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Introduction

The history of the transformation of modern Turkey is usually written in 
terms of the problems and deficiencies encountered in the transition of its 
political and socioeconomic structures: community to society, authoritar-
ianism to democracy, workshop to factory, peasantry to proletariat. Bur-
dened with the ascendancy of the structural-functionalist theories of the 
modernization paradigm, modern Turkish history appears to be a narrative 
of unaccomplished promises and continuing abnormalities.

A primary target of this book is to explore the politics and ideologies 
of class as important elements of the historical process from big cities and 
weaving mills to national domains of social regulation, labor law, and trade 
union policy between 1946 and 1962. The working class appears to have 
been both an active force and a point of contention during the period, which 
witnessed the movement of many producers from the agrarian economy to 
urban industrial work and the visible expansion of wage labor. This process 
not only shaped the emergent labor movement but also attracted the inter-
est and concern of social reformers, social scientists, and politicians who in-
vestigated, discussed, and expressed their opinions regarding this sense of 
predicament. Merged with these questions was the need for a stable and pro-
ductive manufacturing labor force, the absence of which had been perceived 
to be undermining the efforts to build an industrial economy since the early 
years of statist industrialization in the 1930s. Within this historical context, 
class was a determining element in the politics of work, defining how work-
ers organized and regarded their everyday experiences in the workplace, 
shop floor cultures, and resistances, and the meanings they assigned to work 
and to the social identity of class. More specifically, class in the large cities 
also shaped the urban space and its politics, representing the problems asso-
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2	 Working Class Formation in Turkey, 1946–1962

ciated with the housing conditions of working-class families and their new 
leisure habits, which were not always approved of by the urban elites and 
social reformers.

Such an endeavor requires a shift in the perspective of writing labor 
history in Turkey, which has remained trapped within narrative strictures 
and structures. A predominant premise of labor history literature in Tur-
key assumes that the working class has been relatively inconsequential in 
the country’s economic, social, and political transformations. The reason-
ing behind this conclusion is simple and familiar to all students of modern 
Turkish history: first, the state granted labor rights and freedoms without a 
protracted struggle from below; second, the emergent working class prior to 
the 1960s could not develop its own distinct culture and consciousness given 
the restrictive character of the capitalist relations of production and repres-
sive and paternalist state policies in Turkey. Underpinning such claims is a 
teleological model that explains the progressive and unilinear advancement 
of various levels of class formation as being shaped by a movement that starts 
from the expansion of market relations before proceeding toward the orga-
nization of working-class politics. Turkish labor historiography has trapped 
itself in narratives that strive to account for the divergence of the Turkish 
model from the universal model of working-class formation.

There are abundant examples of this perspective from both contempora-
neous and historical accounts. For example, Yüksel Akkaya examines Tur-
key’s sketchy and immature capitalist relations to explain the country’s weak 
labor organizations before 1960.1 In an informative essay on the develop-
ment of trade union democracy from 1960 to 1980, Mehmet Beşeli concludes 
that the granting of political rights by the state prior to the political struggle 
of workers is the most important reason for “the limited role of the union 
movement in democratic developments.”2 Similarly, Günseli Berik and Ci-
han Bilginsoy argue that “the labor movement did not play an active role 
in the political and economic transformations of the country.” Instead, they 
claim, several workers’ rights were recognized after the late 1940s because 
the ruling parties wished to tame labor and control it as an electoral bloc. 
They argue that the characteristics of the industrialization strategies pursued 
by Turkey in combination with the particularities of Turkish history explain 
the divergence from the classical model of working-class formation based on 
Western Europe’s experience.3

Such arguments are particularly commonplace in analyses of the period 
between the end of World War II and the early 1960s. In his influential study 
on the relationship between the state and the bourgeoisie, Çağlar Keyder 
suggests that “it is the historical underdevelopment of the working class—
both as an economic and as a political force—which invites an interpretation 
privileging the interaction between the bourgeoisie and the bureaucracy.” 
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Class struggle, according to this line of argument, had not yet become the 
mobilizing element in social transformation. The rights that workers gained 
to unionization, collective bargaining, and strikes, as well as those that wid-
ened social security during the early 1960s, were entitlements handed out 
to workers in accordance with the requirements of the new model of capital 
accumulation based on inward-oriented import substitution.4 Some labor 
historians tend to neglect or at best overlook the 1950s in their narratives 
of working-class formation in Turkey because they see no significant labor 
struggles during that period when the right to strike and other collective 
workers’ rights were denied.5 Taken together, these exemplary studies pres-
ent Turkey’s working class as a passive recipient of state policies, lacking a 
consciousness of its own, circumvented by the late development of capitalist 
relations, and thus only half formed.6

The present study does not simply aim to reverse this argument and claim 
that the working class was always present there as a self-conscious politi-
cal agent and whatever social rights introduced in modern Turkish history 
were earned by the struggles of the working-class movements themselves. 
Rather, it analyzes the processes of class formation that occurred in differ-
ent forms and with different contents due to the impact of both “objective” 
conditions that are not defined by it and a set of complex contingent and 
cultural factors. Hence, the concept of class formation adopted in this study 
is not teleological. Rather, it assumes that processes of class formation are 
never complete and can be reversed, thereby allowing tendencies and coun-
tertendencies to be identified. As Jürgen Kocka remarks, “Classes are always 
in the process of becoming and disappearing, of evolution and devolution.”7

Under certain conditions, those who hold a common position in the pro-
duction process may become conscious of what they share. They may then 
develop a common social identity, a certain degree of internal cohesion, and 
common experiences, dispositions, aspirations, interests, and loyalties. This 
is “something like a common consciousness as a class.” Considered in this 
way, the working class ceases to be a mere category and develops the charac-
teristics of a group. “The contrast between workers and capitalists becomes 
a source of tension that is felt and experienced by those concerned. Whether 
class in this sense came into existence or not and in which way depends on 
many cultural factors as well as economic, social, and political ones that 
need to be studied empirically.”8 Thus, we must recognize, with Löic Wac-
quant, that “groups and boundaries are made and unmade in history, not in 
theory.”9 Whether and to what extent a working class in this sense emerged 
should be studied with respect to that group’s places of work and residence, 
social origins, family structures, cultures, and lifestyles.

In order to come to terms with the question of the alleged retardation of 
working-class formation in Turkey, a powerful trend among labor histories 
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4	 Working Class Formation in Turkey, 1946–1962

has focused predominantly on the emergence of working-class conscious-
ness. Left-wing writers of labor history have a long-standing preoccupation 
with the question of why the working class in Turkey lacked this conscious-
ness.10 Part of the answer lies in the specific concept of consciousness ad-
opted. These studies, for example, appear to draw on a Lukácsian or Second 
International form. According to Georg Lukács, the proletariat is either fully 
conscious of its real conditions (ascribed consciousness) or trapped in the 
reified world of appearances (false consciousness).11

This book aims to transcend this question by centering the discussion 
on the category of everydayness, which Harry Harootunian defines as “the 
minimal unity that provides its own principle of historical temporality that 
easily challenges the practice of history-writing as we know it.”12 That is, the 
book focuses on the quotidian and local contexts in which the possibilities 
are created for class politics and resistance, on the one hand, and conformity 
and acquiescence on the other.

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, everyday life became an ob-
ject of reflection and investigation in the context of late Euro-American capi-
talism. This was characterized by developments like rapid modernization and 
urbanization, the growth of mass media and consumption, and the “coloni-
zation” of the everyday by state and capital.13 Earlier thinkers like Lukács and 
Martin Heidegger had presented the everyday as simply a negative category: 
as the site of dullness and banality, the ordinary, and trivial repetition. For 
these early observers, everydayness was defined by alienation and coloniza-
tion, which stole the voice of individuals. Walter Benjamin, on the other hand, 
had a far different conception of the everyday as the place of “actualizing.” Ac-
cording to Benjamin, actualizing the historical present implied “putting into 
practice a political intervention … rather than merely the space for getting 
through one day to the next by resorting to tactics of survival that masquer-
ade as forms of resistance. In this sense, the idea of tactics of resistance is 
simply another name for everyday routines.”14 For him, the category of every-
dayness also offered a different historiography in order to “extract from it lost 
and forgotten promises of the past and possibilities of the future.”15

Similarly, Henri Lefebvre saw in everyday life the emergence of new 
emancipatory possibilities at the same time as these were circumvented in 
other ways. For Lefebvre, the everyday certainly consisted of a sequence of 
regular, unvarying repetition and largely unconscious actions and perfor-
mances: “Many men, and even people in general, do not know their own 
lives very well, or know them adequately.”16 Yet, in this very triviality and 
baselessness lay the contrary dynamics: in the poverty of routine lay the po-
tential for creative energy and politics. After all, people engage in politics 
not because of abstract ideological principles but simply because they want 
to change their lives. For Lefebvre, then, the everyday, even in its most de-
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graded forms, contains the potential of its own transformation. To unveil 
this potential of the everyday, its dialectical nature, we should conduct an in-
terpretive reading and analysis of “documents and works (literary, cinematic 
etc.) for evidence that the consciousness of alienation is born, however indi-
rectly, and that an effort towards ‘disalienation,’ no matter how oblique and 
obscure, has begun.”17

Thus, the concept of everyday life poses radical and inventive challenges 
to the teleological narratives of class. It is a critique of the idea that society is 
determined in simple ways. By drawing on the everyday, this study distances 
itself from models that explain the progressive advancement of class forma-
tion as fundamentally shaped by specific economic and social structures. In-
stead, it presents a more nuanced, culturally aware presentation of the lives 
of ordinary working people. A basic theme of the book is that it is the small, 
everyday catastrophes and victories that lastingly influence workers’ lives 
and affect their self-perception as a distinct social and political community. 
It is also such small experiences that enable workers to assert themselves 
against the often-hostile world surrounding them. 

In the last three decades, everyday life has become the object of intense 
historiographical investigation. Alltagsgeschichte (the history of everyday 
life) has become the most important German historiographical develop-
ment since the 1970s. As Geoff Eley marks, in the first instance, following 
in the footsteps of Thompsonian historiography, the history of everyday life 
involves marking out a particular empirical terrain: the history of work and 
workplace, housing and community life, family, and especially popular cul-
tures and leisure. All these bring “the inner world of popular experience in 
and out of the workplace” to the agenda of social history.18

Second, there is an emphasis on subjectivity, experience, and the social 
production and construction of meaning. This emphasis is often theorized 
by the turn to anthropology and ethnographic analysis to account for the 
varieties of human experience.19 Particular interest is thus directed toward 
the ambiguities and contradictions of workers’ behaviors and perceptions 
as they live their lives. According to Alf Lüdtke, the leading advocate of this 
approach:

Alltagsgeschichte concentrates on the forms and meanings of social practice. In 
question are the ways of perceiving and acting through which people experience 
and “appropriate” the conditions of their life/survival. The aim is to show how 
societal demands and inducements are perceived, worked through, as interests 
or needs but also as anxieties and hopes.20

This brings Alltagsgeschichte closer to the analysis of culture and cultural 
expressions, which are explored as “an element and medium of the active 
representation and construction of experiences and social relations, and 
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6	 Working Class Formation in Turkey, 1946–1962

their transformation.”21 Therefore, one of the most promising features of 
such historiography lies in its attempt to reveal the cultural construction of 
societal processes as manifest in the everyday circumstances of life. As sug-
gested in a review essay on the promises and pitfalls of scholarship, Alltags-
geschichte has integrated social and cultural history into what might be called 
a self-critical history of the present.22

What follows from this, as the third characteristic of Alltagsgeschichte, is 
the search for politics at a more basic level, conveyed by everyday culture in 
and outside the workplace. Geoff Eley comments on how this everyday cul-
ture and politics are articulated in the works of Alltagsgeschichte historians:

The experience of everyday life, as the terrain where the abstract structures of 
domination and exploitation were directly encountered, encouraged attitudes 
of independence and solidarity that afforded obvious political potential in a 
class-circumscribed context of social value and action … In other words, the 
workers’ Alltag generated a culture of resistance, which, under circumstances of 
general social and political crises … or during smaller local mobilizations, might 
acquire fuller political meaning. Then the worlds of politics and the everyday 
could converge.”23

Alltagsgeschichte does not imply a retreat from social structures and rela-
tions of production into the particular and the unique but entails an enriched 
and specified treatment of the structural processes of change. The dynamism 
and contradictory character of historical change are linked with what Engels 
called “the production and reproduction of real life.” “In this view,” Lüdtke 
suggests, “reconstructions in the history of everyday life involve more than 
situations recurrent in the daily struggle for survival (and momentary expe-
riencing of workaday events). Rather such reconstructions reveal in partic-
ular the way in which participants were—or could become—simultaneously 
both the objects of history and its subjects.”24

Alltagsgeschichte attempts to deal with the repetitive quality of everyday 
life, with the problems of contingency and ambivalence in human experi-
ence. Moving from the insights of Alltagsgeschichte and of the labor process 
theory, Lüdtke manages to portray the German worker in a different light 
from that in most conventional history informed by the modernization par-
adigm. In his work, the average German worker is neither a hero of class 
struggle nor a powerless victim of high politics. Rather, Lüdtke argues, “Ger-
man factory workers were simply out to stake their own claim in German 
society, to obtain or retain as much control over their work as possible, and 
to have some pleasurable moments in the brief bits of leisure time.”25

This book seeks to explore this perspective in several chapters. Chapters 1 
and 2 discuss the everyday lives of workers outside the workplace. Chapter 1 
seeks to understand the daily living conditions in working-class districts lack-
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ing basic urban services like piped water and sewers, and where transporta-
tion services were hardly available at all, which made walking long distances 
to work a central experience for most workers. However, the meaning that 
workers attached to home differed radically from their middle-class contem-
poraries, who forcefully emphasized physical and moral health as the ideal 
qualities of home. Nonetheless, the primary drive of workers in building or 
purchasing a squatter dwelling was to assert control over a significant part of 
their lives, especially during a period when workers had limited autonomy 
within the workplace. In this context, neighborhood associations provided 
the primary mechanism to strengthen group solidarity and articulate the 
common interests of residents.

Chapter 2 explores cinema, football, and coffeehouses as working-class 
leisure pastimes. Modern social thought, from the Frankfurt School’s con-
ception of the “culture industry” to Jean Baudrillard’s postmodern analysis 
of “hyperreal and image saturated society,” represents leisure as a manip-
ulated way of relating to the world.26 This perspective is not shared in this 
study. As Lefebvre asserts, modern capitalism provides a vast domain of illu-
sory reverse images through exploding leisure activities. Yet leisure cannot 
be separated from work and other practices of social life, which simultane-
ously “contain within themselves their own spontaneous critique of the ev-
eryday.”27 Accordingly, chapter 2 reveals how working-class men and women 
imposed their own meanings and uses on new leisure forms to transcend 
the routinization of everyday life. Taken together, the two chapters’ analyses 
aim to discredit a key dichotomy of Turkish labor history, between work and 
nonwork, which has resulted in the latter being omitted from narratives of 
working-class formation.

Chapter 3 distinguishes the structural transformations in the regimes of 
factory discipline from the meanings workers themselves gave to their work 
and labor. The repetitiveness of production processes, which was decisive 
for the reproduction of the whole system, was rendered possible in many 
mills by the introduction of new technology and “scientific management 
techniques,” as well as what Lefebvre calls the transformation of “cyclical 
time” to “linear time” at the point of production by punch clocks and other 
instruments of domination.28 Drawing also on the insights of labor process 
theory,29 this chapter discusses the solidarities generated by particular kinds 
of technology and shop-floor labor organization and the shared identities 
created by similar confrontations workers experienced in different activities 
and temporalities. Chapter 4 deals with the development of labor law as a set 
of everyday practices, based on an anthropological vision of law as a consti-
tutive system that creates and enforces conceptions of order. This chapter 
argues that law, in our case labor law, played a crucial role in working-class 
formation because it was used to both regulate and legitimate the indige-
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nous production and enforcement of norms in the everyday functioning of 
the workplace. The chapter also scrutinizes how these legal norms and in-
stitutions produced unpredictable consequences in terms of working-class 
identity and consciousness. This is because the legislation system magnified 
the worker’s sense of himself as a worker rather than a citizen or nation as a 
whole.

With its emphasis on the different ways of perceiving everyday life and 
how it is shaped by sociocultural meanings, Alltagsgeschichte echoes some of 
the issues raised by the linguistic turn. Indeed, the most prominent feature 
of working-class history during the 1960s and 1970s was its concern with 
the “totality” of class experience and its materialist inspiration. That is, it 
attempted to understand all aspects of human existence in terms of their so-
cial determinations. However, this commitment experienced a severe crisis 
in the 1980s, and the last three decades have witnessed the rise of a revi-
sionist historiography drawing on the linguistic turn to produce new nar-
ratives about the constitution and transformation of collective identities.30 
According to the advocates of this approach, the new social history inspired 
by Thompson failed to analyze properly the ways in which language crucially 
intervened between social conditions and experiences, and the workers’ 
responses to them.31 In other words, the linguistic turn questions the pur-
ported reflexive relationship between the real world and its representations 
and asserts the constitutive role of language in the construction of power 
relationships and human consciousness.

Many historians on the left were ready to dismiss the linguistic turn for 
its assumed idealism and concealment of agency.32 However, linguistic anal-
ysis could help to decenter subjectivity and, as James Vernon suggests, to 
apprehend how language endows it with agency by reconstructing the sub-
ject as worker, woman, consumer, socialist, etc. Far from privileging the au-
tonomy and determining role of language at the expense of social agency, 
linguistic analysis can help us place agency at the center of historical study 
by examining how we are positioned as subjects acting under the objective 
relationships of social power. As Vernon puts it, “To assert that subjects are 
constrained by the discourses available to them … is not to be a linguistic de-
terminist. Not only are all languages multivocal, but there are conflicts and 
tensions between discursive systems, so that it is always possible to play at 
the margins of those languages, extending their possibilities, appropriating 
and subverting them in unanticipated ways.”33

Moreover, the linguistic turn has also been helpful for rethinking the re-
lationship between the ideal and the material. The orthodox Marxist treat-
ment of the question was that Marx himself simply reversed the direction of 
causality between them, whereas more novel interpretations of Marx argue 
that what he opposed was not simply idealism but the validity of the very 
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distinction between the material and the ideal.34 Thus, Derek Sayer stresses 
that “Marx’s critique is less an inversion of the subject/predicate relation 
than an insistence that such predicates cannot, in the nature of things, be 
subjects at all. The only subjects of history, he insists, are ‘real, living indi-
viduals’ themselves.”35 If consciousness cannot be regarded as a “living indi-
vidual” but instead is recognized as an attribute or predicate of “real, living 
individuals” themselves, then the material existence of these individuals can 
no longer be individualized in ways that exclude their language, identity, and 
consciousness.

Thus, Sayer’s interpretation of historical materialism is completely differ-
ent from orthodox approaches that define class as a “purely economic” rela-
tion, which then oblige us to seek causal connections between this economic 
essence of the relationship and the real empirical forms that class identity, 
language, consciousness, and action actually take in history. “But,” con-
cludes Sayer, “we can no more conclude from the undeniable fact that there 
can be no social life without production, the consequence that the mode of 
production therefore determines any other area of social life, than we could 
conclude from the equally true proposition that there can be no social life 
without language, the corollary that social structures are determined by the 
laws of grammar.”36 Therefore, it was possible to acknowledge the impor-
tance of discursively constructed dimensions of social relations between 
historical actors. In this sense, language, symbols, and cultural conventions 
provide the context within which the material and nonmaterial circum-
stances of workers’ lives are rendered meaningful.

These observations also tell us something about the context within which 
Michel Foucault’s work has been read by historians looking for an alternative 
framework for thinking about social history. Foucault criticized Marxist ap-
proaches for being overly preoccupied with defining class at the expense of 
understanding the nature of the struggle.37 He therefore called for studying 
“the mechanisms of power that function outside, below and alongside the 
State apparatus, on a much more minute and everyday level.” Such mech-
anisms of power function as “individualizing strategies” that recognize and 
constitute “the social” as the main object of science and surveillance. Fou-
cault’s conceptualization of “the social” as a target of policy, a site of prac-
tice, and a discursive product has inspired historians to examine critically 
the creation of those discourses “concerning society, its health and sickness, 
its conditions of life, housing and habits, which served as the basic core of 
the social economy and sociology of the nineteenth century.”38

Foucault’s conception of the social as such has become paradigmatic in 
various fields, although it has been feminist historians that have done the 
most to show the benefits of his conceptual repertoire. In a classical essay, 
for example, Joan W. Scott suggests how the process of constructing gender 
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(“the effect of gender”) can be used to discuss class, race, ethnicity, or any 
social process and relationship:

Gender provides a way to decode meaning and to understand the complex con-
nections among various forms of human interaction. When historians look for 
the ways in which the concept of gender legitimizes and constructs social rela-
tionships, they develop insight into the reciprocal nature of gender and society 
and into the particular and contextually specific ways in which politics constructs 
gender and gender constructs politics.39

Likewise, Kathleen Canning’s work, with its marked emphasis “on the 
everyday and on the language used by workers,” historicizes the meanings 
of work through a discursive analysis. Canning defines discourse as both a 
textual and social relation, “a convergence of statements, texts, signs and 
practices across different, even dispersed, sites (from courtrooms to street 
corners).”40 She suggests, for example, that discourses on “morality” and 
“normal family life” for workers represented “a repertoire of bourgeois con-
cerns and also mapped out a domain of sexuality.”41 Feminist historians have 
also broadened our understanding of experience from simply denoting the 
realm that mediates between the relations of production and the develop-
ment of group consciousness and identity to a more complex apprehension 
of the concept as “the linguistically shaped process of assigning meaning to 
events as they are lived by individuals.”42

Discourse analysis offers a particularly useful method for reconstructing 
the everyday experiences of workers because archival resources rarely al-
low us to hear their authentic voices. It is noteworthy that “the silence of 
archives” has been seen as the most important obstacle to writing about 
the social history of labor in Turkey.43 However, by using the tools of dis-
course analysis, this book seeks to demonstrate the groundlessness of this 
argument.

Along with the history of everyday life, this study applies linguistic analy-
sis to reveal how different and often competing discourses of working-class 
identity functioned in the particular historical context of the late 1940s and 
1950s. These were shaped by urbanization, growing private-sector activity, 
expanding social welfare regulations, and the relative liberation of the po-
litical regime (the transition to a multiparty system, increasing trade union 
activity, etc.). However, while acknowledging the constitutive power of 
discourses as central in defining and locating experience, this book also re-
sponds to Canning’s call to “untangle the relationships between discourses 
and experiences by exploring the ways in which subjects mediated and 
transformed discourses in specific historical settings.”44 Historical subjects 
mediate, resist, and transform discourses in the process of defining their 
identities against other subjects.
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Chapter 1 discusses the discourses of social reform in Turkey, which de-
picted the housing shortage for working-class families as constituting a new 
social and moral question in the immediate aftermath of World War II. Along 
with growing anxieties about worker instability as reflected in high turn-
over rates and about low productivity in key sectors of the growing urban 
economy, there were fears about working-class families, the poor sanitary 
conditions of homes, and the overcrowded living spaces that drew men into 
taverns and coffeehouses. The narratives of danger about these housing con-
ditions ranged from scholarly surveys on poor neighborhoods to alarming 
newspaper reports about the epidemics and crime that haunted the newly 
established gecekondu settlements. As the postwar transformation to a mul-
tiparty regime proliferated opportunities for political participation, a wide 
spectrum of voices competed to shape this discursive domain.

Chapter 2 traces the different discourses on working-class leisure ac-
tivities produced by politicians, bureaucrats, employers, socialists, trade 
union leaders, and particularly prominent social scientists. All these groups 
claimed the right to survey and observe working-class leisure habits to de-
fine and control the new urban fabric. For middle-class observers, for ex-
ample, cinema salons, stadiums, and coffeehouses appeared as arenas for 
disorderly and ungovernable behaviors. In this book, however, I argue that 
workers sought to preserve their off-work time as a distinct cultural sphere 
of existence.

Chapters 3 and 4 explore different discourses on the problems of the la-
bor process and the adaptation of labor power to the requirements of ratio-
nalized production. Among the actors forming this new discursive domain 
of work were prominent German social scientists who escaped to Turkey 
after the Nazis seized power and the students they taught at Istanbul and An-
kara universities during the late 1930s and 1940s. They spoke as “scientific” 
experts and wrote extensively in journals like İktisat Fakültesi Mecmuası, 
Sosyal Siyaset Konferansları, Çalışma Dergisi, İçtimai Emniyet, and Forum. 
They also wrote many books and booklets. Their writings reveal much 
about both the living and working conditions of the workers, the charac-
teristics of the labor market, and the philosophy behind the regulation of 
labor during this period. On the other hand, the rudimentary apparatus and 
ideology of regulation and reform incited new forms of working-class ac-
tion and language calling for institutional representation and recognition 
of workers’ rights.

Finally, chapter 5 explores the organization and discursive construction 
of worker identity. Resisting a one-sided view of working-class identity as a 
discursive construction of the ruling elite, this chapter tries to uncover how 
the workers defined their place in society. I trace the discursive shift from 
the term amele, an ambiguous term with degrading connotations, to işçi, 
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which is defined with reference to one’s place in the production relations. 
Trade unions and the emergent labor media movement were active actors in 
drawing the boundaries of class and defining class interests.

In the pursuit of uncovering the everyday lives and the changing meanings 
of work for laboring people, this book draws on both textual and quantita-
tive evidence, including the scholarly studies of social reformers, parliamen-
tary motions, trade union reports, factory documents from various firms in 
Istanbul, and the national and trade union press, which provide invaluable 
information about the everyday lives of working families. State archives do 
not provide rich accounts for retrieving the workers’ authentic voices. How-
ever, they do reflect the perceptions of the ruling elite on the lifestyles and 
living conditions of working people. They also contain various reports on 
the technical and managerial problems of production as well as some statis-
tical data about workers.

Finally, a note should be made regarding the dates of the study period. 
The dynamics that were conducive for creating a distinct working-class 
culture and identity started in the immediate aftermath of the war: urban-
ization, the growth of mass media, the expansion of the public sphere, the 
development of the labor movement, the extension of off-work time, the 
emergence of organized leisure, and the growing concern on the part of 
capital and state for the rationalization, colonization, and homogeniza-
tion of everyday life. The research period ends in 1961 with the Saraçhane 
demonstration of at least one hundred thousand workers on the last day of 
the year, for it symbolized the formation of a working class with distinct 
dispositions, identity, and politics. However, the patterns described here 
are often found in the following years, albeit with significant variations due 
to the changing political environment in the 1960s. It would have been in-
teresting to see how the politics of the everyday were linked to institution-
alized political activities by extending the scope of the study to cover later 
periods. However, this question awaits the attention of future studies.
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