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Thesis Abstract

Basak Can, “Subjectivities of Women Garment Workers in Gazi Neighborhood”

This thesis intends to develop ways to relate the structural transformation in the
organization of garment work and subjectivities of women garment workers. How
women give meaning to their work experiences, and contradictions inherent in this
process were handled in relation to the hegemonic gender roles and leveling
consequences of capitalist work which ignores differences among people. The
purpose of this thesis is to understand the experiences of women without reducing
them to various disciplinary mechanisms that are effective in the totality of their life
experiences.

For these purposes, this thesis takes up three spheres through which work
and life experiences of women can be better understood. The first one concerns the
bodily consequences of working conditions, and how these influence the way
women give meaning to their work and their bodily experiences, and contradictions
inherent these processes. The second one concerns how daily and interpersonal
encounters at the workplace embody contradictions caused by capitalist work order
by influencing the processes in which women give meaning to their works and their
position at work. Finally, how various patriarchal discourses and practices become
effective in women’s daily lives at workplace and home in such a way to create

more control over women’s acts, but at the same time to create some space for
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women through which they raise various demands for themselves both at home and
workplace.

Tez Ozeti

Basak Can, “Gazi Mahallesinde Calisan Konfeksiyon Is¢isi Kadinlarmin

Oznellikleri”

Bu tez konfeksiyon sektoriindeki yapisal doniisiimlerle bu sektorde galisan
kadinlarin 6znellikleri arasindaki iligkiyi ele almaktadir. Kadinlarin kendi ¢aligma
deneyimlerini nasil anlamlandirdiklarina ve bu anlamlandirma siirecine i¢kin
gerilimlere kadinlarin yasamlarinin genelinde etkili olan egemen toplumsal cinsiyet
rolleri ve kapitalist igin insanlarin farkliliklarini yok sayarak degersizlestirmesi
baglaminda yaklagsmaktadir. Bu tezin amaci kadinlarin deneyimlerini onlar iizerinde
etkili olan ¢esitli disipline edici mekanizmalara indirgemeden anlamaya ¢aligmaktir.
Bu amagla bu tez kadinlarin is ve hayat deneyiminlerini anlamamizi
kolaylastiracagini diisiindiigiim birbirleriyle iligkili {i¢ temel alana bakmaktadir.
Bunlardan ilki calisma kosullarinin kadinlarin bedenlerini nasil etkilendigi, bu
stirecte kadinlarin kendi yaptiklari ise ve kendi bedenlerine yiikledikleri
anlamlardaki degisiklikler ve ¢eliskilerdir. Ikincisi is yerindeki son derece giindelik
ve birebir karsilagsmalarda kapitalist calisma diizeninin ¢alisanlar arasinda yarattigi
gerilimlerin kadinlarin isi ve isteki konumlarini anlamlandirma siirecinde son
derece belirleyici olmasidir. Son olarak da kadinliga iliskin pek ¢ok patriyarkal
sOylemin ve pratigin kadinlarin is yerindeki ve evdeki deneyimleri iizerinde etkili

hale gelerek bir yandan kadinlarin daha fazla kontrol altina alinmasini ama bir
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yandan da kadinlarin bu kadinlik statiisii izerinden evde ve is yerinde ¢esitli
talepler dile getirdikleri bir alana doniismesidir.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
(...)This is not the first time girls have been burned alive in the city. Every
week I must learn of the untimely death of one of my sister workers. Every
year thousands of us are maimed. The life of men and women is so cheap
and property is so sacred. There are so many of us for one job it matters
little if 146 of us are burned to death.(...) Public officials have only words
of warning to us — warning that we must be intensely peaceable, and they
have the workhouse just back of all their warnings. The strong hand of the
law beats us back, when we rise, into the conditions that make life
unbearable. I can't talk fellowship to you who are gathered here. Too much
blood has been spilled. I know from my experience it is up to the working

people to save themselves. The only way they can save themselves is by a
strong working-class movement.

Rose Schneiderman

This quotation is taken from a speech' given by Rose Schneiderman, one of the
prominent socialist and union activists of her day, at the memorial meeting for the
148 women garment workers who died during the fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist
Factory on March, 25, 1911 in New York. 94 years later, in 2005, 5 women garment
workers burned to death during the night-shift in a garment shop floor in Bursa.
Those women, who were living in different countries and different ages, were the
victims of a common fate: They had to work under highly unfavorable conditions
for long hours to support themselves and their families without any rights to social
benefits. Today millions of women workers, who are deprived of basic wants and
necessities, and who have no choice other than working in any available job offered

to them, continue to suffer from the injurious and fatal consequences of their work

' The speech was made in the Metropolitan Opera House on April 2, 1911, to an audience
largely made up of the members of the Women's Trade Union League.



conditions. This thesis is about women garment workers who labor in closed and
airless workplaces under dangerous working conditions despite being perfectly
aware of all the fatal and injurious risks involved in their work.

As I listened to women garment workers’ stories, and as I began to have
an idea about the intricate web of relations within which they give meaning to their
lives and their works, and deal with various kinds of difficulties, I decided to focus
on the themes and concerns they stressed during the interviews instead of trying to
elicit answers to my own questions. Thus, all the three chapters of this thesis deal
with the different aspects of the question of subjectivity, and mainly revolve around
the issue of how various larger structural forces such as capitalist work, manual
work or patriarchy are implicated in the formation of the selves of laboring women.
In other words, throughout this thesis I tried to understand the particular experiences
of women workers with reference to the larger economic and social forces forging
the material conditions these women are living in, and to the public representations
regarding being a woman and a worker. This thesis is based on the belief that unless
the subjectivities of workers are understood, an alternative to existing work relations
cannot be imagined.

Before delving into the chapters, I want to raise some points about
sweatshop work and women’s labor with an attempt to provide a contextualizing
framework for this thesis. Sweatshops are places where the indifference towards
workers’ histories, mental and bodily sufferings are much more visible and concrete
in comparison to more protected and regulated work environments. Sweatshops can
be seen as the open nerve endings of capitalist production. I find this analogy crucial
in that it points both to the centrality and the vulnerability of the sweatshops within

the framework of capitalism. Sweatshop workers generally constitute the most



unprotected part of the working class. The physical and mental damages workers
suffer in such places are generally much more acute than those of other workplaces.
However, not only the existence of sweatshops, but also the struggles and protests
against the work conditions at sweatshops have an unabated tradition in the history
of capitalism.

Then the question is what distinguishes the recent augmentation of
sweatshops from the earlier phases of industrialization in western countries. Today
working in a sweatshop is an inevitable destination especially for the most
unprotected and weakest sections of the world population: the women, migrants and
the children. Sweatshops absorb migrant populations who come from the third world
to the western countries, and the women and children of both rural and urban origins
who have to survive and support their families.

The new composition of the workforce in the sweatshops has various
repercussions both for the organization of the work and the workforce. First of all,
this process contributes to the further marginalization of already marginalized and
weak groups. That is why one of the notions widely used in this thesis is the notion
of vulnerability. This means that those who are already in a relatively disadvantaged
position in various economic, social and cultural power relations, have to work in
unpromising jobs which in turn contribute to and re-produce their plight. This
situation has extremely negative consequences for workers’ struggles. Secondly,
especially the pervasive employment of women in manufacturing jobs seriously
transforms the nature of the encounters among workers, foremen and employers.

The pervasiveness of sweatshops, their percentage in the general economy
and the composition of sweatshop workers require place and time specific analyses,

however it is a widely acknowledged fact that the recent globalization of capitalist



production has contributed to the augmentation of sweatshops all over the world.
This is also valid for the organization of garment production. Due to the paucity of
the records, we do not have the exact number of women workers in textile and
garment industries in Turkey, but it is widely accepted that textile and garment shop
floors are an indispensable destination for many women who are living in the
peripheries of big cities. Most of the women I talked to during my fieldwork were
also working in small shop floors which can easily be classified under the category
of sweatshop, and the rest were working in relatively larger and regulated work
places, which however, in terms of overall work conditions such as the lack of social
insurance, trade-union or the so-called obligatory overtime, were very similar to
sweatshops.

Especially with the liberalization of the Turkish economy beginning in the
early 1980s, there have been unmitigated debates around the “future and importance
of textile and clothing industries for the Turkish economy” and how these industries
play a crucial role in absorbing urban and rural unemployment in Turkey. In other
words, textile and clothing industries come into the public agenda only at the level
of macro-economic dynamics. The mainstream motto of various capital groups is
“to maintain the competitiveness of the Turkish textile entrepreneurs in the world
markets.” This motto is voiced especially with reference to the unfavorable foreign
exchange policy, high labor costs (especially in comparison to China), and the
inability of the industry to jump into higher value-added sections of commodity
production chains, such as design or branding. Despite differing policy proposals
raised by different capital groups, associations and state institutions, they unite in
reducing laboring people into sole inputs for production and disregarding

unfavorable health and safety conditions. Moreover, despite the expansive



employment of women workers in textile and garment industries, and the
indispensability of a cheap women labor force for the survival of these sectors; daily
needs and wants of these women, and their work related accidents and illnesses are
totally absent from public discussions.

My questions throughout the thesis are inspired roughly by two literatures
which respectively concentrate first on the capitalist work and its distinctive modes
of operation, and second on the women workers’ rising employment in
manufacturing in the peripheries of the global economy. The first line of questions
concerns the operation of capitalist work relations: How are abstractive and
flattening tendencies of labor materialized at garment shop floors that lie at the
lowest sections of global production chains? What kind of knowledge do these local
materializations provide for our understanding of the global operation of capitalist
work, particularly if this knowledge is conveyed through the narratives of women
workers? Secondly, I relied on the theoretical frameworks proposed by recent
ethnographic works on women workers in global factories or free export zones to
understand women garment workers’ work experiences. These studies give us
valuable insights to reflect on the ways in which gendered discourses and practices
become indispensable for capitalist production and how these processes influence
the construction of the subjectivities of women workers.

Here the questions I raise are the following: how do different patriarchal
relations that are effective at the workplace and family interact with each other?
Rather than situating work/public sphere and house/family/private sphere as
opposites, how can we follow the circulation of patriarchal discourses and practices
in the totality of women’s life experiences? How are the formation of the

subjectivities of women workers informed by this circulation, in other words,



through what kind of discourses and practices do these women try to carve more
space for themselves, and what are the submissive and subversive consequences of
these practices and discourses in their daily lives?

I decided to conduct my field work among women garment workers in the
Gazi neighborhood where there are many small garment shop floors. The first
reason for this choice was the relations I already had there, and I knew that there
were lots of garment shop floors in and around this neighborhood. But on the other
hand, I also wondered if living in a “politicized” environment like the Gazi
neighborhood provided women workers with any practical or discursive tools that
they could deploy to empower themselves. However, as I talked to the women, the
picture got complicated in the sense that how the different identities of these women
(being a worker, being a woman and being a Gazi dweller) interacted with each
other did not reveal itself in an easy way.

I conducted deep and semi-structured interviews with 12 women living in
the Gazi neighborhood. 6 of them were working in the shop floors outside the Gazi
neighborhood and the rest were working inside the neighborhood. What was striking
was that I met the women working outside Gazi not at their homes, but at the cafes
in the neighborhood, but the women working in the shop floors located in the Gazi
neighborhood preferred to meet me at their homes. In other words, those who work
in places near their homes did not prefer to meet me outside their homes. This was
especially the case for some young women who are sent to work in small shop
floors next to their homes. They work in these workplaces from early in the morning
till late in the evening but are not allowed to go out with their friends outside the
neighborhood. However, for some other women who work outside the Gazi

neighborhood, this was not the case. They met me in cafes that they are used to



going at the weekends. For these women these cafes are more than places to have
tea or coffee, rather through the social relations they establish there, they create
alternative social, and to a certain extent political, ties through which they feel they
can “breathe.” This is maybe the most distinctive aspect of being a worker living in
the Gazi neighborhood: Instead of the political atmosphere providing women
workers with taken-for granted discursive strategies to challenge their conditions,
the cafes become in women’s lives spaces where they can develop ties alternative to
those of kinship and worker-employer relations. In other words, the availability of
political cafes, alternative associations or the existence of many leftist political
parties do not by themselves provide women with solidarity networks in which they
are socially protected or through which they can resist against the deteriorating work
conditions. Yet, such places provide women with alternative social space where they
can engage in extra-work relations and thus can “breathe”.

Workplace relations, the task undertaken at the workplace, the harshness
of working conditions, various familial obligations they have to meet as daughters
or mothers or wives were the main topics of their narratives I collected. However,
during my visits to Gazi neighborhood, I listened to many stories in which
especially young people complained that they could not find jobs outside the Gazi
neighborhood once they revealed that they lived in Gazi in job interviews. None of
the women I talked to explicitly cited being a dweller of Gazi as a reason for staying
unemployed as a garment worker. This has to do with the availability of garment
jobs in the places they live. Nevertheless, they constantly emphasized how their
access to better-paying and cleaner jobs was restrained through various factors

including being a resident of the Gazi neighborhood.



In this thesis I tried to examine the various aspects of women workers’
life experiences by organizing their stories around some concepts that I viewed to be
useful in grasping the plurality of these experiences. I divided this thesis into three
chapters according to these concepts and the themes that were evoked by women
workers’ themselves.

The first chapter tries to situate women’s bodily grievances within the
context of their work experiences and capitalist work relations. The leading themes
of this chapter are the embodiment of manual work, the risks of manual work,
bodily suffering and their narration. Accordingly, it aims at looking at the tension
between the requirements and materialization of the logic of abstract labor on the
one hand, and the living and embodied labor on the other in the case of women
garment workers I talked to.

The second chapter follows women’s narratives on work, worker identity
and workplace relations. In this chapter I tried to outline the basic structures of
feeling produced at garment shop floors. Thus, it is an inquiry into the meaning of
being a worker under the conditions of flexible capitalism, and the contradictory
subjectivity formations fostered by the intersection of various power relations such
as flexibilization, competition, unemployment. The third chapter mainly focuses on
the experience of being a woman at a garment shop floor, and how various gendered
and patriarchal notions become part and parcel of production. How women workers
construct their subjectivities at the intersection of various patriarchal practices and
representations is also investigated in this chapter.

The overall purpose of this thesis is to convey the congenial sense of the
work, and life stories of the women garment workers living in the Gazi

neighborhood. These stories attest to the plurality of everyday life and give us a



critical vantage point to understand the work of capital relations and patriarchy at

the everyday level.



CHAPTER 2

WORKING BODIES

When I first visited a garment shop, I remember having an uneasy feeling about the
whole experience of shopping. I thought that the enthralling rush in shopping malls
to find the cheapest and stylish clothes which I was often a part of, ironically
duplicated the invisible and unpleasant hurry in apparel sweatshops. I recall thinking
that the numerous sorts of clothes displayed in the polished and peaceful windows
of shopping malls ostensibly bear no trace of the bodily sufferings of the workers
producing them in dark, airless, sweaty and noisy basements. Consumption is
divorced from production by rendering workers and workplaces invisible. The fancy
clothes give the fallacious impression that the hands of workers never carried,
handled, and touched them. It is through the erasure of the materiality and
physicality of work that commodities gain their sovereignty. Yet, witnessing the
daily sufferings of laborers bear the potential to unmake this sovereignty.

Garment workplaces testify the endless efforts of workers to make these clothes
ready for sale in time: “Textile means time,”” say many employers. The higher the
turnover rate of any fashionable cloth, the more the burden of being fast falls on the
shoulders of the workers sewing, cutting, ironing, controlling, cleaning and
packaging these garments. Machinists work incessantly to complete their tasks on a
piece of cloth in time to convey it to the next machinist. Ortaci’s rush here and there

to distribute the garments to the machinists quickly. Cleaners, controllers and

2 «“Tekstil zaman demektir.”

* “Ortact’s are usually the youngest and the least skilled workers -aged between 13 and 16-
who carry out the basic and simple coordination and transmission between the machinists;
they distribute the materials to them, recollect the product, help them if necessary, etc. All
workers begin work life as ortact” (Yorik, 2005).
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ironers are rarely offered seats, and they have to stand on their feet at least 10 hours
a day. All workers have to watch each other so that they do not drop back from the
work rhythm. Yedek atmak* which is the indispensable consequence of an
increasing work rhythm at any garment shop floor, leads to a tense workplace
atmosphere. Therefore, the eruption of a quarrel among workers is not necessarily
restricted to an exceptional moment, rather disputes and disagreements are part of
the ordinary daily flow of garment shop floors.

Bodily exhaustion, languor and nausea turn out to be part of the everyday
vocabulary in which women narrate their working experiences at the garment shop
floors. This vocabulary, which has the potential to suggest a unique knowledge
regarding laboring as a bodily experience, might override the sovereignty of
commodities by revealing how workers’ hands (both symbolically and literally) are
implicated in their making. This chapter sets its aim as that of revealing how women
workers make sense of the burden of manual labor that fall on their bodies. The
question that triggers this chapter is how one can understand laboring as an
embodied experience. I define embodiment, following Csordas (1994), as a
“temporally/historically informed sensory presence and engagement,” and I claim
that temporal and historical presence and engagement of women workers are
principally mediated by their laboring experiences.

One reading of Marx suggests that the notion of abstract labor lies at the heart
of capitalist commodity production because it denotes how historical, cultural and

social differences among individuals and their concrete labors are eliminated with

* If one worker works faster than the worker following her, the rhythm of the work speeds
up, and the garments pile up in front of the latter. This means that the next worker either has
to speed up or work overtime. This is one of the primary sources of the tension among
workers.
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capitalist work and how this abstractive logic is materialized at different localities in
different ways.” The process of abstraction materializes through various disciplinary
practices that homogenize different labors and it is mainly the bodies of laborers that
are the first and primary target of these regulatory discipline mechanisms at the
workplace. However, the bodily experiences of workers are at the same time the
principal witnesses to these regulatory processes and to the abstractive nature of
capitalist production. In that sense how workers give meaning to their bodily
experiences bear the potential to point out the incommensurability of living labor
with abstract labor. Therefore, the tension between the materialization of the logic of
abstract labor at the work place and the experiences of living labor will be at the
heart of this chapter. Accordingly, the purpose of the first part of this chapter is to
show the mechanisms through which the bodies of laborers are tried to be turned
into productive cogs in the production process. In the second part the workers’
embodied work experiences that do not totally belong to “the life process of the
capital” (Chakrabarty 2000:66) will be investigated.

For these purposes, first I will deal with the issue of “occupational health and
safety” to show how the state and capital act collaboratively to regulate working
conditions to create a more efficient and productive labor force. The state is intrinsic
to any working class experience because production takes place within a particular
legal context in which the state authorities set the rules concerning working
conditions. (Chakrabarty 1994) Occupational health and safety regulations bear
witness to the logic of abstract labor in its pure form because they try to eliminate

the bodily risks involved in the manual work through the classification of

> I am mainly referring to the works of Chakrabarty (1994, 2000). See also Read (2003) and
Postone (2003).

12



differences among people’s cultural and social experiences according to a pre-
determined schema. Here, I will particularly reflect on the discussions around the
recently popularized issue of work accidents in Turkey to reveal how state
authorities respond to the dangers and risks working people face everyday. I will
argue that these responses are nourished by a particular understanding of modernity
under the conditions of re-structuring global capitalism: I will claim that the
disregard for workers’ bodies and their conditions at work on the part of the state
should not be conceived as an exception or a deviation from the modern ways of
intervening in workers’ lives. I will also try to trace the tensions arising from the
passage from legislations that aim to provide social protection for workers to the
ones that aim to guarantee the flexible employment of workers, especially in the
case of textile and clothing industries. I claim that this transition is promoted by the
conscious unwillingness of state officials to intervene in the working conditions and
also by their willingness to pass amendments that guarantee the flexible
employment of workers. All of these contribute to the depreciation and increasing
vulnerability of workers.

The realization of abstract labor mainly has to do with the regulation of
the bodily movements and necessities of workers at the workplace, especially
through the elimination of local and particular experiences of workers. Actually the
abstract category of worker itself is made possible by the realization of the logic of
abstract labor at the workplace. In the second part of this chapter, rather than taking
these regulatory mechanisms as the sole determinant of workers’ bodily
experiences, I will argue that there are alternative ways of conceptualizing manual
work as an embodied experience. For this purpose, since it is in the workplace that

sensory and bodily experiences of modernity become most visible in many senses, |
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will first conceptualize work experience as part and parcel of modern experience. In
this part my overall question is how we can conceptualize the bodily work
experiences of workers beyond abstractive notions. Rather than relying on
scientifically measurable criteria posed by the “risks and dangers” discourse which
is in line with the notion of abstract labor, I propose to investigate the
materialization of capitalist work relations at some local workplaces by following
the indelible traces it leaves on laboring bodies. For this purpose, I will delve into
the work stories of the women workers which divulge a corporeal and material
content regarding the ambivalent but bodily-felt or bodily-mediated effects of being
engaged in manual labor in a capitalist work place. This content reverberates
throughout the women’s narratives, and hence enables us to link them with
discussions on the laboring body, manual work, and their bodily-felt consequences
for women workers. In this sense it can also be argued that the processes of
embodiment are crucial in mediating subjectivity and social order (Lock 1993: 137),
and thus women’s narratives on the body throw into relief the mediations between
the globalization of capital, the state and the local work experiences of these

women.’ In other words, in this chapter we will deal with the tension between labor-

% Harvey (2000) in his article “The Work of Postmodernity: The Laboring Body in Global
Space” puts forth a similar argument. According to him, two recently popular discursive
regimes, “globalization” and “the body” should be integrated. He investigates the
implications of the recent globalization process for the laboring body and contextualizes the
existing literature on the body with reference to the developments in global capital
accumulation. In particular, he argues that Marx has a theory of the bodily subject under
capitalism and “his (Marx’s) account, though limited, is nevertheless powerful as a tool for
understanding the social production and reproduction of bodies and of subjectivities within
the dynamics of capital accumulation” (p.39). Harvey (1998) also argues that the
investigation of laws of motion of capital is a must for any argument regarding the body. He
says “since we all live within the world of capital circulation and accumulation, this has to
be a part of any argument about the nature of the contemporary body.” (p.405). In these
articles, Harvey sees an opportunity for a radical critique in Marx’s distinction between the
laborer (i.e. person, body, will) and the labor-power which circulates in capitalist production
as variable capital. He proposes to investigate the implications of the latter for the former
i.e. on the bodies, persons and subjectivities.
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power and the laborer: While the logic posited by abstract labor reduces each
worker into his/her labor-power, not all experiences of laborers can be subsumed
under this logic. Read (2003) formulates this question as follows: “How is it
possible to think of living labor and the subjectivity it entails, as fully immanent to
capital (as both productive and produced by) without reducing it to a mute effect of
capital?”” The bodily experiences of workers reveal the most visible aspect of this
tension.

Occupational health and safety
The existing literature on occupational health and safety’, which emerged during the
post world-war period through the cooperation of the International Labor
Organization and World Health Organization, is nourished by a particular approach
towards the bodily experiences of workers. According to this literature, risks,
dangers and hazards that are part of the production process and work-related

illnesses and incidents can be scientifically measured and legally regulated.

" In ILO’s documents, occupational health and safety is defined as follows: “Occupational
health and safety is a discipline with a broad scope involving many specialized fields. In its
broadest sense, it should aim at: the promotion and maintenance of the highest degree of
physical, mental and social well-being of workers in all occupations; the prevention among
workers of adverse effects on health caused by their working conditions; the protection of
workers in their employment from risks resulting from factors adverse to health; the placing
and maintenance of workers in an occupational environment adapted to physical and mental
needs; the adaptation of work to humans. In other words, occupational health and safety
encompasses the social, mental and physical well-being of workers, that is the whole
person. Successful occupational health and safety practice requires the collaboration and
participation of both employers and workers in health and safety programmes, and involves
the consideration of issues relating to occupational medicine, industrial hygiene, toxicology,
education, engineering safety, ergonomics, psychology, etc. Occupational health issues are
often given less attention than occupational safety issues because the former are generally
more difficult to confront. However, when health is addressed, so is safety, because a
healthy workplace is by definition also a safe workplace. The converse, though, may not be
true - a so-called safe workplace is not necessarily also a healthy workplace. The important
point is that issues of both health and safety must be addressed in every workplace. By and
large, the definition of occupational health and safety given above encompasses both health
and safety in their broadest contexts.” Available at: http://www-old.itcilo.org/actrav/actrav-
english/telearn/osh/intro/introduc.htm.
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In fact, it is possible to trace the legislations concerning the well-being of
working people back to the Factory Acts® on which Marx (1990) eloquently
elaborates with a detailed and critical reading of the reports of factory inspectors in
England.” The governmental agencies and supervisors began to produce a specific
body of knowledge to evaluate, regulate and reform the deteriorating working
conditions. Foucault’s (1991) following statement summarizes these tendencies of
capitalist production: “The two processes — the accumulation of men and the
accumulation of capital — cannot be separated” '° (p.210). In other words, the
dissemination of capitalist work relations parallels the production of a specific array
of knowledge regulating, disciplining and controlling working conditions. Two main
dynamics can be said to be effective in the emergence of legislations on
occupational health and safety. On the one hand, they are the products of years of
struggles of workers, and on the other they are indispensable for the reproduction of
a productive and efficient labor force and the reproduction of capital relations. The
struggle for humane working conditions has always been in the agenda of working
people, because a healthy body is the sole capital of workers without which they
cannot work and thus survive. Accordingly, health and safety conditions at a

particular context have direct consequences for workers. However, how health and

¥ “The Factory Acts were a series of Acts passed by the Parliament of the United Kingdom
to limit the number of hours worked by women and children first in the textile industry, then
later in all industries.” Available at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Factory acts

? In the section on “The Working Day” in Capital he illuminates how both workers’
struggles for less working-hours and more humane working conditions, and the capitalists’
submission to various regulations were substantial for the emergence of these Factory Acts.
He argues that these Acts are indispensable for the promotion of an efficient working class
and competition among capitals (Marx 1990, 340-471).

' Foucault (1991) continues as follows: “[...] it would not have been possible to solve the
problem of the accumulation of men without the growth of an apparatus of production
capable of both sustaining them and using them, conversely, the techniques that made the
cumulative multiplicity of men useful accelerated the accumulation of capital” (p. 210).
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safety conditions at capitalist workplaces are regulated and to what extent and how
they become effective, change in different social and historical contexts.
Chakrabarty (1988), in his historical investigation into the working conditions in the
Calcutta Jute Mills in India at the turn of the century, explores how discipline and
surveillance are maintained in capitalist enterprises in India. He argues that the
disciplinary techniques at those workplaces differ from the ones described by Marx.
He says that the disciplinary regulations and the codes of encounters among
workers, employers and state officials are mediated by many other cultural factors
and extra-economic meanings. In other words, he proposes to read the absence of
regulations including the absence of documentation regarding the working
conditions not as an indicator of being traditional or non-modern. Rather, he
underlines the fact that the discipline of the labor force is culturally and locally
mediated.

Therefore in the following, instead of taking the regulations regarding working
conditions in the Western countries as the norm'', we will trace the specificities of
these regulations in the Turkish context. First of all, it can be argued that despite the
existence of advanced legal regulations regarding occupational health and safety in
Turkey (Yilmaz 2003; Bilir 2007), practices of state officials demonstrate a general
disregard for the betterment of working conditions or an obvious unwillingness to

intervene in employers’ illegal employment practices. I argue that this attitude of

"1 should note that the recent globalization of capital has seriously deteriorated the
application of health and safety regulations not only in Turkey but all over the world.
Accordingly, there is also a discursive transition in the OHS literature from that of the
“worker’s health and safety” to “workplace safety.” For some, this transition evidences the
further depreciation of workers for capitalist production with the rising importance of
technology. The discourses of Turkish state officials and new labor laws are also shaped
under the influence of this trend. However, despite this new trend, we should bear in mind
that the acts of Turkish state officials are also historically and locally mediated.
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state officials can also be read as a neoliberal governmental technique that
consciously tolerates exceptional spaces, relations, or practices (Ong 2006). In other
words, the state passes such laws to directly or indirectly reinforce these “informal”
and “unregistered” spaces, relations and practices. This in turn affects the garment
production in Turkey in different ways. The clothing industry embraces an intensive
labor content which means that it still absorbs large numbers of laborers. It is
generally argued that the textile and clothing industries together offer employment
for more than 2 million people including unregistered workers (Kogak 2006,7, Ozar
et. al. 2000).'> Moreover, the rising income gap and high rates of unemployment
render the textile and clothing industries centers of attraction for poor people,
especially for women and migrants'®. The majority of working people in Turkey are
not registered, and thus are not covered by the Labor Law (4857 No)'*. This

situation is also valid for workers in the textile and garment industries. One basic

2 Due to the paucity of statistical records, there are different estimations. Seidman (2004)
says that “By 1999, according to Ministry of Labor statistics, 505,152 employees worked in
the formal textile and apparel sector. Union estimates of both unregistered and registered
workers claim that there are 2 million in the sector or roughly 10% of the total labor force. It
is likely that a large proportion of unregistered workers are in the apparel rather than the
textile subsector.” On the other hand, trade-unions claim that "In Turkey around 5 million
people are employed in this sector. Only 8 percent of this group is registered. The rest 92
percent is unregistered. The number of unregistered workers is around 700 thousand in
Istanbul. They do not have any social insurance, they do not have any rights to the
transportantion service and to food."(The head of Istanbul branch of Tekstil- Is Trade-union
Kazim Dogan) Sabah 2008 02 02.

13 See ILO’s(2006) report for a detailed analysis of employment trends in textile and
clothing industries all over the world.

' TURK-IS declared that despite the fact that the number of workers in Turkey reaches 22
million, only 6,5 million workers have social insurance and this situation reveals that
millions of people are employed illegally. (Her 6 saatte bir is¢i, yasamini yitiriyor Kaynak:
Birgun, Toplum ve Siyaset, 2.02.2008)
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repercussion of this is that the majority of working people cannot search for their
rights even within the existing legal framework. "

In fact Turkish Labor Law'®, which regulates not only the general principles of
work relations but also the health and safety conditions at workplaces, obliges
employers to take some precautionary steps to guarantee the well-being (health and
safety) of workers, and stipulates sanctions for employers who violate these rules.
However, these regulations and sanctions prove insufficient in practice. The
indifference of state officials and employers towards the working conditions of
workers is also reflected in the reasoned Labor Law (4857). The main idea behind
this Law is totally in opposition to the main spirit of labor laws. Basically labor laws
are expected to be built on the assumption that the relation between the employee
and the employer is an unequal one, thus the former should be protected in his/her
relation to the latter. The recent Labor Law paradoxically makes the claim that the
importance of “labor” diminished with the advancement of technology, and the
protective shelter of the worker has to be abandoned in favor of more flexible forms
of employment. For example, according to the reasoned labor law, “knowledge

replaced capital, and workers’ qualifications shifted from bodily work to mental

'3 1 should note that even registered workers encounter various obstacles when they seek
their rights within the legal framework. Especially after the amendments in the labor law in
2003 the position of workers seriously deteriorated. These amendments were opposed by
various workers’ organizations which argued that these changes legalized a range of flexible
modes of employment, and weakened the existing bargaining power of workers by
reinforcing the hold of employees on work relations. For example see Celik, A. “Is
Giivencesine Veda” Available at www.sendika.org. Also see Ercan, F. 2006, “Is kanunu
sermayeye ne kazandirdi1?”, Available at http://www.antimai.org/bs/fercan2.htm. It should
also be mentioned that in the case of textile and clothing workshops, the boundaries
between “the formal” and “the informal”, “registered” and “unregistered” are so blurred that
even a registered workshop might engage in a series of forbidden or informal practices.
http://fuatercan.wordpress.com/2006/05/25/yth-kanunu-sermayeye-ne-kazandyrdy/.

'® The current Labor Law is composed of 9 parts, titled General Provisions, Labor Contract,
Its Types and Termination, Wage, Arrangement of Work, Labor Health and Safety,
Arrangement for Employment, Control and Inspection of Work Life, Provisions on
Administrative Fines, Miscellaneous, Transitory and Final Provisions.
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work.”"” In other words, the new labor law is based on the idea that the importance
of manual labor has diminished in relation to mental labor. Moreover, this law
renders the contradiction between capital and labor invisible and reduces
technological knowledge to an independent variable by abstracting it from the
organization of work relations.

The number of occupational incidents that occur in a year in Turkey clearly
shows how manual workers have to work under numerous dangers at various
workplaces. In terms of occupational accidents Turkey ranks first in Europe and
third in the world."® Ironically, according to the statistics the number of people who
suffer from occupational diseases is very low in Turkey. However, unfortunately
this only has to do with the existence of only three “occupational diseases’"”
hospitals” which are authorized to authenticate the correlation between the particular
job undertaken by the worker and the disease.? This situation is an indicator of the

state’s overall disregard for the physical consequences of work on workers.

7 “Uretimde bilginin 6neminin sermayenin dniine ge¢mesi, ¢alisanlarin vasif derecelerinin
beden Isciliginden fikir isciligine kaymast, kiiresel rekabetin esneklesme olgusunu zorunlu
olarak giindeme getirmesi ¢alisma hayatini yakindan etkilemektedir.”( Is Kanunu On
Tasaris1 Genel Gerekge, Subat 2003. Available at
http://www.ekademi.org/incele.asp?konu=%C4%B0%C5%9F%20Kanunu%20%C3%96nta
sar%C4%B15%C4% B1&kimlik=1070535961 &url=makaleler/tasari-2.htm)

'8 “It is reported that Turkey ranks first in occupational accidents in Europe, third in the
world. According to the research conducted by Tiirk Harb-Is Trade-union affiliated to Tiirk-
Is, nearly 300 thousand occupational accidents including those not notified to SSK take
place in Turkey” or “The public statement of Tiirk Tabipleri Birligi Is¢i Saglig1 ve Isyeri
Hekimligi Kolu regarding the Davutpasa disaster manifests striking facts. According to the
report [...] every 5 minutes an occupational incident takes place and every 6 hours a worker
dies because of these accidents.” Available at :
http://www.radikal.com.tr/haber.php?haberno=108702.

' According to Social Insurance and Health Law numbered 5550 (Sosyal Sigortalar ve
Genel Saglik Sigortas1 Kanunu) which was published in the official gazette on June 16,
2006, occupational disease is defined as follows: “'temporary or permanent illness, physical
or mental defect which is due to a reason repeated because of the work where the insured is
employed or which the insured performs or due to the conditions of management of the
work.”

%% These three hospitals are in Ankara, Istanbul and Zonguldak.
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Moreover, despite the betterment of the equipments in all sectors and the fact that
most of the work-related accidents or diseases can be prevented, the number of
workers who are injured due to their work is rising rapidly.*' There has been a
general silence about occupational incidents and diseases until recently when two
fatal incidents drew public interest towards the working conditions in some sectors.
Unfortunately only the death of large numbers of workers in such a short time
rendered these “peacetime crimes” (Scheper-Hughes cites Basaglia, 1992, p.223)
partially and legitimately visible for the public. However, the constant physical
hazards, risks of mutilation and chronic pain workers suffer from each day in
various workplaces are far from the public agenda.

The first incident that stimulated interest in the issue was an explosion in an
unlicensed fireworks factory in Davutpasa as a result of which 20 workers died on
January 1, 2008. On the other hand, the rising number of deaths in the Tuzla
dockyards in January and February, 2008 turned the issue into a public one. These
accidents were called “work murders” by trade-unions and leftist groups. They
argued that an accident is something that happens only after necessary precautionary
steps are taken (Celik 2008). In both cases the precarious working conditions were
already known by the state officials, and no necessary steps had been taken.

The result of these incidents was a heightened emotional atmosphere of
hastiness to do something for the supervision of working conditions, especially in

dangerous work places. Below we will look at the state officials’ and capital

21 «Since 1945 - when Occupational Accidents, Diseases and Motherhood Insurance Law
passed - we have the records of workers who are injured or died as a result of occupational
accidents. The number of injured or died workers reached to the level of 200 thousand. The
number of workers who died because of occupational accidents is 55 thousand, and injured
145 thousand. Every year 900 workers die as a result of occupational accidents per year! 30
thousand workers have died in the last 25 years. Moreover, these numbers include only
registered workers” (Celik 2008a).
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owners’ responses to these incidents which reveal substantial information about the
relations between capital and the state in Turkey, and how laboring citizens are
conceived and positioned in this matrix. The immediate statements of officials
regarding the explosion in Davutpasa show how the state is actually in conformity
with a general disregard towards the regulation of working conditions. The public
officials blamed local residents for workplace explosions, saying their failure to
report these unregistered workshops made them responsible. They also held the
employers responsible for operating such unregistered workplaces. For example,
Faruk Celik, the Minister of Labor and Social Security, talked as if he was not in
charge of the supervision of work environment: “If their next-door neighbor does
not know what they produce, how could we know? We should have been informed
about the illegal status of that Workplace.zz” In a similar manner, Muammer Giiler,
the Governer of Istanbul, declared “Apparently a mistake was made altogether, in
building illegal settlements, producing without official authorization. This is a
complex web of relations. We arrived to this day with mistakes; the costs of these

mistakes are emerging today.”*

The Davutpasa accident is depicted as the
culmination of a series of mistakes made by various social actors. These initial

reflexes are also indicative of the general unwillingness on the part of the state

22 «UUst katinda ne yapildigin1 komsusu bilmezse biz nereden bilecegiz? Bu is yerinin kagak
olarak is yaptig1 bize ihbar edilmeliydi.”

 “Hep beraber yanlislik yapilmus. Kagak yap1 yapilmasinda, ruhsatsiz iiretim yapilmasinda,
ihbar edilmemesinde. Hepsi igige bir yumak. Demek ki bugiine kadar hatalarla geldik,
hatalarm maliyetleri bugiin ortaya ¢ikiyor.” Kadir Topbas, Mayor of istanbul Metropolitan
Municipality, also says, "Our citizens should better squeal any place that is used as firework
workshop and depot. It is not possible for us to know these workshops and depots around
such a wide business area. But, we are expecting an auto-control, a duty of citizenship.”
(Vatandaglarimiz havai fisek, maytap gibi imalathane ve depo olarak kullanilan ne kadar yer
varsa ihbar etsinler. Bu kadar biiyiik isyeri ¢evresinde boyle bir imalathane veya depolamayi
bizim bilmemiz miimkiin degil. Ancak bir otokontrol, yurttaglik gérevini beklemekteyiz.")
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officials to intervene in favor of the workers or to keep track of “informality” in the
economic sphere.

In a similar vein, the discourses about the occupational health and safety issues
in the pamphlets prepared by the Ministry of Labor and Social Security also stress
the importance of training the workers about these issues rather than the
responsibilities of state officials or employers. The paucity of work inspectors®*, the
lack of documentation regarding registered and unregistered work places, and the
ineffectiveness of inspections in Turkey are all in line with the above discourses of
the state officials. After these accidents, various state institutions, primarily the
Ministry of Labor and Social Security, suddenly took action to show its
“determination” to fight against the violations of legislations concerning
occupational health and safety. For this purpose labor inspectors were sent forth to
Istanbul, Sakarya and Kocaeli to check if work places and workers were registered
and if working conditions were in conformity with legal regulations. The main
slogan of state officials was “fighting a battle against the informal economy” and
“registering unregistered work places.” For example, Istanbul District Chief of The
Ministry of Labor and Social Security, Atakan Tanig said:

We will enter each workplace in Istanbul. We will enter a street, we will

investigate the workplaces there from its beginning to its end. They will not be

able to escape from us. On February 25, the investigation of the workplaces in
Istanbul will begin with around 800 inspectors. [...] There is a big operation

#«570 work inspectors are assigned all around Turkey including administrative staff, this is
the lowest figure in the history of our organization. The number triples in England and
France, it is six times more in Germany. That we have a very low number of work
inspectors was also criticized in ILO’s 2007 report.”(Tiirkiye ¢apinda idari gorevlerde
calisanlar da dahil olmak iizere 570 Is Miifettisi gérev yapmakta olup, bu denetim
orgiitiimiiziin tarihindeki en diisiik sayidir. Ingiltere ve Fransa’daki is miifettisi sayis1
Tiirkiye’dekinin 3 kat1, Almanya’daki is miifettisi sayis1 ise Tiirkiye’nin 6 katidir. Is
miifettisi sayimizin azlig1 Uluslar aras1 Calisma Orgiitii(ILO) niin 2007 yili raporunda da
elestirilmistir.””) From the press statement of the Association of Labor Inspectors on the
work accident in Davutpasa. Available at: http://www.ismufder.org/
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going on. This is not an easy issue. But at the end of it, an excessive informal
economy will be revealed.”

Even if we leave aside the well-known arguments about the impossibility of the
elimination of the informal economy in modern capitalist societies, the futility of
state officials’ statements are obvious given the macro-economic dynamics of the
Turkish economy, and the previous state practices towards unregistered workplaces.
For example, the Association of Labor Inspectors points out the hollowness of the
statements of governmental authorities as follows:
As reported in the mentioned statement, to prevent the informal economy by
inspection, or to render informal places formal by inspecting them one by one is
not practically feasible. Even if we assume for a moment that such inspections
are made, this approach will not solve the problem in the long run. It is
estimated that there are more than 1 million workshops only in Istanbul.
However, only 100 inspectors are employed in Istanbul Group Chief that is
responsible from the provinces of Edirne, Istanbul, Tekirdag and Yalova. Even
if we accept that all these 100 labor inspectors conduct inspections only in
Istanbul, this means that an inspector is supposed to inspect 10.000 workplaces.
If we consider that only 15 workshops could be investigated in a month, an
inspector needs 55 years to inspect 10.000 workshops just for once. 2
During this period inspectors conducted visits to places where unregistered shop

floors were widespread. That is why textile and exclusively apparel production sites

in Caglayan, Gaziosmanpasa, Davutpasa, Bahgelievler and Sirinevler were the

3 «“Istanbul’daki biitiin is yerlerine girecegiz. Sokaga girecegiz, basindan sonuna kadar hig
atlamadan tarayacagiz. Hig sanslar1 yok. 25 Subat’tan itibaren de yaklasik 800 miifettis ile
Marmara Bolgesi’ndeki is yerlerinin denetimi baglayacak [...] Su anda biiyiik bir operasyon
yapiliyor. Kolay bir hadise degil. Ama sonunda ortaya miithis bir kayit disilik ¢ikacak.”
7.2.2008. http://www.turkiyegazetesi.com.tr/HaberDetay.aspx?haberid=365609

%6 «S6z konusu haberde ifade edildigi gibi, kayit disiligin salt denetimle 6nlenmesi, tim
isyerlerinin teker teker ziyaret edilerek kayit altina alinmasi fiilen miimkiin olmadig gibi,
bir an i¢in gergeklestigi varsayilsa dahi, boyle bir yaklasim sorunu uzun vadede ve kalici
olarak ortadan kaldirmayacaktir. Sadece Istanbul’da bir milyonun iizerinde isyeri oldugu
tahmin edilmektedir. Buna karsin Istanbul, Edirne, Kirklareli, Tekirdag ve Yalova illerini
kapsayan Istanbul Grup Baskanliginda 100 Is Miifettisi gérev yapmaktadir. S6z konusu 100
Is Miifettisi’nin tiimiiniin Istanbul’da denetim yaptig1 kabul edilse bile bu, Miifettis basina
10.000 isyeri diistiigii anlamina gelmektedir. Mahallinde yapilan denetimlerde ayda
ortalama 15 isyerinin denetlenebildigi diisiiniildiigiinde, bir Is Miifettisinin 10.000 isyerini
sadece bir kez denetleyebilmesi igin dahi 55 yila ihtiya¢ bulunmaktadir.” Available at :
http://www.davutpasayiunutma.org/d/?p=148
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primary targets of inspectors. The governmental authorities are well aware of the
fact that export volume in textile and clothing industries often breaks the records
thanks to the long-working hours imposed on unregistered workers in these
“informal”*’ workshops. These relatively small workshops that employ 20 to 50
workers are also well-aware that these supervisions are provisional. These shop
floors develop various tactics to avoid inspection and fines. * Moreover, since
subcontracting chains are extremely flexible® in textile and clothing production,
most of the larger firms are said to have already relocated their orders from Istanbul
to other Anatolian cities. These examples shed light on both the bigger capital
groups’ ability to move within the country without difficulty, and the ineffectiveness
of inspections at the level of small workshops. The state’s “struggle” against the
informal economy appears to be no more than a pretension given the practical
impossibility as declared by labor inspectors’ themselves. Therefore we can safely
argue that there is no contradiction between the general unwillingness on the part of
the state to govern the working conditions in favor of the workers and the recently
agitated thrust for supervision. The emergence of the state upon these work
incidents as the sole champion of workers’ rights or the proper working conditions

is convincing neither for employees nor for employers. That the workers and owners

*7 T am using quotation marks here because, these “informal” workshops most of the time
are producing for bigger “formal” firms or factories which gain the largest surplus in the
producion chain and are exempt from these supervisions.

¥ For example, it is reported that many workshops have begun to work at nights since early
March 2008, some employers sent away their workers for a while and closed their
workshops, some replaced hidden cameras or watchmen in front of their shops to check
whether inspectors were approaching, some took down the shutters and locked the door
over the workers to create the impression that the shop was closed etc.

* For a detailed analysis of the intricate web of production chains especially in the clothing
industry see (Eraydin 2000).
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of small workshops collectively protest the Ministry of Finance due to these recent
inspections plainly illustrates that.*

To sum up, these unregulated economic spaces have been consciously left to the
disposal of capital and this trend was promoted both by recent labor laws and the
practices of state officials. The absence or ineffectiveness of any social protection
mechanisms continue to render workers more vulnerable against the arbitrary
practices of employers. As I will explain in the following chapter this situation
becomes clear in women workers’ everyday life narratives in which the state never
emerges as an entity women make claims to or demand from. Women mainly
emphasize the effects of flexible production on their lives rather than making claims
to the state.

The emergence and development of occupational health and safety regulations
attest the centrality of workers’ bodies for the proper functioning of capitalist work
relations. However, it is not possible to understand relations in garment shop floors
in Turkey through these regulations, rather the absence of such regulations and state
officials’ unwillingness to intervene in working conditions characterize these places.
This contributes to the severity of the situation of workers in the sense that the
encounter between labor and capital is not mediated by other regulatory
mechanisms. I claim that workers’ direct confrontation with the risks of capitalist
manual labor and the scarcity of channels that they can deploy to oppose such

working conditions contribute to their bodily vulnerability and disposability. In the

30 “Textile workers and employers in Okmeydan1 protested the government because of the
Finance Ministry’s unexpected visits in the last week. Arguing that they are on the verge of
stopping production due to the fines, this group burned textile materials and work
schedules.” “Okmeydani 'nda faaliyet gosteren tekstil atdlyeleri ¢alisanlari ve igverenleri,
Maliye Bakanlig1 ‘nin son bir haftadir yaptig1 baskinlar1 gerekce gostererek hiikiimeti
protesto etti. Kesilen para cezalar1 nedeniyle kapanma noktasina geldiklerini 6ne siiren grup,
is yaptiklar tekstil malzemelerini ve bordrolarini yaktilar” (2008-03-07 Star newspaper).

26



following chapter, I will argue that this bodily vulnerability and disposability of
manual workers characterize the work experiences of women garment workers.
Rather than conceiving working bodies as inputs into the capitalist production
process as posited by the logic of abstract labor, I will try to understand how women
experience capitalist work, and the bodily and mental consequences of this
embodiment of capitalist work for workers.
Capitalist work, structural violence and social suffering

Below, we will deal with the question of how workers experience the logic of
abstract labor which reduces them to labor-power and the unregulated work
environment which augments the bodily risks workers face at capitalist work places
each work day. The narratives of women workers reveal that the distinctiveness of
manual work lies in its indelible consequences on working bodies

I have already argued that legal regulations and statistical records of work-
related accidents and diseases often disregard and even silence the voices of
working bodies experiencing these accidents and diseases. Therefore to have a
proper understanding of the bodily consequences of capitalist work, we first need a
new set of concepts and analytical tools that can reveal the mediations between
large-scale social forces, in this case capitalist work, and the daily bodily work
experiences of people. For this purpose, I will make use of the literature on social
suffering and structural violence which enables us to conceptualize the mediations
between “capitalist work™ and its embodiment by working people.

One of the contributions of the anthropology of violence literature is to show
that large-scale social forces that produce social inequalities, material deprivation
and poverty have also degrading, humiliating and devastating consequences for

individuals and groups. (Kleinman, et al. 1997; Farmer 1996, 2004.) For example
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Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2005) argue that everyday violence includes “the
implicit, legitimate, and routinized forms of violence inherent in particular social,
economic and political formations.” (p.21) According to them, “close attention to
the ‘little’ violences produced in the structures, habituses, and mentalities of
everyday life shifts our attention to pathologies of class, race and gender
inequalities” (p.19). Various kinds of social injustice and the inequalities that are
experienced daily by the majority of people does violence to the body to create a
particular moral experience. In a similar vein, Kleinman (1998) argues that “local
power relationships refract the force of economic and political pressure so that some
persons are protected while others are more routinely and thoroughly exposed to the
social violences that everywhere organize everyday life” (365p.). Social suffering,
which denotes the permanent exposure to various social hierarchies, also “ruins the
collective and the intersubjective connections of experience and gravely damages
subjectivity” (Kleinman 1997).

Capitalist work is one of the most salient manifestations of the consolidation of
social hierarchy, inequality and suffering in modern societies. Marx notes that “The
establishment of a normal working day is [...] the product of a protracted and more
or less concealed civil war” (Genova cites Marx 2006, p.244). It is no coincidence
that Terkel opens his famous book on working with the following sentence: “This
book, being about work, is, by its very nature, about violence--to the spirit as well as
the body” (Terkel 1974). In a similar way, Kleinman (2000) also mentions “the
social violences associated with work and the brutalizing compression of space and
time under the regime of disordering capitalism” (p.239). What is the point in
investigating unjust and hierarchical capitalist work relations as “violent” assaults

on working people’s bodies and subjectivities? The concept of violence first of all
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disrupts the givenness and naturalness of contract-based capital-labor relations by
revealing how these relations contribute to the vulnerability of workers in relation to
larger social forces in society. Moreover, conceptualizing capitalist work experience
as violence introduces a different language which pays attention to bodies,
emotions, affects, mentalities and lived effects.

I mainly argue that the erasure and the belittlement of the experience of manual
work and its bodily and sensuous effects on workers contribute to the perpetuation
of the social and economic injustices they have to bear, and leave them totally
destitute of the public and political means of making claims for their lives. That is
why in the following my purpose will be to turn our eyes and understandings from
consuming bodies to the laboring ones, from macro-economic analyses to the
everyday level experiences of workers. Beneath this attempt lies the belief that
“laboring bodies harbor an epistemology, a way of knowing and understanding the
world that comes out of the physicality of work” (Zandy 2004,p.5)" and I will
argue that this epistemology introduces a critical vantage point to question taken-
for-granted approaches to production, consumption, labor and body. And this is the
challenge any investigation into the lives of workers has to face, because, as noted

by Scheper-Hughes (1992) “It is easy to overlook the simple observation that people

3! Zandy (2004) explicates this point further as follows: “This is not to say that work
identity equals human sensibility, but rather to draw attention to something that has been
dismissed and ignored in what constitutes knowledge. If you use your body in a physical
way year after year, the body speaks back not only in terms of sore muscles or swollen eggs,
but also out of know-how. The laboring body speaks the language of fatigue and frivolity,
of sacrifice and shared experience. It is a vocabulary of gestures, an idiom of collective
experience. On noisy work sites, communication through the body is the grammar of safety.
Bodies also contain an assemblage of familiar and inherited postures. [...] The
architectonics of human bodies, the ways they lean, sit, walk, embrace, gesture, the masking
and unmasking of emotion through the face, the imprint of work on the body inform the
essays of this book.[...] But by examining the great symbolic weight of the human hand, by
recognizing labor’s stamp on the body, we can begin to claim the complex epistemology
embedded in the body” (p.5).
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who live by and through their bodies in manual and wage labor ... inhabit those
bodies and experience them in ways very different from our own” (p.185).
However, [ will also keep in mind that the gap between this critical knowledge,
coming through/from the bodily work, and the political mobilization and struggles
of masses of workers cannot be easily surmountable. Rather, this undertaking
mainly contributes to the idea that any political engagement that is blind to the
bodily experiences of workers cannot succeed to be part of workers’ struggles.
Laboring as a modern experience
Below, our first purpose is to try to understand laboring experience as part and
parcel of the experience of modernity. This will provide us with a unique approach
that is attentive to the sensory and bodily experience of work. Modernity is
characterized by the impoverishment of experience because the ability to
“incorporate the outside world as a form of empowerment” (Buck-Morss 1992,
p.17) decreases with modernity. Since the modern world is replete with the
abundance of sensory stimulations in all spheres of life, and since the only way to
reckon with them and survive is the work of cognition as a buffer against it, for
Benjamin (1993), it is the shock that lies at the heart of modern experience. Modern
individuals develop defensive reflexes to deal with sensory overstimulation and
emotional impoverishment (Ganguly 2001:15), and that is why modern experience
does not create traumas and deep breaches in one’s way of relating to oneself and to
the outer world. Shock experience absorbs the alienation produced by the capitalist
system. This underlying feature of modern experience restrains intellectual
comprehension and the revelation of memory-senses which are indispensable for

turning an occasion, an encounter or a moment into one’s own experience.
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These characteristics of modern experience are generally understood with
reference to the spheres of circulation or consumption. However, the social relations
established in capitalist work places are also one of the most salient manifestations
of the deprivation of experience in modern societies. In factory, Marx (1990) says,
"workers learn to coordinate their own movements to the uniform and unceasing
motion of an automaton" (p.546). It is the regulation of workers’ bodily movements
according to the rhythm of disciplined and scheduled work that leads Marx also to
say that “factory work exhausts the nervous system to the uttermost; at the same
time, [through specialization and the consequent privileging of the machine] it does
away with the many-sided play of muscles, and confiscates every atom of freedom,
both in bodily and intellectual activity. Even the lightening of labor becomes a
torture” (Chakrabarty, 2000: 55). Therefore the work experience in modern
capitalist work places can be viewed as a shock-experience to which workers are
exposed every work day.

In short, it can be argued that Marx locates the bodily experience of workers at
the heart of capitalist exploitation. ** For example he describes the equalization of
different labors during capitalist production as follows: “... tailoring and weaving,
although they are qualitatively different productive activities, are both a productive
expenditure of human brains, muscles, nerves, hands etc, and in this sense both
human labor” (Read, 2003, p.74). However, this emphasis on the physicality of
body and sensuous activity in Marx’s writings should not be understood in a narrow

biological way (Chakrabary, 2000). Marx never makes a strict distinction between

32 Materiality of physical labor and the sensuous dimension of work are always at work in
Marx’s writings. Harvey (2000) emphasizes this point saying that “From the Economic and
Philosophical Manuscripts onwards Marx grounded his ontological and epistemological
arguments on real sensual bodily interaction with the world.”
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senses and consciousness, rather he shows how these two are tightly related. “As
soon as the working class, stunned at first by the noise and turmoil of the new
system of production, had recovered its senses to some extent, it began to offer
resistance, first of all in England, the native land of large-scale industry” (Marx,
1990, p.390).

The path opened by Marx and maintained in different ways and for different
purposes by Benjamin, Chakrabarty and Susan-Buck Morris help us investigate
capitalist work relations in terms of their detrimental and indelible consequences on
the laboring bodies of workers. Capitalist exploitation is not only locally and
culturally mediated, it is also bodily mediated and it has constitutively physical
consequences for workers. Bringing the laboring body to the heart of the analysis of
capitalist work relations is an important gesture to disengage from the abstractive
understanding of exploitation and labor. The physical burden and material violation
that working bodies have to endure, the tangible and intangible wounds they suffer
due to work since their early ages surface in the narratives of the women workers I
met.

Women’s narratives are organized around three themes, all of which express
their bodily engagement with work. The first one is the sense-memories that arise
from being a member of a working class family and witnessing manual labor
throughout childhood. It encapsulates the earliest encounters with the dangers of
manual work. The second one concerns the direct bodily experience of the evils of
work, in textile and clothing workshops. The third and related dimension is the way
these women narrate their bodily sufferings and how it is related to their
understanding of work. These three interrelated themes reveal different facets of

how manual work in textile is embodied by women workers.
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Witnessing labor, witnessing loss
The women workers that I talked to grew up in poor or working class families who
migrated to Istanbul from various rural Anatolian cities at different times. Despite
their different life trajectories, all were heirs to families in which manual work was
the main source of familial income. The need of earning cash for the family,
especially after the illness or death of the father, precipitated the passage from early
childhood to adulthood for these women and made work life an early and imperious
choice for them. Most of the workers I talked to said that they had abstained from
working in a textile® workshop as much as they could with the hope of finding a
better paying job with social security and better working conditions.

I argue that their desire to evade textile work first and foremost arises from the
fact that they witnessed the laboring bodies of their mothers and sisters who would
come home late and exhausted, and continue doing housework without a rest,
without a sense of security. Sabis, who is now 25 years old, has been working in
various jobs, mainly in textile, since the age of 11. Upon my first question of how
and when she started working, she replied as follows:

My mom was working in a thread factory. You have probably never seen
these machines. They are so huge. She would take me with her to work when
I was a child. She was always taking me to work. There were day and night
shifts. My mom lost her two fingers in these machines and could not obtain
any social rights. She could not demand any social rights. Her was caught in
the machine and flew at my face, that finger of my mom. Maybe her life
expired in those machines, but with no gain to her in the end. That is, they
silenced her. If I were a little bit older at those times, if I were like what I am
today, I would have stood up. Since my brother was also working there, they
silenced my mother by talking to him. She could not demand any rights.
Now, you are working at night, as a woman worker, and think how it would

be if your finger cuts off in those machines. This accident happens to you
under the roof of that workplace. They sewed her finger, but while she was

33 Throughout the thesis, if not mentioned otherwise, “textile” also stands for the apparel
(clothing or garment) industry. This is the general usage among the employers as well as the
employees I talked to.
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lying on her back at home her compensation did not work, her salary did not

work, they did not pay her insurance. They paid her insurance only 3 or 5

months later and they dismissed her in the end. She went through a bad

period. **
This was her first encounter with manual work and how manual work endangers
one’s body. This is an occupational incident and the management is responsible for
compensating her injury. However, what she witnesses is how her mother’s
experience of losing two fingers®” was silenced by the collaboration of various
patriarchal power relations. Her mother’s loss of fingers marks her first involvement
with manual work. This incident calls for multiple feelings, mainly the feelings of
anger and regret. Her talk does not victimize her mother or herself, rather she
blames the factory management and her brother’s complicity with the management
in silencing her mother. Sabis imaginatively replaces herself with her mother by
saying that “if [ were like what [ am today, I would have stood up,” and emphasizes
her present agency to intervene in such injustices.

I do not think that it is a coincidence that she opened the talk with this incident.

This event embraces a unique moment in which the stigma of her mother’s physical

wound is etched on her memory along with the unique knowledge regarding the

possible bodily consequences of textile work.

3% «Annem iplik fabrikasinda ¢alistyordu, o makinalar1 hi¢ gérmemissindir, bilmiyorsundur.
Boylar1 burdan buraya kadar. Ben daha kii¢likken beni yaninda gétiiriiyordu ¢aligmak igin.
Stirekli caligmak igin gotiiriiyordu. Gece ve giindiiz vardiyalar1 vardi. Annem iki parmagini
o makinalarda kaybetti, hi¢ bir sosyal hak alamadi. Hig¢ bir sosyal hak talep edemedi.
Parmag1 koptu benim yiiziime geldi, annemin o parmagi. Omrii bitti belki o makinalarda
ama ona hig bir sey kazandirmadi. Susturdular yani. O zamanlar biraz biiyiik olsaydim.
Simdiki gibi olsaydim, savunurdum. Abim de orda galistig1 i¢in, patronuyla konusup da
susturdular annemi. Hig bir hak talep edemedi. Simdi gece ¢aligiyorsun, bir bayan ig¢i
olarak ve senin diisiin parmagin o makinalarda kopuyor. O is yerinin catisi altinda bu kaza
geliyor basina. Parmagini dikiyorlar ama evde yattigi siirece onun tazminati ¢alismiyor,
parasi calismiyor, sigortasini ddemiyorlar. Ug ay bes sonra sigortasini ddiiyorlar sonra da
¢ikis yapiyorlar. Kotii bir donem gecirdi.”

3> She also adds that one of the fingers was sewed to her hand after the incident, yet it lost
its sensitivity.
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The idea that memories are personal and private artifacts has long been
abandoned. Zandy (1995) argues that especially the memories of the working-class
prove that memories lie at the intersection of public and private histories. She argues
that working-class people experience the feelings of insecurity due to unsafe and
precarious jobs throughout their lives and this experience leaves its indelible imprint
on the memories, especially of childhood. *® Sabis bore witness to her mother’s loss,
and this memory still holds a prominent place in her work narrative. Zandy, in her
book “Hands” (2004), taking hands as a metaphor of manual labor, argues that
throughout modern history hands became the symbol of the division between
manual and mental labor. She notes that “the hands of a mother embroidering
remain vivid to her daughter sixty years later. Hands are class and cultural markers.
Missing fingers attest to the dangers of farm labor or factory work. Working-class
hands are rarely still. They often embroider spoken language with subtlety and
emphasis, anger and love” (Zandy, 2004, p.1).

As can be seen in Sabis’s account, witnessing the actual physical dangers of
laboring furnishes an alternative way of knowing and understanding the world. This
knowledge does not necessarily lead to the “proletariat class-consciousness,” but
rather comes along with a comprehension of deep-seated injustices working people
have to live through, and of unequal exchanges these people have to endure by

selling their labor-power and depleting their bodies.

3% Elaine Scarry (1994) in his article on Hardy’s novels investigates the tension between
immateriality of truth and materiality of labor, and argues that “if there is a general
‘significance’ to wounds-as-signs it is that the human being in work puts himself, by his
very depth of engagement, continually at risk — that he alters the world only by consenting
to be himself deeply altered” (p.56).

35



Tracing labor

Work experience is something that affects the laborers” whole bodily senses and
movements at least throughout 9 hours a day and 5 days a week. While narrating
their first impressions of work, the women garment workers primarily emphasized
the shocks they lived through when they first started to work in a garment shop
floor. Sevda, who is the youngest child of her family, said how she and her
schoolmates aspired to find jobs in the service sector and how they all failed in the
end. She has been working in an apparel shop floor for 9 months. When I asked her
primary impressions regarding textile work, she replied as follows:

It is really so weird...at least it is not like what I thought. For example, I used to

say to my working siblings that they were not getting tired but now, after I

started working and saw what was going on there, it is really something

distressing, that is, workers are right to complain. I don’t know, textile is the

last job to work in..."’

Other women also made similar remarks:

So, what is involved in textile, one cannot know from the outside until one
enters, youngsters small as fists are working on the machines....** (Halise)

I will enter my eighth year this March. I am still in the same workplace. In the
beginning we were deceived... We thought we would be working eight hours a
day. But it did not go on like that, nothing is like the way it seems from
outside.” (Dilber)

The work environment is like that, it’s really like that ... you are now studying,
you have never been in work life, you would not know. But the work
environment is really something bad, truly. You are going there very early in
the morning, coming back home around 7.30 pm. You don’t actually have a

37 “Gergekten ¢ok farkli...en azindan disaridan gordiigiim gibi degilmis is. Ornegin ben hep
derdim, siz yorulmuyosunuz, ama simdi gidip baktigim zaman ger¢ekten felaket bi sey, yani
her ¢aligana hak verebiliyosun. Bilmiyorum yani, tekstil gercekten ¢alisilmasi gereken en
son is...”

3%« Ya neler var tekstilde, insan igeri girmeyince bilmiyor, disaridan ama, yumruk kadar
¢ocuklar makinadalar...”

3% “Su an sekizinci seneme girecegim martta. Halen oradayim galisiyorum. Sekiz saat ilk

basta aldandik ilk basta. Ama dyle olmuyor iste, hi¢birsey disaridan goriindiigii gibi degil
tekstilde.”

36



home, you arrive at home sometimes around 9.00 pm, you have your dinner and
go to bed.*’ (Zeynep)

When they first started working in a garment shop floor, women were bewildered by
the long working hours and exhausting work. In fact the phrase “nothing is like how

it seems from the outside in textile”*'

in their narratives does two things. First, it
points to the knowledge coming from being an insider, from being involved in and
witnessing production. The labor trace in the commodities and the exhausting
consequences of being a worker become readily visible and tangible for workers.
For example Sevda says:
We are wearing these (jeans). Before I started working... We wear jeans, but
we have no idea how these are produced, where they are produced, nothing. I
was saying to myself that they are easily made and delivered. It turned out
that this is not the case. Even for a small pocket of this jean, garment
circulates at the shopfloor, moves from this machine to another, from that
machine to the other, till this pocket becomes ready. Just to sew this liner, it
circulates among big machines till a jean is completed. People perish, people
are exhausted, people come to the point of uprising. *
Secondly, this phrase also indicates the difficulty these women have in expressing
their lived experiences to me, i.e. to a person who is trying to understand work
relations from the outside, and implicitly remind me of the boundaries of my attempt

to understand their work experiences. Thus, my representations will be inescapably

elusive and fragmented. I will shed light on the different facets of women’s bodily

0 «fg ortaminda boyle, gercekten boyle, sen dersin ki, sen simdi okuyosun, i hayatina
girmemigsin, bilmiyorsundur da. Ama aslinda is ortami ¢ok kotii bir sey gergekten bak.
Sabahin koriinde sekizde gidiyosun, aksam yedi yedibugukta evde oluyorsun. Evin yok ki
zaten, aksam dokuz gibi geliyosun, yemegini yiyorsun yatiyoruz.”

! «“Tekstilde hig bir sey disaridan goriindiigii gibi degilmis.”

42 “Iste giyiyoruz, ben de girmeden 6nce, kotlar giyiyoruz ama nasil yapildig: hakkinda hig
bi bilgimiz yoktur, bunlar nelerle yapilir hi¢c. Ben de diyodum, herhalde yapilip ¢ikiyor
diyordum. Oyle degil gercekten, su kiiciiciik cep igin bir siirii sey gidiyor, o makinadan o
makinaya gidiyor, o makinadan o makinaya, o cep hazirlanana kadar. Bi sadece su astariin
dikimi, koca makinalarda dolasir artik o, bi pantol biitiinlesene kadar. Mahvoluyo millet
artik, var ya, yorgun, millet artik isyan ediyor.”
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work experiences without forgetting my limits and with attention to and respect
towards their insider knowledge.

Laboring and experiencing loss
Beginning from their early years, women workers invest all their bodily energy into
their work which over a period of time physically wears out their bodies. During this
period textile work and the “hands” of women workers come to take on interlacing
meanings for these women.

After the death of her father at 13, Sabis started working in a textile workshop
as a denim cleaner. However, since that workshop employed unregistered workers,
and was illegally putting little children to work, the employers locked the doors of
the basement store of the workshop where these children did cleaning. Sabis did not
want to be locked in this airless and close basement where the threat of occupational
incidents was extremely high:

I did not want to be locked in, I cannot work while being locked in. Everything

might happen, you are in a cellar, two or three storeys below, you cannot

breathe, you cannot leave, our faces would lose faces. Seriously, I did not want
to work behind locked doors. If something happens, only after someone comes
and unlocks the door, could you get out of there.*’
Following Serematakis, it can be argued that if we take senses as “witnesses or
record-keepers of material experience,” their revelation provides an alternative and
collective knowledge regarding everyday capitalist work. The attempt to grasp the
interaction of various sources of social suffering, and how workers respond to and

redress these sufferings requires an attention to the sensorial dimensions of work

experience including olfaction, sound and touch. Because not only low-wages and

# «Kilitlenmek istemiyordum yani ben kilit altinda ¢alisamam. Yani nolur, bi bodrumdasin
yerin iki {i¢ kat altindasin, hava alamiyosun, ¢ikamryorsun, rengimiz soluyordu. Ben ciddi
anlamda orda kilitli olarak ¢alismak istemiyordum. Bir sey olsa, birisi gelip kapiy1 agacak
da ¢ikip gideceksin.”
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long working hours, but also the constant assault of poignant reek, the high volume
of clangorous machines and dust, on the ears, eyes, noses and skin of workers (i.e.
assaults on senses and limbs) characterize the harsh working conditions of these
workers. Sabig’s statements bear witness to this fact.

Garment work requires women’s close proximity to garments and fabrics.**
Nearly all women I talked to mention the dust and mess at the workshop and the
blue and black dyes of the fabrics covering their bodies, specifically, their hands and
faces. In small and unregistered workshops, where nearly all occupational safety
requirements are suspended, poor ventilation and the unavailability of overalls
exasperate the dust problem.

This fusion of fabrics with women’s bodies is what makes work something
dreadful for these women. One can recognize textile workers from their hands; their
nails and fingers retain the colors of the fabric produced, sewed, carried, ironed etc.:

Apparel environment ---which you don’t know since you have never been
there--- is such a pulverous environment that your hands, your face would be
dyed with blue, it is disgusting when you touch your face. You have to watch
yourself.* (Sabis)

Textile is really a terrible place due to its dust and its filth. You work, and you
become dreadful, your hands, your feet, your face, it is really something
terrible.**(Sevda)

It was very difficult. I used to come home with my mouth and nose dyed black

like coal. My face, eyes, hands and feet were as black as coal when I arrived
home, I was in such a state.*” (Hikmet)

* 1 mainly talked to the women working at small sweatshops where garments coming from
larger factories are cut and sewed according to a pre-determined model, and then cleaned,
packaged and delivered to the larger subcontractors.

# «“Konfeksiyon ortami, hi¢ bulunmadigin i¢in bilmiyorsun. Cok tozlu bir ortam, elinizim
yliziiniiziin mavi boya oldugu, igreng, yiiziine siiriiyorsun, dogal olarak kendine bakmak
zorundasin.”

% «Tekstil gergekten berbat bir yer, tozuyla, pisligiyle, bir is yapiyorsun berbat oluyorsun,
ellerin, ayaklarin, yiiziin yani berbat bir sey”

47 «Cok zordu. Agzim burnum simsiyah eve geliyodum. Yiiziim goziim elim ayagim boyle
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It is confection, you have dirt, you have filth, you have everything, you have to
accept it if you want to earn your bread.* (Halise)

It is not possible to beautify yourself in this work environment, dye, dirt,
smoke, closed windows, everyone is smoking —for example I myself smoke
1,5 packets of cigarettes there — and imagine that you are within that smoke all
day, there is dirt, there is dye. For example, you wear something white, and it
turns to blue at the end of the day.* (Zeynep)
Besides dust, mess and smoke, the poignant reek and the high volume of sewing
machines are also part of any garment shop floor environment.
There are these picot machines. When they are working, they make an
unbelievable noise. Normally, it is better. But when picot machines begin to
work, an unbelievable noise. Though you get used to it after a while. Actually,

this noise does you serious harm.”® (Dilber)

When someone enters, she covers up her nose. You feel the smell of lack of air
each time you come in the morning.”!

It is too noisy. There are machines. There are people. The environment is
extremely noisy.>

I attended a workshop organized by Kadinin insan Haklar1 Dernegi™ in a textile
shopfloor in Sultan¢ifligi which is near the Gazi neighborhood. The purpose of this
workshop was to raise women workers’ awareness of occupational health and

safety. During this workshop I got the chance to listen to the long-term and injurious

* «Burasi konfeksiyon toz da olur, pislik de olur, her sey olur, bunu kabullenicen, ekmek
parasi kazaniyosan.”

¥« is ortaminda da siislenmek olmuyo, boya, toz, duman, camlar kapali, soba gibi herkes
sigara ictigi i¢in, mesela sahsen ben kendim orda 1,5 paket sigara bitiriyorum. Diisiin bi de
biitiin giin o dumanin i¢indesin toz var, boya var. Mesela beyaz gidiyosun oraya masmavi
geliyorsun.”

20 «Ozellikle piko makineleri var. ozellikle onlar a¢ildig1 zaman. Inanilmaz bir gurultu.
Normalde yine iyi de piko makinaleri a¢ildiginda inanilmaz bir giiriiltii. Alistyorsun bir siire
sonra ger¢i. Sen fark etmiyorsun ama o giiriiltii sana ¢ok zarar veriyor aslinda.”

*! “Disaridan gelen biri burnunu kapatiyor. Sabah gelince o havasizligi hissediliyor.”

2 «Cok giiriiltiilii, makinalar var, insanlar var. acayip derecede giiriiltiilii bir ortam var.”

>3 This Association is established by independent feminist activists who try to create
supportive channels for women workers. One of its projects was to give “occupational
health and safety” seminars to women workers, therefore to raise awareness about the
hazards in their jobs and to provide guidance about their legal rights at workplace.
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bodily consequences of working in a garment work place from the women workers.
After the opening talk, the instructor asked women workers to draw a body on the
flip chart. A young woman worker of 14 stood up and drew a body. Then the
instructor wanted all of them to put a cross on the body parts and limbs that were in
pain, and to tell if they thought that there was a correlation between one’s pain and
task at the workplace. The result was surprising in that there was no single part of
the body that was not influenced by work. Nurten, who is in her late 30s, stood up
and began to make marks on the body on the chart saying: “Ache in my foot since I
am working on a machine, in my back because of air conditioning, in my eyes

because of doing controlling.”**

The rest of the participants followed her and, the
body on the flipchart was filled with crosses. Arms, legs, heads, waists, backs,
shoulders, eyes, ears, kidneys, respiratory organs; no internal or external part of the
body escaped the pain caused by work.”® Afterwards, they began to explain how
even small changes regarding the organization of work could make a big difference
to alleviate their pain at work. They said that the cleaners should be offered seats,
and the existing chairs of the machinists could be replaced with more comfortable
ones, or small breaks should be introduced in order for them to rest their legs. They

also added that gloves and masks should be delivered to the workers to protect them

from dust and reek.

> “Ben simdi hepsini isaretlerim sen merak etme. Ayaktan, makinada calistigim icin, sirtim
klimadan, gozlerim kontrol yapmaktan.”

>> The prevailing occupational risks and dangers to health and safety in small garment
workshops can be summarized as follows: Low indoor air quality, inadequate ventilation,
discomfort due to standing on feet all day or sitting on non-ergonomic chairs, performing
rhythmic and repetitive movements in a constant position, contact with newly dyed fabrics,
and inhalation of dust of cotton and flame retardants, and the lack of preventive equipment
such as respirators, overalls and gloves.
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Narratives of work related suffering
In the following, I will elaborate on the work-related suffering narratives of women
workers and ask questions about the conditions of their reiteration. The narratives
of bodily suffering and illness loom large in the analyses of women’s life stories. |
believe this to be the case because suffering/illness narratives provide women with
means to express the intersections of social inequalities and personal biographies,
rendering the latter understandable within the context of the former, and vice versa.
Many scholars agree that the narration of various illnesses during interviews
emerges as a way to articulate a voice against the social injustices experienced on a
daily basis. For example, according to Kleinmann and Kleinmann (1994) the stories
of bodily complaint embrace a moral commentary on a delegitimated local world,
and indirectly express social distress and shared criticism. Therefore rather than
taking symptoms of suffering as abstract categories, we need to analyze the
suffering narratives of women workers with reference to the local working
conditions that shape these suffering experiences.

In the case of the women workers I talked to the stories pertaining to bodily
sufferings were often peripheral in their narratives. They cropped up only
occasionally. Each time a woman began to narrate the fatigue emanating from her
work, she concluded her story by listing a series of necessities and obligations that
forces her to work. I argue that as long as working is not a choice, but rather a
familial obligation and a survival necessity, any complaint about bodily exhaustion
seems to be in vain for these women. A similar point is also raised by Das and Das
(2007, p.76) in their studies among the poor in India. According to them, one of the
most important characteristics of the illness narratives of the poor is to explain their

health disorders with reference to the “routine ups and downs of life” in such a way
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so as to normalize their illnesses (p.73). They argue that this normalization of illness
is graspable only in relation to the works these people engage in in particular, and
the precariousness of their life conditions in general. They note that throughout their
research they encountered this phrase so often: “as long as my hands and feet are
moving, [ have to work. The pain has subsided.” This means that the precariousness
of life and working conditions prevents the poor from elaborating their illnesses.
Therefore, they argue, to understand the normalization of disorder one should try to
understand the illness experience within the materiality of working conditions or the
prospects of work available for the poor. Below, to understand the illness narratives
of women workers, I will first have a closer look at the daily flow of work at
garment sweatshops.

In apparel workshops, production is organized according to the deadlines set by
larger firms. This leads to an unmitigated pressure on the workers. The frequency of
overtime perpetuates this situation. Although there is always a tension between the
acceptability of harsh working conditions and the yearning for decent work in
women’s narratives, the notions of “urgency” and “necessity” render their physical
exhaustion explicable and acceptable for them. The following quotations best reflect
this tension:

You enter the workplace at 7.30 in the morning; you stand on your feet,

unceasingly, like chickens, moving your legs up and down under the desk. It

must be done, his work must inescapably be ready in time, he must make his
work ready so that he can pay us.>® (Halise)

Three men together cannot do my present job. This job is much harder than the

lathe work that I used to do. I deliver work to 180 people, to the assembly line.

My arms move millions of time in a day.
What kind of work is it?

%6 «“Sabah yedi bugukta giriyorsun aksama kadar ayaktasin, siirekli, tavuklar gibi bi
ayagimizi indiriyoz, bi ayagimizi kaldirryoz masanin altinda. Mecbur is yetisecek, adamin
isi yetisecek ister istemez yani, o da isi ¢ikaracak ki para versin, mecbur.”
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Let me tell you about it. The slacks that we wear do not come like this. These
come to our shop floor cut. The front, the back, the pocket, counter-parts, seals
of the garment come separately. I assign them size. I give their size using a
machine. I give each a number. I rank all of them. I distribute the front pieces to
the appropriate machines, the back pieces to the appropriate machines. I have to
distribute all of them to the assembly line. I am doing this from 8.00 in the
morning to 7.30 in the evening. And they come one after the other. All 100
pieces together. I lift all of them up and down one by one. My work is so hard,
so so hard. I get tired. There are also night shifts added to this. If we cannot
make them ready in time, we have to stay overtime and make them ready. You
must stay. I am alone, there is no one else doing my job.”’ (Sabis)

The bigger companies are better, at least they grant social insurance, workers
can retire and have comfort in the future. At least they receive something in
exchange for their labor. There is nothing like that here. Even if you become
extremely tired, nothing happens. You go to the hospital by yourself and pay
your expenses. When somebody is in pain, sometimes it happens that she has to
endure it. But how could she endure, she is in pain. People are in pain. But, the
work is urgent, it has to be done, there is something like that there. For example
someone feels ill, she wants to get permission, but the work must be done, it is
urgent.”® (Sevda)

>7 “Benim su an yaptigim isi 3 erkek bir araya gelip yapamiyor. Benim yaptigim is su anda o
tornadan ¢ok ¢ok daha agir bir is. 180 kisiye is agip, 180 kisiye banda is veriyorum. Su
kollarim giinde milyonlarca kere calisiyor.

Nasil bir ig?

Soyle anlatayim. Giydigimiz pantalon, bdyle gelmiyor. Bize kesilmis olarak geliyor. Onii
ayr1, arkasi ayri, pagasi, cebi ayri, su karsiliklari, contasi hepsi ayri ayri. Bunlari hepsini
bedenliyorum. Makinayla bedenlerini atiyorum. Bunlarin hepsini numaraliyorum. Bunlarin
hepsini siraltyorum. Onleri gereken makinalara veriyorum. Arkalar1 gereken makinalara
veriyorum. Karsi.. Hepsini teker teker biitiin banda dagitmak zorundayim. Sabah 8’den
baslayip rutin olarak aksam yedi buguga kadar o isi yapryorum. Ve bunlar iistiiste geliyor,
100 parga birden. Onlar1 tek tek kaldirryorum, tek tek indiriyorum. Isim cok agir, cok ¢ok
agir. Yoruluyorum. Bunun bi de aksam mesaileri var. Yetistiremedigin takdirde aksama
kalip yetistirmek zorundayiz. Mecburen kaliyosun. Tek basimayim, benim isimi yapan
kimse yok.”

%% “Biiyiik firmalar o yonden biraz daha iyi, sigortalar1 var en azindan, yarmn obiir giin
emekli olurlar, rahat ederler. Hi¢ degilse calistiklarinin karsiliklarini alabilirler. Ama burda
oyle bi sey yok. Isterse canin ¢iksin, yine yok. Kendin hastaneye gider kendi masrafini
odersin. Ya bazen dyle oluyor ki, birinin bir yeri agriyor, yok iste dayan. Ya ama gel gor ki
nasil dayansin sonugta canin actyo. Insanlarin canlari aciyor. Hig orda dyle bi sey yok, yani
is acil, is ¢ikacak dyle bi sey var yani. Ornegin biri rahatsiz olur, izin ister, ya is ¢ikmasi
gerekiyor, acil.”
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These quotations show that personal bodily fatigue turns into something
unavoidable as well as acceptable whenever they begin to refer to the requirements
of work. In addition, they themselves are dependent on paid-labor for survival.
Besides being and feeling obliged to work despite extreme fatigue, what
infuriates women most is the lack of recognition of sickness or pain at the
workplace. Nuray told me that when she does not feel well at work she talks to the
foreman to get permission to discontinue work. The foreman delivers this request to
the manager. Then the manager comes and listens to her problem. But he never lets
her go directly home. He says that if she were really sick she should go to the
hospital, and he proposes to take her to the hospital.”” He says that since leaving
work for home would change nothing (as if working does nothing to workers’
bodily energies), she should either stay at work or go to the hospital. Therefore it is
nearly impossible to get permission from the employer or the foremen to take a day
off unless one is seriously ill and accepts to see the doctor. Some workplaces
prescribe that workers do not leave the shop floor unless a doctor certifies the
sickness. To get permission from the management to take a day off is crucial
because if the worker cannot obtain permission, the deduction from the worker’s
wage is tripled. Employers apply this legal rule even if the worker is unregistered.
Three days’ pay is a substantial amount for workers given the extremely low wages.
All these examples indicate that the bodies of workers are rendered
disposable and expandable at garment workplaces through various management
techniques and the state’s total disregard. Rather than exposing their vulnerability

and disposability, most women workers talk about their obligations and necessities.

> Relatively larger workshops make arrangements so that their sick or wounded workers
benefit from a private hospital. However, even then the employer only pays for the
consultation fee but not for the medicine.
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I argue that this evasion of revealing one’s bodily vulnerability is crucial, for it
renders the ordinary flow of life tolerable for these women. For example Dilber,
who talked about her bodily complaints at length during the interview, was totally
confused about the meaning of her life, and the level of anxiety she felt was
becoming unbearable. I met her after the week she underwent an operation. She had
recently restarted to work. Her narratives on her recent operation and her relation to
her illness illuminate her psychological mood.

Dilber dropped out of school at 12, and after working as a salesperson in a
supermarket and as an apprentice in a small scale apparel workshop for 3 or 4 years,
she heard about a job in a textile factory. She started working there at the age of 16,
and she has been working there for 8 years. At the beginning, she was planning to
quit the job after working for 6 months or so. After quitting she was planning to
attend either computer or design courses which would help her find a higher paying
and less exhausting job. But nothing went as she expected. Since she is the oldest
child of the family and for that reason is expected to provide additional income for
the school expenses of her younger siblings, bills, rent etc, she could not resign and
attend these courses. Her father earns less than her, and her mother does not work.
Initially the factory where she works attracted Dilber due to its shift-work system
which means that a worker works at most 8 hours-a-day. But in a short time, it
turned out that this was not the case, and workers frequently would have to do
overtime work. Only 2 out of the 10 women I talked to had social insurance, and one
of them was Dilber. Since she has social insurance, which guarantees old-age
pension for her in the future, she did not dare to quit this job.

Putting workers to great inconvenience when they ask for sick-leave not only

serves to guarantee the continuity of the labor force, but also creates a state of mind
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(at least for the women workers I talked to) in which asking for permission would
mean asking for gratitude. Dilber prefers to work rather than ask for permission. She
thinks that asking for permission would be of no use. Management will not be
convinced that she is ill until she faints due to over-fatigue and sickness. Dilber says
she can compel her body to work if she really wants to. Dilber narrates what
happened when management requested her to work overtime although she had
recently undergone an operation:
I should not have stayed overtime actually. Then I told to myself that rather
than feeling indebted to someone, I would prefer to stay overtime. I also knew
that they would not let me even if I had asked for permission. I had also this in
my mind. I did not want to put myself in such a situation. If I force myself, I
can work. I have such a character; I did not want to fall into such a situation. I
worked the following day. I got very sick again. You get up at 7.00 am in the
morning to work. You come back home at 11.00 pm. In the morning I realized
that my eyes were swollen. I was so tired, there were tiresome chores to do.
Then the doctor came and sent me back home.
Although overtime work is not obligatory according to the existing labor law®', the
impotent position of workers in relation to their employers often renders overtime
work as a norm in many apparel work places. Accordingly, there is no place for the
legal in her narrative. She depicts management’s demand for overtime as
unavoidable, but what is interesting is that while doing this she also stresses her self-
control and volition. In other words, to accept overtime stops being an indicator of

submission in her narrative, rather it becomes a sign of protecting one’s honor by

refusing to plea for not working overtime. Dilber’s response to the request for

60 «“K almamam lazim aslinda. Ben de dedim ki minnet etmeyecegim kimseye mesaiye
kalacagim. Zaten séyleseydim de biliyorum vermeyeceklerdi. Boyle bir durum da var. Boyle
bir duruma diismek istemedim. Ama inat ettigim zaman geliyorum. Benim 6yle bir yanim
var. o duruma diismek istemedim. Calistim ertesi giinii. Yine ¢ok hastalandim. Sabah yedide
kalkiyorsun ise gidiyorsun. Aksam onbirde eve geliyorsun. Sabah bir baktim gézlerim sis.
Cok yorulmustum, cok yorucu isler vardi. Doktor geldi beni eve yollad1.”

6! According to the article 41 in 4857 Labor Law “The concession of the worker is required
for overtime work.”
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overtime work illustrates her general pattern of relating to her bodily fatigue. When
I asked her if her constant fatigue might be caused due to many years of harsh work,
she says:
That’s what [ am saying. my body has been exhausted. I also think [ am a
stubborn person. In 1997 I felt ill, I got very sick. I went to the doctor, I used to
take lots of medicine as part of the treatment and even under these conditions I
did not quit my job. I worked feeling ill for one year. The employers said that |
should better leave the job, I could continue working if I got better later. They
persuaded me. I continued working as soon as I came to myself. I had to work, I
was feeling well, I needed to work, I had to work, I was motivating myself
saying things like that. I have to take care of the house, this responsibility is
terrible, you have to take care of some people.*
Actually Dilber’s determination to work despite her illness and exhaustion can also
be linked to and explained at a more general level as a particular deployment of the
dichotomy of body and mind. Her narrative aims at showing her mastery over her
body through her commitment to work. Her commitment to work not only emanates
from the pressures of capitalist work relations but also from the exigencies of her
familial position. Whatever the source, the way women workers reflect on their
laboring bodies is generally an ambivalent process. Forcing your body to work
desperately in a repetitive, soul-destroying job, with a series of exigencies in mind,

creates an ambivalent relation to one’s own body. For example Dilber’s narrative®

regarding the sources of her illness straddles between two positions:

62 «“Ben de onu diyorum beden yoruldu herhalde, bi de ben inat¢ryim herhalde, daha once de
97°de ¢ok kotii oldum oyle. ¢ok hastalandim. Doktora gittim poset poset ilag tedavisi
goriiyorum ve ben isten ¢ikmiyorum o halde. Bi sene falan o halde calismistim. Patronlar
dedi git sen dinlen toparlan. Ondan sonra iyilesirsen isine devam edersin. Onlar beni ikna
ettiler. Ben kendime gelir gelmez ise devam ettim. Calismam gerekiyor, kendimi iyi
hissediyodum ihtiyacim var calismam gerekiyor kendimi o sekilde motive ediyodum. Eve
bakmam gerekiyor o yukumluluk cok kotu birilerine bakman gerekiyor.”

63 «“Ben zaten kendimden anliyorum, daha iyi hissediyorum.ben biliyorum gidip ¢alismaya
baslasam yine kotii olacagim. Herhalde o biraz ¢alisiyorsun, yoruluyorsun artik enerjin
diisiiyor, onunla ilgili. Doktorlar da sdyliiyor, senin ¢ok hassas bir biinyen var diyorlar. Ufak
bir ruzgara bile gelemiyorsun, farkli bir biinyen var. ben de anlamadim. bir siirii insan oturur
mesela herkesin eli sicaktir benimki buz gibi olur. Bak. Bu yine iyi hali.” (Dilber)
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I feel beforehand if I will feel bad or good. I know I will get worse if I start
to work again. I think it has to do with the work, you work a bit, your energy
goes down. The doctors tell me that I had a poor bodily constitution. “Even a
slight wind is sufficient to make you sick; your physique is very vulnerable.”
I don’t understand either. For example among many people it’s only my
hands that are always cold. Touch them. Now they are rather well.
On the one hand, she uses the body-as-machine metaphor (Huges and Lock 1987)
by saying “my energy is down,” and explicates how physical work wears out her
bodily energies, but on the other hand, she attributes her illness to the inferior
quality of her physique i.e. to some anomaly of her body. Rather than a
contradiction, these two explanations can be viewed as the inseparability of one’s
perception of body and one’s bodily work. Ngai’s (2005) investigation of the
women factory workers in China indicates a similar point. Ngai in her analysis on
the aggravation of menstrual pain of women workers after they started work in a
factory argues that “[...] the splitting of the self from the body was a tactic for
confronting unbearable pain. Such externalization formed a buffer that could
prevent the complete disintegration of the body/self complex” (p.176).

In other words, one’s understanding of his/her body is mediated by the social
violence emanating from the harshness of the capitalist system of wage-labor and
patriarchy. One of the most important consequences of this mediation is the splitting
of the self. This means that the patriarchal and capitalist control on women workers
bodies can be endured only through the exteriorization of the body. Sheper-Hughes
and Lock (1987) note that the division between mental and manual labor leads to
“marked distortions of body movement, body imagery, and self conception” (p.22).
The following quotation from Dilber’s narrative shows how she feels alienated from
her hands:

They gave me blood medicines one day. I recently had an operation. So I could

not take them. I have bassinets full of medicines. After a point, one’s
psychology degenerates, as hospital, operation, this and that enter one’s life.
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While walking with my sister, I said to her that I had an operation, from now on
I don’t feel like going to any doctor. For example, I brought to you a cup of tea
just now. Ask how it feels to me, I am afraid of splitting it. My hands trembled
incredibly. I was very afraid that my hands would tremble. It is something
weird, you know? My hands can suddenly start trembling.**

I want to conclude this section with a quotation from Dilber’s narrative. This
quotation, with which she ended the conversation, is highly revelatory in terms of
how this splitting of the self is actually embedded in the totality of her everyday life
surrounded by the various constraints of capitalism and patriarchy. This quotation
includes the tension between these constraints and her individual desires.

I was saying ‘What did I do, why do I live through such evil, why do I
have to endure all this?’ I am suffocated by the many things [ must deal with.
You are saying to yourself ‘what did I do?’, I, I, I, I am also a human-being,
I also have a life, I also have thoughts, I have a brain which also gets tired.
And my body gets tired often. Sometimes I think that I behave foolishly,
symbolically I mean, because everyone will continue their lives, they will
establish their own lives. Your family, your siblings, all will establish their
own lives, hopefully my siblings will continue their education, acquire some
status, but in the end I will be the one experiencing hardship, I am fully
aware of this. Because everyone sticks to his life. But you compromise for
other people. There is no life for you.

64 “Bir ara kan ilaglar1 falan verdiler. Yine Ameliyat donemine geldi kullanamadim. Benim
zaten boyle sepetlerim var. onlar hep ilag dolu. Insanin psikolojisi bozuluyor artik bir siire
sonra. Hastane, ameliyat su bu derken falan derken. Dun kardesimle falan yururken ben bi
de ameliyat gecirdim dedim. Artik doktora gitmek istemiyorum falan diyorum. Mesela ben
cay verdim ya size az dnce. Sen onu bana sor, korkuyorum dokmemek icin. Ellerim acayip
titredi. Cok acayip korktum ellerim titriyecek diye. Cok acayip bir sey biliyor musun.
Birden bire sallanabiliyor benim ellerim.”

65 “Hatta ben sey diyodum. Ben ne yaptim da bu kadar kotuluk de bu kadar cekiyorum.
Biktim artik bu kadar seyle bogusmaktan ugrasmaktan ben, naptim ki diyosun ben, ben, ben
ben de bi insanim, benim de bi hayatim var benim de dusuncelerim var, bi beynim var
yoruluyo herseyden once. Ve bu yoruluyo zaman zaman, vucut da yoruluyo. Sey diyorum
ben bazen de aptallik yaptigimi dusunuyorum sembolik olarak cunku herkes kendi hayatina
devam edecek kendi hayatini kuracak ailen de kardeslerin de kendi hayatlarini kuracaklar
okuyacaklar insallah bi yerlere gelecekler ama olan bana olmus olacak bunun cok iyi
farkindayim. Cunku herkes kendi hayatina devam ediyor ama sen hep kendi hayatindan
taviz vererek yasamis olmaya calisiyorsun. Yasamak yok.”
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The overall purpose of this chapter was to reveal the interrelations between the
individual body, the social body and body politics®® by focusing on the experiences
of laboring bodies. In the first part of this chapter, I tried to show the contours of the
body politics that frame women’s workings conditions by an analysis of state
officials’ attitudes towards occupational health and safety issues. I argued that the
unregulated and unprotected work environment in the textile and clothing industries
does not mean that the state is not implicated in women’s work experiences. Rather,
the conscious unwillingness of the state authorities to intervene in the unhealthy and
unsafe work conditions and the reorganization of the textile and garment industries
has injurious consequences for workers’ bodily experiences. The productivity of the
workforce is guaranteed through its disposability. In other words, in the case of the
Turkish garment and textile industry, the reproduction of labor-power at sweatshops
is not guaranteed through the provision of various health and safety conditions, but
rather through their suspension.

In the second part of this chapter, I focused on how this trivialization of
physical consequences of work is experienced by women workers. I tried to
understand how women give meaning to the pain and injury involved in manual
work. I mainly claimed that the dangers characterizing manual work and its bodily
effects could be detected at three different levels in the narratives of women
workers: childhood memories, work narratives, and illness narratives. The painful
experience of manual work in capitalist workplaces is central to the everyday lives

of women and how they reflect on their lives. By focusing on these three themes in

% Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987) propose three perspectives from which the body may
be viewed: “(1) as a phenomenally experienced individual body-self; (2) as a social body, a
natural symbol for thinking about relationships among nature, society, and culture ;and (3)
as a body politic, an artifact of social and political control”(p.6).
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the narratives of women I tried to trace the harms, injuries and illnesses which are
caused by capitalist work and which nevertheless are not found worth mentioning in
many analyses of the textile and garment industries. Women workers’ narratives on
their bodily experiences bear a unique knowledge regarding the nature of capitalist
work. This knowledge first of all underlines the sweat, blood and exhaustion that
accompanies the production process, and secondly, it shows the constant fear and
alienation women have to live with and make sense of as they react to what they
experience and witness in the work place. The erasure and belittlement of this
knowledge that rests on the bodies of workers make possible the smooth functioning
of the capitalist system and widens the gap between the spheres of production and
consumption.

In other words, the violence of capitalist work is not restricted to the unequal
distribution of the means of production and property or the lack of various resources
for working people. There are also constant bodily risks those people are exposed to
at their workplaces i.e. implicit and invisible violences and sufferings that workers
experience bodily each work day. This bodily experience of capitalist work emerges
as the primary source for the feelings of resentment and desire for justice of the
women workers. Rather than talking about their legal rights, women’s work
narratives express an uneasiness in relation to the constant violation of their bodily
integrity at the workplace and I claim that this uneasiness and discomfort with the
existing state of things bear a potential for an immanent critique of capitalist
relations of production by emphasizing the invisible dimensions of capitalist work.
These women’s work narratives are crucial in the sense that they reveal how human
flesh is brutally implicated in the production process even when that process does

not produce death and/or terminal diseases or the exploitation of children. They also
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shed light on the more ordinary sufferings of workers that are generally not
addressed in popular public discourses. Women end up struggling with this kind of
ordinary suffering all alone either by employing the well known body-mind split
strategy that is part and parcel of capitalist and modernist subjectivities or by re-
defining dignity as silence and self-control, or by reminding themselves of their
familial obligations which necessitate them to work in the first place. However, |
believe that the unregistered grievances of women workers about their bodily
experiences potentially offer the contours for a collective anti-capitalist political
discourse and practice. This language is the hidden language of the work experience
and provides us with a vernacular vocabulary to bridge the macro-analysis of

capitalism with the everyday of the working class.
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CHAPTER 3
STRUCTURES OF FEELING AT GARMENT WORKPLACES AND
THE CONSTRUCTION OF WORKING SELVES

This chapter will elaborate the question of how the flexible organization of garment
production under the conditions of late-capitalism influences the way garment
workers give meaning to their work experiences and their selves. One of the key
concepts of this chapter is vulnerability. This term enables us to situate the
seemingly individualistic affects and feelings of workers within a broader
framework. Vulnerability actually refers to the deeply felt effects of being
historically, temporally or spatially situated within a hierarchical web of relations
such as class and patriarchy.®” I prefer to deploy this notion because despite various
infinitesimal ways of resistance through which these women contest and resist these
social-forces (to protect their dignities, to carve personal spaces for themselves etc.);
it seems that the ramifications of these acts are far from substantially ameliorating
their vulnerable positions as workers, and as women (daughters, wives or mothers)
in society. Rather, the result is generally the re-negotiation of their position (where
only minor benefits are at stake), and the creation of new sorts of tension. Women
remain in a state of transparency in relation to larger forces, and they are obliged to
move in a series of contradictory, ambiguous and impermeable spaces in order to

deal with these mechanisms. Accordingly, being in a vulnerable position within

%7 The notion of “vulnerability” should be seriously taken in hand because its connotations
embrace the risk of reducing the life stories of these women into pathetic melodramas, and
of misrepresenting their sufferings as spectacular hardships. It also risks binding these
women to submissive or subordinate positions. A further danger in deploying the notion of
vulnerability is that it is seen to be source for an “authentic knowledge” about being in a
subordinate position or being resistant subjects. However, in this chapter I use vulnerability
basically to underline that the women I interviewed are constantly open to the negative
effects of larger social forces, representations and images that are beyond and above their
direct control. These forces include the disciplinary mechanisms at work, patriarchal forms
of control in the family and society.
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hierarchical power relations excites contradictory emotional responses and
attachments to one’s self and to one’s environment.

In the case of the women workers I talked to there were three interrelated
sources that locked them into vulnerable positions: being a worker, being a woman,
and being a resident of the Gazi neighborhood. These identities, while leading them
to be constantly implicated by larger social forces, also oblige them to continuously
take into account the representations and imaginaries fostering them. As a result, I
claim that it is not only the women’s bodies that are always exhausted and in tension
due to work, but also their emotional state, as their lives unfold without them feeling
in control neither materially nor symbolically. For example, when I asked the
women to tell their work stories, they told me what they considered to be the most
touching moments of their lives. When I asked them what it felt like being women at
a workshop, they talked about how they deeply felt the gaze of men on their bodies.
When I asked them about the problems at the workplace, they first and foremost
mentioned the humiliating treatments they faced vis-a-vis their supervisors and the
lack of respect workers showed to one another. Their stories were often full of
resentment, anger, embarrassment and repugnance.

In other words, experiences of economic exploitation, poverty and inequality
were interwoven with individual and collective sufferings, vulnerabilities,
misrecognitions and resentments felt in the infinitesimal vessels of everyday life in
these stories. Thus, to understand these furtive layers of meaning and experience,
and how women'’s subjectivities as workers are established at the intersection of
different power and meaning networks, in this chapter I will be paying attention to
the feelings, attachments, local and moral stakes that they emphasized in their

narratives. Nevertheless, while doing this I will stick to the context of work and
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workplace. I will focus on the leveling consequences of work on the emotions
women express and show that these mediate not only the interpersonal relations at
the workplace, but also the formation of the subjectivities of women garment
workers.
The changing and unchanging dimensions of work

Many studies point out that with the changing status of work under contemporary
capitalism, the workplace and labor are no longer sources of identity formation for
workers and self-evaluation (Sennett, 1998). These studies also note that
consumption has increasingly become the privileged site for the fabrication of self
and society, of culture and identity (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2000). All over the
world, production sites have nearly lost their public visibility, and the gap between
the spheres of production and consumption has never been this deep throughout the
history of capitalist relations. Accordingly the notion of class, which is defined
through the antagonism between labor and capital, and the resulting collectivity
among workers at the workplace, has also ceased to be the source of political action
and self-recognition for most of the working populations. However, the organization
of social relations at the workplace still retains its distinctive characteristics which
differentiate it from other social relations. A kind of hierarchical organizational
structure, division of labor and more importantly the extraction of surplus value
from laborers can be said to be the primary indicators of shop floors under capitalist
relations of production.

Sennett (1972, 1998, 2005) in his books tells the stories of ordinary working
people and explains the processes whereby social hierarchies are translated into
personal characteristics. Especially in his recent work, Sennett (2005) sheds light on

the intricate relations between the flexibilization of work, decrease in workplace
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solidarity, changing occupational identities and the increasing role of technology in
production processes. Following a particular trend in sociology, he is preoccupied
with “an exploration of the new forms of consciousness emerging under conditions
of late capitalism” (Ortner, 2005, p.4). This particular approach to late capitalism is
primarily interested in how the subjectivities of people are constructed under post-
fordist production characterized by the flexibilization of working time and a
fragmented reality. (Ortner 2005, Odih 2003, Sennett 1998, 2005, Friedman 2007,
Jameson 1984) For example, Odih (2003) argues that “Just-in-time production
precipitates systemic distruptions in narrative construction of social time.” (p.295)
In a similar way, Ortner notes that “The capacity for coherent self-narration is
constantly under assault in the late capitalism, and must be preserved or restored”
(Ortner 2005 : 44).

In this chapter, I will first claim that the notions of “respect, recognition or
dignity” (Skeggs 1997, Sennett 2005) still provide us with unique entrance points to
the daily experiences of workers because they enable us to reflect on larger social
forces and local structures of feeling simultaneously. By using these notions we can
investigate how being located in a set of hierarchical relations is experienced
through interpersonal relations and how these experiences are mediated by a
contradictory set of emotions.

Skeggs (1997) notes in her study among young women workers, that
“[SJocial and cultural positioning generates denial, disidentification, and
dissimulation rather than adjustment.” (p.75) Thus, she concludes, we need “a study
of doubt, insecurity and unease: the emotional politics of class.” In a similar vein
Sennett (2005) notes that “[T]he moral burdens and the emotional hardships of class

are the thorniest and most concentrated among manual laborers.” These writers
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search for local structures of feeling which set the terms of workers’ relations with
both themselves and the outer world. The notion of “structures of feeling” is defined
by Raymond Williams (1977) as “characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, and
tone; specifically affective elements of consciousness and relationships: not feeling
against thought, but thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness
of a present kind, in a living and inter-relating continuity" (p.132). Concerns and
anxieties stemming from one’s desire to be recognized and respected emerge as
crucial structures of feeling among working people. Many studies consider class
experience and formation of working selves together. Sennett and Cobb’s (1972)
study among mostly white, male blue-collar workers in the United States explores
workers’ complex handling of the issues of dignity, self-respect and recognition.
Their search for manual workers’ sources of vulnerability engages in the
interpretative task of reading workers’ contradictory and complex ways of dealing
with their “lower” class positions in a highly classified society where the individual
success is hegemonically perceived through the lenses of individual ability rather
than that of structural inequalities. That Sennett tries to understand class conflict as
an innerly felt class warfare gives to his analysis its power. According to Sennett the
fundamental inner contradiction for manual workers is the following: “They are
both angry and ambivalent about their right to be angry” (Sennett 1972, p.79). He
argues that this is due to the fact that manual workers always tend to think that they,
as persons, might be responsible for their social position.

First of all it must be mentioned that women’s narratives on their schooling
experiences provided them with an important tool to deny this responsibility.
Because despite differences in the way they make sense of their work, all women

workers I talked to produced similar narratives regarding the sources of their class
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position, and their vulnerability both at work and at home. Rather than accusing
themselves for their present situation, they feel deep regret for not being able to
continue their education. In their narratives, education implicitly stands for the
breach between mental and manual labor. Similar to what Sennett says about the
workers he interviewed “all feel that they have never enjoyed the freedom to really
develop themselves inside-the freedom that they think middle-class people have
had,” (Sennett, 1972, p.118) the women blame their families, especially their fathers
for the interruption of their education. Without any exception all the women I talked
to mentioned their success or their aptitude for studying and doing well at school:

They wanted to make me bypass the first grade when I was in primary
school saying that I was smart. They always wanted to have me start from
the second grade. I was an ardent child, I was occupied with doing various
things. I had a curiosity in me, I was capable of doing many things. Now my
dad also regrets not sending me to the school. He says one of his biggest
mistakes is not making it possible for me to be educated. °*(Dilber)

Another job, for example, being a waitress in a café, a cleaner and neater job
I would like to have, I am thinking of working in such a job. Though I am
45, I am still planning to study, if I have enough time and if I could succeed.
In the past there were examinations for the secondary school, we were three
children who won these examinations in our village. One of them became a
teacher, the other a police officer. I also won that examination. But my
grandmother did not let me leave the village to study. She said what is the
point in letting a girl child study. My teacher wanted me to marry her brother
to guarantee my education. But my parents did not allow this either. Not
being educated is a source of distress for me, even now I would like to
study.® (Halise)

% Birdeyken ikinci sinifa gegirmek istiyorlard: zeki bu kiz falan diye. Hep simif atlatmak
istediler. Deli doluydum, hep bir seylerle ugrasiyordum. Merakim vardi herseye yatkindim.
Babam da pismanlik duyuyor simdi. Benim yaptigim en biiyiik hatalardan biri seni
okutmamak oldu.

% Bagka bir is, nebileyim, ¢aycilik, daha diizgiin temiz bir yer, isterim, diisiiniiyorum.
Diislinmez miyim. Ama daha ileriye bir sey olsa, yasim 45 olmus ama benim yasim... benim
elimden gelse, zamanim olsa okumay1 bile diisiinliyom. Ortaokulu bizim zamanimizda
imtihanla oluyordu, imtihani 3 kisi kazindik biz o kadar ¢ocugun iginde bizim kdyde. biri
Ogretmen oldu biri polis su an. Ben de kazandim, beni géndermedi babaannem. Kiz ¢ocugu
okuyup ne yapacak diye. Ogretmenim kardesine istedi beni, okuldan ¢ikan ¢ocugu ne
yapacak, sirf kardesine nisanliyim da karigmasinlar, bizim gelinimiz, biz okutuyoz, desinler
diye, kardesine de mahsusz vermedi, altina yapiyor, iistiine yapiyor dedi, vermedi,
okutmadilar. Mesela su an i¢ime dert oldu, okuma seyi, su an bile icimden okumak geliyor.
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Now since I dropped out after primary school, you cannot do a lot of things.
That is, what can we do even if we quit this job, there is not another
occupation that you can handle. I set my aim as to finish open university. I
will not do anything else before finishing it. Beside this I am planning to
concentrate on computer and attend some computer courses. Maybe [ will
also focus on English. At least these two things are important for me to find
a job that is more comfortable.”® (Hanim)

Me: In the beginning you said that to work is something bad, why?

Mainly because of its hardship, but on the other hand I am saying that [ am a
lucky person. I really wished to study. Seriously I’ve always felt bad about
not having a sufficient education, especially given that I am not a stupid and
ignorant person, I know how to read and I like reading. While I was in
school, there were examinations for secondary school, the state was going to
finance the education costs of those who won the exam. 2 out of 2000
students won that exam in my school, me and a friend of mine. At that time
the headmaster and our teachers said to my parents that [ was granted a
scholarship and would continue a boarding school in Ankara... I started
writing stories long before I became literate. I still write poems when I have
time, I write the stories of my co-workers as small anecdotes and read these
to them, they would be surprised. The way I was pulled away from the
school was awful. They said “no, we cannot let her go.” Though they did not
want me to live away from them, they let me being oppressed in the garment
sector. This was the biggest injustice ever done to me ever. It has remained
in me. I have to work in any case, even if | study or not, you have to work.
Otherwise I cannot live as a leech.”" (Sabis)

70 Simdi ilkokul mezunu oldugumuz i¢in bilirsin yani ¢ok bi sey yapamiyorsun yani ¢iksak
ne yapabiliriz. Iste elinde her hangi bir mesleginin olmayis1, basta en azinda su okulu
bitirmeyi, 6niime onu koymusum. Onu bitirmeden hig bir sey yapamam. Onu yani sira
bilgisayar iizerine yogunlasmaya, kurs falan almayi diisiinliyom. Zaten ingilizce kendi
derste de var. onun iizerine belki biraz yogunlasirim en azindan belki bu iki sey. hem daha
rahat ¢alisabilecegim bir is bulabilirsin, kullanabilirsin.

' «“Zorlugunda bir de, ben belki sansliyim diyorum. Ben okumayi ¢ok istedim. Ciddi
anlamda i¢cimde hep eksiklik kaldi. Aptal ve cahil bir insan olsaydim, okumay1
bilmeseydim, sevmeseydim. Benim okudugum dénemde kendi okudugum okulda anadolu
liseleri siavlari vardi, devlet burs verecekti. 2000 6grenci iginden 2 kisi kazandi, bir ben bi
de bi arkadasim kazandik. O zaman okul miidiiriimiiz ve §gretmenlerimiz babamla anneme
yatili okuyacagimiz, ankarada devlet bursu kazandigimi bu ¢ocugun gelecegini... ben daha
okuma yazma bilmeden hikayeler yazmaya bagliyordum. Siir yaziyorum hala firsat
buldukga, igyerinde ¢alistigim insanlarin hikayelerini onlara kii¢iik kii¢iik anekdotlar
halinde kendilerine okuyorum o kadar sasiriyorum. gonderin demisti. Okulla o siirecteki
koparilisim ¢ok kotiiydii. Hayir dedi gonderemeyiz dediler. Okutmak i¢in onlardan
uzaklagsmama katlanmadilar ama konfeksiyon gevresinde ezilmeme izin verilde bu bana
yapilan en biiyiik haksizlikti. O hep i¢imde kaldi. Onun disinda gecinmek i¢in zaten
caligmak zorumndayim okusam da okumasam da, ¢calismak zorundasiz. ¢calismadigin
takdirde, siiliik gibi, yasayamam zaten.”

60



In a society in which getting a formal education seems to be and is the only way to
have access to “respectable” and “comfortable” jobs, women workers’ emphasis on
their misfortune clearly amounts to refusing the responsibility of working in a
“disrespected.” Their social position was not the product of their failures or
mistakes, but rather they were the victims of the forces that were beyond their
control. Their narratives indicate that if they had been given a chance, they would
have been doing something else. It might be claimed that this constant emphasis on
their schooling success illustrates their inner frustration at being destined to do
manual work since their childhood irrespective of their personal abilities. However,
since they could blame their families for this interrupted schooling, telling stories of
educational success on the other hand provides them with a discursive tool with
which they can reconcile with their present class positions. Thus these women could
to a degree exteriorize the responsibility for their social positions by denouncing
their families.

In the following I will try to look at how these tensions regarding one’s class
position materialize at the workshops by focusing on the recent changes in the
organization of garment work.

The structural reorganization of garment work
and everyday life at garment shop floors
Brennan (2004) asks a rhetorical question: who does not feel the atmosphere when
he/she enters a room? According to her, people’s actions and feelings towards each
other leave affective traces behind, which become readily available to the others
involved. Various encounters and situations, such as a newly passed quarrel, a tense
but unnamed relationship between two people or being frustrated by the

environment, are generally deeply felt and known by all participants without
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necessarily pronouncing them. The plurality of everyday life is made up of these
layered ordinary affective states’” through which people communicate. Needless to
say, this communication is neither smooth nor without contradictions. Neither can
we argue that the interaction of these affective states is the only way through which
terms of encounters among people are negotiated. However, it seems that being
properly attentive to the daily experiences of workers demands a greater concern
with people’s inner states of feeling, i.e. how these states are structured in relation to
larger social forces, and how these states are also kneaded by other local worlds
people are involved in. This attention also seems to be the only way to produce
congenial stories, familiar as well as unfamiliar, but in either case tactile.”

In the following I will try to divulge the multi-layered senses, affects and
meanings embedded in the everyday of garment workplaces. Because, even in
capitalist workplaces, where the division of labor, specialization, rationalization, and
accordingly the effacement of sensory memory is the norm, “sensory structure of the
everyday life” still embraces “unmarked, unvoiced and unattended” (Seremetakis

1994 p.19) senses and affects that are circulating among people. “Factories are

> According to Kathleen Stewart (2007) “Ordinary affects ...akin to Raymond Williams’s
structures of feeling, are social experiences in solution”; they “do not have to await
definition, classification, or rationalization before they exert palpable pressures.” Like what
Roland Barthes calls the “third meaning” they are immanent, obtuse, and erratic, in contrast
to the “obvious meaning” of semantic message and symbolic signification. According to
Stewart “they work not through ‘meanings’ per se, but rather in the way that they pick up
density and texture as they move through bodies, dreams, dramas, and social worldings of
all kinds. Their significance lies in the intensities they build and in what thoughts and
feelings they make possible. (...) Models of thinking that slide over the live surface of
difference at work in the ordinary to bottom-line arguments about ‘bigger’ structures and
underlying causes obscure the ways in which a reeling present is composed out of
heterogenous and noncoherent singularities.”

7 Taussig (1992) in his article “Tactility and Distraction”, notes that the notion of “the
everyday”, which is foundational for the sociology of experience, risks erasing difference
and the ability to sense other everydaynesses. Tracing Benjamin he underlines the
importance of “everyday tactility of knowing” which is something that cannot be grasped by
“optical, contemplative means.” He proposes to assume “a distracted collective reading with
a tactile eye” (p.141-148).
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sensuous embodiments of productive power”, says Rofel (1992, p.103), which
produce not only commodities but also various subject positions. Women’s
narratives embody a substantial amount of affective mood and moment that I come
to conceive as constitutive for their positioning of themselves both as women and as
workers at work. Without focusing on this affective and emotional dimension
neither these workers’ subjectivities, thus their potential for agency under the tight
control of capitalist work discipline, nor the intimately effective functioning of
capitalist work discipline can be understood.

The apparel industry is one of the few sectors in which the effects of late
capitalism and the globalizing tendencies of production can be most visibly seen.
That global production processes are mainly organized through buyer-driven chains
in the industry means what, when, and how to produce will be determined by buyer
companies (which are also mainly guided by consumer demands) and imposed on
the local producers (Yoriik 2005). There are complex networks among local and
global actors in apparel production depending on the nature of the product produced
and the size of the firm. However, irrespective of the profitability rate of a particular
production chain or the distribution of the profit throughout this chain, the workers
are always subject to a fluctuating working rhythm in their jobs. The seasonal
changes in garment production, which are influenced both by the productivity of
agricultural production and the changes in the fashion, the rising competition
especially among middle and small scale companies and workshops, and the
pressure to have the product ready in time for the subcontractor company contribute
to the flexibility of the apparel production and therefore to the job insecurity of the

workers.
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Another important feature of garment shop floors is the long working hours.
This sector by itself evidences the doom of workers’ struggles for the eight-hour
shift in the history. For the women textile workers, who are working both in small
and middle scale companies, overtime works or night shifts are part of the ordinary
flow of work, and workers generally do not know beforehand whether they will stay
for overtime or night shifts. Extra- hours are generally announced on a daily basis.
However, overtime work is far from being an issue of debate with the employer,
because all workers know that there is no shop floor without it. Workers do not want
to quit their jobs, especially if their wages are paid regularly in their present
company, because they are unsure about whether another company would even meet
that standard. That is why even if they are offered a higher wage they hesitate to
change their jobs. They are too familiar with stories of how their mothers, fathers,
sisters or friends worked for months without receiving any payment but just hoping
to be paid in some future time. However, this situation, which guarantees the
continuity of labor force for the employer, leads to a tremendous psychological
burden for the employee because of the increased sense of insecurity at the
workplace.

The work narratives of women mainly revolve around the issues concerning
the degrading and exhausting nature of the work and workers’ inability to intervene
in the arbitrary acts of employers (such as arbitrary dismissals, revilements of
workers, irregularities in overtime payments etc), and the feelings and emotions
aroused by these acts.

The threat of dismissal and the feelings of anxiety
Dismissal is like the sword of Damocles upon garment workers, especially for those

working in small and middle sized workplaces. If you do not have social security, or
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close ties with the employer, or are not a highly skilled worker; you are always
under the threat of dismissal. Especially during the times of recession in the sector,
everyone knows and/or feels that some workers will be fired but no one exactly
knows who will be next. During these periods, workers reflect on their previous
deeds and their position in the company to guess whether the management can
sacrifice them. This wait in the midst of uncertainty has extremely devastating
psychological consequences for workers. The violence of an arbitrary dismissal and
living under its constant threat is best exemplified by Sabis, who works in a middle
scale denim company as an ortact. She describes the atmosphere in the workplace
during the dismissal periods as follows:
I had read a story when I was a child: People were being tortured in Vietnam, a
psychological war was also going on. They line 10 people side by side, they
discharge their guns and kill 9 of them one by one. When it is the tenth
person’s turn, they shout “fire!”, but the man dies of a heart attack without any
fire. He falls down psychologically, even if he is not shot, he dies. We are in a
similar situation, that is, even if we are not dismissed or sent away, we have to
pass through those two weeks under a highly tense atmosphere. Because it is
rumored that the list is being prepared and, it will be made public soon.”
For Sabis, waiting for the announcement of the management’s list of those to-be-
dismissed is no less stressful than the dismissal itself. Sabis also adds that some
workers in her workplace decided to quit their jobs before the employer announced
the list in order not to cope with waiting “like sheep to be slaughtered”, and without

even claiming their rights to severance payment. In many cases, being dismissed is

regarded as an assault on one’s dignity. Not only being fired, but also the feeling

7 “Kiigiikken bir hikaye okumustum, Vietnam’da insanlara iskence yapiyorlar, psikolojik
savas. 10 kisiyi siraya diziyorlar, birbirlerinin g6zii 6niinde dokuzunu kursuna diziyorlar.
Onuncuda da tiifekleri bosaltryorlar. Ates diyolar, adam oldugu yerde kalp krizinden
Oliyor, hic ates gelmeden. Psikolojik olarak yikilmis oluyor, 6ldiiriilmese de 6liityo yani. Biz
de oyle yani, kovulmasak da ¢ikarilmasak da o iki haftay1 gergin gecirmek zorundayiz.
Ciinkii kulaktan kulaga duyuluyor. Liste hazirlaniyor, ¢ikacak.”
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that your destiny is not in your hands does serious damage to one’s self. Although
feelings of anxiety and depression do not necessarily lead to a corresponding
resistance on the part of the workers against the work conditions or employers, these
feelings are constitutive of their daily life experiences at work. Larger forces of
capitalist work that render the threat of dismissal an indispensable part of garment
work have not only material consequences for the lives of workers, but also
psychological ones. In other words, the violence capitalist work inflicts on people’s
sense of self is not restricted to their bodily exhaustion caused by harsh and intense
working conditions; the emotional injuries they suffer in each work day are also an
inextricable part of the working experience.

Materialization of tension at various encounters at the workplace,

and the feelings of resentment

Since most of the tasks undertaken in apparel production are dependent on each
other, it is crucial for workers to keep a similar pace of work. In apparel workplaces,
either small or middle-scale, a number of foremen supervise the production process.
These foremen constantly interfere in the working rhythm of workers by telling
them to be faster, or by changing their tasks to expedite production. The pressure to
catch up the rhythm of production creates a tense workplace atmosphere. This
tension at the workplace is immediately palpable in the narratives of the women
workers I talked to. They constantly complain about the way foremen and other
workers treat them and the abusive language that is predominant nearly in all
workplaces. Hanim’s narrative throws into relief how the destructive effects of the
new piece-work system and long working hours at her workplace are compounded
by the humiliating treatment of the workers by the foremen:

For example, formerly there was no piece-work system, and we were
producing happily. The environment was easygoing, everyone was working
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in peace, more willingly. Now, under the pressure of this new system, people
really don’t work. They really don’t work, their psychologies decay, people
have arguments with each other. One week is enough for becoming
suffocated. People are at the verge of outbreak. We are all together, it is only
us who knows our state. Here wasn’t a day when I worked willingly. Yet, I
had to work everyday till 10.00 p.m. We went to work on Friday, we came
today (Saturday 4.00 pm). Imagine, we went there on Friday, we had a break
at 10.00 a.m. just for 10 minutes. Normally we take breaks in groups.
Normally we had to take a break at 1.30 p.m., but we had lunch around 2.30
and only for half an hour. They asked us to come down immediately while
we were still eating. We went down and worked. They gave our tea break at
4.00 p.m. They gave us dinner at 7.00 p.m. We worked till 2.00 a.m. without
any further meal. We worked with only half bread till 2.00 am. This means
that they totally ignore working people, it would be much more efficient if
they treat workers like human-beings and think good things about them.
They need to listen to and know workers.

The more comfort you provide him with, the more efficient this person
becomes. How can that person work if you force her to her limits, if you do
not give her what she deserves. She cannot be efficient. Isn’t the foreman
aware of these? Yes, he is aware of it. Textile is such a disgusting thing. For
example, they cancel our tea and meal breaks and they laugh at it, as if they
did something very good. Their laughs... what do you receive in the end if
you behave like this, in the end you are a worker too. In the end they don’t
earn that much themselves. This divulges your personality. You laugh when
we stay overtime. What did they achieve, what did they acquire? Workers
experience serious depression. There is an overt disregard for workers. They
regard workers as sheep, they think we will do whatever they want us to
do.” (Hanim)

> “Mesela eskiden sayil1 olmasa daha giizel is ¢ikiyordu, ortam sakin herkes daha rahat
calisiyordu, daha isteyerek calisiyordu. Su an onlarin verdigi sistem dayatmasiyla insanlar
caligmiyor. Gergekten ¢aligmiyor, psikolojileri bozuldu, birbirlerine satasmalar su bu. Biz
mesela bu haftay1 zor gecirdik, illallah ettik. Yani insanlar isyan etme sinrinda. Yine
birbirimiz i¢inde ama bunu bitek biz biliyoruz. Bu hafta hig isteyerek ¢calismadim. Hep 10°a
kadar. Bugiin de, Cuma giinii gittik bugiin (Cumartesi 6glen saat 4) geldik. diisiin Cuma
giinti gittik bi 10 paydosuna ¢iktik bi on dakka, normalde boliim boliim ¢ikiyoruz ya bir
bugukta gikmamuz gerekirken iki buguk ii¢ oldu, yarim saat yemek yedik, hemen inin. Indik,
calistik. Dort paydosuna ¢ikartmadilar. Dort paydosumuzu aldilar. Aksam yedide yemek
verdiler. Yedi saat. Saat bir buguk oldu. Bi yarim ekmekle saat taa ikiye kadar. Bu insanlari
tamamen hi¢e saymak, yani onlar is¢ilerini biraz insan yerine koyup onlar i¢in iyi seyler
diisiinseler o ig¢i daha ¢ok verimli olur. Onu dinlemeleri, bilmeleri gerekiyor. Sen ne kadar
rahatlik sunarsan, ne kadar rahat calismasini saglarsan, o insan daha ¢ok verim verir sana.
Sen ona bir ¢ok engel koyarsan, onun hakkini vermezsen o insan nasil ¢alisir. Verimli
olamaz. Usta bunun farkinda degil mi, farkinda. Tekstil o kadar igreng bir sey ki. Mesela
cay, yemek paydoslarimizi aliyorlar, giilityorlar, sanki ¢ok iyi bir sey yapmis gibi. O
giilmeleri... yani sen onu yaptin senin eline ne geciyor ya sen de bizim gibi is¢isin. Senin
cebine hig bir sey girmiyor. Senin kisiligin ortaya ¢ikyor, senin karakterin ortaya ¢ikiyor.
Mesaiye kaldigimiz zaman kahkaha atiyorsun. Sanki ne basarmislar, ne elde etmisler, isciler
psikolojik bunalima giriyor. Resmen hige saymak. Isciler zaten koyun biz ne dersek onlar
yapiyorlar.”
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In this quotation, Hanim emphasizes how the acts of foremen coupled with the
intense work rhythm contribute to the depression of workers, estranging them from
their work and preventing them from attaching any meaning to their labor. Feelings
of depression and anxiety arise mainly from the foremen’s constant disregard for
workers’ physical and psychological needs. Actually being treated like objects or
animals or being subjected to the humiliating attitudes of foremen are the main
themes that regularly crop up in women workers’ narratives. Accordingly women
workers’ narratives also embrace great resentment towards such attitudes. Because
during the production process it becomes clear to workers that capitalist production
constantly positions them as mere labor-power overlooking the differences among
them. For example, Meliha tells lots of stories regarding the difficulties she
experienced when she asked for an increase in her wage. She repeatedly says “as
long as I am a donkey, anyone can saddle me.”’® When I asked Hanim what her
biggest problem was at her workplace, she replied as follows:
There are many things that annoy me. For example, now I am on the brink of
quitting the job, if I was not in so much need. Because they do not behave to
you as a human-being, they do not give you what you deserve. They take
everything you have. You work, you put all your labor in, you exert yourself
like it’s your own business but they disregard it. It is futile, either you do it,

or excuse me, a dog does it, it makes no difference for them. That’s how they
perceive us.”” (Hanim)

76 «“Ben esek olduktan sonra beni herkes eyerler.” What is also interesting about this
statement is that it implicates not only the worthlessness of one’s labor at a workplace, but
also one’s power to leave that workplace exactly because of the same reason. Because while
humiliating herself she also points out her potential to quit her job. Thus, the indifference
shown towards her labor is tranformed into a discursive bargaining tool while she is talking
to her boss.

7 “Bir ¢ok sey var beni rahatsiz eden. Mesela ben artik yani gercekten cok mecbur olmasam
birakma derecesine gelmisim. Ciinkii seni insan yerine koymuyorlar, senin hakkin
vermiyorlar. Senin her seyini elinden aliyorlar. Sen o kadar emek sarf ediyorsun, kendi
isinmis gibi ¢abaliyorsun ama onlar gormemezlikten geliyorlar. Bos yani. Ha sen yapmissin,
ha afedersin bi kdpek yapmis. Onun géziinde odur yani.”
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Sennett, in his book Respect, while talking about his encounters with the youngsters
in the ghetto, says that “In places where resources are scarce and approval from the
outside world is lacking, social honor is fragile; it needs to be reasserted every day”
(2005, p.48). These apparel workshops are exactly such places.”® Women told me
stories where even a slightly coarse gesture, mimic, gaze, or hailing ended up with a
serious or violent dispute. People think that unless they react to the bad mannered
behaviors of others at the workplace, they are under the risk of being considered as
persons who comply with being disparaged and do not stand up for their honor. The
increasing pace of work, hierarchical relations among workers, foremen and
employers contribute to the scarcity of respect at the workplace turning each
encounter into a conflict over dignity. The way workers deal with such situations
changes from person to person depending on the nature of the encounter. More
importantly, what I want to emphasize is that women’s responses are actually
nourished by particular emotional states. These emotional states are revelatory for
the way women experience and respond to capitalist work relations. The following
quotations from women exemplify their feelings in moments in which they are
humiliated by foremen:
He shouts at me to tell something, you know, he shouts at me. In any case,
one day he said to me “draw this.” I drew it, then he told me: ““it shouldn’t
have been like that.” I said “this is how you showed me to do it.” He said,
“No it is not the way I told you to draw it.” Then I said “why are you

shouting at me? You are always shouting at me, Erdal abi, you are always
doing injustice to me.” I said “you asked me to draw it this way and I drew it

78 Bourgois® (2005) article on crackdealears in Harlem shows how the terms of encounters
among the dwellers of this crime-laden neighborhood are shaped by various violent-prone
acts which further contribute to the deterioration of community-based relationships. Rather
than authenticizing intra-community relations as the primary source of their survival, he
underlines how being subject to structural violence as a result of unemployment and poverty
leads to the destruction of everyday lives. This idea in a way parallels with Sennett’s notion
of “scarcity of respect” and its repercussions for interpersonal relations.
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as you showed to me, why are you shouting at me?”” Then Ali abi came.
After that he took me to the upstairs. I said “abi, he is shouting at me.” I said
“I am already in a depression, I am showing aggression to my children rather
than love.” I came to this work place and I lost my psychological well being.
I said “he is shouting for everything, no one can achieve anything by
shouting, he should talk to me humanely.” (Meliha)

But as I said, when someone throws stones at you, and you remain silent,
then they think they have you under control, you are expected to do whatever
they want, you are oppressed by them. That is why I never care what the
employer or the foremen say. When they ask me to do something I do my
work, but not in a hurried way, I do not bother to complete the job
immediately. I would like the chores to be completed, in the end many
people work for it, they are all exhausted. You work not to stay overtime, not
to defer the chores. But when someone gives directions to you or tells you
what to do, you become estranged to the work and you just don’t do it.*
(Sevda)

One Saturday I stayed overtime, I completed my work. He then came
towards me. He is the one sewing the back sides of the slacks. He asked me
whether I delivered the back sides. He said ‘I will work, why didn’t you
deliver them?’ I said, ‘Osman abi, if you had told me that you were going to
work, I would have delivered them.” ‘I now ask you to deliver them” he said.
I had completed my working hours, I was about to leave. ‘You will deliver, I
will work’ he said. “You do it yourself then’ I said. ‘If I am going to deliver,
what are you doing here?’ he said. His approach and the way he talked were
disgusting. Then I went to the restroom to wash my hands. He came and said
‘when you come here on Monday, you will be extremely regretful; you will
see what will happen to you?’ ‘How do you dare to say these to me, who are
you?’ I said. “You have to deliver them’ he said. Then I said, ‘ok I am
delivering,” and picked up a machine part and threw it towards him full of
anger. If he hadn’t bent down, - it was a very heavy part — he would have his
head smashed, other people held both of us back with difficulty. After a

7 “Bir sey soyliiyor, bagiraraktan sdyliiyor, tamam mi. Bagiriyor bana. Neyse bir giin bana
dedi ki, sunu ¢iz. Ben de ¢izdim, sonra bana dedi ki, dyle degil, boyle, sen dyle gdsterdin
bana dedim. Ben sana dyle ¢iz demedim. Ben dedim ki ne bagiriyorsun sen dedim ya, her
zaman bana bagiriyorsun bana dedim. Erdal abi haksizlik yapiyorsun dedim. Sen bana bunu
boyle ¢iz dedin, ben de ¢izdim dedim. Ne bagiriyorsun ki dedim. Ali abi geldi. Ondan
sonra, beni aldi yukar1 gotiirdii. Abi dedim, bagiriyor bana dedim. Ben zaten bunalim
icindeyim dedim. Ben dedim ¢ocuklarima sevgi yerine siddet gosteriyorum dedim ya. Bu is
yerine geldim, hepten psikolojim bozuldu benim dedim. Herseye bagiriyor dedim.
Bagirmayla bir sey elde edemez kimse dedim, insan gibi sOylesin dedim.”

80 «“Ama diyorum ya, eger gergekte biri laf sdyler hi¢ bir sey demezsen sana ¢ok ¢abuk dis
gecirirler her dediklerini yaparsin, ezilirsin altlarinda. Ben onun i¢in hi¢ bir zaman ne
patron, ne ustabasi ¢ogu zaman takmadim. Sunu yap dedikleri zaman isimi yaparim ama
aman hizli hizli yapayim da is bitsin diye bi sey yok. Isterim is ¢iksin, sonugta o kadar kisi
calistyor, yoruluyorlar, bi daha mesai olmasin, is ertelenmesin diye yaparsin, ama biri gelip
sana emir ettigi zaman sunu yapacaksin, bunu yapacaksin dedigi zaman soguyosun,
yapmiyosun
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while I was called by the employer and I said to my coworkers ‘goodbye’ —
if they are inviting you to the upstairs, it means that you are going to be fired.
When I went there I saw all foremen sitting there including our department’s.
But I am so suffocated, so suffocated that if they had said even a word
implying that they were right, I would have smashed everything and left the
place. The boss said ‘Sabis there is this situation, you have thrown this
machine to Osman.” ‘Yes,’ I said ‘if I had held something else, I would have
thrown it too.” ‘Human beings get along with each other by talking.” ‘Yes,
but human-beings, here nobody is the slave of anyone else’ I said. His
attitude towards me is crucial. If he had said to me ‘Sabis would you deliver
some garments, though I know I didn’t tell you before but could you stay
some more,” I would have stayed overtime. I would have stayed till five or
six. The way you talk to people is very important; you can have people do
your work. I might be an ordinary worker, you might be a foreman, but this
situation does not give you the right to dominate me. (...) They love the
people that they can dominate. If they cannot dominate, they do not love
you.*! (Sabis)

We were sitting next to the boss’ room, he said “those of you who work will
stay, the rest sons of bitches better fuck off.” He talked like this. It was like
boiling water is pouring down my head. I said “I am no longer working
here.” (...) My sister’s brother-in-law had taken me to that place. This guy
actually was a very good person. I said what kind of boss is this? There are
women of 70 years old who are also his neighbors. If a worker did something
wrong, you would call him to your room and say “this is your mistake, if you

81 «“Bi Cumartesi mesaiye kaldim ben, isimi bitirdim. Bana geldi dedi ki, su pantalonun
arkalarini o yapiyor. Arkalarini agtin m1 dedi. Dedi ben ¢alisicam niye agmadi. Dedim
Osman abi sen bana demis olsaydin ben ¢alisicam sabis arkalari ac ben calisicam acardim.
Sana soyledim dedi ac. Saatim dolmus kartim1 basmisim gidiyorum. Agicaksin dedi, ben
calistyorum. Olabilir oturur kendin acarsin dedim. Ben dedi actiktan sonra sen dedi ne i
yaparsin dedi. Bak dedim, bana yaklasim tarzi konusma tarzi igrengti. Gittim tam ellerimi
yikiyorum. Dedi ki seni dedi siirlindiirtiriim Pazartesi giinii, buraya girdigine girecegine bin
pisman olursun. Sen dedim beni nasil siiriindiiriirsiin ya, sen kimsin ya. Agicaksin diyorum
sana dedi. A¢iyorum dedim, ben de orda meta makinasinin aldim o sinirle bir attim yani su
kafasini egmemis olsaydi, agir bir seydi. Su kafasi patlardi. Soyle siyirdi gecti surdan. O
anda bizi zor tuttular. Sen beni nasil siiriindiiriirsiin, sen dedi nasil atarsin dedi.
(...)Yukaridan beni ¢agirdilar. Ben arkadaslarima dedim ki eyvallah, belli bir sey beni
cagirtyorlarsa, baktim hepsi orda oturuyor. Sefimiz de dahil olmak {izere biitiin ustalar. Ama
Oyle bir dolmusum ki, 6yle bir dolmusum ki, bana en ufak bir onlar1 hakl ¢ikaracak bir sey
sOyleseler oray1 dagiticam gidicem yani sonucta. Dedi ki sabig dedi boyle bdyle bir durum
var dedi. Var dedim evet. Sen dedi osman abinin kafasina neto atmisin. Elime o gecti
dedim, daha farkl bir sey ge¢seydi daha farkl: bir sey atardim dedim. Yavrum dedi insanlar
konusarak... insanlar ama dedim. Insanlar konusarak anlasirlar burda kimse kimsenin kélesi
degildir dedim. Bana yaklagim tarzi ¢cok 6nemli. Bana demis olsaydi ya sabis ben sana
sOylemedim ama kal bi saat daha bana biraz daha a¢ beni 6glene kadar idare edecek bir sey
olsun. Bu sekilde sdylemis olsaydi 6gleden sonra da kalirdim. Bese kadar da kalirdim, altiya
kadar da kalirdim, ben ona o isi agardim. Su ¢ok dnemli insana yapmayacagi seyleri de
yaptirabilirsin dilin ¢ok 6nemli. Hani seni bir usta olabilirsin. Ben de orda bir ¢alisan
olabilirim ama bu bana hiikmetme hakkini vermez. (...)Ezebildigi insan1 seviyorlar, yani
hiikmedebildikleri insanlar1 seviyorlar. Hikmedemiyorsa seni sevmiyorlar.”
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repeat this mistake I will dismiss you.” Then you can dismiss him. You do
not need to use bad language, what gives you the right to swear to people. He
used bad language, and I left that place. Who are you, how could you swear
at my mother. Those who could endure continue to work, the rest... But
those who are in need continue to work. What else can they do, they have to
pay rent... for example at this moment even if they curse at me in my present
work place, I would have to continue working there.**(Halise)
All four women narrate different encounters with the foremen or the employer. They
all say that the foremen like obedient workers who carry out the orders without
questioning and opposing them. They differentiate themselves from this image of a
docile, slave-spirited worker; on the other hand, they underline that they are not
indolent, rather their criteria for doing extra-work or working rapidly is to be treated
decently and humanely. They do not meekly conform to the rules imposed on them,
or remain passive in the face of such humiliating behavior and orders. Rather, they
develop various ways of responding to the foremen. According to the women, the
foremen constantly breach the basic norms regulating interpersonal relations. I argue
that this feeling of breach is best reflected in the feelings of resentment expressed in
the women’s narratives. But these feelings of resentment fuse with other emotions.
For example, Sevda disregards the foremen and does not carry out their orders as

long as they order around in a coarse manner. She explains how at these moments

she feels estranged from work. Meliha does not accept being yelled at, and responds

82 «Caml1 patronun odastyla temizleme masamiz, biz de oturuyorduk. ¢alisan ¢alissin dedi,
caligmayan orospu ¢ocugu siktirsin gitsin dedi, boyle etti. Hi, ay ben sanki tepemden asagi
kaynar su kuyuldu. Dedim ben burda ¢aligmam. (...) Beni gotiiren de ablamin damadinin
arkadasi. O ¢ocuklar da ¢ok iyi insanlar. Dedim bu ne bigim patron. Orda 70 yasinda kadin
var, komsular1 bi de, onun yanindaki. Cagir, bir is¢inin sugu varsa odana gagirirsin,
kardesim senin hatan bu bu, bunu bi daha tekrarlarsan sen benim is yerimde ¢aligma. Sen
yoluna ben yoluma de, ¢ikar at. Kiifiir etmene ne gerek var. sen kimsin de kiifiir ediyosun.
Kiifiir etti, ben ordan ¢iktim.yani o kim ki benim anama avradima kiifiir edecek. Calisan
calisiyo, calismayan.... ama mecbur ister istemez ihtiyaci olan galigiyor. Ne yapacak, kirada
olan var, seyde olan var. aha su an bana adamlar kiifiir de etse ben ¢alismak zorundayim
(Halise)”
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to the foreman, loudly rendering his impolite behavior visible at the workplace.
Sabis on the other hand, does not abide by her foreman’s order, rather she loses her
temper and flings out a rocklike appliance to her foreman. She also talks about her
deep repugnance towards the foremen. Halise tells how she left her previous
workplace after her boss cursed at them. Consequently it might be argued that the
relations with the foremen at the workplace are mediated by a series of emotions,
primarily that of resentment. But I have to also note that workers’ responses
embrace a strong dimension of ambiguity in the sense that each of them emphasizes
that if you are obliged to work to survive, you might have to accept various kinds of
humiliations. We will dwell on this tension later.

Not only the relations between workers and foremen, but the relations among
workers are also informed by various emotional states. First of all, women’s
statements about other workers reveal the feelings of insecurity and distrust among
workers. The flexible mode of accumulation and its repercussions in the workplace
such as piece wage and competition with other firms, brought the threat of
unemployment and insecurity to the workplace, perpetuating competition and
disaccord among workers. This situation seems to eliminate the possibility of the
formation of fidelity and interdependency at the workplace. Here is an example of
how the flexible mode of organization of work influences the relations among
workers:

For example they come and ask you to accomplish at least 100 pieces. If the

other workers can do it, you are also supposed to do it. If they cannot, you

also cannot. I have to do it to insinuate myself into the boss’s favor. Such
disputes are common. Even when a smallest affair bursts up, they
immediately accuse each other. The main problems are always related to the
work itself, but workers accuse each other. For example, recently everyone is
in bad terms, best friends turn into enemies. Sometimes I think that the

problems are never personal but always pertaining to the work. Something
like that. Someone says something, the other says another. Then they begin
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to argue with each other without realizing that all problems are related to
work. Sometimes serious disputes happen, always because of the work itself.

You think this situation has to do with the new systems of production like
producing more or competing with our competitors?

They have also been highly influential. For example there was no piece-work
production system. We were just working, producing as much as we could.
Then there was no problem. No one was arguing with each other. No one
had a problem with the others. But when the piece-work system entered,
what happened? People began to have arguments with each other. That is,
one succeeds to produce the required amount of pieces, while the other
cannot and so she finds herself in difficulty. Such issues are reflected in
inter-personal relations. It is because of the system itself. You might agree to
produce a precise number of pieces, but people don’t think about this, people
try to produce the maximum amount and you would also be compelled to
produce more.* (Halise)

Thus the feelings of offence and disappointment underline the relations among
workers. All the workers I talked to castigated the workers that pretend to be
superior, and such behaviors are almost always given as a reasonable cause for
quarrel among workers:

He asks me to do something, but it is ambiguous whether he is telling it to

me or to another, I have a name, don’t I? He should rather call me “Meliha
hanim” or “Meliha,” but he never uses my name. He just says “give it to

B«Geliyorlar mesela sen mesela 100 tane is cikartacaksin. O ¢ikartiyorsa sen de
cikartacaksin, o ¢ikartmiyorsa sen de c¢ikartmayacaksin. Patronun goziine girmek igin
cikartmak zorundayim. Bu tip ¢ekismeler oluyor genelde. En ufak bir sey oldugu zaman
hemen sikayet, biribirlerine. Problemleri hep is ama hep birbirlerinden ¢ikariyorlar. Mesela
bu son donemlerde herkes birbiriyle kiis, en iyi olan arkadaglar su an birbirlerine diisman
sanki. Ben bazen diisiiniiyorum, sorunlar kisisel degil, hep is. Oyle bir sey. O diyo o dyle
yapiyor, Obiirii diyo bu bodyle yapiyor. Derken birbirlerini yemege basliyorlar bunun
farkinda olmadan. Kirginliklar oluyor yam sira, ciddi tartigmalar, bagirmalar ¢agirmlar
oluyor, ne hep is yliziinde. Yani o ortam is yiizlinden.

Yeni sistemlerle mi oldu, biz daha ¢ok is ¢ikartalim, rakiplerimizle yarisalim gibi...

Onlarin da biiyiik bir etkisi oldu tabi. Mesela ilkin biz sayiyla ¢aligmiyorduk. Sadece siradan
calisiyorduk. Herkes ne ¢ikardiysa, ne yaptiysa. O zaman hi¢ bir problem yoktu. Hi¢ kimse
birbiriyle tartismiyordu. Hi¢ kimsenin birbiriyle bir problemi yoktu. Ama sayili is verildigi
zaman noldu. Hemen bunlar birbirlerini yemege bagladilar. Yani digeri ¢ikartamryor,
zorlaniyor. Digeri ¢ikartiyor, adamlarimi goziine girmeye ¢aligiyor. Bu gibi seyler yansiyor
tabi. Sistemden kaynaklaniyor, diizenden kaynaklaniyor. Sen bu kadar, konusup arkadaslar
200 tane cikartalim desen. Ama insanlar bunu diisiinmiiyor, bana ne ben bu kadar
¢ikartityorum, diyor. Cikartiyolar senin de ¢ikartman gerekiyor.”
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me!”, he just shouts at me. I said “at whom are you shouting, are you
shouting at your father’s child?”” No one said “How could you talk this way,
there is a foreman, there is a boss in the workplace.” At whom are you
shouting. He is a worker like me.™ (Meliha)
Once she threw the piece towards the desk, it offends you extremely, I was
offended. I am a cleaner, you are also a cleaner. You become seriously
offended since she threw a piece towards you among other people. She treats
you as if you were a child.® (Sevda)
The vexed disputes around yedek atma emerged in all conversations. Since nearly
all tasks at the workplace are tied to each another, not only the foremen, but also the
workers are forced to watch the others’ pace of work. These disputes reveal the
tensions among workers arising from the increasing rhythm of work. No one admits
that she works too fast and causes up extra-work for the next worker. It can be
argued that their disavowal of this position is nourished by some moral claims
positing equality and justice among workers. They abstain from being labeled as a
worker who wants to ingratiate herself with the employer. The workers I talked to
almost always mentioned the need for coordination and solidarity among workers
during production. For example, Sevda charges Meliha with yedek atma, saying that
she was piling the garments. Meliha passionately disallows this charge, saying “Am
I such a dishonorable person to leave extra-work for you?”*® This statement

indicates that the relations among workers can only be grasped through some

assumptions regarding what it means to be a proper, self-respecting person. Workers

8 “Bir ig istiyor, ben ne bileyim bana mu séyliiyor, ona m1 s6ylityor, benim bir adim var di
mi. Bana desin Meliha hanim desin, ya da meliha desin, hi¢ isim kullanmiyor, versene diyo
bagirtyor. Dedim sen kime bagiriyorsun, babanin ¢ocuguna mi bagiriyorsun, dedim. Orada
diyen olmadi ki sen ne diyorsun ya, di mi, ustast var bunun patronu var, di mi, sen kime
bagirtyorsun kardesim. O da benim gibi bir is¢i.”

% «fsi elimden bi tuttu masaya firlatti, diisiiniin o kadar zorunuza gidiyor ki, zoruma gitti,
hani ben temizlemeciysem sen de temizlemecisin. Benim isimi kaldirip firlatmasi, dogal
olarak o kadar kisinin i¢inde bi de, alay tavriyla bi de ortaliga yansitmasi daha bi zoruna
gidiyor insanin. Cocukmussun gibi bi sey oluyor.”

% «Ben o kadar serefsiz miyim sana yedek birakayim?”
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deny the accusations of yedek atma on the basis of moral criteria with which they
can mend their injured self-esteem at the workplace.

To sum up, once the assaults on people’s dignity reach a degree that begins
to deteriorate the local moral stakes characterizing inter-personal relations; workers
might decide to risk lots of things, including their jobs. They develop various
discursive and practical ways to respond to this deterioration. These responses can
be grasped only within an emotional economy that is regulating the terms of
encounters at the workplace.

Uniqueness of workers and invocation of the feeling of compassion
How could it then be possible for these workers to still be working in workplaces
where they are paid very little, and the atmosphere is so tense? It is apparent that the
families of the workers I talked to were mainly relying on the wages of these
women. Thus economic necessities are the primary reason they give for why they
cannot just quit their jobs despite the various humiliations from foremen,
supervisors or other workers. However, there is another crucial factor that women
workers elaborate upon as one of the primary reasons for their staying in their
present jobs: It is the so-called “special” place they have in the eyes of their
employers.

In her discussion of the formation of human identity, Cavarero (2000) argues
that linguistic vulnerability is a constitutive feature of our selves in that it
determines the relation between the self and the narration of his/her life story. Her
point is summarized by Kottman (2000) as follows: “The pain caused by the word
comes not simply from the fact that one is called a hurtful name, or not solely from
the sedimented history or semantics of that name, but moreover from the feeling that

who one is, is not being addressed, and indeed has no place in the name —calling
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scene at all.” According to Caverero, the desire for being narrated by an-other is
crucial for the formation of the identity. Caverero’s description contributes to our
understanding of workplace relations among workers. For example, Meliha’s above
quoted narrative (“bana m1 sdyliiyor, ona m1 soyliiyor, benim bir adim var di mi.
Bana desin Meliha hanim desin, ya da meliha desin, hi¢ isim kullanmiyor, versene
diyo bagiriyor”) reveal her strong urge to be called by her name. Thus her
statements are indicative of how this linguistic vulnerability is materialized at the
workplace. On the other hand, when she decides to quit her job, her employers
respond by stating “we know what a good person you are” to persuade her not to
leave. Accordingly, Meliha can display a coherent and proud identity while telling
me her story. During the interviews I listened to various versions of such encounters
with the boss were narrated. Here are some examples from the narratives of Meliha
and Zeynep:
I wanted to quit, but they didn’t let me. That guy had shouted at me. And
they didn’t tell him not to shout at me. I said ‘Battal abi I want to leave the
job.” ‘I will talk to him’ he said. ‘He is an asshole, he is a brute person, |
want to quit, otherwise I can even stab him, [ have to quit this job I said.
‘Nothing will happen, don’t worry’ he said, ‘you will work here, you are
honest, you are faithful, we know you.” He said, ‘We would not let you stay
here, we would send you away if you had done something wrong, you will
work here.” Then I decided to stay there.®” (Meliha)
He said ‘I know you, that is why you will not care anyone. ‘How can this be
possible?’ I said, ‘everyone will shout at you and will give orders to you, and
you won’t care.” He asked, ‘you accept me as your boss?’ ‘yes, you are my

boss’ I said. ‘then you won’t listen to anyone else, you will directly come to
me if something happens,” he said. **(Zeynep)

87 «Cikmak istedim, ¢ikartmadilar beni ordan. iste o kisiydi bagiran bana. Ve demediler ki

sen ne bagirtyorsun. Ben ¢ikicam dedim battal abi dedi ki ben konusurum onla dedi. Dedim
ki o itin teki dedim, o hayvan dedim. Ben ¢ikmak istiyorum, ya yarin bir giin ya ona makasi
geciricem bigiin dedim ya bu igi birakmam gerekiyor dedim. Hig bir sey olmaz dedi, sen
caligicaksin burda dedi. Sen namuslusun, sen diiriistsiin abla biz seni biliyoruz dedi. Sen
Oyle bdyle bir insan olsan zaten biz seni tutmayiz dedi, gondeririz dedi. Ama seni biz
biliyoruz dedi. Sen ¢alisacaksin burda dedi.o sekilde yine kaldim Bagak.”

¥ «“Dedi ki ben seni biliyorum dedi, o yiizden de dedi sen kimseyi kafana takmicaksin. Kim
takmiycak ya dedim, sana oniine gelen dedim, bagircak, cagircak, emir verecek ki sen
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In general the employer knows the worker before she starts to work in his workplace
through familial or friendship ties. Irrespective of the level of acquiescence,
whenever there is a quarrel, the employers draw upon a similar narrative. (It could
be more appropriate to argue that workers’ narratives on their encounters with the
employers bear structural similarities.) All the women I talked to told stories in
which the employer goes to the worker, or calls her in his office to talk upon a
recent argument she had with other workers. During these conversations the owner
of the shop floor tells her that he knows that she is different from other workers, and
she is special in terms of her skills, her character or her attitude at the work place
etc. Despite the fact that we can never be sure about the exact content of these
conversations, it is certain that all the workers narrated incidents in which the
employers told them why they were indispensable for that workplace. It seems that
it is through these moments that the injuries and assaults on their personalities at
work are mended. Their emphasis on these conversations in a way balances the
humiliations and hardships they talked about in the rest of the interview.

Their narratives on how they bargain over an increase in their wage also
reveal the workings of this mechanism. On the basis of this special treatment, the
women argue, they can personally ask for some benefits from their bosses to
improve their working conditions. This seems to be the only available way for the
women to acquire some benefits for themselves. In other words, women rely on the
benevolence and compassion of the boss in order to obtain what they see to be a

privilege (wage increase). Benevolence and compassion prove that they are

kafana bir sey takmiycaksin. Dedi ki, sen beni patronun olarak goriiyorsun. Evet dedim sen
benim patronumsun. O zaman kim sana ne dediyse kulak vermiyceksin dedi, gelip direkman
benim yanima geleceksin.”
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recognized as having a “unique character.” Most of the workers said that “in fact
our boss is not a bad person, but our people don’t know how to talk to him.” or
“foremen do not let us talk to him,” “I believe that he can do a lot of good for the
workers.” In these phrases the boss emerges as the ultimate authority not in the
sense of exercising power but in the sense of delivering a holistic identity to the
workers. In other words, the employer figure stops being a representative of
capitalist exploitation, rather he emerges as the figure in whose speech women’s
self-narrative and identity are validated. That is why women’s attitudes towards him
are characterized by an emotion-laden language. This situation should be regarded
as an example of a particular local mediation of capital-labor antagonism. However,
on the other hand, women workers are aware of the fact that management also
manipulates these emotions for efficient production. Women emphasize that when a
problem erupts among workers or when there is a rush order, the employers show
compassion to the workers by behaving in a very kind manner:

Whenever a worker does something like that they just curry favor with us: ‘You are
my dearest, you are so sweet.” but in reality there is nothing like that. Those who
believe in them are actually stupid.89 (Zeynep)

‘Come on cleaners, come on cleaners, we have to make these works ready in time’,
things like that, they tell you these things. Employers are soft-spoken people, when
they want to have their work ready on time, they try to jolly us, ‘my dears please
hurry, we have to complete these pieces.’ In that way they try to make you believe
that there is nothing to get angry about or to shout at.” (Sevda)

Factory meetings can be considered as another version of this management strategy.

In these meetings, which are held generally in middle or large scale factories,

% “Ondan sonra geldiler yalakalik yaptilar. Zaten bir is¢i boyle bir sey yapsin hemen
yalakalik yapmaya hazirlaniyorlar. Canimsin, bir sey yok, cicimsin, vallahi dyle bir sey yok.
Valla dyle bir seyler diyenler salak.”

% “Hadi temizleme, hadi temizleme, bu saatte bu is ¢ikacak temizleme, boyle yani, gelirler
yani siirekli basinda yap. Ha bi de patronlar tath dillidir, hani isleri ¢ikacak ya, biraz daha
boyle tath sozlerle, biraz daha bastirip gengleri, canlarim, cigerlerim ¢abuk olun, is ¢ikacak.
O sekil, yani kizacak bagiracak hig bir sey yok.”
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managers convey problems regarding productivity, propose new production
systems, inform workers about the situation of the company in the market and ask
workers to express their grievances at the workplace. The following comments of
women express the futility of those meetings for them. Upon my question of how
often the company arranges the meetings, Hanim replied as follows:

When they are under pressure to ready the products in a short time, they
organize a meeting. ‘You either comply with the rules, otherwise you fuck
off,” they say. For example, in our meetings they never ask about our
complaints. Even if they asked, workers would not say anything. Sometimes
the employer comes and asks ‘Do you have any problems, problems
regarding the work?’ There is not a sound to be heard. But everyone knows
that there are lots of problems. We constantly talk with each other about
these problems. We distress each other. We create improper tensions in our
relations. When the meeting is over, each worker begins to murmur. Then I
tell them that I wish they had talked in the meeting. But on the other hand,
whenever a person talks, he immediately draws the attention of the
employers. There is also something like that.”'

Or Sabis says,

He says ‘I am organizing these meetings for you to raise your problems, the
boss will arrive in a moment and I will convey your grievances to him.” This
is a chance that many workers are deprived of. There are monthly meetings
with the workers. ‘Tell us your problems, about your salaries, overtimes, etc.
I am going to tell the boss’ Then the boss would come and give information
on the production criteria, our ranking among our competitors and then say
‘yes, I am listening to you.” There is not a sound to be heard. He repeats, ‘Do
you have any problems, grievances regarding your foremen, me, the working
environment or anything else?’ No words.”

! «Cok sikistiklar1 zaman hemen bir toplanti. Uyarsaniz uyun uymuyosaniz kapi orda, ¢ikar

gidersiniz. Yani siktir olur giderseniz. Bizim toplantilarimizda hi¢ demezler bu is¢inin ne
derdi vardir, ger¢i soyleseler de hi¢ kimse dile getirmez. Geliyor mesela sizin bir sorununuz
var mu, isinizle ilgili sorununuz var mi arkadaslar. Cit yok. Ama herkes biliyor ¢ok sorun
var. kendi aramizda konusuyoruz, herkes sakir sakir konuguyor. Ama birbirimizi liziiyoruz,
birbirimizle olmayacak gerginlikler yaratiyoruz, birbirimizi dldiirecek dereceye... toplanti
yapiliyor, soruluyor onlara arkadaslar sizin derdiniz, sorununuz var mi1? Bir kisiden ses
¢ikmaz. O toplant1 biter, herkes dagilir ya, baslarlar séylenmeye. O sdyledir, bu boyledir
diye. Arkadaslar diyorum toplantida sdyleseydiniz. Yani zaten bir kisi konustugu zaman bir
kisi bir sey sdyledigi zaman o insan goze batar. Oyle de bir sey var yani.”

92 «Adam diyo ki, bu toplantilar1 yaptyorum arkadaslar, sefimiz geliyor diyo, birazdan
patron, metin abi gelecek diyor, arkadaslar diyo varsa sikintiniz sdyleyin diyor. Bakin diyo,
orda boyle bir imkan da sunuluyor bizlere, cogu yerde olmayan, iscilerle birebir toplanti
yapiliyor ayda bir. Arkadaslar diyor derdiniz varsa sdyleyin. Sudur deyin, paramiz gecikiyor
deyin, mesaimizi niye zamaninda alamiyoruz deyin. Bana soyliiyosunuz diyor. Ben diyo
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This silence is indicative of their awareness that in fact there is no space in these
meetings to express one’s real work-related problems. As opposed to other women’s
comments regarding the familiar and friendly attitudes of employers, the ostensibly
worker-friendly discourses of the employers or foremen are not convincing for the
women working in larger work places.
Formation of working selves

In the rest of the chapter we will deal with the following question: How do these
embodied feelings at the workplace become part and parcel of the processes through
which women garment workers attribute meaning to their work experiences? I will
also discuss how women’s extra-work affiliations are deeply ingrained in the
processes through which women make sense of their work experiences. For this
purpose I will try to delineate how women working in different places, of different
sewing skills and ages develop divergent and/or similar subjectivities regarding their
attachments to work.” In other words, I will ask how the subjectivities of women
garment workers are informed by extra-class dynamics such as family and gender.

One of the most important characteristics of the garment industry is that
although technology plays a crucial role in the international organization of

production and consumption patterns, this is not the case for most garment shop

adama sdyliiyom, adam diyo ki kim soyliiyor? Adam geliyor bes dakika igerisinde, iste
anlatiyor o ayki is kriterimizi, ne dikmisiz, kaginci siraya ¢ikmigiz veya diigsmiisiiz atelyeler
arasinda, anlatiyor. Evet diyo arkadaslar sizi dinliyorum diyor. Cit yok. Arkadaslar diyo sizi
dinliyorum diyo, tekrarliyor, var mi bir derdiniz, sikintiniz, seflerinizden, benden, ¢calisma
ortaminizdan, herhangi bir sikintiniz var mi diyor.”

% Sennett and many other writers note that working and middle classes have different
attachments to their jobs. They argue that while middle classes easily identify themselves
with their jobs, and prefer to tell their life stories around their achievements and
commitments in their jobs, this is generally not the case for the working class people. For
example, Linde (1993) says: “ [...] many people and groups of people have little choice
about their occupation, and consequently it does not play a positive role in their sense of
self-definition” (p.54).
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floors. This means that there is still a high labor component in garment production.
At least for the workplaces that I came to know during my fieldwork, the increasing
pressure of rush orders coming from national and international firms was daily
experienced by the workers through direct physical strain. This situation invalidates
the analyses that take the decrease in manual and physical labor with the rise of new
production technologies for granted.

There are two types of workplaces that the women I interviewed work for. I
talked to 6 women working in little sweatshop-like workplaces. The other 6 were
working in relatively larger places which are generally affiliated with national or
international garment firms. These workshops differ in terms of managerial
techniques. The former can be said to be relatively flexible in terms of regulations.
For example, smoking, leaving for the restroom or chatting during the production
are generally allowed in the former, while in the latter these are negotiated between
workers and employers. At the same time, the prospect of having social security is
less prevalent in these small sweatshops. The higher labor-turnover in such places
arises not only from the fact that these places operate at lower marginal profit rates
and thus are more open to economic fluctuations, but also because of their worker
composition. Relatively younger daughters who are not allowed to work outside
their neighborhoods generally prefer to work in such small shop floors that are
located on their streets. Another factor that differentiates workers from each other is
their ages and accordingly their roles at home, despite the fact that for each age
group it was primarily familial obligations which pulled women into work life.

The contradictions and tensions about work differ in content and form
between younger and older workers. I claim that it is mainly the younger workers

who deeply experience the contradictions of being engaged in garment work.
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Experienced and older garment workers emphasize the harshness and difficulty of
work as one of the reference points through which they can attach meaning to their
jobs.” What differentiates these relatively “older mothers” from these “younger
girls” is that they do not even imagine quitting garment work. There is no hope for
upward mobility, neither for themselves nor their children, and this hopelessness
regarding their futures also nourishes their attachments to their present jobs. Thus it
is intelligible that they legitimize their anger towards the injustices at work with
reference to the quality and harshness of their work because garment work is the
only realistic and available option for them. That is not to say that they exaggerated
their craftsmanship in garment production, rather it is the inevitability of working in
a garment workshop that is emphasized by them. However, for younger workers, the
vision of getting out of manual garment work has not evaporated yet.

Young women workers resent being involved in garment work. They
constantly imagine ways of escaping from this ‘dirty and hard’ work. One of the exit
strategies is to invest in themselves through some design or computer courses. In
other words, the young daughters who are generally working in smaller shopfloors
tend to imagine their futures outside of garment work. They do not want to conform
to the idea that they are garment workers. For example, Sevda, who had been
working for 9 months when I interviewed her, says:

‘For all I know, I can say I still haven’t gotten used to it. For example I have

been working there for 9 months, but I cannot get used to anything about this

work. Maybe it is because I don’t want to learn the work in detail. Most say
that I should start working as a machinist, you can do it, but I have no

enthusiasm in me. Because I feel that if I start using a machine, if I learn to
use it, my life will pass here, among these people, in textile. I am afraid of

**On the basis of the observations among bakery workers at different times, Sennett (2005)
notes that with the introduction of new technologies into the production process these
workers no longer talk about the harshness and difficulty of their jobs. For him, this
prevents identification with the work and render the workplace relations shallow for them.
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this. I’'m sometimes afraid of this. I don’t want to end my life in textile.
Sometimes my siblings try to annoy me saying that ‘Sevda you are a textile
worker from now on.’ I oppose them saying that I won’t stay in textile work.
(...) Think that you call yourself a free person but when you enter that small
workshop your freedom is restricted. *

For example, I do not obey their orders. Who is he? How does he have the
right to give me orders? But in fact this isn’t the case. It’s his own business
and he can give orders as he wishes. But anyway [ wouldn’t carry out their
orders. But textile work is so weird, so different, that is, it isn’t like what it
seems to be from the outside... for example my sister (who also works in
textile shop floor) used to come home and want me to do something for her. I
used to say to her ‘what did you do? You went and sat there all day and then
came home.’ But after I started working, I began to think that they were
right. Now when I come home from work, if they want me to do something, I
refuse to do it saying I am too exhausted. I find them absolutely right.
Moreover, most of them strive hard to support their families, they all have
different problems. Some say that they feel sick when they enter the
workshop, there are those who feel depressed at the work place; there are
those wl;g are sickened by work, who are in stress, that is, different kinds of
people.

According to Sennett (1972) the tension regarding the feeling of anger lies at the

heart of manual work. Sevda’s narrative clearly points out her alienation from

% «Simdi ne bileyim, hala bazen alisamadim diyebilirim. Mesela 9 aydir ordayim ama hig

bir seyine alisamiyorum. Ki belki benim 6grenmek istemememden. Cogu diyor mesela iste
neden makinaya ge¢miyorsun, yaparsin edersin ama i¢imde hi¢ zevk yok, ¢linkii oraya
gectigin zaman gercekten diyorum ki, 6grensem belki hayatim burda gegecek bunlarin
icinde, tekstilde, makinalarda falan biter. Korkuyorum, bazen korkuyorum, tekstille
sonlanmasin hayatim. Bazen zaten abimler falan kizdiriyor, sevda bundan sonra sen
tekstilcisin. Git diyorum, ben durmam diyorum. (...)Ne diyim, 6zgiirliigiiniiz
kisitlanabiliyor. Diisiin sen 6zgiiriim diyorsun ama o kii¢iik yerde 6zgiirliigiin
kisitlanabiliyor. ”

% «“Ben sahsen 6yleydim, yapmiyodum, emir ediyolar. O kim ki bana emir edecek. Ama
Oyle degil aslinda adamin isi eder eder. (giiler) ama iste diyemiyodum, duruyodum. Ama
iste cok degisik ya tekstil, cok farkliymis, hani hi¢ disaridan... ablam isten gelirdi, sevda
sunu yapsana, hadi ya sen de ne yaptin diyordum, gittin oturdun oturdun geldin diyodum.
Ise gidince dedim ki yok siz hakliymigsimiz. Simdi ben de geliyorum, bu iste dayrminki o
evde calismiyo, biraz da annem rahatsiz benim, beli falan agriyo, is yapamiyo pek fazla, bu
evde, isten geliyorum sevda sunu yapsana, ya git de yap, ben yorulmusum zaten. Simdi
gercekten asir1 derecede hak veriyorum yani, bi de diisiiniin yani, ¢ogu evini ge¢indirmek
i¢in yani, nasil ¢aba igindeler, fakli ¢cabalar, kimisi ig yerine giriyor diyor ki midem
bulaniyor buraya girince, 6yle bunalim gecirenler artik calismaktan bikanlar, stress iginde
olanlar, ¢ok yani ¢ok farkli insanlar.”
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garment work. It also reflects the tension between being angry about one’s position
and not being sure about being angry at all.

Dealing with discipline at work: Jokes and laughter
Many workers compared and contrasted smaller and larger garment workplaces also
according to the degree one can chat with other workers. In small and generally
unregistered workplaces located in small streets where people already know each
other as relatives or friends, the rules regulating relations among workers are
flexible. It is in the relatively larger workplaces that workers might not be allowed
to talk to each other and interrupt their work. I listened to many stories regarding
how young girls full of lively energy could not stand working in such places, and
would go to relatively flexible places lacking ‘discipline’ in the above mentioned
sense.

In the narratives of young women one frequently encounters the importance
of having fun at the workplace. Laugher, chatting and jokes are important acts
through which workers can to an extent feel that they overcome the tediousness of
work and the physical exhaustion. That is why having congenial relations at the
workplace was cited as an important element in choosing a workplace. Zeynep’s
narrative clearly illustrates this demand:

I used to work in denim production before; I have always worked in denim

workshops. I once worked in a shirt atelier when I first came to Istanbul. It

was nice too. It has a different atmosphere. For example everyone talked to

each other, even the boss talked to you. But then I had another job in a

different place. I couldn’t work there for more than three days. No one even

greeted each other. Everyone smoked at a different corner. I swear to you |
am not such a person, I am a talkative, cheerful person and I like having fun,

kidding with people. But when I entered that work environment, I said to
myself I cannot work here.”’

7«0 da kot, ben hep kotta ¢alistim. Bir kere gomlekte ¢alistim o da ilk istanbul’a
geldigimde. Iki ay gémlekte calistim, o ortam da ¢ok giizeldi. O ortam da ¢ok farkliyd:
mesela. Ne bileyim. Herkes konusuyordu, patron bile senle konusup giiliiyordu. Ama bu iste
1 hafta calistim, diyodum ya, bir hafta degil 2 giin bile orda ¢aligmam. Diigiin ya kimse
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Willis, in his study among working class kids, argues that “having a laff” is crucial
to fight against the alienation of work and the subsumption of labor to capital (Ngai
2005, p156.) At a more general level, Weeks (1996) conceptualizes irony as a way
“to disengage from political strategies of polar opposition informed by the logic of
resentment and the reactive conceptions of identity in which they are grounded.”
This means that irony makes room for a more nuanced resistance.

In the following, I will try to explicate these arguments in relation to women
workers’ experiences. When I asked Zeynep about the overtime work, it turned out
that what led her to stay overtime is that it would enable her and her coworkers to
create a congenial environment where no authority exists. Actually this way of
laying claim to the workplace environment properly fits into De Certau™s (1984)
description of tactic: “a tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place, fragmentarily,
without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it at a distance. It
has as its disposal no base where it can capitalize on its advantages, prepare its
expansions, and secure independence with respect to circumstances”(p.XIX).
Similar to what DeCertau describes, this appropriation of workplace depends on
time (which means overtimes), in other words, it depends on the constant
manipulation of events (in this case overtimes) in order to turn them into
opportunities. Here is an example of how Zeynep and her co-workers manipulate the
fiancé of the employer, Mehtap, not to stay overtime so that they can have time for

themselves without her watching over them:

kimseye selam vermiyodu ya. Herkes aliyodu eline sigaray1 baska bir kdseye gidiyordu.
Yemin ediyorum ki ben dyle bir insan degilim. Ben konuskan, ne bileyim, giilerim, dalga
gecerim, saka yaparim onlara tamam mi1? Ben o is yerinin ortamina girdim, dedim ben
caligmam orda, miimkiin degil ¢iinkii calismam.”
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When you stay overtime with the others, it is not enjoyable at all. Because
you bear the noise of machines and people all day. But when we stay
overtime as girls, we turn on our tape, we laugh, have fun, chaff each other,
talk about the films, then we gossip about people’s acts. We send away
Mehtap, we never let her stay, [ swear. It is not possible, we say ‘she can go
we will finish the work.” She is always sick. Even if she is not, we make her
sick and send her home. Because we don’t want her with us. Especially if
Hilal stays overtime, we would be deprived of any motivation to work. For
example, on Saturdays, me, Sevda, Rukiye and Meliha. We like to work
together. Actually Meliha is a very funny person. We do not complete the
work on time on Fridays just to come on Saturdays and have fun. Ali, me,
Sevda, Rukiye and Meliha we all go on Saturdays, we make tea, and we chat
while we work. But when Meliha is there we never go to work overtime. We
say to Ali that we will not be coming if Hilal and Mehtap are also coming.
Why? Because they are really glum people. They do not talk at all, they are
snobbish, they overestimate themselves, we don’t want to talk to such
people.”

Courageous encounters with the boss
The women workers’ narratives are also full of stories in which they face the boss
courageously. In such narratives the women put themselves in opposition to the
silent and coward workers. Especially the women working in relatively larger
workshops separate themselves from their coworkers by stressing how they used to
talk up to the boss and resist the inequalities and injustices they encountered. They
constantly create counter-discourses that counterpose themselves against the

submissive and subservient practices and discourses of others. The same pattern of

% «Ama mesaiye kalmak, zaten komple kaldin mu hig giizel degil. Ciinkii biitiin giin zaten
makina sesi, ondan sonra ses, acayip ses, mesela kizlar kaldik m1 a¢iyoz teyibimizi,
kapatiyoruz, giiliiyoruz, egleniyoruz, takiliyoz birbirimize, filmlerden bahsediyoruz, sonra
ne bileyim milletin hareketlerinden bahsediyoruz. Mehtab1 da kovudyoruz, hayatta mehtabi
birakmayiz. Yemin ederim. Miimkiin degil, gidiyoz diyoz gitsin biz ¢alisiriz. Zaten Mehtap
cok hastadir, gitsin 0. Yemin ederim kizi hasta yapip eve gdnderiyoruz. Ama ¢iinkii
istemiyoruz. Hele hilal orda oldu mu, insanin hi¢ ¢alisma hevesi kalmiyor. Mesela
Cumartesi giinleri benle sevda, rukiye bi de meliha. Meliha da aslinda ¢ok komik bir insan
bdyle. Surf girgir olsun diye, eglenmek icin isleri ge¢ yapiyoruz Cuma giinleri, caligmiyoruz.
Diyoruz ki Cumartesi gelelim diye. Gidiyoruz Ali, ben, sevda, rukiye bir de meliha,
dordiimiiz geliyoruz, ¢ayimizi yapiyoruz, oturuyoruz, hem konusuyoruz hem ¢alistyoruz ki
mehtap orda oldu mu ne ben giderim, ne sevda gider, hele rukiye hi¢ gelmez, o derece.
Meliha abla Ali abiye diyodu ki valla Ali abi hilalle Mehtap gelirse valla biz gelmeyiz.
Niye? E onlar suratsiz, ger¢ekten. Konusmuyolar, havali boyle, zaten bir bok olsalar ben
derim kendilerini bi bok zannediyorlar ki, biz de 6yle bir insanla konugsmayalim.”
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an encounter with the boss repeatedly emerges in their narratives: She resists an
unfair practice, either related to herself or others, and raises her voice. Then some
authority (the boss, the manager or the foremen) accepts her demand because they
cannot deprecate the soundness of her arguments. However, other workers remain
quiet again, and leave her alone in the face of the authority. Then, she blames the
others for being quiet, wants them to raise their voices like her. But at the end of the
narrative she expresses her recent decision, which is not to “talk” against the
employer any more, since she realizes that the others will not support her. Therefore,
her struggle against injustices is silenced in the end and she end up identifying
herself with the rest. Hanim says,

Since I was the one raising our demands to the employers up to now, I
always attracted attention. I am the only one who is talking, who has been
talking and who talked. Still I talk when it is required but it is not only up to
me. If there is a common problem, they also have to raise their voices.”

Dilber says,

On the one hand they do not raise our salaries, but on the other hand they
buy a new car for themselves. This situation was making some of us angry.
The others also grumble about it, but they do nothing. We haven’t been
given decent wages for years. People use each other as a pawn. During that
period, we talked to them, we also talked to them many times later, we used
to go upstairs to express our grievances. Even if a small affair comes up,
they used to come and provoke us. But now we will not be deceived.
Because after a point, you realize that you have become the bad person.
Despite this other workers would also exclude you. Then you ask yourself
‘why should I bother?” They say ‘salary rise month is getting closer, Dilber
you talk to them.” ‘No’ I say ‘It is me who always speaks out, now it is your
turn to speak out and mine to listen.” '?°

% «Zaten ben hep soyledigim i¢in hep goze battim bu giine kadar. Hep ben konusuyorum,
hep ben konusuyourm. hep ben konusurdum. Yine yeri geldigi zaman ben konusuyorum
ama sadece benle olmaz.Onlarin da sorunuysa onlarin da.”

19 «Ama bir yandan da bize zam vermezken bi bakiyorsun, yeni araba aliyorlar. Bu bizi,
belli kisileri ¢ok kizdirtyordu. Diger insanlar da s6yleniyor ama hig bir sey yapmiyorlar.
Kag senedir dogru diiriist zam yine almiyoruz. Ve insanlar piyon olarak hep birilerini
kullaniyor. O dénem biz konugsmustuk ondan sonra da pek ¢ok kez konustuk, yukari
cikiyorduk. Mesela kiiciik bir sey oldugunda bile bize sdyliiyorlardi. Bizi kiskirtmaya
caligtyorlardi ama artik bu oyunlara gelmiyoruz. Ama gelmiyosun bi siire sonra bu
oyunlara, bakiyorsun bi siire sonra hep kotii insan sen oluyorsun. Buna ragmen is¢i de seni
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Sabis says,

If you look at workers in other workplaces, our working hours are much
longer (...) It is not a situation that can change with the efforts of just one
person. If only I or another protests this situation, nothing will change. (...)
Now I decided to struggle as an individual. Maybe this is something bad, but
I understood that I cannot struggle together with them. Now I am alone, and

defending my own rights. I am speaking out about the things that annoy me,
even those that do not annoy me. '*!

The subjectivities of women garment workers under the conditions of late capitalism
was one of the triggering questions of this chapter. For this purpose, I tried to
delineate the genres of work stories told by women garment workers, and focused
on particular encounters taking place at the workplace. Taking these encounters as
spaces through which women respond to various hierarchical and disciplinary work
relations that are mediated by various emotions, I argued that factors such as age,
skill, family roles and expectations inform the way women give meaning to their
work experiences. I also argued that the fact that production is organized in line with
the requirements of post-fordist management does not necessarily erase the
possibility of attaching a meaning to the work. Because first of all, as noted above,
garment work, different from textile work, still requires a substantial amount of
manual labor, and the capital-labor ratio is relatively small in comparison to many
other sectors. Especially for skilled and experienced workers this feature of the

sector enables garment workers to identify themselves with their work. Another

dishyor. O zaman niye yapayim ki diyorsun. Diyorlar ki zam ay1 geliyor, Dilber sen
konusursun. Hayir diyorum hep ben konusuyorum, biraz da siz konusun ben dinleyeyim.”

%1 “Diger islere bakarsan bizim ¢alisma saatimiz daha cok. (...) Bi kisiyle degisecek bi sey
degil. Benim tek itiraz etmem, baskasinin tek itiraz etmesi bi sey degistirmiyor.(...) Artik
bireysel miicadeleye gectim. Bu belki kotli ama onlarla miicadele edilmeyecegini anladim.
Tek basina artik kendi haklarimi1 savunuyorum. Beni rahatsiz eden seyleri de sdyliiyorum,
rahatsiz etmeyen seyleri de sdylityorum.”
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crucial thing here is that all narratives, which are full of statements of resentment
due to the pervasiveness of feelings of disrespect at the workplace, end up with the
idea that “nothing is gonna change at work.” This recurring theme concerns the
unreliability and untrustworthiness of their coworkers in particular, and other people
in general. They conclude by saying that they stopped doing something for the
betterment of their working conditions and for the others, and they let matters take
their own course. In short, the prevailing mood among women workers is
“indifference” or “ending up being indifferent.” In other words, their responses to
the flexible reorganization of the garment industry are nourished by the “moral
critiques of the dehumanizing aspects of market relations” (Ong 1987), however
since these critiques are not articulated by a collective political organization and a
trade-union, they are experienced as big personal injuries. These narratives express
how these women feel about the various violations of their dignity and humanity at
the workplace, and how these violations are turned into opportunities by women
workers in some encounters, or are used by the employers to further contribute to
their vulnerabilities.

The more work becomes an indispensable choice for workers due to their
familial obligations, the more workers identify themselves with their work. These
women’s narratives tend to elaborate on their dexterity and assiduity at work and
they tell in detail what they do at work. They think that they deserve respect for their
hard work. The main source of their resentment is not only disrespect towards
themselves, but also towards their work. In other words, while resenting the
humiliating treatments at the workplace they also refer to the uniqueness or
importance of the work they undertake at the workplace. On the other hand, those

who, at least potentially, think that they can disengage themselves from textile work
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do not narrate the work they undertake in detail. They rather emphasize they can be
replaced with other workers, and they do not play a unique role at the workplace.
The expression of their resentment seems to be reflected to rather personal issues
other than work itself. The nature of their resentment is cultivated by their extra-
work roles and other life chances. The influence of these roles, especially the gender
roles, for women’s positioning of themselves at the workplace will be clearer in the

following chapter.

91



CHAPTER 4
SUBJECTIVITIES OF WOMEN GARMENT WORKERS

IN GENDERED WORK PLACES

[...]a sort of contrasting diptych, where the first panel represents the
misery of everyday life, its tedious tasks, humiliations reflected in the
lives of the working classes and especially of women, upon whom
the conditions of everyday life bear the heaviest — child-bearing and
child-rearing, basic preoccupations with bare necessities, money,
tradesmen, provisions, the realm of numbers, a sort of intimate
knowledge of things outside the sphere of material reality: health,
desire, spontaneity, vitality; recurrence, the survival of poverty and
the endlessness of want, a climate of economy, abstinence, hardship,
repressed desires, meanness and avarice. The second panel portays
the power of everyday life, its continuity, the permanence of life
rooted in the soil, the adaptation of the body, time, space, desire;
environment and the home; the unpredictable and unmeasurable
tragedy forever lurking in everyday life; the power of woman,
crushed and overwhelmed, “object” of history and society but also
the inevitable “subject” and foundation; creation from recurrent
gestures of a world of sensory experience [...]

Lefebvre, Everyday life in the Modern World (1985)
My first entry into a garment workshop was an uncomfortable experience to say the
least. This place had two floors and I was waiting at the store-like entrance floor
where there were piles of uncut denim at the corner waiting to be sewed. The rest of
the room was divided by a screen into a kitchen with a small cafeteria on the one
side, and a small office for the shop owner on the other. I was sitting at the dining
table and chatting with the cook who is the mother of the shop owner, and waiting
for the workers’ lunch break. The workers walked out of the workshop which is in
the basement. A group of women sat beside me and the mother introduced me to
them. I remained mostly silent while they were eating their lunch, but I was pretty
sure that eyes and whispers were directed at me. The owner of the shop floor let me

in the basement after the lunch break and told the women to help me. After lunch,
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from the moment that [ was surrounded by the women asking questions and
answering mine, till I sat in one of the chairs of the machinists at the shop floor, still
surrounded by some women, many male workers, most of whom were very young,
made a pass at me saying “come and talk to us as well,” “we can meet as well”'*
etc. The rest of the male workers were also staring at me. I felt that even the smallest
movement of my body is being closely watched, and this feeling so pervaded my
state of mind that I felt a stroke of pain inside. I always experienced the same
uncomfortable feeling whenever I went to such work places.

This highly sexualized atmosphere of the garment shop floors becomes
readily visible in women garment workers’ narratives. Then I began to think that
there is more to investigating women’s work experiences than criticizing sexual
division of labor at work, or women’s weak chances of getting a proper education
and finding better jobs. Though these are profoundly important facts with concrete
consequences for women’s participation to the labor force, we still need a more
elaborate understanding of the meaning of laboring as a woman, being at the
workplace as a woman.

This approach should embrace both the analysis of disciplinary mechanisms
as gendered artifacts, and the way women experience, give meaning and respond to
these gendered disciplinary mechanisms. I think the recent ethnographic studies on
women workers (Fernandez-Kelly 1983, Ong 1987, Kondo 1990, Salzinger 1997,
2000, 2003, Ngai 2005) embrace such an approach towards the everyday
experiences of women workers. The escalation of such studies beginning with the
late 1980s seems to be nourished by two important developments that took place at

different levels. The first one has to do with the reorganization of capitalist

192 “Gelip bizle de konussana” and “Biz de bulusabiliriz”
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production relations since the late 1970s and the gradual demise of welfare regimes
in the Western countries. Capital’s search for cheap labor-power to compete in the
global market is accompanied by the employment of large numbers of young
women in global factories which are generally located in the free export zones of
third world countries. Accordingly, the recent ethnographies on women workers
take into consideration both the changing gender composition and the re-location of
the working classes. The second one has to do with the deployment of new
analytical tools to understand the notion of agency and subject, especially under the
influence of post-structuralist writings. Post-structuralist theories mainly question
the idea of the unity of the subject and instead emphasize the contradictory
subjectivity formations of individuals at the intersection of multiple discourses and
practices of power.

In the following, I will make use of this workplace ethnography literature
which not only focuses on gendered disciplinary formations but also on women’s
subjective experiences of these processes, thus their potential for agency, to peel the
layered articulation of gender-related issues in women workers’ life experiences. In
general, these studies introduce a series of gendered spaces, relations and control
mechanisms to analyze capitalist work and deepen our understanding of the
operation of capitalist relations.

Before proceeding into the gendered dynamics of the various encounters at
the workplace, I want to make a few remarks regarding the theoretical sources of
this chapter. Many scholars questioned the opposition between ideas and social

institutions, theory and practice, culture and the material world in different ways and
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with disparate purposes.'® One of the questions that bothered these scholars is how
to conceptualize domination and resistance without falling into the trap of
reproducing this duality. That is why many scholars address the questions of agency,
domination, resistance and subversion by making use of the notions of subjectivity
and symbolic violence. “Subjectivity” enables one to reflect on how actors are
“bound but choosing, constrained but transforming, both strategically manipulating
and unconscious of the frames within which they move” (Luhrman 2006, p.346).
Bourdieu’s notion of “symbolic violence”'® is also an attempt to transgress the
opposition between persuading and coercive forms of power.'” He argues that
symbolic power manifests itself through various “bodily emotions” which “take
place below the level of consciousness and will” (Bourdieu 2005, p.341). This
means that neither submission nor resistance can be grasped solely at the level of
consciousness and ideas. His understanding of the operation of domination, though
it makes a relatively large room for structuring forces, is powerful in delineating the

complex processes of submission and resistance. It seems that we can reveal a lot

concerning the women workers’ subjectivities by tracing the effects of various

1% For example, Kleinman (1994) searches for ways of integrating meaning, relationship
and bodily experience, and proposes to investigate the interaction between the social body
and the physical body. In a similar vein, Mitchell (1990) argues that analyses of power and
domination that oppose meaning to material reality, the ideological to the material,
reproduce the larger forms of dualism through which domination is constructed. Weeks
(1996) directs her critisims against feminist scholars who restrict their analyses to discursive
categories and cultural norms, and proposes to consider the concrete, everyday and bodily
dimensions of existence as well.

1% Bourdieu (2005) defines symbolic violence as follows: “The dominated apply categories

constructed from the point of view of the dominant to the relations of domination, thus
making them appear natural. This can lead to a kind of systemic self-depreciation, even self-
denigration, visible ... in their adherence to a demeaning image of woman” (p.340).

1% He talks about moving beyond “the forced choice between constraint (by forces) and
consent (to reasons), between mechanical coercion and voluntary, free, deliberate, even
calculated submission” (p.340).
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symbolic powers because symbolic violence seems to be a significant power
regulating many dimensions of women workers’ life experiences.

There are three levels upon which the gender-related issues emerge in
women garment workers’ stories. Though these levels are interrelated in many
respects, they can be separated from each other for analytical purposes. The first
level concerns the public representations of women textile/garment workers. The
operation of gendered discourses and practices, such as familial idioms, sexual
harassment, gossip around the chastity of women workers, as a disciplinary
mechanism at the workplace forges the second level. At this level my purpose will
be to elaborate upon various disciplinary mechanisms at the workplace that operate
through gender-related notions, spaces, and practices. In this chapter I will basically
explore how and to what extent the family, female body and sexuality are
inseparable to understand capitalist production relations, and how women’s
positioning at different work places is informed by similar and divergent cultural
mediations of gender. The third level is related to women’s submissive, subversive
or contradictory responses to these techniques and representations, i.e. the
construction of their subjectivities. The overall analysis of the interaction of these
three levels in women workers’ life experiences will show how the gender
dimension is indispensable for any understanding of capitalist work relations. It will
also reveal women’s complicity with their subordination both in conscious and

: 106
unconscious ways.

1% There is a huge sociological literature on work and labor processes asking various
versions of these questions such as “why do workers work?”, “why do they work willingly
or unwillingly?”. Braverman’s (1998) influential book Labor and Monopoly Capital: The
Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century is about the operation of Taylorist
management principles, which are based on the separation of manual and mental labor, at
the workplace. By showing the management processes through which workers are deskilled
at the production site, this book helps concretize the Marxist debate of alienation. However,
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Various public representations regarding women workers
Most recent works pertaining to global factories in the third world countries point
out the proliferation of the discourses on the docility and malleability of women
workers '’ (Salzinger 1997, 2000, 2003, Wright 2004 , Elias 2005, Poster 2002, Lee
1995). These studies point out that these discourses are used as part of a managerial
strategy to attract foreign capital to the country or to discipline the labor force. Such
studies also show that such discourses aim at the creation of the image of docile
third world women which can be employed and exploited easily. However, neither
these images and discourses nor the promotion of these images by local and global
capitalists materialize in the same way all over the world. As noted by Ong (1991),
“in each locale, different modes of industrial and social domination promote certain

cultural forms and identities, while undermining or suppressing the others” (p.295).

this work was later criticized for being indifferent towards the experiences of workers. This
criticism was taken into account by Buroway. On the basis of a detailed ethnographic work
in a US factory, Burawoy (1989) argues that piece-rate system is an effective strategy to
guarantee the concession of workers to the managerial authority. These studies are
touchstones in the literature, however both the changes in the organization of global
production relations and the rising importance of post-structuralist approaches to work and
identity, made some of their assumptions questionable. More studies turned their attention
to the workers’ implicit and explicit forms of resistance and the complex ways through
which they deal with deskilling strategies of management. In addition, many studies arguing
against the separation of production sites from other spheres of life, proposed to investigate
the experiences of workers within the totality of their lives. Such an approach enabled these
studies to integrate gender and race as an indispensable dimension of production.

17 For example, Melissa W. Wright explicates how these managerial discourses become
indispensable for the production of value at the factory. Her overall purpose is to “combine
a poststructuralist interrogation into the production of subjects with Marx’s insights into the
reproduction of workers as variable capital.” She writes that “Everyday around the world,
women who work in the third-world factories of global firms face the idea that they are
disposable. This idea proliferates in the form of a story, told by factory managers in these
facilities, that explains how the women represent a homogenous worker whose productive
value inevitably depletes over time until she is worth no more than the value of her own
replacement [...] These wasting women are not worthless, from the outset. They possess the
traits of dexterity and attention to detail that have long been associated with ‘natural’
femininity ... the ‘disposable woman’ is a figure of capitalist dreams. She embodies the
valuable traits of dexterity, patience, and docility as well as the sources of her own
devaluation.”
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In the case of women garment workers in Turkey, who work in small or
middle scale work places, rather than free export zones, it is rather difficult to talk
about such managerial discourses that are effective at the international level.'®®
However, there are other effective discourses in public circulation, especially in the
neighborhoods where there are many garment workshops. These discourses portray
young female textile workers in extremely derogatory terms and in turn play a
crucial role in disciplining them. First of all, young women workers in garment or
textile production sites are generally perceived to be frivolous in terms of their
attitudes and characters. They are assumed to be prone to having boyfriends easily,
or to have a soft spot for men in general. Despite the fact that the prejudices against
women workers are historically conditioned, recent pervasive employment of young
girls in small garment workshops besides men seems to increase the circulation of
such talks, perpetuating the prejudices towards working girls and women.

In the following we will see the material repercussions of derogatory value
judgments regarding women garment workers at the workplace. These
representations are crucial in that they restrain, shape and mediate the women
workers’ discursive and practical responses at their various encounters with male or
female workers. In short, the significance of such talk does not arise from the
question of whether it corresponds to a reality. But it is rather the women workers’

narratives that betray the effectiveness of such discourses. Because, these attributes

towards women workers, especially towards those younger women, are maintained

"% This situation has to do with the relatively high labor costs in Turkey when compared to
many other third world countries, and the discursive commitment of the representatives of
textile and garment employers to be competitive in terms of technology and design at the
international arena rather than through labor advantage.
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not only by employers or male workers, but also by the women workers themselves,
though in a different way.

Women workers try hard to sustain the distance between this image and
themselves, and their efforts to that aim are also constitutive for the gendered
regulation of the daily encounters at the workplace. Below, we will deal with
various aspects of these regulations and how they become an indispensable
dimension of managerial control at the workplace and how women respond to these
regulatory practices and discourses.

Despotic workplace regimes, local mediations and familial sentiments
As opposed to previous workplace ethnographies, recent workplace studies abstain
from opposing despotic and hegemonic factory regimes'” by emphasizing the
importance of “local capitalist and cultural practices” (Ong 1987, p.70-71) and
distinctive patterns of shop-floor policies (Lee 1995) including differing gender
constructions at different places. These studies point out that it is not only the state
regulations that determine the nature of factory regimes. They argue that the social
organization of labor markets should also be taken into account for a proper theory
of production politics (Lee 1995). This amounts to being attentive to the local
networks and kinship ties which are always structured along gender lines. These
local networks in which women workers are embedded influence the way they enter

or drop out of paid work and make decisions over their life trajectories. These

19 The notion of “factory regime” refers to overall political form of production, including
the political effects of labor process and political apparatuses of production. (Burawoy
1985:87) According to Burawoy’s analysis, the distinction between hegemonic and despotic
factory regimes is mainly related to the degree of state intervention i.e. the nature of state .
The lack of welfare support or insufficient regulation of industrial relations give rise
todespotic and coercive factory regimes by entailing workers completely to their wages for
survival. There are different forms of despotic factory regimes such as market despotism,
patriarchal despotism or paternalistic despotism. (Mouzelis, 1986) Yet, Buroway argues, the
development of the welfare state gives rise to hegemonic factory regimes which are largely
based on the consent of workers.
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networks also inform the way management develops strategies at the workplace for
efficient production.

As noted in the previous chapters, the women I interviewed were working
both in small and middle scale enterprises. It can be argued that both types of firms
practice despotic forms of regulation to maintain smooth and efficient production.'"
Though there are a number of differences in both places, all workers constantly talk
about “being obliged to do something, not having enough time for one’s self.” These
statements indicate that the chance of identifying oneself with the job and working
willingly or with consent in these garment workplaces are extremely limited. This
leads to a strong sense of aversion from work in women workers’ narratives, and
despotic regulation of production plays a crucial role in the creation of these
feelings.

On the other hand, the way this despotism is materialized at the workplace is
something “negotiated and gendered” (Lee 1995:394). For example, the familial
roles and responsibilities of women workers are influential in their workplace
choices. But on the other hand, these roles are also picked up by the management
consciously to legitimize and naturalize their strict production policies. Thus, in the

following, I will attempt to reveal the intricate ways in which these despotic

10T will bring together the cases that I already mentioned in the previous chapters to make
clear why these shopfloors can be labelled as despotic. One of them is the impossibility of
the leave of absence without the docking of wages both in small and larger workshops. The
long and exhausting working hours is also an inseparable characteristic of garment
production. Most of the time overtime shifts are not announced beforehand, which means
that workers are subject to the arbitrary regulation of their life schedules. Moreover, there is
no overall workplace policy regarding the determination of wages. This means that one’s
closeness to the boss is crucial for the wage level. I also heard stories that foremen or boss
try to use coercive force such as kicking or slapping especially against the younger workers.
These are the common themes mentioned by all women working either in small or middle
sized workshops. All of those suggest that despotic forms of regulation are pervasive in
garment shop floors.

100



practices are deployed in small and middle scale workshops by tracing the narratives
of workers.

As noted by Yortk (2005), there is a strictly regulated work and time
discipline even in the small garment workshops. These are generally family-owned
enterprises that employ unregistered workers. Young girls seem to be generally
opting for these ateliers, because they can chat with their co-workers, visit the
bathroom whenever they want to, smoke or eat snacks during production, or arrive a
little bit late at the workplace. I heard lots of stories that young daughters could not
stand working in a larger enterprise because of the tight regulation of the everyday

life at larger workplaces. Here I will quote from Dilber’s and Hanim’s narratives:

I have three siblings. Two of us are studying, two of us are working. My
working sibling is also a girl. She also works in textile. But she does not like
to be disciplined, one of her friends opened a small denim shop floor. Her
work is not as heavy as ours. She can smoke there. But she does not have a
social insurance. Her wage is very low, the minimum wage. They have no
rights there. They don”t have the right to search for their rights.''" (Dilber)

My younger sibling used to work with me, but she could not bear it. She had
came to Istanbul to study, we experienced some problems during that time
(...) She found this work very difficult, she could not endure it. She worked
here for one year or so, then left. She began to work in bag manufacturing,
saying it would be better. But it turned out to be wrong. Now she is working
in my uncle”’s workplace, and at the same time she is trying to graduate from
the highschool from outside. She does not have to work at weekends. She
will soon have social insurance. Whenever she needs to get permission, she
experiences no difficulty. At weekends, I go to play folklore with my
siblings. When she asked our uncle for permission, he immediately let her
go. Her workplace has such advantages, they are relatively flexible working
conditions, but when I say that I want to get permission in my workplace, it
always creates a problem. ''*(Hanim)

"' Dort kardesiz. Ikisi okuyor ikimiz ¢alisiyoruz. Calisan da kiz. O da tekstilde ¢alistyor

ama o disipline falan gelmiyor.arkadas1 var bi ufak yer agmus, kot lizerine bir yer. Onunki
bizimki kadar agir degil. O sigarasini igebiliyor. Ama sigortasi yok, giivencesi yok. Ucreti
de cok diisiik asgari licret. Haklar1 yok. Hak arama haklar1 yok.

12 «Kiiciik kardesim yanimda ¢alistyordu ama yapamadi. O mesela zaten buraya gelisi okul
i¢in geldi, bir takim sorunlar yasadik. (... )bu ise girmesi agir geldi, tabi kaldiramadi. Bir y1l
iki y1l sey yapti ama yeter yapamiyorum dedi. Canta isine girdi. Daha iyi olur dedi. Orada
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In larger workplaces, leaving work for the bathroom or smoking, chatting or even
chewing a gum might be a reason to get a scolding from the foremen. This means
that only those young girls who are not a breadwinner mother or the oldest daughter
of the family have the opportunity to quit their jobs to search for other jobs that have
more flexible working conditions. But if you are or feel responsible for your
family’s survival, it is not easy to risk loosing your job, even if it imposes extremely
unfavorable conditions. This means that the more you are deprived of the channels
that might support you in the face of managerial authority, the less you have the
chance to quit the job. This situation inevitably deteriorates the bargaining power of
most of the women at their workplace. The fact that women are generally designated
to low-skilled tasks also contributes to their weakness in the face of the employer.
Because, the more one is replaceable at the workplace, the more one looses her
bargaining power.

It is a well-known argument that economic relations under the guise of
familial discourses, idioms and reciprocities contribute to the invisibility of
exploitation of women’s labor. But on the other hand, such familial relations are
said to be operating also as a protective shelter against capitalist exploitation,
especially during times of crisis or recession (Ong 1987, White 1994). None of the
women workers I talked to were working in family workshops, however, the
familial idioms were still the dominant and common form of speech among workers

and employers. The workers call the boss and the foreman, who are almost always

da olmadi. Su an dayimin yaninda. Hem de disaridan okulu bitirmeye c¢alistyor. Orda atelye
olmasia ragmen Cumartesi pazar1 yok. Sigortalar1 da yapilacak. Izin almas1 gerektigi yerde
hemen izin alip geliyor. Hafta sonlar1 kizkardeslerimle folklore gidiyorum, ¢aligmalari falan
oluyor. Day1 benim folkloriim var, ya tamam git. O konuda zorluk ¢ikartmryorlar o
avantajlar1 var. ya en azindan daha rahat, benim isim var ben gidiyorum diyebiliyor. Ama
benim isimde bunu sdyledigin zaman sorun.”
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male, “abi”” °, even though they are much younger. The employers call relatively

older women “abla” etc. The important question is whether the family sentiments
are invoked at the workplace and if they are invoked, then the question is by whom,
and for which purposes.

I will argue that in both types of workplaces, the bosses or foremen create
moments and encounters in which they say to women workers that they expect them
to be loyal to their firms. For example, Hanim works as a quality controller in a
denim company. The boss invites her to his office to warn her about a group of
workers who are turned out to be trying to form a workers’ union at the workplace.

‘I am going to tell you something that I don’t believe’ he said. ‘Tell me’ I
said. ‘You know the recent developments your name is also on the list
though I know that you are not one of them. You have been working with me
for many years,” he said. Apparently I inspired such confidence in him that
he did not believe that I was involved in such things, even if my name was
on the list. “You can confront us’ I said ‘Let us know who says this.” I was
thinking like that, let’s see what I have done, with whom I talked to. ‘No
need for this’ he said ‘I know you, but do not go along with ignoble people.’
He talked exactly like that, do not get along with ignoble people. ‘Even if
you do not think, they sink in your brain and make you think that way.’
What can you say in such a situation? You can say neither yes nor no. I said
‘I say what I know, I really have no idea what is going on. Just bring me
face-to-face with these people.” ‘There is no need to do something like that,
we believe in you and we trust you’ he said ‘We just wanted to warn you
about such ignoble people and do not let them mix up your mind, is that ok?’
‘Ok’ I said. ‘If you have any problems, directly come to me, there is nothing
that I cannot solve’ he said. He talked that way. I said ‘ok, I will come if I
experience a problem, thank you.”''*(Hanim)

'3 «Abji” literally means older brother, and “abla” older sister.

114 «“Bir sey soyliicem ama inanmiyorum dedi. Séyle dedim. Dedi ki biliyosun dedi son
olaylari, listede senin adin var. Ben dedi senin o olaylarin disinda oldugunu... Sen kag yildir
benim yanimda galistin. Ben &yle bir giiven vermisim ki, adam gorse bile inanmiyor. Oyle
bir seyi var. Ben de dedim yiizlestirebilirsin. Kimse bilelim? Kafamdan 6yle geciyor, getir
yiizleselim. Hani ben kimle konugmusum, ne yapmisim? Yahu dedi gerek yok ben seni
biliyorum, ama, dedi itlen kdpeklen bir olma. Ayni bu sekilde itlen kdpeklen bir olma dedi.
Sen diistinmesen bile, kafana girer diisiindiiriirler seni dedi. Yani ne sdyleyebilirsin ki, yle
sOylesen yok, boyle séylesen yok. Dedim ben bunu biliyorum, bunu séyliiyorum dedim
gercekten haberim yok benim. Karsilagtir beni o zaman inanirim gergekten kisiler gelip
sOylemisler. O da gerek yok dedi, biz sana inaniyoruz, giiveniyoruz. Tamam dedi. Sadece
biz uyaralim itlen kdpeklen bir olma. Kafani karistirmasinlar falan filan, tamam mi abla.
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Here the boss constantly invokes the feelings of loyalty and faithfulness. Therefore
he softens the terms of the encounter with Hanim, as a worker, by depicting her as a
loyal member of the company — as family — since she has been working in this
company for a long time. Such attitudes are common in smaller enterprises as well. I
will give one example. When the employer learns that Meliha visited another
workplace to start to work for a higher wage, he goes to that workplace and says
“She changed her mind and will not be coming here” even without talking to her.
Then he sends her a message saying “I will do a favor for her.” This example shows
the immensity of the employer’s ease to exert power over her decision. Meliha’s
reply to her employer’s attitude is as follows:

I later learnt that they conveyed a message to this new workplace not to wait
for me, that I had changed my mind and decided not to work there. They did
not let me leave their place. You see. Though I could immediately start
working in that shopfloor, I can find a work the day I quit this job. I said
these to them. ‘Don’t think that I am a needy person, and bound to work
here’ I said ‘Anyone could saddle me as long as I am a donkey. If we have a
brother-sister relationship here, if we love and respect each other, do not
abuse this situation. I have kids and when they want something from me and
if I cannot buy it, I become depressed. Why could not I buy these things, I
am both a mother and a father to them.” They said ‘one of your children is
also working.” Yes, you are right. But even if he is also working, you have to
give me my due. You cannot divert my money to your pocket saying that she
is not in need of it. Am I wrong? It is totally foolish to say that your son is
also working. My children are growing up, my son will go to the army in
two years, maybe I will save money during that period, maybe for his
wedding. My son might work, and you do not have the right to say this to
me. You just give me my due, I will give my labor to you in exchange. Isn’t
it the problem? ''°(Meliha)

Tamam. Bir sorunun oldugu zaman gel dedi, benim yapamayacagim hig bir sey yok dedi.
Oyle sey de konusuyo yani. Tamam dedim sagol dedim, olursa gelirim dedim.”

' “Bunlar da buraya sdylemisler, ablay1 beklemeyin abla calismaya gelmeyecek buraya.
Beni ordan salmiyolar. Anladin. Ben burda hemen is basi yaptim. Sen ne diyorsun. Yaparim
ki ben bugiin ¢ikayim, bugiin de isbasi yaparim, ayni giin de yaparim. 6yle dedim hatta,
zannetmeyin mecbur bu burda, muhta¢ demeyin dedim. Ben esek olduktan sonra herkes
eyerler beni. Dedim ya burdan ¢ikayim ben hemen is basi yaparim dedim. Burda dedim abi,
kardes gibi bir sevgi, saygimiz varsa, bunda dedim suikast yapmayin yani. Benim de
¢olugum ¢ogugum var dedim, benim dedim ¢ocuklarim calistigim halde bir sey istedigi
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What is striking in this passage is that the terms of wage bargaining is entirely
established on her familial relations. On the one hand, the boss refers to her working
son, implying that there is another breadwinner at home and thus, he impolitely
manipulates her familial relations to set back her request for a higher wage. On the
other hand, she legitimizes her right to a wage increase with reference to the various
necessities of her children. She refers to having a relationship like “older brother-
younger sister” at that workplace and wants them not to abuse this relationship.

The invocation of the uniqueness of workers that we mentioned in the
previous chapter takes place in a work environment in which the family relations of
employees are used as an effective tool of manipulation by the employers. In other
words, in some situations the employers invoke workers’ uniqueness to prevent
absenteeism or to guarantee the continuity of the labor force and production, but in
others they manipulate women’s familial positions for the same purposes. For
example, when Zeynep decides to leave her workplace, the foreman says “your
sister is also working here, you should not and cannot leave her alone here.” Such
examples in which both employers and workers refer to various familial
relationships are abundant in women workers’ narratives. These examples plainly
show how the management makes use of various familial concerns of the workers to

legitimize or naturalize the exploitative work. These cases are more prevalent in

zaman alamadigim zaman dedim. Benim moralim bozuluyor dedim. Niye alamiyim ki ben
dedim, ben hem anneyim hem babayim dedim. Niye alamiyim? Bunlar dedi senin ¢ocuk da
calisiyor. lyi giizel sdyliiyorsun da kardesim. Diisiin kii benim isim var, diisiin kii benim
oglum da galisiyor, ben de ¢alisiyorum. Benim hakkim neyse sen yine bana vermek
zorundasin. Bu kadinin ihtiyaci yok diye, sen benim maasimi kendi cebine indiremezsin ki.
Di mi? Ne kadar mantiksiz bir sey oglun para getirmiyor mu? Benim ¢ocuklarim yetisiyor.
Benim oglum askere gidicek 2 sene sonra. Belki askerde yatiricam, belki onun evliligine
hazirlik yapicam. Benim oglum ¢aligabilir canim senin onu sdylemeye hakkin yok ki. Sen
bana hakkim olan hakkimi ver, ben de isini vereyim. Sorun bu di mi.”
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small workshops where the employers know the workers well. On the other hand,
these same concerns operate as local moral claims that the women use against the
brutalizing nature of work and work relations. Hanim’s idealized depiction of her
previous workplace is also full of appeals to family sentiments such as affection,
protection, feeling secure etc.
We had such a pretty environment there, full of love, compassion, respect
just like in a family. That workplace was like that. Basak I could not find
that environment in any other workplace. Textile work is really naff if the
employer is not a nice person ... [ am not saying something about my
present employers, they are new in the sector, they are ignorant. But if you
see that you earn money thanks to these working people, you have to make
them happy, then you never go bankrupt. My previous boss used to tell me
this. He also used to tell me ‘Meliha, my daughter, if someone passes a word
to you, tell me, even if he is the most talented machinist, I will dismiss him, I
will not listen to him, we are brothers-sisters here.” There there was the value
of the person, there was honesty, there was pride, there was honor. I do not
see things like that here, I would like to go to that workplace again, do you
get it? I would like to work in such an environment. ''°(Hanim)
Despite the prevalence of such familial discourses at many workplaces, in practice
being a woman does not seem to be providing a protective shelter for workers. Ngai
(2005) and Rofel (1992) cite examples from Chinese workplaces in which women
workers “routinely cited family and female reasons for taking time off work” (Ong
1991:300) including menstruation pains or various familial obligations. Kondo,

(1990) in her book on gender and power relations in a Japanese workshop, also

observes that the continuance of familial roles of women in the workplace facilitates

% «“Oyle bir giizel ortamimz vardi ki, bir ailedeki sevgi sefkat, saygi nasilsa bizim
isyerimiz dyleydi. O is yeri dyleydi iste, ben o igyerindeki ortami1 bulamadim. Basak hi¢ bir
yerde bulamadim. Tekstil afedersin dandik dundik isler. Basindaki giizel olmazsa, ben
bunlara bir sey demiyorum, bunlar daha yeni agmislar, cahiller. Ama bir takim, ben bunu
kazaniyorum, bu gittigi zaman ben iflas ederim diyip burdaki insam giildiirmezsen, sen iflas
etmezsin, oray1 toptan kaybedersin. Benim 6nceki patronum dyle diyordu bana,
malatyaliydi. Diyodi ki, bak melahat kizim sana bir sey diyen olursa, bana sdyle, en degerli
makinacim da olsun ben kovarim, hi¢ dinlemem derdi, burada abi kardesiz. (...) Insanin
degeri vardi, insanin korumasi, diiriistliik vardi, gurur vardi, seref vardi. Ben gérmiiyorum
burda, ben yine o tarafa gitmek istiyorum, anladin mi1 simdi. O ortamu istiyorum.”
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a certain degree of flexibility. For example, women workers can skive off work
easily, and they are tolerated because their contribution to work is seen as
secondary, and they are assumed to have other obligations outside the workplace.
Although this approach perpetuates the patriarchal familial roles, it also offers extra-
time and extra-flexibility for women workers that male workers are deprived of. For
the women workers I met, being women or assuming familial roles at work did not
relax the working conditions. On the contrary, the women I talked to mentioned how
they came across extremely “egalitarian” discourses when they asked for special
arrangements. For example when they or one family member gets sick, they hardly
ever get permission for leave of absence from their foremen or the employer. Nearly
all women have stories in which they desperately ask for permission, but the
foreman or director does not let them go. If they miss a work day without the
permission of the foreman, three days’ pay is cut from their monthly payments. For
example, Meliha, widowed mother of 3, could not risk this deduction to take

care of her 2 year old baby, who got sick''’, and as a matter of course continued to

work, being enraged at the foremen who did not let her go.""®

"7 Meliha tells this event as follows: “Recently I again asked for permission. I was telling
them that my child was ill, it is awful to be in need of something ... that day I was working,
but [ began to feel uneasy. I said to the foreman ‘I will go home, my son got sick, I have to
go home immediately.” He did not let me go home. [...] Even if your child gets sick, you
cannot get permission. Though I know how to walk out, but if you walk out, they cut your
wage, they threaten you with wage cut. Even if you do not work just one day, three days’
wage is cut.” (“Gegen giin yine birisi, izin istedim yine. Cocugum hasta diyorum (...)
ihtiyac cok kotii. [...]. Is yerinde ¢alistyorum igime bir sey diistii. Ben eve gidicem dedim.
Ustaya dedim ki abi ben eve gidicem. Benim ¢ocugum hasta dedim, acilen gitmem lazim
dedim. Gondermedi beni eve. [...] Cocugun hasta hasta izin alamiyorsun. Ben o kapiy1
vurup ¢ikmasini da bilirim. Ama vurup ¢iktigin zaman parani kesiyorlar, goziinii dyle
korkutuyorlar. Bir giin gitmiyorsun, {i¢ giin kesiliyor.”)

"8 Halise tells a very similar story: “That is, for example when my mom got sick, he did not
let me go, but I had to go. I went to see her on Saturday, she died on Sunday. If I had not
gone to see her, [ would not have seen her ever. I can find work everywhere, but my mom...
I cannot find my mom again. I said “Either let me go or not, I will go in any case.” I begged
to the foreman, in the end he let me go. I did not go to work on Thursday and Friday, they
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Sabig, who works in a middle-scale company, says that in her workplace
women workers once asked the management to take their lunch before the men from
the cafeteria so that they would not be crushed among men in the line. However, the
management rejected their request on the grounds of “equality”. Women’s request to
sit while doing quality control was also rejected by the management. Sabis says that:

It is generally the women who do the cleaning and controlling. They stand
all day during work, sometimes they want to sit during work saying that they
are standing on their feet 12 hours a day. But their request was not accepted.
They said that they will produce less if they sit. There are old people,
moreover when you stand you want to go to the restroom more often. They
suffer from chronic languor, but they could not voice this, they don’t voice
this. Actually women are not weak at all in terms of the work they undertake,
according to me, women work harder than men do, but they are not
respected as much as men are respected. A man tells his problems easily, but
a woman cannot. Women are more oppressed. When a man expresses his
problems, he is listened to, but whenever a woman tells her problems
regarding the work, she is regarded as a person who has problems. Her
problems are associated with her being a woman. That is why a man can
casily speak, while a woman cannot. '’

were supposed to cut two days’ wages, but it turned out that they cut five days’ wages.
When I said this to them, they said “consider it as a deduction in exchange for the foods that
you take from the kitchen.” We used to take the leftovers from the lunch, otherwise they go
to waste. Instead of casting them away, we take them, even the bosses used to tell us to take
them.” (“Yani her yerde sey yapiyorlar. Mesela 3 giin ise gitme rahatsizlan, benim annem
rahatsizlandi mesela, hasta, bana izin vermiyor, gitmek zorundayim, Cumartesi giinii gittim,
Pazar giinli annem 06ldii mesela, gitmesem goremiycem.is her yerde bulunur, ama anne...aha
annemi bulamiyom iste. Beni ister gdnder, ister gonderme ben istiyom, ne olursa olsun
dedim. Sefe yalvardim yakardim, neyse sef git dedi bana, neyse gittim, ben 2 giin mesela,
Persembe Cuma gelmedim, iki giin kesilmesi lazim, 5 giin kesmisgler, s6yledim, sdyledigim
zaman dediler ki, mutfaktan gotlirdiigiiniiz yemege saym. Hani yemek artiyo, eskilerden
kaliyo ya, ¢ope dokiiyoz, mecbur ¢ope dokiiyoruz, ¢ope dokene kadar gotiiriiyoruz,
patronlar gotiiriin diyor.”)

"% “Temizleme, kontrol etme bunlarda bayanlar agirlikli ¢alistyor. Ayakta ¢alistyorlar
stirekli, bir ara oturma talep ettiler, 12 saat ayakta ¢alisiyoruz diye, oturma talepleri kabul
edilmedi kabul edilmedi. Oturarak daha az ig ¢ikaracaklarini sdylediler. Yash insanlar var....
ayakta olunca tuvalete gitmek ihtiyacglart daha ¢ok oluyor. Siirekli halsizlik gibi durumlari
var. Ama onu dile getiremiyorlar, dile getirmiyorlar. Dile getirmis olsalar hani bayan zay1if
degil aslinda is konumunda ciddi anlamda bayan daha ¢ok azim gosteriyor, benim géziimde
bi bayan daha ¢ok azim gdstermeye ¢alisiyor ama yine de bir erkek kadar saygi gérmiiyor.
Bir erkek oturuyor derdini ¢atir gatir sdyliiyor ama bi bayan séylemiyor. Eziliyor, daha gok.
Bi erkek gelip problemlerini anlattig1 zaman daha ¢ok dinleniliyor, bi bayan anlatti§1 zaman
iste problemli bir bayan oluyor. Bayanligina vuruluyor. Problemli bayan oluyorsun yani.
Erkek oturup anlatiyor ama bayan anlatamiyor.”
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As Sabis’s narrative clearly indicates, let alone citing female reasons for taking time
off work, women fear to raise their problems at the workplace because their speech
itself is considered something problematic.'*

To sum up, in these garment workplaces, familial roles and obligations, and
female-related problems do not provide women even with a discursive strategy to
protect themselves from the harshness of work. Rather, the employers either
manipulate these familial roles of women or disregard women’s requests on the
basis of the discourse of equality. The purpose is to ensure an efficient and docile
workforce.

Engendering bodies at the workplace
The gendered construction of labor relations has implications not only for the
maintenance of labor discipline, but also for the construction of gendered subjects.
The idea that “it is not individuals who have experience but subjects who are
constituted through experience” (Scott 1992) is widely appropriated by (mainly
post-structuralist) feminists. But some other feminists warned that the analysis of
experience should not be restricted within the discursive field. For example, Mc Nay
(1999) says that “there is a tendency in certain theories of identity transformation to

construe identity as a process of symbolic identification without considering its

120 When I asked Nuray if women could get permission when they have periods, she replied
as follows: “No, you cannot talk about it. For example my sister had serious pains during
her periods. Even the supervisors used to know that she has problems. One of the reasons of
her dismissal was that. She used to take breaks so often. She used to not come to work one
or two days in a month. She was suffering a lot. She was taken to the doctor many times.
The bosses say that if a person is of no use, you should dismiss her. That is why many
people are dismissed.” (“Yok sOyleyemiyosun, benim mesela kiz kardesim dyleydi. Miidiir
falan biliyodu sorunlu oldugunu. Kiz kardesim rahatsiz o konuda. O yiizden ¢ok
rahatsizlaninca. Bi ¢ikartilma nedeni de buydu. Cok ise ara veriyordu. Her ay bir iki giin ise
gelmiyordu. Agr falan da ¢ok ¢ekiyordu. Doktora falan da ¢ok gdtiiriildii. Patronlar da
diyor bi insan ise yaramiyorsa ¢ikarin. Miidiirler de ona uyuyor aslinda. Cikartiyorlar. O
ylizden ¢ikartilmalar oluyor.”)
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mediation in embodied practice” (p.98). Many feminist scholars also emphasized the
need for taking laboring practices, rather than signifying practices, as a point of
entry into configurations of gendered subjectivity to better account for the coercion
through which gender is embodied (Weeks 1996). It is also proposed that sex/gender
relations should be investigated through the notion of the “lived body” which is
defined as “a unified idea of a physical body acting and experiencing in a specific
sociocultural context, it is body-in-situation” (Young 2003). The question that I
want to dwell upon is how women workers embody gender identity at the
workplace.

In the previous chapter, we mentioned the importance of workplace
environment for the formation of the subjectivities of women workers. Being aware
of the fact that they can be replaced with other workers or might be dismissed at any
time, workers generally do not develop a deep sense of attachment to their jobs. But
there is another factor that determines women’s level of attachment to their existing
workplaces. This is the constant consideration of others’ attitudes and feelings
towards them. Thus, the feelings of insecurity among workers that we have
mentioned in the third chapter have actually another dimension that pertains directly
to the experience of laboring as a woman. Women’s narratives embrace a strong
self-reflexive dimension in that they constantly keep in view what other people at
the workplace might be thinking of them. This means that women always feel that
they have to think about how they walk, sit, look or walk at the workplace.
Especially the young and unmarried daughters are always under the constant threat
of being labeled as “flirtatious” or “frivolous.” Therefore each work day is

experienced as an encounter with the local realizations of public prejudices against
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women garment workers. This means that women are constantly pushed to account
for their acts at the workplace, and to reiterate their chastity and decency.

All these add up to the emergence of feelings of ambiguity and contradiction
on the part of the women. In short, the working experience of women cannot be
understood without the feeling that their bodily presence at the workplace brings
about the constant visual surveillance of male workers and foremen.'*' These
ambiguities pertain to the construction of their gender identities in that they restrict
their bodily movements and discursive strategies in line with the hegemonic
symbolic power. This situation can be explained with reference to Bourdiue’s notion
of symbolic violence according to which women in particular, subordinate people in
general, though in different degrees, come to comply with the assumptions that
designate them to a secondary and inferior position. Thus, women’s susceptibility to
male superiority is reproduced through daily encounters at the workplace by the
women themselves as well.

Zeynep’s narrative clearly illustrates the ambiguities and insecurities etched
on women’s bodies and feelings at the workplace:

Maybe they also talk about me in that way, but I know what kind of person I
am, honestly I know. For example I know how people think about me. It is

"2l Sabis explains how she experiences this restriction upon her body and bodily movements
as a pscychological pressure as follows: “Seriously I dress freely where I live. I have never
experienced any problems regarding the way I dress in my family. But in our workplace, I
constantly bend down and stand up, there is such a big psychological pressure on me that I
cannot work without wearing my apron and covering my back. I absolutely wear something
on me. Because they look in such a way that I feel disturbed. They judge you according to
your clothes.” (“Ciddi anlamda ben kendi oturdugum ¢evre i¢inde ¢ok rahat giyinirim.
Benim ailemle dyle bir sorunum olmadi bu giine kadar. Ama ¢alistigim yerde siirekli egilip
kalkan bir insanim, ama Gyle bir kendi kendime psikolojik baski olmus ki, su sirtima
onliigiimii baglamadan ¢alisamiyorum, sirtimi kapatmadan ¢alisamryorum. Uzerime
mutlaka bi sey giyiyorum. Ciinkii rahatsiz oluyorum. Oyle bir bakis tarzlar1 var ki, benim en
ufak bi seyim dahi olsa is yerinde hi¢ bir zaman sifir kolla ¢alismam hep iistiime giydigim
bi seyler vardir. Yaz da olsa, kis da olsa. Disarida istedigim kadar rahat geziyorum ama orda
yapamiyorum basak. O rahatlig1 bulamiyorum. Kiyafetinle ¢ok yargilaniyorsun ciddi
anlamda yargilaniyorsun.”)
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better for a person not to enter an environment in which she feels what the

others feel about her. You enter the shopfloor early in the morning, and

everyone looks at you. Then it occurs to me what the others think about me.

For example each of them are at my father’s age, no one looks with an evil

eye on me. The important thing is that if you are a decent person, the others

behave to you decently. But if you are a tricky person, everyone says that she
is a tricky girl. This is what I know and what I see. For example, I go to the
workplace and I know pretty well who behaves how. If I were a bad person,
no one but the men would talk to me. Men would say that she is a frivolous
girl, and they would have affairs with her, and then give her a kick. But this
is not the case, the workplace environment is crucial.'** (Zeynep)
What is also interesting is that the derogatory terms used for women workers, such
as kasar are also used by the women workers themselves to describe some women.
Women workers use the same hegemonic male-dominated language to describe the
acts of other women that they do not like and thus they contribute to the
reproduction of the same male-dominated discourse at the workplace.

Below we will see that it is always women who suffer from the gossip about
dating and sexual affairs at the workplace. Such gossip might lead to various
destructive consequences for the lives of women workers. For example, if you are
not married and talk to a male worker, you can easily gain a bad reputation at the
workplace. Nuray says that upon the rumors about her and her boyfriend while they

were dating, she had to marry him though she was sure neither about him, nor about

marriage:

122 «Belki benim hakkimda da dyle konusuyorlardir ama ki ben bilyorum nasil bir insan
oldugumu vallahi biliyorum. Milletin artik mesela bana hangi g6zle baktiklarini ben
biliyorum. Bir insan hissettigi zaman girdigi ortamdaki insanlarin ne hissettigini o isin igine
girmesin daha iyi olur. Bir is yerine giriyorsun sabahin koriinde herkes sana bakiyor. Ki
aklimdan gegiyor bu insan benim hakkinda acaba ne diisiiniiyor. Mesela hepsi babamin
yasinda kimse sana yanlis gozle bakmaz, bakamaz da. Ama dnemli olan sen efendiysen ki
karsindaki insan da efendidir. Ama degil de kasarsa, her oniine gelen der ki bu kiz kasar.
Oyle, dyle degil mi. Valla ben &yle bildigim, gordiigiim icin 6yle sdylerim. Mesela is yerine
gidiyorum, bana kimin nasil davrandigini ben ¢ok iyi biliyorum. Ki ben mesela kotii bir
insan olsaydim bana kimse selam vermezdi. Verir miydi, vermezdi, erkeklerden haric, o da
derdi ki bu kiz kasar nasil olsa, 6niine gelenle ¢ikardi, tekmeyi atardi. Ama Oyle degil iste
bir i ortamini ger¢ekten ¢ok dnemlidir.”
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I decided to marry in a week after a momentary anger. We had been dating
for a year in my present workplace, but there were lots of rumors about us.
They were saying lots of things. Some people were jealous of us, then my
parents heard it. My dad wanted me to marry but not him. He wanted me to
be happy and comfortable. He said, ‘My girl is here, if she wants to marry, I
will let her marry, but I do not want her to marry him.” I broke up with him, I
did not want to oppose my father, but he followed me around continually.
Since he did not leave me alone, some problems emerged at the workplace
due to his jealousy. Since I have been working there for a very long time, I
had close relations with everyone there. I saw them as friends or brothers.
One day he brought me home late at night. Then a quarrel burst out at home,
I decided that day to marry. I went to their village that weekend. We used to
love each other when we married. But the happiness did not continue. We
talked of divorce many times. They kicked me out of the house.'*

Her story vividly shows how various male actors are complicit in her
disempowerment, leaving her little or no option to decide about her life. First, her
father opposed this marriage but then he agreed. After marriage, she and her
husband continually had arguments due to the jealousy of her husband at the
workplace, and various problems arose between her husband and the other male
workers. He transferred the quarrels that they had at home to the workplace as well.
At the end she felt compelled to quit the job. She lived with her mother-in-law who
behaved very badly to her. She was kicked out of the home several times and each
time her father convinced her to return to her husband since she had a child. When
her husband left for the military service, she went to her previous workplace to ask

for a job. The boss said to her “how could you dare to come work after all that

' Ben de yani bir anlik sinirle yaptim. Bir hafta icinde karar verdim evlenmeye. Ben isimle
bir sene ¢iktim su an calistigim yerde, orda ¢ok dedikodular ¢ikiyordu. Cok seyler
sOylityorlardi. Cekemeyenler oluyordu sonra benim ailemin kulagina gitti. Babam zaten
onla evlenmemi ¢ok istiyordu. lyi yerde olsun, mutlu olsun huzurlu olsun istiyordu. Kizim
burda, yiizii burda, istiyosa evlensin, ama ben istemem dedi. Ben ayrildim kars1 gelmek
istemedim ama bu pesimi birakmadi benim. Pesimi birakmayinca bir kiskanclik olaylari
oldu igyerinde. Ben de eskiden beri ¢alistigim i¢in herkesle bi samimiyetim vard1 yani bi
arkadas olsun bi abi olsun. Beni eve gec¢ birakti iste. Evde tartisma oldu. o giin ben karar
verdim, o hafta sonu onlarin koyline gittim. Kismet iste ¢cekecegim varmis, severek sey
yaptik. Ama mutluluk olmadi. Cook kere boganma olay1 oldu, beni evden kovdular.
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happened,”'** though he gave her a job later. Now, she is the only breadwinner of
her family since her husband could not find a job after his return from military
service. Yet, her problems at the workplace are not over, she complains about the
continuing rumors and sexual harassments of male workers there.

I tell a man that I am a married woman, I have a child. He says ‘never mind.

As long as no one hears, nothing happens.” But you would feel bad inside. I

have a child, a husband and you think that you are disregarding them. But

men do not think that way, they think that nothing would happen to them in

any case. It is the women and girls who suffer in the end, this is the case. '*
In short, her life story is shaped through the agency of male co-workers and family
members. They all have a say over what she is supposed to do and how she has to
behave as a proper daughter, wife or worker. Her exhaustion was reflected in her
voice, pale color of her skin and the rings around her eyes that bear the traces of her
endless efforts to survive and construct a proper and decent gender identity among
these authoritative male figures.

As we have mentioned before, women’s constant efforts to dissociate
themselves from a particular image of the feminine garment worker actually has two
consequences. First, women can deal with the highly sexualized environment of the

workplace only through exerting symbolic violence on themselves and other

. . .. 126 - .
women. One of the main topics of women’s gossiping “° is some women’s indecent

124 “Onca olaydan sonra sen ne yiizle geldin ¢alismaya.”

123 «ya diyosun ben evliyim ¢ocugum var. o da diyo ki nolcak, kimse duymadiktan sonra ne
olacak. Ama nolcak diil ki, sonugta sen kendin i¢inden. Sey hissediyorsun. Benim ¢ocugum
var esim var ona saygisizlik yapiyorum diye disiinebilirsin ama erkekler 6yle diistinmiiyor,
nasilsa diyolar bize bi sey olmaz, nasilsa kadina kiza olur. Olan kadina kiza oluyor.”

126 According to Gal (1991), “Gossip itself is women’s most powerful verbal tool, but it is
two edged. It tends to subvert male-authority, by judging people in terms of values the
male-dominant system rejects. But partly as a result of this subversion it is condemned and
decried by the dominant culture. Moreover, it is seen by all as a negative form of power that
makes or breaks reputations, causes conflict and disrupts relationships. It is negative in
another sense too. As Harding reveals, women develop this genre for lack of other forms of
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acts and behaviors at the workplace. On the one hand they feel compelled to adjust
themselves according to the expectations of the male-gaze and on the other they
evaluate other women on the basis of some criteria that are male-dominated: It is not
good for a woman to have her mobile phone ringing so often at the workplace.
Similarly laughing loudly is also not appropriate behavior for a woman. Making
friends with male workers is seen as an indicator of a woman’s frivolity. Thus, it can
be argued that such feelings of women inescapably contribute to the production of
sexuality at the workplace.

In short, the symbolic violence women exert on themselves and other women
further legitimizes and naturalizes women’s subordination to the male gaze and
touch. The silence of women workers when they are harassed by male workers or
foremen best evidences this.'>” The depiction of garment workplaces as totally
sexualized spaces by both men and women further deprive the harassed women of
the courage to raise their voices against harassment.

In fact, there is a hypocrisy underlining the attitudes of foremen and
employers towards the women workers. On the one hand, they feel comfortable
intervene in young girls’ relations with boys, asserting that they cannot let them

tarnish the company’s name.'*® They also say that they would never let their women

power, but they are trapped by it themselves: ‘The sense, if not fact, of being under constant
surveillance restricts the behavior of women and helps keep them in their place’”’(p.183).

2" We can talk about an overall silence on the issue of sexual harrassment in Turkey.
However, the distinctiveness of sexual harrassment at the workplace lies in its
pervasiveness. The textile shopfloors are famous for being the sites of flirting, and women
garment workers are considered to be appropriate candidates for engaging in sexual affairs.
These wide-spread assumptions naturalize the sexualized femininity of women textile
workers and turn garment workplaces into sexualized public spaces.

128 Sabis’s narratives reveal the hypocrisy of management: “Kadinlara, 6zellikle kadinlari
kovuyorlar. Kizla ¢ocuk ¢ikiyor, paydos saatinde ¢ocuk, ikisi de arkadagimiz, kizin omzuna
atryor, geziyorlar. Yemeklerini yemisler disarda geziyorlar. Bunu goren bir kag kisi
sOyliiyorlar, kdseoglunun adi ¢ikacak onlar sarmas dolag geziyor.” “Mesai saatindeyiz
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workers engage in inappropriate behaviors at their workplaces. On the other hand,
the employers and the foremen take the front stage in the stories of sexual
harassment. Women mainly complain about the harassing acts of foremen or
employers rather than their male co-workers. The point is that the male authorities at
the workplace act as the sole authority over women workers’ bodies, behaviors and
sexualities. Even when the abusive acts of some foremen are criticized by some
employers, in the end it is always the women who are stigmatized, disparaged or
even dismissed from the workplace. Hanim’s and Sabis’s narratives illuminate this
situation very clearly:

For example there was a friend of mine. He was Sunni Kurdish, the girl was
Alevi. They loved each other. But in the end both were dismissed. They said
if you continue dating, we would fire you both. The boy said, “if you want to
dismiss us, do it.” They dismissed them in the end, but they themselves do
everything. When a woman starts working, everyone looks at her. This is an
appalling situation for me. There was a man dating a woman working there.
Then the woman got pregnant, then she brought her baby and said “this is
your child.” Then they fired the woman. Her mother used to work in the
cafeteria, they fired her too. Such an injustice is not conceivable, they did
many injustices and no one said anything. There was a young lady, they
dismissed her too. Apparently one of our managers molested her. Then one
day she tells this to one of her friends, and she says “if you are annoyed
about it, why do you conceal it, tell it openly.” Actually people are afraid of
not being believed in, like people will have bad thoughts about her,
consequently she did not utter this situation. But she could not bear this
situation and quit the work in the end. It is the women who suffer in the end,
no one interferes in this, even if someone interferes they believe in men, not
in women. Such horrible things happen, we are experiencing and have
experienced such things, that is disgusting. *’(Hamm)

diyelim, asagida yedi bucukta, yukari1 ¢agiriyor, gel su isleri yap, gidiyor orda kiz1
seyrediyor. Elini tutuyor, kolunu tutuyor, kendi kendini tatmin ediyor bu adam. Bir yapiyor,
iki yapiyor {i¢ yapiyor. Peki dedim bunu dile getirmeye hazir misin dedim. Bunu savunuruz
dedim. Durdu, bos ver dedi. Bu adam seni taciz ediyor, bosver diyorsun. Ve bir ¢ogu da bos
ver dedi, soylemediler. Adam yillarca i¢imizde ekmek yedi.”

12 Mesela bir tane arkadas vardi. O siinniydi yani kiirttii, kiz aleviydi. Bunlar birbirlerini
sevdiler. Bu ikisini isten ¢ikarttilar. Boyle bir seye devam ederseniz ¢ikartiriz dediler.
Cocuk da ¢ikartacaksaniz ¢ikartin dedi. Cikattilar.ama kendileri her seyi yapiyorlar. Bir
bayan geldigi zaman herkes ona bakiyor yeni biri gelmis, 6yle diisiiniilebilir mi. Korkung
bir durum bence igreng. O adam bir bayan vardi onla ¢ikiyordu. Kadin hamile kalmisti,
¢ocugu olmustu getirmist. Bu senin ¢ocugun diye getirdi. Aldilar attilar. Annesi c¢aligiyordu
yemekhanede onu da attilar. Bdyle bir dengesizlik olabilir mi, bir siirii dengesizlik yaptilar
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Yes, he gathered a meeting. He said ‘Some of you are behaving improperly,
you know yourselves, I will not keep a record of these people. From this
moment on I do not want you here.” He said some people had improper acts,
implying Meryem. She took the floor and said ‘Are you talking about me?’
‘I will not see you around any more’ he said. He stigmatized her among
everyone just because they went hand in hand during the break, this was the
only thing they saw. Otherwise they would let her stay. If you do not defend
yourself, they oppress you. It was an embarrassing moment. It seriously hurt
me. The worst thing was that no one supported her. Some of us did not go to
work to protest this practice. *°(Sabis)
Women’s narratives reveal that sexual harassment is not a deviant or extraordinary
face of workplace relations. On the contrary, the prevalence of sexual harassment
affairs at garment shop floors is directly related to the way women’s sexuality is
conceived and produced at the workplace. The objectification of women’s bodies
under the male gaze, and women’s complicity with this objectification naturalize the
sexual harassment of women.
To sum up, it can be argued that the sexualized atmosphere of the garment
shop floors and the constant interpellation of women workers as sexual subjects

either using familial idioms or sexual designations, is part and parcel of the capitalist

production process. Because, through these interpellations, women turn into

kimse bir sey diyemiyor. Geng bir bayan vardi, onu da attilar isten. Bu miidiir sarkintilik
etmis ona. Geldi bir giin anlatimig bir arkadasa, o da demis rahatsiz oluyorsan sdyle. Niye
gizleme geregi duyuyorsun, agik agik sdyle. Hani sey korkusu var tabi insanlarda insanlar
bana inanmayacak, bana farkl gozle bakacak, kendisini ifade etmedi. Bakt1 olacak gibi
degil, ayrildi. Olan kadinlara oluyor, buna hi¢ bir miidahale yapilmiyor, yapildigi zaman da
ben hi¢ zannetmiyorum. O insana inanirlar, kadinlara inanmazlar. Béyle korkung seyler
oluyor, yastyoruz, yasadik, igreng ya.

130 «Evet toplant: yapti. Uygunsuz hareketleriniz var dedi, siz kendinizi biliyorsunuz ben
sizin adinizi fislemiycem dedi. Bugiinden, simdiden sonra burda istemiyorum sizi dedi.
Yani bi tek meryemin iistiine yiiklendi, uygunsuzsun, seysin. Kiz ¢ikt1 dedi ki benden mi
bahsediyorsunuz. Bundan sonra seni burda gérmiycem dedi, o ¢ikinca direkman erkek
arkadasi da ben de ¢ikiyorum dedi. Ve herkesin i¢inde fisledi. Tek gordiikleri arada elele
dolagmiglar. Ama 6biir tiirlii onu barmndirdi orda. Ve kendini savunmuyorsan eziyorlar. Cok
utang verici bir seydi. Ciddi anlamda beni ¢ok yaraladi. Isin kétii yani, hi¢ kimsenin destek
olmamasi kotiiydii. Biz kendi i¢imizde bir hafta ise gitmedik, protesto ettik.”
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vulnerable subjects upon which employers can easily develop their management
strategies such as arbitrary dismissal. However, I should also finally note that these
processes do not take place against the will of the women workers, because for most
of the time women’s discourses regarding themselves and other women reproduce
objectification and dissmpowerment of women at the workplace.

Formation of women’s subjectivities at the intersection of home and work
Up to this point I tried to show that women workers’ position at the workplace is
largely informed by their familial positions/idioms and various allusions concerning
their sexualities. However, women’s engagement in paid-work since their childhood
has repercussions for their familial relations and their status as daughter or mother at
home. Nuray’s life story overtly evidences the futility of opposing home and work
in any attempt to understand women workers’ life experiences. Therefore, an
analysis concerning the subjectivities of women workers had better try to trace the
interactions and contradictions between their familial roles and obligations on the
one hand, and their work experiences on the other.

The recent ethnographies on women workers in global factories assert that
the massive employment of young daughters of rural origin in free export zones or
in large cities gives rise to a series of tensions for these women. Most of these
studies argue that the rising consumption culture with its seductive impulses creates
desires for personal autonomy and self-realization in these young women.
Moreover, these desires are generally in contradiction with their familial duties and
obligations. I will argue that the women garment workers I talked to also find
themselves entrapped between their familial obligations and personal desires.
However, the way they experience this entrapment and develop strategies to deal

with it changes according to their familial obligations, work status and age.
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The incomes of the women I talked to were indispensable for their families.
They all took pride in being in this position in different ways with different
concerns: Sevda wants to meet her personal needs and help her parents pay the bills.
Sabis looks after her widowed mother and pays the rent and all the utilities. Dilber
and Hanim, who are the oldest daughters in their families, want to ensure that their
brothers and sisters continue with their education. Meliha tries to survive with her
three children. Halise tries to balance her income and her debts. A closer
investigation into these women’s life narratives discloses that women express their
sense of self mainly in two ways depending on their role in their families and on
their ages. On the one hand, there are the narratives of young, unmarried girls which
revolve around unfulfilled desires and postponed marriages'*', on the other hand,
there are the narratives of mothers, widowed or not, which emphasize their unending
and conceited struggles to survive with their families, rather than their personal
desires. Following this distinction, below I will try to trace the meanings women
attach to their selves, to family, to marriage and to work. I will also search for the
ways they position themselves at the intersection of various social roles and
obligations and individual desires. The purpose is to disclose women’s harsh

“performative struggle(s) over the meanings of experience” (Riessman, 2000) by

131 Sabis’s narrative clearly illustrates this tension: “This is totally up to the household,
supporting the household. This is a matter of need. I could never work as I wished. I could
never spend my salary as [ wished - for myself. I never had that luxury since I started
working, now I am 24 years old. I will never have that chance after this point, I don’t think
so. Because I have to work, we don’t have any other alternatives. I have brothers and sisters
and they all got married, they all try to survive. They all have their own problems, and try
to look after themselves.” (“Bu tamamen evle alakali, evi gecindirmekle alakali, ihtiyag
meselem bu. Keyfime gore hi¢ bir zaman ¢alisamadim. Keyfime gore aldigim ayligi higbir
zaman kendime harcayamadim. Hi¢ 6ye bir liiksiim olmadi. Bastan beri anlattigim
yaslardan itibaren su anda 24 yasindayim ve olmadi, olmayacak da bu saatten sonra da,
zannetmiyorum. Clinkii mecburum, baska bir alternatifimiz yok. Ablalarim var abim var
ama herkes evlenmistir, herkes kendi ge¢imini biliyor. Herkes kendi derdinde, herkes kendi
yaginda kavruluyor.”)
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trying to grasp their presentation of self, and to understand their fluid and
contradictory processes of identity formation, i.e. their subjectivities.

Despite the employers’ discourse that young women are temporary laborers
since they quit work after marriage, for the young daughters I talked to the idea of
getting married does not seem to be an exit strategy from work. They do not
describe the idea of marriage as a possible protective shelter against the brutality of
working conditions.'** Their witnessing the impotence of their fathers and the fear
that they will continue to live the same oppression when they get married dominates
their narratives. Moreover, they say that they have doubts about marriage because, if
they marry and stop working, they cannot ask their husbands for money, as they are
used to earning their own spending money since from their childhood. In short, they
do not perceive marriage and work as contradictory spheres, rather their present
vulnerability within their parental families and being obliged to work for the
survival of the family for years combine to produce highly defensive stances
towards marriage. The parental family’s continuous need for their support
perpetuates this stance.

The families of these daughters still tightly regulate their everyday lives.
However, women develop some tactics to carve more personal spaces for
themselves. The basic and most common tactic deployed by them is to lie to their

families about their wages or work schedules. They want to spend more for their

B2For example Zeynep says: “One is afraid of getting married and living with husband’s
family. Since you have not seen something good with your family, you think does that your
husband’s family will be similar. I personally say that I will never marry, because one
thinks of millions of things: if my husband doesn’t work, if he doesn’t take care of me.”

“Ya koca evine gitceksin, insan ona da korkuyor, ailende degisik bir sey gérmedigin igin
diyosun kesin koca evi de boyledir. Sahsen ben diyorum ki evlenmem, valla evlenmem,
clinkii diyom ya benim kocam da ¢alismazsa, ya bilmem bana bakmazsa, ya da insan ne
bileyim, insanin aklina tiirlii tiirlii seyler geliyor.” (zeynep)
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personal needs or to spend more time with their friends etc. They complain about
the scarcity of their personal expenses and monetary accumulation despite being
engaged in paid-labor for years. Thus, their grievances regarding work and familial
obligations constantly intersect in their demands to spend more time and money for
themselves. It might be claimed that that is why they talked about investing in
themselves through education or some extra-work affiliations as we mentioned in
the previous chapter. The theme of doing something for one’s self is crucial in their
narratives. In an environment where neither the maternal family nor existing work
emerges as a source of identification and support, they intend to develop themselves
to get rid of garment work for a better paying and cleaner job. Despite the fact that
the discourse of sacrifice is still an important discursive tool for them to deal with
their present situations, their unfulfilled personal desires create strong feelings of
resentment both towards work and family. At the same time the feelings of
meaninglessness and predestination occasionally erupt in their narratives,
undermining all the alternative prospects in their lives.
In terms of working conditions, it is very difficult to spare time for yourself.
You cannot do it. You don’t have weekends, we are off only on Sundays.
We work all day long, moreover there are overtimes. On Saturdays we
sometimes work till at 1.00 pm. sometimes till 5.00 pm. It changes. Since we
are off only on Sundays, we cannot do many things. You cannot spare time
for yourself. For example you wanna do many things, but you cannot. When
you ask for off on Saturdays and Sundays, they do not accept this. They
insist too much. Besides it is very difficult to get permission. Even if you get
permission, they cut it from your salary. Under normal conditions they cut
three days” wage if you don’t go to work, if you get permission it is just one
day’s wage. But people cannot risk these deductions. This is an advantage
for them. People have to regularly come to work. These are our working

conditions. we work 11 hours a day. We start working at 8 a.m., stop it at
7.00 p.m."** (Hanim)

133 «Calisma kosullarma gelince. Ortam olarak olsun, kosullari olarak olsun. Kendine bir sey

yapmak istedigin zaman kendine zor vakit ayirabiliyorsun. Yapamiyorsun. Bunun hem hafta
sonunun olmamasi, bir Pazar glinlimiiz var. Yani giin boyu ¢alisiyoruz zaten art1 mesaileri
oluyor. Iste olmasa da Cumartesi bir olur, bes olur. Belli olmuyor. O yiizden bir Pazar giinii
oldugu i¢in ¢ok fazla bir sey yapamiyoruz. Cok fazla kendine zaman ayiramiyosun. Mesela
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I tell myself that people cannot do anything here. One cannot save one’s life
here let alone preparing something for the future. They are not covered by
any social insurance that guarantees their survival when they are old. Bigger
companies are better in terms of this, some people can retire in the future.'>*
(Sevda)

Sometimes they [her younger siblings] say we love you more than we love
our mother. We think of you as our mother, because you dedicate your life to
them. You know, when you get your salary, you can buy something for
yourself, you can establish an order for yourself. But when you begin to
think of others, you stay at the back stage, you never think of yourself. You
suspend your own life. What can I do? I am like this. I don’t know to what
extent this is right. I have only recently become involved in the theater. It is
only recently that I have begun to do something for myself."*> (Dilber)
As these narratives reveal, these young women’s sense of self is determined by the
trope of “not being able to do what one desires in this life, to realize one’s dreams”
either due to the strict time regulations of work, or the unending needs of their
parental families.
On the other hand, there are the narratives of married women. The theme of
sacrifice is also indispensable for these women’s self-construction. However, as

opposed to the young daughters, rather than emphasizing their unfulfilled desires,

their narratives seem to be characterized by pride arising from being able to sustain

istedigin bir ¢ok sey vardir, yapmak istiyorsun, yapamiyosun. Cumartesi Pazar dedigin
zaman bunu zaten kabul etmiyorlar. Cok fazla. Israr ediyorlar. Zaten izin alma seyi ¢ok zor
oluyor. Aldigin zaman kesintilerin falan oluyor. Normalde ii¢ yevmiye kesiliyor ama izin
aldigin zaman bir yevmiye kesiliyor. Izin alsalar iki yevmiyeyi géze alamiyorlar. Onlar igin
de bir avantajdir. Insanlar mecburi gelip gidiyor. Iste kosullarimiz zaten, 11 saat falan
calistyoruz. Sekizde is basi yedide paydos.”

1% «“Simdi diyorum onlar burda hayatta hig bir sey yapamaz ki. insan kendi hayatin

kurtaramiyor, en azindan gelecege dair keske bir seyleri olabilse en azindan bi sigortalart
olsa, yaslandiklar1 zaman bi emeklilikleri olur hayatlarinda, yaslandiklar1 zaman kendilerini
gecindirecek bi glivenceleri yok. Biiylik firmalar o yonden biraz daha iyi, sigortalar1 var en
azindan, yarin obiir giin emekli olurlar, rahat ederler.”

13 “Hatta soyle diyorlar biz annemizden gok seni seviyoruz. Seni anne olarak goriiyoruz.
Clinkii hayatin1 onlara adiyorsun. Iste sen kendi maasini kendin i¢in alirsin, kendine bir
seyler alirsin. Kendine bi duzen kurarsin. Ama bagkalarini diisindiiglin zaman sen hep geri
planda kaliyorsun, kendini diisiinmiiyorsun. Kendi hayatini erteliyorsun ne yapayim ben
boyleyim iste. Ne kadar dogru bilmiyorum. Iste boyle daha yeni yeni tiyatroydu, suydu
buydu, hayatima renk katti. yeni yeni kendim i¢in bir seyler yapiyorum.”
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the survival of their families. The unending calculation of debts and payments and
how they try hard to spend as little as possible are the main topics of their narratives.
Instead of lamenting their fates, they emphasize their effort and success to look after
their family, and their ability to stand on their feet. Moreover, despite the economic
hardships they endure (which are perpetuated by the unemployed or deceased
husband) they constantly mention how they worked honestly to support their
families and endured various difficulties at work.

I should note that this rough distinction between younger daughters and
responsible mothers does not neatly fit into the real life experiences of these women.
As Ong (1991) notes, “there is no such overwhelmingly class-determined cross
cultural female figure, but rather a multiplicity of historically situated subjects at the
intersections of particular local-global power structures who by engaging in local
struggles define who they are in cultural terms.” This means that women tend to
deploy contradictory and intersecting discourses to attach meaning to their work and
life experiences, thus to their selves. I have just tried to depict two general patterns
that might be useful to understand the meaning-making processes of these women
workers.

Confronting on moral grounds
In the first section of this chapter we tried to show how gender is ingrained in the
politics of production. This is materialized through the massive sexualization and
objectification of women’s bodies at the workplace with disempowering
consequences for women. However, there is a two-sided relation between work and
gender roles in the sense that the latter is largely determining for the ways women
engage in their work. Since these women are desperately in need of working for

themselves and their families, most of the time their resentment against their work
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takes the form of moral and ethical claims, or they oppose the employer on
individual or ethnical grounds. Rather than confronting the employer directly or
imagining solidarity among workers, they either develop highly individualistic
tactics or moral criticisms against capitalist work.

Ong (1991) proposes to investigate cultural struggles of workers. She invites
us to be attentive to “oppositional tactics, embodied desires, and alternative
interpretations and images” (p.78) through which women reassess and remake their
identities and communities. In a similar vein, Friedman (2007) focuses his analysis
of resistance on “the complexities of human desire, cultural knowledge, moral
understandings of the world and psychodynamic processes [...].” In a similar vein,
Seymour (2006) underlines the importance of “internalized cultural understandings”
to grasp the processes in which actors protest and resist hegemonic powers. She says
that it is only through the everyday forms of resistance and small acts of defiance
that large-scale cracks in the system become possible. That is why the actual
thoughts and motivations of individuals when engaging in such small acts of
defiance are crucial, she says.

The primary site of confrontation with the employer is the determination of
wages. As noted before, one of the consequences of the flexibilization of work
arrangements is the total abandonment of the notion of “equal pay for equal work.”
The pay you receive depends not only on your skill level or experience, but also on
the way you bargain with the employer. Women set forth various personal and
familial reasons to ask for a wage increase and they do this in differing ways
depending on the nature of their relations with the boss. For example, Sabis writes

letters to her boss whenever she thinks her wage should be increased. Her
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parables'*® have moral consequences that are designed in a way to convince the
employer for a wage increase. Hanim, Halise and Meliha, in their personal talks to
the employer, explain in detail why their work deserves a higher wage. They make
comparisons with other workers or other workplaces. Zeynep always watches for a
moment to talk to the boss to tell him that she wants a wage increase.

What I want to emphasize is that most women raise their claims against their
working conditions on moral grounds saying things like aglayandan giilene hayir
gelmez, or sen bizi giildiirmezsen, sen de batarsin.”"’ Women’s narratives are
kneaded with a series of moral claims that question not only unfair work relations,
but also the injustices they constantly face in the totality of their everyday lives.
They strive hard to maintain a self-respecting life and hold on tight to the virtue of

being responsible family members and diligent workers. Unsurprisingly, this

1 One of her stories goes as follows: “There is an old man sitting on a stone looking
around, then he sees a young girl carrying a bundle of wood on her shoulders, she is
smashed under its weight, she is desperate. He calls the girl and says ‘my daughter, rest a
little.” “No’ she says, but she is close to tears, then she goes. He feels sorry for her, thinks
inside ‘she has to have a problem.” After a while, while the same old man is still sitting on
the same stone, he sees the same girl again. But this time even though she is carrying a
much bigger bundle over her shoulders, she is smiling and carrying it easily. He says ‘my
daughter, come here sit by me, last time I saw you your bundle was less than half of this,
but you were distressed, you were crushed, but now you are carrying a much heavier
bundle, but you are similing.” Then she starts to tell ‘I used to work for a man who did not
give my due to me though I had to support my family, but now in my present workplace, I
get all my dues, my boss understands me and this bundle does not seem to me heavy.”” (“Bu
yasli adam bir tagin {istiine oturmus etrafini1 seyrediyor. Bir bakiyor ordan bir geng kiz
sirtinda bir tomar odunla, tastyor, ezilmis, biiziilmiis, boyle perisan. Kiz1 ¢agiriyor, diyor ki,
yavrum diyor gel bir soluklan. Yok diyor, aglacayak gibi, dokunsan aglayacak gibi, gidiyor
kiz. Adamin da dikkatini ¢ekiyor, {iziilityor, kizin halini goriince. Kim bilir ne derdi vardir
diyor. Belirli bir zaman sonra yagli adam yine ayni tasin iistiinde oturuyor. Bu sefer gene o
kiz1 goriiyor, ama bu sefer o zamanki sirtindaki yiikten iki kat daha ii¢ kat daha fazla yiik
var ama, kiz altinda giiliiyor. Onu rahat rahat tasiyor. Hi¢ bdyle.. ya kizim gel buraya otur
sOyle, sunu sdyle diyor, o giin diyor gordiigiim yiik diyor bunun yaris1 kadar bile yoktu.
Ama iiziiliiyodun, eziliyodun diyo. Ama simdi bir diinya yiik tagiyorsun ama giiliiyosun. O
da basliyo anlatmaya, diyo ki, daha 6nce birini yaninda ¢alisiyodum ama diyo, hakettigimi
alamiyodum diyo, ailemi gec¢indirmek zorundayim bunu alamiyodum. Simdi ¢aligtigim
yerde her tiirlii hakkimi da aliyorum, patronum da beni anliyor ve bu yiik bana agir
gelmiyor.”)

9% ¢

37 “One cannot smile by making others cry”, “if you don’t make us happy, you will go
bankrupt.”
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constant struggle to deal with unjust work relations including sexualized claims and
allusions, and the impositions of everyday necessities and duties, lead to incessant
bodily and mental pressure upon these women. There are moments in which women
stop talking about the harshness of their everyday lives. At these times, they imagine
suspending the pressure of familial and work-related responsibilities even for a
second. In these narratives women imagine themselves to be in a chimerical time or
place where they have no responsibilities. They feel like staying alone, by
themselves, talking to no one and bearing no responsibilities. These are embodied
desires and subversive dreams through which women imagine themselves to be
emancipated from the chores of family life and the pressures of capitalist work.

I talk to myself that if I die, I would leave behind lots of debts, and the
children cannot pay them, I am also thinking this. I am thinking of suicide,
lots of debts to many places. Who is going to pay them? Her brother will
have to deal with them, their father would not get involved in them, he says
“It is none of my business.” What is going to this girl [her daughter that is
sitting with us] do? (Silence) I talk to myself sometimes that [ wish they
would take me to an endless and empty place and I stay alone there. '**
(Halise)

Sometimes I say I wish I did not come, but sometimes I say it is good that I
came. [...] Both my work experience and my life have been full of injustices
since I came here. I want to make many things for the good of the people, I
am thinking that people should not live that way. In the end you work hard,
but you suffer wrong, how could you endure these? But most of the people
despite thinking all those, do nothing. Maybe this situation suits them, it
continues like this. But it is difficult for me to bear all these. Sometimes I
become an introverted person since I have passed through many things,
many hardships. Sometimes I isolate myself from everything, from my life. I
don’t want to see anyone, you cannot do anything."* (Hanim)

138 «()]sem diyom bi siirii bor¢ arkamda kalacak ¢oluk ¢ocuk nasil ddeyecek, onu da
diisiiniiyom. Intihar diisiiniiyom diyom ki intihar edeyim bir siirii borg, oraya borg, buraya
borg, kim 6deycek, abisinin bagina kalacak, babasi 6demez, karismaz, bana ne der ¢ikar. O
cocuk evlenecek mi bor¢ mu 6deyecek ne edecekk. Onu da disiiniiyom. .... (sessizlik) bazen
diyom ki beni diyom goétiirseler ugsuuuuuuuz, bdyle bosluk bir alana koysalar, kendi
kendime tek bagima kalsam diyom.”

1% “Bazen diyorum keske gelmeseydim, bazen de diyorum ki iyi ki gelmisim. ben
geldigimden beri hem is yasantim olsun hem hayatim hep haksizliklarla dolu. bir ¢ok sey
yapmak istiyorum aslinda insanlar i¢in olsun ¢iinkii insan rahatsizlik duyuyor insan olarak
insanlar ger¢ekten boyle yasamamali diye diisliniiyorum. Sonugta geliyosun, ¢aligiyosun bir
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Actually you have to know the value of each day you live through. Today I
am saying that I wish I was in my father’s environment. Even though you
work hard, you bear no responsibility there, you are free. They let no one
oppress you.'* (Meliha)

slirii sey yapiyorsun, o kadar ¢cok haksizliklar yapiliyor ki bunlari nasil sdylemezsin. Ama
insanlarin ¢ogu,bunu diisiiniiyorlardir ama bana misin diyorlar. Ya da islerine boyle geliyor,
boyle siirlip gidiyor yani. Ama ben ¢ok zorlaniyorum. Bu tip seyleri ¢ok yasadigim,
gordiigiim i¢in bir taraftan bazen ¢ok i¢cime de kapanik oluyorum. Bazen her seyden
soyutluyorum, resmen bazen yasamimdan soyutluyorum. Hi¢ kimseyle goriismemek, ne
bileyim bir sey yapamiyorsun.”

140 «Aslinda yasadigin her giiniin degerini bileceksin. Bugiin ben diyorum ki keske babamin
cevresindeki hayatim olsa. Sonra ne kadar ¢aligsan da ne bileyim yani sorumlu degilsin,
serbestsin, 6zglirsiin. Seni kimseye ezdirmezler.”
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
As I learnt more about the life and work experiences of the women workers that |
had the chance to meet during my visits to the Gazi neighborhood; sociological

99 ¢

categories, such as “inequality,” “patriarchy,” or “exploitation” that are used to
explain women workers’ experiences in many studies mostly proved insufficient to
evoke and understand the multilayered meanings and emotions that are crucial for
the lived experiences of women workers. Rather than allowing such categories to
lead me in my attempt to understand women garment workers’ experiences, I tried
to follow the stories of the women. Each meeting with these women posed new
theoretical and conceptual challenges to my existing analytical framework. Most of
the time, these challenges remained incomprehensible to me until I read and re-read
the transcripts of interviews before writing. That is why I was so often too late to
raise some issues and ask them to explicate these further to me during the
interviews.

At the beginning of my fieldwork I had no particular interest in the bodily
experiences or work-related illnesses of those women. Unfortunately only towards
the end of my fieldwork did I realize that there was no story which did not touch
upon the bodily consequences of work they are engaged in. If I had realized it
before, I could have asked them to tell me more about their bodily experiences
including work related incidents and illnesses. Moreover, if I had been able to do
longer participant observation in those sweatshops, my understanding of their
working experience could have deepened from the beginning of my research. But
the difficulty of entering such places except during lunch breaks, and my existing

networks in the neighborhood which allowed me to access women garment workers
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more easily outside shop floors, combined so that I did not search for ways of
entering and staying in workshops for longer hours. However, even my brief visits
to these work places which each time made me feel dizzy due to the heavy smell,
dust and dirt, were an important experience for me to understand the assaults of
capitalist work on the body. But it was the women'’s stories that made me aware of
the indispensability of the bodily dimension for manual work. As I read the
transcriptions of the interviews, I gradually understood that the women had told me
their entrance into working life and the predicaments of manual work first and
foremost in terms of their consequences for their bodies, like exhaustion, injuries,
accidents, maiming, deformation or dirtiness etc. This is how I decided to form my
first chapter. I wanted to focus on what working manually literally means for these
women in terms of its bodily consequences, and what kind of analytical space we
can open for this dimension in working class studies. For this purpose, I made use of
a number of literatures that I thought would be useful to understand embodied
aspects of work: the phenomenological literature on “embodiment,” the studies on
working-class memory, and medical anthropological works on the experiences of
bodily suffering and the way how bodily suffering/illness is given meaning by the
sufferers and how these processes are mediated by one’s class position in the
society.

In short, the second chapter investigates work as an embodied/physical
experience using a set of analytical tools. I divided the rest of the thesis according to
two main issues that stamped all the interviews: the first one is the question of the
formation of “working-class identity”, and the second the role of gender both in the
formation of the subjectivities of women workers and during the production. After

writing these chapters I realized that it is actually the wider understanding of the
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notion of body that ties these chapters to each other. As concluding remarks here I
want to suggest the importance of material and representational, individual and
collective aspects of the body for working-class studies.

In the third chapter I mainly asked how flexible employment relations and
leveling consequences of capitalist work materialize at the level of workshops, how
they influence the relations among workers, and between workers and employers.
Following classical working-class studies, I looked at how the identities of working
people are constructed during those encounters, and I was also interested in seeing
how other extra-work dynamics inform inter-personal relations at workplace level. |
also claimed that despite the changing structure of production; the notions of
respect, recognition and dignity still give an important insight into the processes in
which people give meaning to their work and their status as working people. In
garment workplaces where the possibility of collective bargaining is almost totally
absent, especially given the high turn-over rate of employees, and the pervasiveness
of informal employment; inter-personal encounters are the only viable space in
which workers negotiate their resentment due to the harsh working conditions. It is
through these emotion-laden encounters that the women try to carve some space to
save their “self-respect” and “dignity” at work. However, the way they negotiate
their resentment depends on many other factors: their domestic responsibilities, their
bargaining power and skill level, and their life-prospects. In other words, tracking
various structures of feeling that characterize various encounters at garment
workplaces, I inquired into how living at the intersection of a set of hierarchical
relations is experienced through interpersonal relations and how these experiences
are mediated and alive with a contradictory set of emotions. Rather than asking

questions regarding the existence of “working-class consciousness” or the
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“resistance” or “submission” of workers, I attempted to shed some light on the infra-
politics of emotions through which workers position themselves in relation to each
other at the workplace, and develop some overt and covert tactics to counter the de-
humanizing, and destructive consequences of work.

The fourth chapter aims to look at the gender dimension in the production.
I suggested that not only the sexual division of labor or unequal pay, but also the
gendered atmosphere of the work place is indispensable for the creation of a
gendered and docile workforce. For this purpose I inquired into how public
representations of women garment workers and various gendered discourses and
practices become effective at the workplace, and how these inform the relations
among workers. Following various ethnographies on women workers in global
factories, I argued that gender-related issues such as familial idioms, the female
body, and sexual harassment should be seen as part and parcel of the production
process rather than as an ingredient. I also argued that women’s responses to these
processes are extremely complicated in that in many cases women’s subversive
conduct might mean the acknowledgement of gender hierarchy in a larger context,
say, by invoking some patriarchal notions and practices to relieve their burden at the
workplace. On the other hand for some women, their breadwinner status provides
them with power at home and empowers them in the face of patriarchal domestic
roles. Here I tried to emphasize not only the processes in which various gender
norms are incorporated into production to guarantee a docile and an efficient
workforce, but also the dynamic process in which women workers themselves
internalize, consciously deploy or reject those norms to produce with various
purposes. Rather than labeling the experiences of women as one or the other form of

resistance or submission, I again suggested that we should look at the various
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material and discursive limits and restraints informing the way women take on
particular agency during different encounters.

I think the underlying attempt of these three chapters is to conceive
subjectivity as an embodied process. The notion of the body enables us to reflect
upon the material and representational; individual and collective aspects of working
experience, without necessarily positioning them as opposites to each other. Thus,
rather than solely looking at the representational or discursive aspects of the
narratives of women, I also tried to look at, first, material environment that inform
those narratives, second, how women and various communities in which they live
represent and imagine working women, and third, how those representations become
part and parcel of the production process in such a way as to determine the way
women respond to harsh working conditions. At the level of workplace, both
collective and individual body are subjected to various disciplinary schemas,
however, women’s experiences of their body at work as women and as workers
cannot be reduced to the consequences of those disciplinary schemas. To try to
understand capitalist work through its embodied and lived aspects provides us with a
critical vantage point through which various emotional and bodily injuries caused by
capitalist work become apparent.

We so often hear the voices of the representatives of textile and garment
employers’ associations through newspapers and television. They raise complaints
regarding the tariffs and interest rates and how they barely survive under the
conditions of competition against China and some East European counties. Though
in many cases it is not possible to talk about a unitary voice of employers, different
sections of employers are able to raise different demands in the public sphere. What

is disappointing in this picture is the total silencing of workers’ voices. The most
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recent example of this is the situation of sand-blasting workers. Many who had
worked in these garment shop floors are waiting for their death. They keep writing
letters, trying to form solidarity networks to make the public aware of the conditions
that they were forced to work in, to demand some social security for their families,
and to bring to court the responsible employers. However, most of their attempts
produced no effective result. This extreme example shows how workers are denied
their most basic rights to live. Physicians’ tardiness to detect the fact that the
illnesses of those workers are directly related to their jobs, and the unwillingness of
government officials to improve the health and safety conditions in those
workplaces, and the silence about the daily sufferings of those workers contribute to
the daily violations of even the basic human right to live. The attempt to consider
the stories of women workers as tactile manifestations of the destructive
consequences of capitalist work and patriarchal gender norms helps us to see the
interplay of multiple structural forces in the daily lives of women. In short, to try to
understand the experiences of women workers through the notion of the lived body
enables us to see on the one hand how various hierarchical disciplinary mechanisms
become effective and work through the body, and on the other how women
experience, give meaning and respond to the most intimate and tangible

consequences of these mechanisms.
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