. They were struggling with 

absolute poverty. Child labor is a crucial phenomenon in this regard. In her narrative, 

Çi$dem notices that she began working at 1984 as a child worker. My other 

interviewees, Zehra, Mizgin, #ükran, Sevda and Dilek were also child workers in 

Aydınlı. Regarding her experiences as a child worker, Mizgin told me the following: 

“I had to work as a child. Because there is no bread in the house. I had to work. I had 

no other option.” Mizgin’s narrative shows that she had to work as a child to struggle 

with “absolute poverty”. Currently, my interviewees other than Nazmiye do not 

define themselves as poor since they managed to rise above the level of absolute 

poverty. They can feed their families sufficiently. Their poverty is passed on to the 

next generation of Kurdish migrants, which points at the “poverty-in-turn”.  

The narratives of my interviewees show that poverty is not a “state”, but a 

“process” ("nsel, 2001: 70, Sen, 1985, 1992). The conditions of poverty are passed on 

to the next generation of Kurdish migrants, which points at the process of poverty-in-

turn. My interviewees’ narratives make visible the multiple agents regarding their 

perceptions of poverty. Zozan’s narrative suggests that the newcomers struggle with 

poverty because they do not know Turkish well enough to survive. Her narrative adds 

an ethnicity-conscious focus on poverty-in-turn. Her narrative also illustrates Amartya 

Sen’s “capability approach”. The newcomers’ incapability to speak Turkish language 

enhances their conditions of poverty.  

 

4.5. Conclusion 

Following the introductory section, the second section of this chapter was 

reserved for a careful investigation of “housework”. Referring to Glazer-Malbin, I 

suggested that women’s unpaid labor at housework points at their subordination, 

which constitutes women’s alienation. In the following sub-section, I referred to the 

narratives of my interviewees, which pointed at the patriarchal subordination at the 

household. Their narratives show that women are perceived “naturally” as 

houseworkers; therefore they are subordinated. Çi$dem’s job at the factory was 
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terminated as the factory managers legitimized their decision referring to the word 

“reis”. Since Çi$dem was not perceived as the reis of the family, factory managers 

give priority to men in employment. Meryem’s job was terminated when she got 

pregnant. Their narratives show that patriarchy and capitalism work together in their 

subordination. #ükran does domestic labor from her house. She continues to do 

housework and give services to her children and husband. At the same time she makes 

crafts at her house and sells them to the market. I argue that her narrative shows the 

utilization of women by patriarchy and capitalist market relations concomitantly.  

In the following sub-section 4.2.4, I made a brief overview on Nancy Fraser, 

Gülnur Savran and Christine Delphy’s analysis on the relation between capitalism and 

patriarchy. Their analyses focus on housework, which subordinates women. Fraser’s 

focus is on capitalism while Savran and Delphy emphasize patriarchy as the source of 

women’s subordination. Fraser emphasizes the need for a feminist critique of neo-

liberalism. For her, housework signifies the point where feminism and neo-liberalism 

diverge. Çi$dem, Meryem and #ükran’s narratives illustrate such divergence. For 

Delphy, patriarchy is women’s primal and unique form of subordination. I conclude 

this sub-section with Delphy’s insights and continue with the following sub-section to 

contribute to her analysis. Aksu Bora shows that women have differing experiences of 

patriarchy. In this section, Zehra’s narrative shows the importance of ethnicity, class 

and gender-based subordination. Zehra is employed as a houseworker in upper class 

neighborhoods around Ba$dat Avenue. She encounters problems for her Kurdish 

identity. Her narrative shows the intersections of multiple agents leading to women’s 

subordination related to housework. 

The third section was reserved for my interviewees’ factory experiences. In 

the first sub-section, I aimed to make visible the multiple agents leading to women’s 

subordination with the narratives of Çi$dem, Zehra #ükran and Mizgin. Çi$dem and 

#ükran noticed that being a woman worker is the hardest thing in life. Zehra made a 

similar remark when she told me that she faced psychological pressure when she got 

pregnant. Zehra and Çi$dem lost their jobs when they became members of union. 

Their narratives show the class-based subordination they encountered. Çi$dem told 

me that the factory manager called her “a good, hardworking but a terrorist worker.” 

She told me that the managers were provoking Turks against Kurds in the factory. 

Mizgin and #ükran’s narrative introduce another agent of subordination. Unlike 
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Çi$dem’s, their factory owners were Kurdish. Mizgin encountered pressures from her 

manager and had to leave her job.  

In the following sub-section, I aimed to introduce the importance of Alevi 

identity. It was an important theme in Sevda, Dilek and Zehra’s narrations of factory. 

As Alevi child worker, Sunni factory workers maintained prejudices for Zehra. They 

insulted her for suggesting that she is having sex with her brothers and that she is a 

non-virgin. My interviewees’ narrations show that they have to conceal their identities 

in factory especially during Ramadan. Their narratives show the dynamics of 

subordination at the intersections of gender, class, ethnicity and religion.    

The third section is reserved for my interviewees’ responses to the question: 

“In your opinion, what is poverty?” The narratives of my interviewees show that they 

are not poor. They continue their lives above the level of absolute poverty. The 

conditions of poverty are passed on to the newcomers. My interviewees’ narratives 

regarding the factory and housework in this chapter illustrate the “relative” conditions 

of poverty they struggle.  

My interviewees live in constant surveillance since they feel pressures at the 

intersections of being low-class Kurdish (or Alevi) women. Their narratives show the 

visibility of multiple agents leading to their subordination. My interviewees suggest 

that they live above the level of “absolute poverty”. Their narratives show that they at 

the same time feel the risk of impoverishment due to multiple subordinating agents.  

Meryem got pregnant therefore her job was terminated. Zehra is discriminated 

as an Alevi woman by her fellow workers. She keeps silent when women insult Kurds 

at the place where she is employed as a houseworker. She cannot react to them since 

she cannot risk losing her job. Mizgin had to leave her job because of the oppressive 

behaviors of her Kurdish factory boss. Çi$dem’s job was terminated because for the 

factory managers, she was not perceived as the reis of the family. As I mentioned in 

the previous chapter, all of my interviewees encounter problems for not being able to 

speak Kurdish in public. Their narratives show that they encounter discriminations 

whenever they speak their mother tongue. They face mechanisms of suppression due 

to patriarchy and their Kurdish identities.  

In the light of my interviewees’ narrations, I argue that they do not live in 

absolute poverty, but on the edge of it. Their narratives show that they live in “relative 

poverty”, and they always face the threat to move towards absolute poverty. They also 

do not define themselves as poor since they take the notion of poverty on the basis of 
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food. I argue that defining their living conditions as “relative poverty” is not sufficient 

to cover the complexities that intersectionality brings forth. Therefore I suggest the 

term poverty-on-the-edge to point at the intersectional subordination, which may 

impoverish them at any time and may approximate their living conditions to absolute 

poverty.  

I argue that the narratives of my interviewees show the characteristics of “the 

new urban poor” that Bu$ra and Keyder suggests. Bu$ra and Keyder show that the 

new urban poor in Istanbul cannot overcome poverty and rise to upper classes. Bu$ra 

and Keyder’s analysis support Wacquant’s remarks on urban marginalization. 

Wacquant shows how low-classes are pushed into the low-waged, part-time jobs 

without work safety, which enhances their marginalization and poverty. In this 

chapter, I aimed to contribute to Wacquant’s and Bu$ra and Keyder’s analyses with 

an intersectional approach. My interviewees cannot overcome poverty completely and 

become rich due to the multiple agents leading to their subordination. Therefore they 

live on the edge of poverty, where they experience subordination at the intersections 

of class, ethnicity and gender.  

The conditions of poverty-on-the edge points at a “dynamic process” of 

poverty. It should not be taken solely as a class-based phenomenon. In this process, 

the multiple agents such as gender, class and ethnicity based subordination interplay 

and determine my interviewees’ proximities to absolute poverty. Poverty-on-the edge 

should not be solely considered in terms of subordination. It also necessitates 

particular resistances. My interviewees perform resistances against subordinating 

conditions. In this way, they aim to decrease the subordinating effects of poverty-on-

the edge. 
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CHAPTER V 

Conclusion 

 

What I aimed in this thesis was to provide an analysis of the intersecting 

dynamics of Kurdish women’s subordination in Aydınlı. The in-depth interviews, the 

participant observation and photography that I conducted with my interviewees 

provided me with very important insights on the issues of intersecting poles of 

oppression, marginalization and social exclusion.  

Urban marginalization in Aydınlı was the focus of my second chapter. 

Following Wacquant, I tried to show that Aydınlı is a setting of urban outcasts, 

maintaining proximity to the city yet remained isolated. I argue that state 

retrenchment, which is evident in the lack of transportation and social welfare 

facilities, is one crucial factor in the neighborhood’s marginalization and poverty. My 

informants migrated to Istanbul with their families in order to escape from poverty. 

They and their families are all occupied in the nearby industries. Yet their arrival to 

Aydınlı does not improve their conditions in a substantial way as they still suffer from 

poverty to a certain extent. Nevertheless, they manage to maintain sufficient material 

resources on the level of minimum subsistence. Moreover, they all manifest their 

deterritorialized identities; they do not feel that they belonging to either Istanbul or 

their home cities in Anatolia. Concurrently, some of my informants develop a 

nostalgic will to return to their homelands one day, which is an impossible act for the 

near future because of their need to work and earn income as workers.  

My interviewees complain about the lack of health facilities, the absence of 

playgrounds for their children as well as the means of transportation in the 

neighborhood. Besides, among many factors, which directly have a negative influence 

in socialization of women and their children, women demand cafes and patisseries 

where they can meet and chat with each other. They also draw attention to the 

hierarchical conditions between Aydınlı and the coastal district of Tuzla (the city 

center) in terms of the resources allocated for public services. Some of the women 

even notice that even the refuse containers in the city center are subjected to better 

regulation and the services of the municipality is much worse in Aydınlı. It is also 

significant that all of my informants do not own their houses. 8 of them have to pay 

their rents regularly. Zozan lives in a small house in the school where she works as a 

cleaning lady and doesn’t pay rent. Nazmiye lives in her brother-in-law’s house with 
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her husband and three children. They also acknowledge that they have no other 

choices than living in Aydınlı since it is the only neighborhood close to their 

workplaces. In sum, these common motives display dimensions of poverty other than 

the lack of income in terms of various horizons intersecting with gender and ethnicity. 

I aimed to contribute to the term “urban outcasts” with a gender and ethnicity based 

approach. In this chapter, I argue that Aydınlı is a “disciplined” urban setting, whose 

marginalization is reproduced with the lack of public services such as health facilities 

and transportation. Governmentality is visible in the reproduction of the 

neighborhoods’ marginalization. The state in this regard plays a crucial role in 

sustaining patriarchal oppression. The lack of social welfare for women is reproduced 

by the state, which enhances my interviewees’ marginalization and subordination. 

In this thesis, I aimed to provide an alternative approach regarding the image 

of Tuzla. In the imaginations of many people, like my mother, Tuzla is a site of 

“shipyards” and “the shipyard workers”. Some of my interviewees told me that their 

husbands were once working as shipyard workers and after a while they changed their 

occupations. Bearing in mind the continuously shifting dynamics of labor activities, I 

argue that the expression, “shipyard workers” does not refer to a constant, concrete 

identity in Tuzla. Rather, a person can work in a shipyard and then move to work in 

leather or marble industry later. Therefore I aimed to challenge the identification of 

Tuzla with “shipyard workers”, which refers to a distinct category of laboring 

individuals, and with shipyards. My interviewees struggle on the edge of poverty by 

continuously coming in and out different industries or labor activities such as factory 

working and domestic labor. Their experiences tell much about Tuzla; an urban 

setting which not only consists of one concrete shipyard industry with distinctive 

status but hosts adjacent industries causing varied experiences.  

The shipyards in Tuzla were well known for the death of over 100 workers 

due to the accidents. The particular image of Tuzla is affiliated to death, whereas in 

my research I aimed to analyze the significance of life in this urban setting. Tuzla is 

an urban setting where a dynamic process of intersecting forms of subordination is 

reproduced by conflicts and surveillance; yet it remains invisible compared to the 

incidents of death. Since Tuzla figures in the imaginations of people as a space of 

death, the experiences of Kurdish women in the urban setting goes unmentioned. In 

this thesis, I aimed to make visible the daily life mechanisms of subordination, which 

occurs at the intersections of class, gender and ethnicity.  
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The third chapter was reserved for a discussion on my interviewees’ narrations 

regarding Kurdishness. Aydınlı does not consist of a homogeneous population of 

Kurdish people; there exist different tongues, if not languages, and cultural 

belongings of Kurdishness. Some of my interviewees know Kurdish better than 

others. Some of them almost forgot their mother tongue after their arrival at Aydınlı at 

small ages. Meryem mentions that there are Kurdish women who speak in Dersimce. 

There exist different dialects such as Zazaki and Kurmanji. Women in Aydınlı face 

problems in communicating for this reason. Therefore they use Turkish as the 

common language for interaction. My informants are all stressing the official 

prohibition of Kurdish language as an official language in schooling and other state-

controlled official institutions. Their narrations also point at the dominance of Turkish 

language in public sphere. They encounter problems for not being able to speak in 

Kurdish. Following Sen’s “capability approach” I argue that my interviewees were 

incapable of speaking Turkish in the public sphere, which enhanced their exclusion.    

All of my informants were emphasizing the dimension of education and 

language. They complain about the lack of the means for education. Their lack of 

education is a result of the lack of necessary economic conditions for some 

informants, and for others, it is related to the patriarchal culture and the oppression of 

women resulting from it. Due to multiple agents of subordination, my interviewees 

ended up as workers in industries. I argue that due to the state disinterest, patriarchal 

subordination and poverty, my interviewees were excluded from education and 

became workers. They are impoverished as a result of the intersection of multiple 

agents.   

In the fourth chapter I discussed my interviewees’ housework and factory 

experiences. Their narrations show the relation of the two. Factory managers perceive 

women as naturally house-workers. Therefore their jobs are terminated more easily 

than men’s. Following Nancy Fraser, I argued that housework points at the 

divergence of feminism and neo-liberalism in the narratives of my interviewees. 

Wacquant shows how lower classes are pushed into the low-waged, part-time jobs 

without work safety, which enhances their marginalization. In this chapter I aimed to 

contribute to Wacquant’s analysis of “urban-outcasts” with a gender and ethnicity-

conscious approach. I show that patriarchy and capitalism work together in women’s 

subordination. Besides, in the light of their narratives, I emphasize the need for an 

ethnicity and religion- and sect-conscious analysis in their subordination. I argue that 
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Alevi identity is another agent for women’s subordination in their workplaces. Their 

narratives on housework and factory show the intersecting dynamics of class, gender 

ethnicity, and sect.  

In this chapter, my other focus was on how my interviewees defined poverty. 

With this section, I aimed to provide an intersectional analysis through their 

reflections on poverty. Their focus is almost exclusively on “food”. Their narratives 

show that they continue their lives above the level of “absolute poverty”. My 

interviewees also do not say that they are rich. Having in mind their narrations on 

urban marginalization, Kurdishness and gender in the previous chapters, my 

interviewees point at various multiple agents of subordination. I argue that these 

multiple agents reproduce their marginalization and social inequality.  

Referring to Bu$ra and Keyder, they are the “new urban poor”, who cannot 

overcome poverty and rise up to upper classes. I showed that they pass their poverty 

to the next generations of Kurdish migrants, who struggle with absolute poverty. This 

points at the conditions of “poverty-in-turn” as I!ık and Pınarcıo$lu suggests (2001a, 

2001b, 2008). In the light of the narrations of my interviewees, I aim to contribute to 

the term “poverty-in-turn”, with a gender and ethnicity-conscious approach. Due to 

patriarchal subordination and exclusion on the basis of Kurdish identity, Kurdish 

women encounter problems in adjusting to life in Aydınlı. The conflicts they face 

reproduce their conditions of poverty.  

My interviewees’ narrations show that they are “relatively poor”. I suggest 

that the term “relative poverty” is not enough to cover the complexities arising from 

intersectionality. The term “relative poverty” is not enough because my interviewees 

do not define themselves as poor. Rather, their subjectivities suggest that they face 

“poverty-on-the-edge”. I argue that my interviewees do not live in absolute poverty, 

but on the edge of it. They encounter constant surveillance and subordination on the 

basis of multiple agents such as gender, class and ethnicity. The urban 

marginalization in Aydınlı is an obstacle for them to adjust to life and overcome 

poverty. They risk losing their jobs for patriarchal, ethnic and class-based 

subordination. Due to intersecting dynamics of subordination, they cannot overcome 

poverty completely. Yet, they do not live in absolute poverty either. But they feel the 

risk of further impoverishment due to the intersecting agents of subordination. I argue 

that they live on the edge of poverty since they are surveilled with constant threats, 

which may approximate their living conditions to absolute poverty. Therefore, I aim 
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to contribute the existing literature on poverty and intersectionality with the term 

poverty-on-the-edge. I aim to emphasize the usefulness of this feminist approach, 

which takes into account the intersectional subordination of gendered lives. 

Having in mind the importance of Tuzla, I would like to make suggestions for 

further research, which are missing in this study. I chose to focus on Aydınlı 

neighborhood because of its proximity to my academic institution, which made it 

easier for me to travel to my field. Tuzla hosts various other urban settings consisting 

of working class inhabitants such as #ifa, Yayla, Akfırat, Aydıntepe and "stasyon 

Neighborhoods. Some of these neighborhoods are densely populated with individuals 

of Alevi origin, whose experiences can be significant for another research. Only a few 

of my interviewees were of Alevi origin so it would be useful to undertake a research 

to analyze their experiences of subordination. Another possible research can be 

conducted by a comparative analysis of Turkish and Kurdish women. In the informal 

interviews I had in the neighborhood, I realized that Tuzla inhabits a substantial 

amount of ethnically Turkish population who migrated to the city from Eastern 

Turkey and the Black Sea region. Kurdish and Turkish women workers are employed 

in the factories together; it would be insightful to undertake research to investigate the 

ways in which Turkish women’s experiences are distinct from or have in common 

with Kurdish women. My initial inquiry in this research was to investigate the 

experiences of Kurdish women. Yet as I proceeded in the field, I centralized my focus 

on a particular neighborhood. Another research can focus on the industries in Tuzla, 

especially on textile and leather industries, which are very important to the region. 

The union of leather-workers is very active in Tuzla and they had an office in Aydınlı 

as well. I had one informal interview with one of the activists of this union and my 

insights on the relations of production in the neighborhood matured after this 

interview. Therefore, a concentrated outlook on the leather-workers, which are huge 

in numbers, would be helpful to better comprehend the conditions of laboring together 

with other dynamics of subordination in Tuzla. 

 During my theoretical research, I came across many sociological analyses 

regarding the social profile in the studies investigating poverty and neighborhoods. 

The social profile is mostly constituted as “family” rather than “women”. In these 

researches, women are counted solely as members of the family. Yet, what I find 

important is that one should critically investigate women’s individuality. For this 

reason, I speak to my interviewees as women, rather than families. I aimed to 
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contribute to the existing literature by focusing on their individuality, rather than 

proceeding from the familial whole. Besides, women’s conditions are analyzed within 

the family in the current literature on poverty. My aim was to contribute to the 

existing literature by going beyond this perspective in an intersectional manner and 

voice women who said “I”.  

While manifesting their individualities, I aimed to show that my interviewees 

do not possess fixed identities. Their perceptions of gender, ethnicity and class are too 

complex to fit into a particular identity for each of them. Intersectionality reflects this 

complexity of identities. My interviewees encounter subordination and 

marginalization in diverse ways. Collins notices the shifting boundaries of 

intersectionality in women’s experiences of subordination when she states the 

following: 

Her gender may be more prominent when she becomes a mother, her race when she 

searches for housing, her social class when she applies for credit, her sexual 

orientation when she is walking with her lover, and her citizenship status when she 

applies for a job (2000:274-275).  

 
In the light of Collins’ remarks, in this thesis I argue that my interviewees do 

not experience the pressures of gender, ethnicity and class at the same time and in 

equal degrees. Some experience subordination on the basis of gender and ethnicity 

more whereas others’ experiences are based on the intersections of class and gender. 

Further, my interviewees can encounter different kinds of subordination at different 

stages of their lives. Some face the difficulties of being female workers in their 

childhood. I argue that childhood becomes another factor of intersectional oppression, 

since laboring as a female child enhances their marginalization. Some of my 

interviewees face pressures for being female Alevi workers at their workplaces. 

Alevism becomes one of the factors leading to subordination, next to their class and 

gender. The components, which constitute the intersecting dynamics of subordination, 

can change over time and from one woman to another. In sum, this thesis argues that 

there is no homogeneous outcome of intersectional subordination. Intersectionality 

does not always work in the same way for everyone. The narratives of my 

interviewees show that there are heterogeneous identities as well as the differing 

factors of intersectionality. 
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 Additionally, I would like to mention another crucial point regarding the 

theory of intersectionality. There is abundant literature in political sociology 

regarding intersectionality at the structural level. In this thesis, I am working through 

intersectionality at the individual level by displaying the differing ways of 

intersectionality on my interviewees’ lives. It is important to note that recent literature 

on intersectionality brings in gender, which does not come up unless the research is 

individualized. Therefore keeping in mind the individual level at which 

intersectionality is analyzed in this thesis, this thesis emphasizes the significance of 

gender.   

Lastly, a few words are reserved in this conclusive chapter for resistance and 

active agency of Kurdish women. In this thesis, I argue that poverty-on-the-edge 

should not solely be considered in terms of subordination. The conditions that my 

interviewees encounter also necessitate particular performances of resistance against 

multiple subordinating agents to ensure their survival. For me, the fact that power 

operates in the lives of Kurdish women within the intersecting mechanisms of gender, 

ethnicity and class should not mean that they are passive subjects.  

Utilizing the language of the oppressor, the Turkish language, for their 

pragmatic intentions of neighborhood interaction is one way of resistance. #ükran 

attaches the image of the house that she dreams of purchasing in an unknown future 

on her refrigerator and she is busy with domestic labor for this purpose. Despite the 

subordinating conditions, she is not desperate, but keeps her hopes for a bright future. 

I got to share the same hope with her when she promised to host me in her future 

home. She was resistant and I was feeling the same enthusiasm with her. 

 Pressured in the midst of patriarchal subordination, Mizgin dreams of giving 

birth to a baby girl. She aims to become a schoolteacher one day and travel to her 

homeland to raise free women. She also dreams to speak Kurdish freely while she 

could afford to purchase any dress she desires regardless of its fee. At the age of 25, 

Mizgin is carrying her hopes for the future amidst her experiences of poverty-on the 

edge.  

Zehra’s aim to participate more in civil organizations for women’s rights in 

Aydınlı was another instance for resistance.  

And Çi$dem, with her daughter Roza… She is not uncomfortable for being 

called “eylemci”, since she needs to resist so that she and Roza can continue struggle 

on the edge of poverty.  
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The lives of my interviewees remind me of Orhan Pamuk’s famous words, 

that I read several times during my field trips: “Perhaps what is attractive is not to 

choose a path, but to be in a place where we can choose all the paths” (1999: 65). I 

feel that women struggle to travel beyond the only choice of life granted to them in 

the midst of subordination. Who knows, whether they can enjoy the life that they 

would like in the long journey of life.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

Profile of the Interviewees 

 

Name Education Job Ethnicity Mother 
Tongue 

Birth 
of 
Place 

Age 

Yeter  Primary 
School 
drop out 

Cleaning 
lady 

Kurdish-
Alevi 

Kurdish Bingöl 32 

Zehra Primary 
School 
graduate 

Cleaning 
lady 

Kurdish-
Alevi 

Kurdish Bingöl 36 

Nazmiye Education 
none 

Home based Kurdish-
Alevi 

Kurdish Bingöl 41 

Meryem High 
school 
graduate  

Former 
accountant-
Quit working 
after having 
a baby - 
motivated to 
have a job 
again 

Kurdish Kurdish Bitlis 21 

Zozan 
(Suzan) 

Primary 
school 
graduate 

Cleaning 
lady 

Kurdish Kurdish Mu! 35 

Sevda Primary 
school 
graduate 

Factory 
worker 

Kurdish-
Alevi 

Zazaki 
 

Bingöl 33 

Dilek Primary 
school 
graduate 

Factory 
worker 

Kurdish-
Alevi 

Zazaki Bingöl 28 

#ükran Secondary 
school 
drop out 

Home-based Kurdish Kurdish Adana 30 

Mizgin 
(Yıldız) 

Primary 
school 
graduate 

Saleslady Kurdish Kurdish Bitlis 24 

Çi$dem Primary 
school 
graduate 

Unemployed 
Factory 
worker -
currently 
looking for a 
job 

Kurdish-
Alevi 

Zazaki Bingöl 42 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Questions of the In-Depth Interview 

"\ Sizi biraz tanıyabilir miyim, kendinizden bahseder misiniz? 
<\ Oturdu$unuz yeri biraz tanıtabilir misiniz? 
=\ Bu mahallede oturmanızın belirli bir sebebi var mı? Burada oturmaktan 

memnun musunuz?  
>\ Oturdu$unuz mahalledekiler en çok nereli?  
?\ Bir kadin olarak bu mahallede neyi de$i!tirmek isterdiniz? 
@\ Ola$anınız olsa bu kentin neresinde oturmak istersiniz? Neden?  
A\ Gününüzü genel olarak nasıl geçiriyorsunuz ?   
M\ Ev ve i! yeri haricinde nerelere gidersiniz? Nasıl vakit geçirirsiniz? 
N\ Göç etmeden önceki (veye köydeki) ya!amınızdan da bahseder misiniz?  
"O\ Göç etmeden önce ya!adı$ınız yerde bir gününüzü nasıl  

geçiriyordunuz ? 
""\  #u an çalı!tı$ınız i!ten ve i! yerinden bahseder misiniz? 
"<\  I! arkada!larınızla ili!kileriniz nasıldır? 
"=\  Sizce ailenizin, arkada!larınızın ve kom!ularınızın i!iniz hakkindaki  

dü!ünceleri nelerdir? 
">\  I!inizden memnun musunuz? Ba!ka bir i!te çalı!mak ister miydiniz? Bu nasıl 

bir i! olurdu? 
"?\  Bir Kürt olarak i! yerinizde ya!adı$ıniz en iyi ve en kötü deneyimler nelerdir? 
"@\  Bir kadın olarak sizce i!inizin en güç tarafi nedir?  
"A\  E$itim durumunuzdan memnun musunuz? 
"M\  Hiç evde çalı!ma deneyiminiz oldu mu?  
"N\  Evde, evin dı!ında yada i!te hangi dilleri konu!uyorsunuz? 
<O\  En çok ne zaman ve nerede dil ile ilgili problemler ya!ıyorsunuz? 
<"\ E!inizle ili!kiniz nasıldır? 
<<\ Evlenmeye nasıl karar verdiniz? 
<=\ Acil bir durumda kimden yardım isteyebilirsiniz? 
<>\ En cok hangi Tv kanallarını seyreder, hangi gazeteyi okur, ne tür müzik 

dinlersiniz? Neden? 
<?\ Sizce bu ülkede ya!ayan kadınların en ortak sorunu ne (ler) dir?  
<@\ Sizce yoksulluk nedir ve kimler yoksuldur?  
<A\ Kendinizi yoksul olarak hissediyor musunuz?  
<M\ Sizce yoksulluk nedir? 
<N\ Yoksulluktan kurtulmak için neler yapılabilir?   
=O\ Memleket nasil yönetiliyor sizce? 
="\ Nasıl bir toplumda ya!amak isterdiniz?  
=<\ Gelecekten beklentileriniz nelerdir?  
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APPENDIX C 

Photographs Taken During the Fieldwork  

Image 1: 

 
 

 

Image 2:  
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Image 3:  
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Image 5:  
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Image 7: 
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Image 9:  
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Image 11:  
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Image 15:  
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Image 17: 
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Image 19:  
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Image 21:  
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APPENDIX D: 
 

Useful Maps 
 

Image 1: 
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Image 2: 
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