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Introduction

The Neighborhood

During the early 1990s, my family moved out of Ortaköy, a gentrifying  
lower-middle-class neighborhood along the Bosporus, and into the working-
class community of Şirinevler. My new neighborhood, located near Istanbul’s 
main highway, was a gateway to the rest of the city for recently settled work-
ing-class families taking root in the European part of Istanbul. The fathers 
of my new friends worked in construction and in garment sweatshops, one of 
which was located on the narrow street where we played soccer (see figure 1).

I was not an athletic child, but I enjoyed the game. One day, as I was try-
ing to block my friend Tarık from tackling me, the others stopped to stare 
silently at a young man we had accidentally hit with our ball as he walked by. 
Usually, we paid little attention when this happened. The irritated passerby 
might chase us for fifty yards or so as part of the game.

This time was different. The young man’s shocking appearance silenced 
me as well. He was dressed in a Metallica T-shirt, he had an earring in his left 
ear, and his long hair flowed to his shoulders. Strolling nonchalantly down 
the street as if he blended in, it seemed he cared little about causing a scandal, 
which he certainly knew he was doing. My friends elbowed one another, whis-
pering, “Look at that dude!” I had seen men like him before in Ortaköy, so  
his looks did not surprise me, but I never expected to see someone like this 
walking down the streets of working-class Şirinevler, where almost nobody 
challenged local dress codes.

A moment later, I realized we were not the only ones staring at this strange 
man. He had also attracted the attention of a group of (male) workers taking 
a tea and cigarette break outside the garment sweatshop up the street. They 
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had been looking for a distraction during their precious fifteen minutes of 
freedom from their tedious work routines. This weird-looking creature, with 
his long hair and curious outfit, fit the bill.

After the stranger turned the corner, we went back to our game. The men 
at the sweatshop gazed at us and at passersby, no doubt assuming that noth-
ing else interesting would happen before they went back to work. But then 
another strange man came walking down the street, sporting a long beard, a 
green overcoat, and a turban; despite his youth, he was also carrying a cane. 
He looked as if he had leapt off the pages of a picture book of nineteenth-
century religious Muslims. I didn’t think this second man looked like a local 
either. Based on the expressions on their faces, the workers at the garment 

Figure 1.  The author’s childhood street in Şirinevler. Anonymous 
photographer, December 28, 2023.
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sweatshop seemed as surprised by him as they had by the man with long hair, 
earring, and Metallica T-shirt.

My father had taken the risk of leaving gentrifying Ortaköy and mov-
ing to Şirinevler in the 1990s to open a pub with his brothers and nephews.  
He had been unable to make ends meet on his meager salary as a teacher, so 
this opportunity looked promising. I would go to the pub to watch soccer 
games on TV and help my uncles and cousins serve customers. Even though 
fights frequently broke out among intoxicated customers, the pub had the 
feel of a congenial place where men could let off a little steam after the drudg-
ery of their workday routine. This working-class community had become 
more conservative than it had been in the 1970s, but the Islamists had not 
yet taken over.

When I began my research in 2008, things looked very different in 
Şirinevler and neighboring communities. Although the daily routine for 
sweatshop workers had changed very little, the political allegiances of the 
workers had been transformed. Şirinevler had become an unrivaled strong-
hold for Islamists. In this new political and religious climate, my family’s pub 
had been forced out of business. Exorbitant taxes on alcoholic beverages and 
the growing stigma against alcohol consumption made it impossible for my 
father and uncles to keep the pub afloat. Furthermore, the workers had much 
less money than before to spend on recreation.

I realize now that even as a child, I saw changes taking place, especially in 
the lives of the women in my family. Like my parents, these women had left 
their homes in rural Turkey for working-class neighborhoods in Istanbul. 
We came from Kars province, in the northeastern part of the country, one of 
Turkey’s ten poorest provinces.1 My relatives were pious, but they also loved 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, Turkey’s secularist founder, whom they credited 
with liberating Kars in the 1920s from four decades of Russian occupa-
tion. Once the Islamists got a foothold in Şirinevler, they began criticizing 
secularism. By the 1990s, it had become impossible to proclaim allegiance to 
Atatürkism and identify as a pious Muslim. What it meant to be pious had 
changed as well.

In response to these changes, a few female cousins of mine adopted the 
chador. Their commitment to their new cosmological outlook let them aggres-
sively proselytize other cousins and aunts—with success. They described to 
my female relatives the same kind of patriarchal bargain Deniz Kandiyoti 
discussed in her seminal article2 about why so many Iranian women enthu-
siastically supported the Islamic revolution. Like their counterparts in Iran, 
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my cousins and aunts accepted “the restriction imposed on them by an 
Islamic order [in exchange] for the security, stability and presumed respect 
[the new] order promised them.”3

First-generation migrant women came to believe their lives had improved 
in the city. They no longer had to perform heavy farm labor. The meager 
wages their husbands earned in sweatshops and on construction sites were 
enough to purchase groceries and rent an apartment with amenities unavail-
able in their villages. They had little incentive to take jobs in sweatshops 
alongside their husbands, as they would not earn enough money to change 
their families’ living conditions significantly or improve their social status. 
In any case, working in a sweatshop was not an option for most: the Turkish 
government did not provide subsidized or public childcare, so women had to 
remain home to look after the children.

The self-proclaimed proselytizers of the new Islamist ideology gave women 
in our family a way to justify and take pride in becoming full-time home
makers. They may have forfeited the dubious privileges they had enjoyed in 
the old patriarchal order, privileges earned by performing the unforgiving 
tasks of pastoral life, but they had been emancipated from wage labor in the 
city. It was not their fault that the rural economy had crumbled in the wake of 
the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s, forcing their families to move to the cities. 
They were offered a new bargain, and many of them were ready to take it.

In 1980, a coup had crushed the socialist movement across the country. 
The coup destroyed the political aspirations of my parents and those of their 
political comrades. Some of my parents’ closest friends, those whom I called 
“uncle,” were killed. Many others were imprisoned, tortured, fired, or black-
listed. Although socialism was no longer a realizable goal for the foreseeable 
future, I vividly remember how my mother resisted the proselytizers in our 
family as she tirelessly tried to convince my female cousins and aunts that the 
ideal of gender equality was something worth salvaging from the political 
mess after the coup. “Find a job,” my mother urged her female relatives, so 
that they might regain a degree of economic independence from their hus-
bands. Her counsel fell on deaf ears. The proselytizers in our family offered 
something much more practical: a path that assured our female cousins 
and aunts of “security, stability, and presumed respect” through a new kind  
of patriarchy.4

Looking back on her inability to convince her female relatives, I realize 
my mother had been one of the rare achievers in our family. She had one of 
the highest scores in our poor town on the entrance exams for the all-girls 
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public boarding school that trained future teachers. By eighteen, she had 
already become a primary school teacher. Her cousins and aunts did not 
share her experiences and dreams, which may explain why they welcomed 
the new bargain.

They were not alone. As I was growing up, women across the nation were 
withdrawing from the labor force in impressive numbers—this, in a coun-
try with one of the lowest rates of female labor force participation in the 
world. In 1991, Turkey’s female labor force participation ranked 148th out 
of 187 nations. By 2000, it had dropped to 169th.5 Labor economists associ-
ate declines of this magnitude with rapid urbanization and illustrate it on 
a “U-shaped female labor force function”6—a model that describes Turkey 
particularly well. In the 1980s, Turkey experienced record-breaking rates  
of urbanization.

Islamist ideology provided female proselytizers, like those in my fam-
ily, with a political and moral justification for this widespread economic  
trend. With the help of these proselytizers, female homemakers became the 
most enthusiastic supporters of Islamism at the polls.7 By the 1990s, this 
homemaker ideology was extremely influential. It would have a long-lasting 
impact on gender relations and on the composition of the labor force. With 
a slowdown in rural-to-urban migration after the 1990s, the rate of female 
labor force participation increased slightly, but it never caught up with the 
rate found in other upper-middle-income countries. In 2023, Turkey still 
ranked 160th out of 185 nations.8

The patriarchal new deal set in those years was an indirect but essential 
component of a new labor regime that left no room for organized labor, col-
lective action, or public services for working mothers. Many of the daughters 
and granddaughters of my cousins and aunts later wanted to work, yet the 
cultural milieu was no less conservative, the work conditions were even more 
severe, and the social policy was designed to keep women at home. They had 
to stay at home even if they did not want to. They were paying a bill left them 
by the previous generation of women.

As one of the most formidable successes of the Islamist movement, this 
patriarchal new deal was mostly invisible in the 1990s, as was the discursive 
struggle between the proselytizers like my cousins and the high achievers 
like my mother. The political spectacle that made headlines in the 1990s  
gave outside observers a very different impression about the growing  
conservative groundswell: young college students wearing hijabs were  
denied access to higher education by the secularist political establishment. 
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Faculty members forced female students to remove their headscarves and 
interrogated them about whether their families were forcing them to pre-
serve this sartorial practice.

This story was real, as was the suffering of these young women. Their 
experience, however, was the opposite of what was happening to poor rural 
migrant women. Having no other option, they embraced a system that 
protected them from the punishing pressures of the capitalist market by 
isolating them at home. Young college women from culturally conservative 
homes wanted to take part in public life as Muslim women and demanded 
access to privileged public-sector careers, which they ultimately gained. Some 
came from poor families, but many did not. Either way, very few of them 
worried about the impact of the new patriarchal bargain on poor migrant 
women. There was a class difference or a difference regarding the prospects 
of economic mobility between my cousins and these young female college 
students. We were told the story of the latter, as though the former was not 
worth telling.

The Actor

Moving from a lower-middle-class neighborhood to a working-class neigh-
borhood was a big change for me as a child, especially given the Islamist 
transformation taking place in my new neighborhood and extended family. 
As I look back on those years, I realize that my experiences motivated and 
guided this research. This book, based on fifteen years of research, begins in 
working-class neighborhoods in Istanbul, then moves on to smaller indus-
trializing cities in distant parts of the country, with a brief detour to Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia.

My burning quest was to find a more persuasive explanation for why 
an Islamist transformation had occurred in Turkey. The grand narrative 
on this subject contradicted what I had experienced or observed through 
ethnographic research. Using the center-periphery approach to history,9 
most scholars describe the rise of Islamist movements during the twenti-
eth century as the reaction of oppressed subaltern masses to the secularist 
political establishment. According to this account of the rise of Islamism 
and its conservative patriarchal values, waves of rural migration brought sub-
altern members of society to urban centers during the 1970s. They strength-
ened the ranks of the marginalized in cities; together, they overthrew the  



I n t roduc t ion   •  9

secularist elite. This explanation draws, ironically, on Edward Shils’s Cold 
War rhetoric.10

Although this grand narrative has appealed to many, it is factually flawed. 
Islamist values gained influence in working-class neighborhoods during the 
1990s, not the 1970s. Although Islamists had been a permanent fixture in 
Turkish party politics since the 1970s, migrants were not then running to the 
ballot box to support them. Many working-class communities like Şirinevler 
remained a “breeding ground” for socialists.11

In the 1990s, proselytizers like my female cousins and that mysterious 
young man with his cane and turban became the most influential voices. 
Women like my mother were accused of being representatives of “the secu-
larist elite.” It mattered little that my mother had grown up in one of the 
poorest towns of the country and was an unaffiliated socialist.

As I conducted my research, I came to understand a major flaw in this 
grand narrative. It assumed that rural migrants were a homogeneous mass 
who rose up with one voice against an almost mystical secularist elite. In 
this script, proselytizers were regarded as legitimate representatives of this 
homogeneous mass and key actors in bringing about a patriarchal shift. 
Lumping the migrants into one ill-defined mass turned key actors into  
irrelevant details.

One of these key actors was the small entrepreneur, like the man in 
Şirinevler who owned the sweatshop on the street where I played soccer as 
a child. He could easily be confused with one of his workers, a mistake he 
did his best to cultivate, implying by his demeanor that he shared the same 
destiny as his employees.

The sweatshop owner in Şirinevler was not a diehard Islamist or even a 
devout Muslim. Yet he tacitly supported Islamist policies and promoted the 
political agenda of local conservatives. As the employer of the husbands and 
fathers of my female relatives, he was the enabler of the patriarchal new deal, 
the one who helped the first of my proselytizing cousins persuade the other 
women in our family to listen to her and not to my mother. My cousin’s vic-
tory pulled the prospects of a revival of socialist politics from the equation, 
so it helped the sweatshop owner intensify his exploitation of his workers and 
survive ruthless local and global competition.

Sweatshop owners like this man in Şirinevler are not unique to Turkey. 
People like him exist in every country impacted by the wave of global trans-
formations in industrial relations, known by some as “the second industrial 
divide”12 and by others as post-Fordism.13 The outsourcing of manufacturing 
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activities from the North Atlantic to the rest of the world deindustrialized 
the former and reindustrialized the latter.

With these changes, a new economic actor emerged at the bottom of global 
commodity chains. This nonmonopoly entrepreneur, often a sweatshop 
owner like the one in Şirinevler, exploits employees in a desperate effort to 
survive the pressure of domestic and global competition. According to recent 
International Labour Organization estimates, roughly four hundred million 
people—10 percent of the global working population and 15 percent of the 
global urban working population—are employed in such small and micro-
sized industrial enterprises.14 The owners of these sweatshops are the third 
biggest employers worldwide, after governments and global corporations.

In other words, the sweatshop owner on my street, together with  
millions of others, has played a critical role in facilitating a significant 
shift in the global redistribution of wealth. As this entrepreneurial group 
reduces the price of manufactured goods for North Atlantic consumers, 
the gap between high- and low-income countries is narrowing. As shown 
in figure 2, the share of global gross domestic product (GDP) held by high-
income countries rose to around 80 percent in the 1960s and 1970s and to 
85 percent in the early 1990s. Then the trend reversed. The share of global 

Figure 2.  High-income countries’ share of global GDP (1960–2020). Calculated by the 
author using the World Bank country indicators.
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GDP held by high-income countries fell dramatically, from 82 percent in 
2002 to 63 percent in 2020.15

For the first time since the Industrial Revolution two centuries ago, global 
inequality is not driven by a growing divide between rich and poor coun-
tries.16 This development coincides with the rise of a new middle class in the  
non–North Atlantic world, especially in emerging Asian economies.17 
Together, the old and new middle classes account for 15 percent of the world’s 
population. It stands between the richest thousandth of the richest thou-
sandth of the global population, or the monopoly capitalists—who, in 2021, 
owned approximately $26 trillion, 6 percent of the world’s total wealth—and 
the poorest 84 percent, who own 18 percent of the total wealth and are unable 
to save enough to provide their children with the basic resources they need 
for even a modest chance at social advancement.18

Industrial Islamism shows how nonmonopoly entrepreneurs in Turkey 
enabled the rise of Islamism in a nation where, for decades, the government had 
provided a secular alternative for people living in Muslim-majority countries. 
These entrepreneurs belong to a hitherto undefined social class, which I call the 
faubourgeoisie. The defining members of this class are small manufacturers, but 
other nonmonopoly entrepreneurs, those who serve global commodity chains, 
are also members of the faubourgeoisie. They include shopkeepers, slumlords, 
and construction contractors who do business with or employ workers.

As I make the case that the faubourgeoisie has played a key role in the rise 
of the Islamist movement to power, I analyze and compare the relationship of 
these nonmonopoly entrepreneurs to other major class actors in Turkey: the 
proletariat, the petty bourgeoisie (professionals, bureaucrats, and scholars), 
and the bourgeoisie (monopoly capitalists).

Members of the faubourgeoisie are neither monopoly capitalists nor pro-
letarians. Culturally and socially, they look and sound more like workers 
than like members of any other class, but they are employers, fragile though 
their economic position may be. As entrepreneurs, they serve a function  
in the capitalist economy that could be taken over at any time by big corporate 
structures controlled by the bourgeoisie. To appease monopoly capitalists, 
members of the faubourgeoisie squeeze what they can out of their workers 
while trying to protect their interests against the bourgeoisie by support-
ing Islamic populism. Members of the faubourgeoisie also do not belong to 
the conventional middle class, the petty bourgeoisie. The interests of those 
two nonproletarian, nonbourgeois classes often clash, resulting in tension 
between secularists and Islamists.
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The faubourgeoisie decided to support the Islamist movement as a strategy 
for protecting its place in the global economy by becoming an influential 
actor in local and national politics, especially after the end of the Cold War. 
Over 450,000 small and medium manufacturing enterprises, or manufac-
turing SMEs, employ roughly two-thirds of the manufacturing workers in 
Turkey. Most of these enterprises are located in working-class neighborhoods 
like Şirinevler.19 Because the owners of these manufacturing SMEs work as 
subsidiaries of global corporations under the control or ownership of the 
bourgeoisie, they needed the support of a political party to give them some 
leverage over the wealthiest class in Turkey and their foreign corporate cus-
tomers. The populist Islamists offered this; in exchange, and with incentives 
of their own, the faubourgeoisie used its influence to encourage its millions of  
employees to abandon their socialist leanings and embrace the Islamist  
narrative instead.

Unlike members of the bourgeoisie, proletariat, or petty bourgeoisie, 
the faubourgeoisie work directly with the Islamists. As such, they are not 
merely a faction of the business sector but a separate social class whose own 
political agenda includes finding an ally to help control the interests of the 
bourgeoisie. Working hand in hand with the Islamists, the faubourgeoisie 
helped transform that movement into a dominant political force.

The Arguments

In Industrial Islamism, I make four arguments to explain how the faubour-
geoisie helped the Islamists come to power and transform Turkish politics.

My first argument is that there is a connection between industrialization 
and Islamization. The rise of Islamism in Turkey conforms to a wider pattern 
found throughout the Muslim-majority world (MMW). The more industri-
alized a Muslim-majority country becomes, the more visible the Islamization 
process, defined as the increasing use of religious motifs in politics. Various 
forms of mystification have obscured this pattern, such as questionable asser-
tions about Islamism being “a cultural reaction to modernism” or Turkey 
being “a bridge between the East and the West.” Using Turkey as my case 
study, Industrial Islamism offers the first detailed analysis of a Muslim-
majority country to clearly connect the rise of Islamism to industrialization 
in the context of globalization. I argue that the most direct and effective 
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way to understand how these processes intersect is through a class analysis 
that focuses on the relationship between employers and employees and the 
historical conditions behind Islamization. Turkey is not an exception within 
the MMW but is a case illustrative of this connection.

My second argument is that the Turkish Islamists’ outstanding political 
performance can be traced to their strategy of making an alliance with the 
faubourgeoisie, the key actor in bringing about post–Cold War industrializa-
tion in the country. The Islamists have stayed in power in Turkey without 
interruption longer than other Islamist movements within the MMW, with 
the single exception of the mullah regime in Iran.20 It has been a success. 
Jihadists and dynastic/oligarchic regimes have triumphed elsewhere, but in 
Turkey Islamism has come to power by nonviolent, democratic means. This 
story originates in the late 1950s, when Islamists in Turkey first reached out 
to small manufacturers.

My third argument is that the core motif in the relationship between  
the Islamists and the working class is domination. Although the Islamists 
came to power in Turkey by democratic means and their relationship with 
the working class can be described to a certain degree as clientelism, they 
developed and used tools honed by what Michel Foucault once called 
“regimes of domination”21 to try to mobilize the proletariat on their behalf. 
Thanks to the Islamists’ success at mobilizing the proletariat—with the 
critical support of the faubourgeoisie—they have been winning national 
parliamentary and presidential elections since 2002. In the 2010s, the leading 
Islamist clique purged its major rivals in national politics—the secularists, 
the Kurdish movement, and another Islamist clique led by cleric Fethullah 
Gülen—thanks to these regimes of domination.

My fourth argument grounds my analysis in a theory of class formation 
and of capital accumulation. My analysis of how the faubourgeoisie helped 
Islamists come to power and transform Turkish politics invites a return to 
the old debate among Marxist theorists about definitions of “the middle 
classes.” What are commonly referred to as the middle classes are, in fact, 
“circulation classes.” Marxists such as Nicos Poulantzas and Erik O. Wright 
have described three major circulation classes but failed to relate the forma-
tion of these classes to the theory of capital accumulation. In my discussion 
of the faubourgeoisie, I analyze the formation of the middle classes in rela-
tion to the theory of capital accumulation in Turkey, other Muslim-majority 
countries, and beyond.
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Chapter Outline

This book is divided into three parts: “The Context” (this introduction and 
chapter 1), “The Alliance in Formation” (chapters 2 and 3), and “The Alliance 
in Action” (chapters 4–7).

Chapter 1, “Industrial Islamism,” analyzes the connection between  
the Islamization of politics and post–Cold War industrialization across the  
MMW. It focuses on the changes taking place across three key indicators: 
the size of the industrial labor force, the volume of capital investment,  
and the availability of hydrocarbon resources. I relate these indicators to 
the University of Gothenburg’s Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset,22 
which allowed me to use country experts’ opinions about the extent of the 
Islamization of politics as a quantitative metric. The size of the industrial 
labor force is closely correlated with V-Dem scores for the Islamization pro-
cess since the early 1990s, for both individual countries and the MMW in 
general. If a Muslim-majority country has a relatively large industrial labor 
force, there is a very good chance it also is assigned a high Islamization score.

I then add the other two indicators to gain a better understanding of the 
defining character of the Islamization process in individual countries. In 
countries where none of these factors are large, the Islamization process is 
weak. Countries at the other end of the spectrum, those with an abundance 
of capital and hydrocarbon resources, tend to develop dynastic regimes—the 
Islamization process in these countries is led by the political establishments 
of those regimes rather than by independent political movements. The jihad-
ist movements have been particularly successful in countries with substan-
tial oil and natural gas reserves but without significant capital investment. 
Nonviolent or nonjihadist Islamist movements have effectively challenged 
the political establishments in countries that have a large industrial labor 
force, receive significant capital investment, and lack significant hydrocarbon 
resources. Turkey has what I call a movement-led regime.

The model proposed in chapter 1, though simple, is very successful at 
predicting the extent of the Islamization process and the key actors behind 
this process in individual countries. The model also offers a good explana-
tion for outliers, many of which (such as Somalia and Afghanistan) had a 
socialist past. Tunisia resembles Turkey according to the indicators under 
examination, but unlike in Turkey, Tunisia’s Islamists were contained by the 
secularist establishment thanks to the strength of organized labor until very 
recently. The quantitative and historical material reveals that the strength of 
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organized labor in countries that have adopted an extensive export-oriented 
growth model since the 1970s is the key factor that determines the chances 
of Islamist movements. Where Islamists are strong, organized labor is sup-
pressed. Where organized labor is strong, Islamists have less chance to come 
to power.

Chapter 2, “The Islamists,” and chapter 3, “The Islamists and the 
Faubourgeoisie,” focus on how Islamists became successful in Turkey, which 
was once regarded as the most secular of the Muslim-majority countries. 
Chapter 2 begins by correcting the historical record about the rise of Islamism 
in Turkey. Due to the pervasive effect of Orientalism, practically everyone 
who writes on the subject feels obliged to trace the story back to something 
or someone in the nineteenth century or before. Islamists support and enjoy 
these efforts because they give legitimacy to the idea that Islamists represent 
the subaltern masses confronting the alien regime of secularist republicans.

I argue that the rise of today’s Islamist movements does not have roots 
in a distant past. I trace its origins to the 1960s, when Islamism emerged 
as part of a political movement that sought an alliance with small-time 
manufacturers. Under the leadership of Necmettin Erbakan, a mechanical 
engineer, they championed an industrialization strategy that favored small 
manufacturers over a small number of big industrialists who had been acting 
as the compradors of US-based capital at the time. A few years later, after 
the bloody 1980 coup, Turgut Özal, an electrical engineer, passed neoliberal 
reforms that turned these small manufacturers into the strongest actors  
in the Turkish economy. Özal was a member of Erbakan’s Islamist party in 
the 1970s. He also had the support of the secularist junta, which embraced 
his export-oriented reforms. He personified a tacit agreement between the 
secularists and the Islamists about the new antilabor political and economic 
transformation of the country.

Thanks to Özal’s export-oriented growth policies, these small manufac-
turers had gained a prominent position in the Turkish economy by the 1990s. 
Erbakan’s decades-long strategy had apparently paid off. The bitter irony was 
that the pious small manufacturers active in the Islamist party supported 
Tayyip Erdoğan, now the president of the country, who ultimately expelled 
Erbakan from politics.

Chapter 3 describes how these small manufacturers, the faubourgeoisie, 
were recruited to support the Islamist movement. Erbakan’s decision in 
the 1970s to ally himself with these small manufacturers was astute and 
pragmatic. No other political party at the time had reached out to the 



16  •  I n t roduc t ion

faubourgeoisie. But why did this class support the Islamists with increasing  
enthusiasm over the next twenty years? This chapter describes how the 
Islamists offered a comprehensive portfolio to members of the faubour-
geoisie to ensure the support of both the pious and more secular members 
of this class.

Three major actors within the Islamist movement organized the cam-
paign: the political cadre, the business community, and the religious 
orders. The political cadre offered the faubourgeoisie subsidized credit to 
let this class have relative autonomy from the bourgeoisie. With this goal in  
mind, members of the Islamist business community played a critical role  
in the 1990s, transforming the Islamist party into what it is now by helping  
the faubourgeoisie define itself as a class deeply embedded in the Islamist 
narrative. The religious orders denigrated the labor of workers and assigned 
a higher social-spiritual status to the faubourgeoisie.

Chapter 4, “The Faubourgeoisie and the Proletariat,” and chapter 5, “The 
Proletariat,” draw on ethnographic research I conducted in 2008. During 
that year, I worked as an unskilled laborer in four garment facilities in the 
very center of the largest working-class region of the country, Bağcılar—a 
district just a few miles away from my childhood neighborhood, Şirinevler.  
I lived in the district and had previously worked there as a grassroots orga-
nizer for one of Turkey’s socialist parties. This experience convinced me that 
the relationship between the Islamists and their constituency was character-
ized by domination, not cultural affinity or clientelist bargains. Through my 
fieldwork, I identified three regimes of domination exerted over the workers 
in the neighborhood by local members of the faubourgeois-Islamist elite.

Workers were under constant surveillance by members of the local elite 
to minimize their political autonomy. The pressure of the local elite took on 
a scopophobic form. I call this the gaze regime. Workers also faced politi-
cal isolation. My experiences in 2008 showed me how working in a sweat-
shop cut my coworkers off from organizing politically. The constant fear of 
unemployment due to the erratic nature of the global commodity chains 
compounded the problem and persuaded the workers to be exceptionally 
docile. The drudgery of work, precarious employment, and identity-based 
segmentation of workers are the pillars of this labor regime.

The third regime of domination is the hygiene regime. Even though few 
of them were active followers of the movement, many of my coworkers were 
receptive to the messages of the religious orders. I sensed that this was in 
part a response to the drudgery of their work and how it isolated them from 
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politics. The religious stories circulated by self-proclaimed proselytizers pro-
vided my coworkers with an escape from the capitalist labor process. Defining 
symbolic purity as the spiritual goal of Muslims, the religious orders provided 
my coworkers with guidance about community norms and gave them lim-
ited but practical tools to shield themselves from the pressure of the local 
elite. The narrative was also fine tuned so that their class-related anger was 
directed from their employers to “the secularists” or “the Europeans,” whom 
my coworkers saw as the real enemy. This boundary-making process helped 
their employers present themselves as allies of their workers.

Chapter 6, “Rifts and Authoritarianism,” discusses the implications of 
the previous two chapters for the rifts between the ruling clique of Islamists 
under the leadership of Erdoğan and the three other major political actors 
in the 2010s: the secularists, a rival Islamist clique led by Gülen, and the 
Kurdish movement. In each rift, the faubourgeoisie played a key role.  
The Erdoğan clique owed its victory in the first rift to the reluctance  
of the secularists to intervene in the relations between the proletariat and  
the faubourgeoisie because those relations were the source of the secularists’ 
economic and cultural privileges as well. The tensions between the faubour-
geoisie and the Gülenist big businesses over industrial relations helped the 
Erdoğan clique muster the support of the former and purge the Gülenists. 
The peace negotiations with the Kurdish movement had the potential to 
undermine the political unity of the Turkish and Kurdish faubourgeoisie 
under the ideological canopy of Islamism, and a stronger Kurdish faubour-
geoisie could have posed a threat to the left-oriented leadership within the 
Kurdish movement. The negotiations failed in the mid-2010s, with dramatic 
consequences for Kurdish politicians and civilians.

In chapter 7, “The Theory,” I ground the research material from previous 
chapters in a theoretical framework about class formation in the post–Cold 
War period that can be used for future research in Turkey and other coun-
tries. My theoretical observations focus on four patterns of class formation 
that have taken shape since the 1990s. First, a new middle class has emerged 
in non–North Atlantic countries. Inspired by the French historian Henri 
Pirenne’s description of the rise of new groups of merchants and artisans 
on the outskirts, or the faubourgs, of flourishing cities in eleventh-century 
Europe, I argue that a significant portion of this new middle class in “the  
global faubourgs” of the world economy are members of what I call  
the faubourgeoisie. Second, the ensuing change in the global composition 
of the middle class is prone to political tensions. Professionals, scholars, and 
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bureaucrats are losing prestige and status, and nonmonopoly entrepreneurs 
are playing a more visible role in politics and authoritarian movements 
like Islamism, provoking conflicts between themselves and the traditional 
middle class (the petty bourgeoisie). Third, these changes are happening at 
the expense of the working class, which suffers from a growing split between 
their productivity and income. Fourth, the proportion of capital owned and 
controlled by monopoly capitalists or the bourgeoisie has grown considerably 
since the end of the Cold War.

I argue that these patterns can be combined into a unified theory of class 
formation with the help of Marx’s paradigm described in Capital. The story of 
the Islamist movement in Turkey and the Islamization process in the MMW 
offers a new perspective about the notion of middle class, which has been a 
theoretical riddle for Marxists and non-Marxists for over a century. The key 
to this puzzle (and my contribution to the theory of class formation) is in 
what Marx called “the circulation of surplus value.” Analysis of the appro-
priation and production of surplus value as the two other processes of capital 
accumulation reveals the position of the nonproletarian and nonbourgeois 
social classes in wealth distribution and their motives in the capitalist labor 
process. Analysis of the circulation process identifies three middle classes 
and their functions in the accumulation process. The petty bourgeoisie and 
the faubourgeoisie, the first two of these social classes, played a significant 
role in Turkish politics. The third social class of corporate executives, which  
I call the technocracy, has been similarly critical in the foundation of the 
new global political economic order after the Cold War. This framework 
is informed by the recent history of class formation in the Turkish case. It 
presents a new way of understanding the rise of authoritarian movements 
around the world, including in the North Atlantic.

The analytical focus of this book flows from chapter to chapter. It begins 
at a global level and moves through the national and city levels before settling 
in neighborhoods in chapters 4 and 5. As it does so, it shifts from statistical 
and historical data to original ethnographic field research and content analy-
sis. Theory becomes more abstract as the story lays the ground for chapter 7’s 
presentation of the relationship between class formation and capital accumu-
lation. Relationships become more complex as the book progresses, with each 
new actor presented in relation to those who have already entered the stage.

To compose this fugue of setting, theory, and actors, I draw upon data from 
the World Bank, the International Labour Organization, the International 
Monetary Fund, the Turkish Statistical Institute, the University of 
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Gothenburg, and others. Data also come from various field projects,  
including the one I conducted in 2007 and 2008 in Istanbul, where I was 
employed as an unskilled worker in four garment factories, and the pilot 
project I conducted in 2010 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. In 2012–15, I con-
ducted over 140 in-depth interviews with businesspeople, policymakers, rep-
resentatives of civil society organizations, and workers in Denizli, Gaziantep, 
and Kayseri, three of the fastest-industrializing cities of the country in those 
years. My data also include content analysis of the narratives of Muslim reli-
gious orders in Turkey over recent decades.
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Industrial Islamism

Islamization and Industrialization 

The Key on the Table

In 2008, as part of my research for this book, I worked as an 
unskilled worker in four garment plants in Bağcılar, a district in the greater 
Istanbul area. Bağcılar bordered my childhood neighborhood, Şirinevler, 
and at the time was the largest working-class district in all of Turkey. On 
Sundays, I would join my fellow workers at their favorite coffeehouse, 
where, on their days off, men—and men only—hung out and played cards. 
Our group consisted of young workers like myself, shopkeepers, and a few 
pensioners. At first, I assumed we all were of modest means and belonged 
to the same social class. But there were differences among us. Early on, for 
example, I noticed that several members of our crowd had bigger-than-
life personalities. One man stood out over all the rest. Not only was he 
louder, but he was also a bit better dressed and played cards a little more 
aggressively. Occasionally, he ordered tea for everyone at the card table. 
This gesture of apparent generosity was also aggressive, because he knew 
perfectly well that nobody would be able to reciprocate. To drive the point 
home, the man marked his superiority by ostentatiously leaving the key 
to his fancy car on the table for everyone to see, as if to say, “Don’t forget,  
I am richer than you. In no way are we equals.”

I later learned that this show-off belonged to the neighborhood’s elite of 
sweatshop owners, contractors, and slumlords. As such, he was the direct 
beneficiary of the sweat and toil of members of the working class, the one 
who got the first cut of the value of what his companions at the card table 
produced every day of the week except on their “lazy Sundays off.” They may 
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have all lived in Bağcılar and socialized in the same coffeehouse, but such 
congenial details did not obscure the hard reality of their class differences. 
These differences made an impact on almost everything, including whose 
views prevailed when they talked about politics while playing cards. With 
few exceptions, the rich man’s opinions mattered more than those of the 
others. This was not an incidental detail for me. If I wanted to understand 
the dynamics involved in the growing relationship between Islamization and 
industrialization, I would have to recognize who was who. Just because every-
one used the same cultural codes and socialized in public spaces together, 
they did not necessarily all belong to the same social class.

Despite being an ethnographer who thought he understood the dynam-
ics of local-level politics in Bağcılar, I had difficulty identifying the socio
economic position of this man. To others, he was clearly the boss, the 
entrepreneur who employed as many as four dozen workers, some of whom 
may have been the very same people with whom he played cards on Sunday. 
It took significant time and effort for me to formulate the kind of “thick 
description”1 that would let me see this power dynamic. I failed at first to 
see that this man was playing a critical role in a much broader and hitherto 
unidentified connection. The remarkable post–Cold War industrialization 
process, which this man and millions of others like him in Turkey and other 
Muslim-majority countries, or the Muslim-majority world (MMW), made 
possible, has been closely associated with the growing use of religious motifs 
in politics. I call this “the Islamization process.”

Between 1990 and 2020, the share of manufacturing and construction 
in total value added, for example, grew by over 30 percent in the MMW. 
Thanks to this, the MMW’s share of manufacturing and construction  
in the global economy grew by 2.4 times.2 Taken together as a meta-region, 
these fifty countries are now at least as industrialized as most other parts of 
the world. Analysts regularly acknowledge that the extraction of hydrocar-
bon resources shaped the politics of the Gulf region in the postwar period.3 
They also write repeatedly that many of these countries have implemented 
market-friendly reforms since the 1980s that favor an export-led growth 
strategy.4 Nevertheless, “systematic empirical evidence regarding the conse-
quences of industrial policy is rare if not nonexistent” in reports published 
about the Middle East and North Africa (MENA).5 Similarly, “too often 
political scientists do not recognize the importance of labor and indus-
trial relations in shaping the policies and capacity of [individual MENA 
countries], and vice versa.”6 They say almost nothing about any relationship 
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these changes might have had with the simultaneous Islamization of 
Muslim-majority countries.

Since the 1990s, Islamization, whether initiated by the opposition or 
by those in power, has been the defining feature of MMW politics. Even 
in countries like Egypt and Bangladesh, secular rulers use religious motifs 
to consolidate their position in politics. According to the University of 
Gothenburg’s Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset,7 on which I relied for 
this chapter, 65 percent of the governments of forty-seven Muslim-majority 
countries espoused a religious ideology in 1991.8 The percentage has grown 
at a galloping pace, reaching 78 percent in 2020. Not only is this figure 
the highest since 1945, but the trend has been rising without interruption 
since 1990, which had not been the case. Moreover, as industrialization and 
Islamization have increased, socialism and the policies socialists introduced 
have lost their appeal.

As I show later in this chapter, not only do these trends in industrializa-
tion and Islamization meaningfully correlate with each other, but an assess-
ment of major industrial dynamics also let me develop a typology of political 
regimes that has strong predictive power. Depending on the configuration 
of industrial labor, capital investment, and hydrocarbon sources, dynastic 
regimes, jihadists, and nonviolent political movements prevailed in differ-
ent Muslim-majority countries. Given this connection, anything related to 
industrialization should be a major topic in studies of politics and social life 
in the MMW. But it is not.

The Connection

Given the lack of attention, I first examined the relationship between indus-
trialization and Islamization to see whether this was an illusion or real. To 
address this, I used indicators in the V-Dem dataset that measure the relative 
strength of religious “regime support groups” (v2regsupgroups) and religious 
“regime opposition groups” (v2regoppgroups) in national politics.9 I then used 
the mean values for both groups as a primary composite proxy indicator of 
Islamization and called those values the “political religiosity scores.” These 
steps were necessary to avoid overemphasizing the role of those who are in 
power or in the opposition. The conclusions I drew from this analysis reflect 
my reading of the scores of these two individual indicators. I used the share of 
the industrial labor force in total employment as the first and main measure 
of industrialization.
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When I cross-correlated the 1991–2019 country averages for this last  
indicator with V-Dem’s 1991–2019 country averages for religious govern-
ment ideology and political religiosity respectively, the resulting values came  
to 0.92 and 0.85. In other words, the growth and decline patterns of the rela-
tive size of the industrial labor force in the Muslim-majority countries over-
lapped with V-Dem’s political religiosity and religious government ideology 
scores with statistically significant values.10 This is shown in figure 3.

This high correlation between the rates of Islamization and industrializa-
tion holds at the country level as well. As figure 4 illustrates, the relative size 
of the industrial labor force is a good estimator for the level of religiosity 
in the domestic politics of Muslim-majority countries. Spearman’s rho of 
the average rankings of the Muslim-majority countries for their politi-
cal religiosity scores and the share of their industrial labor force within 
their total employment for every year between 1991 and 2019 is 0.46  
(p < 0.01). Its value would be 0.77 (p < 0.01) if Somalia, Mali, Azerbaijan, 
Turkmenistan, Tunisia, and Algeria were omitted as the outliers in their 
geographic regions and 0.68 (p < 0.01) if Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
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Figure 3.  Political religiosity and relative size of the industrial labor force (1991–2019). 
Calculated by the author using the V-Dem and ILO country indicators.
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and the former members of the Soviet Union were omitted as diverging 
from the Cold War industrialization experience of other Muslim-majority 
countries. Furthermore, again except for these Eastern Bloc countries, each 
geographic region has a pattern similar to the general one: the larger the  
portion of the industrial labor force in total employment, the higher  
the political religiosity rankings and scores.

Islamization in the Muslim-Majority World 

Countries and Clusters

I used these correlations to construct a typology of Muslim-majority coun-
tries that would allow me to compare the rates of industrialization and 
Islamization in those countries. In addition to comparing the relative size of 
the industrial labor force, I also compared the relative abundance of natural 
resource rents and gross fixed capital formation as a share of gross domestic  
product (GDP), both of which served as proxy indicators to identify the 
relationship of land and capital, the other two factors of production, to  
the Islamization process.11 I used each indicator in three independent  
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two-step cluster analyses. Each calculation yielded two clusters, so there are 
eight country clusters in all.

The upper part of table 1 shows the averages for each indicator in the eight 
country clusters for 1991–2019. The lower part shows the average country 
scores for the same indicators over the same years. The overall trends suggest 
three important conclusions, two of which I address in the next section. First, 
the share of industrial labor in total employment helps one make a rough 
prediction about the political religiosity scores or rankings of 79 percent of 
the forty-two Muslim-majority countries in table 1. This ratio increases to 85 
percent if the former socialist countries in Europe and Central Asia are omit-
ted. Second, gross fixed capital formation is a better predictor of the level of 
political religiosity in Muslim-majority countries with a large industrial labor 
force than the relative size of natural resource rents as a share of GDP. In this 
category, those with relatively high political religiosity scores tend to have 
smaller gross fixed capital formation, and the relationship between natural 
resource rents and political religiosity is less clear. Third, the relative size of  
natural resource rents as a share of GDP is a better predictor of the level 
of political religiosity in Muslim-majority countries with a relatively small 
industrial labor force than gross fixed capital formation. Political religiosity 
scores are negatively associated with the volume of natural resources in this 
country cluster.

The correlations provided in table 1 allow one to predict, for four of five 
Muslim-majority countries in this dataset (or five of six if Eastern Bloc coun-
tries are omitted), whether a country will have an above- or below-average 
political religiosity score simply by looking at the average of the relative size 
of its industrial labor force over these three decades. The Islamization process 
generally takes a nonviolent path in countries that receive significant invest-
ment. In the absence of a large industrial workforce, Islamization is negatively 
linked to hydrocarbon resources. In other words, the share of industrial labor 
in total employment serves as a better predictor of the Islamization process 
than the volume of natural resources.

Understanding all these correlations is important because the MMW is a 
major site for the global industrial workforce. In 2019, MENA, for instance, 
had the largest ratio of industrial workers to total employment (27 percent) 
among the seven world regions defined by the World Bank. To put this 
into perspective, the figure for the same year was 23 percent for the global 
economy and 20 percent for North America.12 In other words, if one uses the 
relative size of the industrial labor force as the main indicator of the level of 
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industrial development, the MMW comprises one of the most industrialized 
meta-regions in the world.

The growing share of the MMW in industrial output is coupled with 
a parallel process: labor-intensive industries have increased their share of 
employment at the expense of resource- and capital-intensive industries. The 
largest manufacturing employers in the MMW over the past three decades 
have been the food and beverage, textile, garment, and metal industries.13 
The clothing industry recorded the highest growth rate over that period. 
Between 1963 and 1990, the output of this industry in the MMW accounted 
for only 2 percent of global apparel production, while the corresponding 
figure for 1991–2018 was around 14 percent. There is a similar growth pat-
tern in sectors such as food, beverages, and metals over the same period. 
In contrast, the nonmetallic mineral extraction/processing, chemical and 
chemical products, and rubber and plastic products sectors, all of which 
heavily use petroleum and its byproducts, have accounted for about 18 per-
cent of total manufacturing employment since the early 1990s, and their 
employment growth has declined sharply over the past three decades. These 
figures point to the role of Islamic motifs in the political control of the 
growing number of industrial workers in the MMW. Next, I took a closer 
look at the relationship of these indicators to the prevailing political regimes 
in the MMW.

Dynasties, Movements, and Jihadists

Although the size of the industrial labor force is a good predictor of politi-
cal religiosity, capital investment sheds light on a salient characteristic of 
the political regimes in each country. If the Muslim-majority countries 
are reclustered according to their average gross fixed capital formation 
from 1991 to 2019, four trends emerge, as table 2 illustrates. First, countries 
that receive a higher volume of fixed capital formation in relation to their 
GDP are the ones where dynastic regimes and strong Islamist movements 
emerge. In contrast to this meta-cluster, clusters I–IV in table 2, other 
countries have either stronger jihadist movements or significantly lower 
political religiosity scores. Substantial fixed capital investment is associated 
with the Islamization of politics under dynastic regimes and nonviolent 
Islamist movements, and violent movements in countries with substantial 
fixed capital investment generally do not pose a challenge to the existing 
political establishment.
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Second, the rentier state thesis,14 according to which the presence of 
extensive hydrocarbon resources is associated with the presence of dynastic 
regimes in Muslim-majority countries that receive extensive fixed capital 
investment, is confirmed with two specifications. First, dynasties have a bet-
ter chance of survival if those hydrocarbon resources are coupled with sizable 
capital investment: jihadists succeeded in dethroning Muammar Qaddafi in 
Libya, which has substantial hydrocarbon resources and a low share of fixed 
investment in GDP. Second, countries with small hydrocarbon resources and 
significant fixed investment, such as Turkey, Indonesia, and Tunisia, have 
strong Islamist movements but no dynastic regimes as of yet.

Third, among countries with substantial fixed capital investment, those 
with large numbers of industrial workers tend to have higher political religi-
osity scores. For example, among hydrocarbon-rich Muslim-majority coun-
tries, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan have relatively small industrial workforces, 
and Saudi Arabia and Iran are the opposite. Although the regimes in these 
four countries are dynastic or oligarchic, the first two are relatively secular 
and the latter two are theocratic. Among the hydrocarbon-poor Muslim-
majority countries, Islamist movements have challenged or overthrown the 
political establishment in countries with larger industrial workforces, such 
as Turkey, Lebanon, and Tunisia. In turn, Islamist movements in countries 
with low hydrocarbon resources and small industrial workforces either have 
reconciled with the existing political establishment, as in Indonesia, or  
have been kept in check by the political establishment, as in Bangladesh.

Finally, the Islamization process has had little impact in countries with 
low values on all three indicators (industrial workforce, capital investment, 
and hydrocarbon resources). Senegal, for example, has been widely hailed as 
having succeeded in integrating its Islamists into the political system.15 This 
integration overlaps with the “failure” of Senegal’s integration into industrial 
capitalism. Even the prominent jihadist groups active in some of the coun-
tries under this category (Azawad and Boko Haram) have had limited success 
and only for a short time.16

As shown in figure 5, political regimes in Muslim-majority countries 
can be divided into four categories based on the three indicators I have 
used. Muslim-majority countries that have less industrial labor and less 
capital investment follow two patterns. Those without rich hydrocarbon 
resources have generally skipped the Islamization process of the past three 
decades. I call these countries the rural regimes. However, when such coun-
tries have rich hydrocarbon resources, jihadist movements have emerged 
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as formidable challengers to the political establishment. Regardless of 
whether these jihadist regimes have been successful, I call the regimes in 
these countries jihadist-led because the impact of these movements on 
political dynamics is consequential. Other Muslim-majority countries 
receive significant capital investment and have relatively large industrial 
workforces. Within this broader category, those with significant hydro-
carbon resources have (Islamist or secularist) “dynastic regimes.” In those 
without such resources, nonjihadist Islamist movements actively negotiate 
with, challenge, and sometimes even overthrow the political establishment, 
as in Turkey. In other words, nonjihadist Islamist movements have a chance 
only under a specific combination of these three factors that leads to what 
I call movement-led regimes.

Movement-led regimes fit one of the four main patterns of industrial 
development, each of which sits on an identifiable position in a respective 
spectrum of Islamization processes. Each pattern is associated with different 
forms and degrees of global industrial linkages, ranging from the mere supply 
of national hydrocarbon resources to manufacturing industries in the North 
Atlantic, as in Iraq and Libya, to complex subsidiary relationships within 
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Figur e 5.  Political regimes and factor endowments (1990–2019 country averages). 
Dynastic regimes are clusters 1 and 2 (n = 12); movement-led regimes are clusters 3, 4, and  
5 (n = 17); jihadist-led regimes are clusters 6 and 7 (n = 6); and rural regimes are in cluster  
8 (n = 7). Calculated by the author using the V-Dem and World Bank country indicators. The 
size of the dots for each country category indicates the average size of total natural resource 
rents (in parentheses) as a share of GDP. 
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global industrial commodity chains, as in Turkey and Indonesia. The rest of 
this chapter focuses on these countries.

Islamist Movements in Muslim-Majority Countries

Historical Patterns

This simple model offers an explanation for why most of its outliers are 
within the Soviet zone of influence. There are not only cases like relatively 
secular Turkmenistan, with high proletarianization, natural resource, and 
investment scores, but also cases like Tajikistan, with a much smaller indus-
trial labor force and fixed investment coupled with higher political religiosity 
scores. The post–Cold War era for these countries did not coincide with the 
collapse of a capitalist development regime, but with that of a noncapitalist 
regime. Thus, the historical dynamics and social actors that established the 
connection between industrialization and Islamization in other Muslim-
majority countries were largely irrelevant to or absent from countries under 
Soviet influence. 

This idea broadly applies to Afghanistan and Somalia as well, the two 
other outliers to the model. Based on the three indicators, these coun-
tries fit the rural regimes, which typically have low political religiosity 
scores, yet both have been a hotbed for the jihadist groups for multiple 
decades. These cases stand out as major exceptions to my model, yet I need 
to underline that their socialist governments, albeit weak and brief, distin-
guished these countries from the rural regimes that have similar political 
economic characteristics.

Afghanistan was the final battleground of the Cold War, as the United 
States began to support the jihadists against the socialist government and 
the Soviet Union decided to invade the country.17 It is remarkable that 
Afghanistan is widely regarded by the international community as the typi-
cal case for understanding the defining elements of the Islamization of poli-
tics even though it does not offer any vantage point for reading the political 
dynamics in countries with or without similar political economic character-
istics. The general perception of Islamism and the Islamization of politics is 
framed by a perspective that regards exceptional cases like Afghanistan as 
the ideal types and disregards typical cases like Turkey as anomalies. Thus, 
this section looks at the last category of Muslim-majority countries, to which 
Turkey belongs. About two-thirds of the population in the MMW lives 
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under what I call movement-led regimes. Movement-led Muslim-majority 
countries and dynastic regimes have the highest scores on the KOF Swiss 
Economic Institute’s various globalization measures, including strong urban 
centers that promote economic, trade, and political globalization; rural 
regimes have the lowest scores.18 The Islamization of politics in these coun-
tries is not some almost mystical trend of religious revival but is illustrative 
of those global patterns.

In these countries, nonjihadist Islamist movements and parties have a 
significant role in politics. There are similarities to how these movements 
participate in their putatively democratic states. For example, the stands 
they take in their ideological pronouncements concerning economic policy 
and other financial matters are similar, as are the relationships they have to 
the military and civilian political establishments. These mobilizations take 
place in Muslim-majority countries that do not have significant hydrocarbon 
reserves but receive considerable capital investment or have a large industrial 
labor force. These countries serve as intellectual centers for Islamist activi-
ties that may spread to other Muslim-majority countries. The movements 
in these countries have also often drawn inspiration from the ideologies of 
other political movements, such as nationalism and, in fewer cases, socialism.

Notwithstanding these similarities, Islamist movements have had varying 
degrees of success in national politics. Those different outcomes are closely 
related to their idiosyncratic political and economic development over three 
successive historical phases after their independence from colonial rule in the 
twentieth century.

In the first phase, founding figures such as Sheikh Mujib, Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk, Gamal Abdel Nasser, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Sukarno, and Habib 
Bourguiba played major roles in the decolonization process during differ-
ent decades of the twentieth century. They implemented various forms of 
development-oriented growth and redistribution policies based on import-
substituting industrialization.19

Having ended colonial rule or a monarchical dynasty, these national-
ist leaders had a firm grip on power and did not have to share it with the 
Islamists. Nevertheless, except for socialist Mujib, who was assassinated 
shortly after Bangladesh’s War of Independence, in which West Pakistan 
actively allied itself with the Islamists, the early leaders of the nations in this 
cluster cooperated to varying degrees with Islamist movements and with  
the religious members of their own cadres in the name of their common 
anticolonial cause.20
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After this first phase, the founding cadres gave way to a second generation 
of leaders who broke away from developmentalism. The developmentalist  
policies of the previous generation had different degrees of success and 
underwent various forms of crisis.21 Thus, Anwar Sadat in Egypt, Suharto 
in Indonesia, Ziaur Rahman in Bangladesh, Zia-ul-Haq in Pakistan, and 
Kenan Evren in Turkey all sought alliances with Islamists—even when the 
Islamists refused to join an official coalition—to gain support for their post-
development economic agenda. In exchange for the Islamists helping defuse 
possible upheavals among the working class, the ruling parties made conces-
sions to the religious extremists. Two factors played an important role in the 
formation of these alliances. First, the new leaders needed to secure their 
positions vis-à-vis their political rivals within the ruling elite who insisted on 
preserving the developmentalist framework. This required finding allies else-
where, and the marginalized Islamists served that purpose well. Second, the 
Islamists could help suppress the opposition coming from the left. Socialists, 
vocal opponents of moving away from developmentalist growth strategies, 
were even more threatening than opponents within the ruling elite.

Suharto’s strategy in Indonesia is a good example of how these second-
generation leaders sought an alliance with the Islamists to consolidate their 
position. Suharto waged a double war to consolidate his position. His first 
war was against the communists. In 1965, the Communist Party of Indonesia 
(PKI) had 3.5 million members, making it the largest in the world after  
the Soviet Union and China. Together with its affiliated organizations, the 
party had around twenty million followers. In alliance with the Santri and 
Nahdlatul Ulama, an orthodox Sunni Islamic organization established in 
the 1920s, Suharto initiated an unofficial military campaign against the 
communists and their supporters, some of whom came from the heterodox 
Muslim Abangan. The politicide led to the murder of about one million 
unarmed civilians and the imprisonment and torture of many millions more 
for years.22

Suharto began his second war, against Sino-Indonesian entrepreneurs, in 
the mid-1970s with the asas pemerataan (foundation for equal distribution) 
plan under his New Order. An expanded version of the SME-friendly Benteng  
program launched in the 1950s, the plan gave priority to small Muslim govern
ment contractors over their Chinese counterparts in public works and 
rural development projects. Suharto’s plan envisioned a close patronage 
relationship between these Muslim contractors and his government.23 The 
asas pemerataan plan complemented the massacre of the communists with 
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the help of the Islamists so that Suharto could eliminate the remnants of 
Sukarno’s vision of Indonesia as a secular egalitarian country.

In the third phase, the Islamists began to flex their muscles and turned 
against the pro-market generation of leaders, posing a serious threat and, in 
some cases, eventually taking over. Since 1980, the Islamists have used three 
strategies to achieve their goal, with different levels of success. As I show 
in later chapters, the Islamists in Turkey used one strategy: taking over by 
gradually purging older members of the political establishment.

The second strategy was to support the economic agenda of the old estab-
lishment and let them remain in power over the economy and politics in the 
postdevelopment era. Egypt is an outstanding example,24 thanks to Sadat’s 
decision in the 1970s to implement limited pro-market reforms. Even after 
Sadat was assassinated in 1981 by Islamists, the ruling elite stayed in power 
under Hosni Mubarak, who continued the strategy of limited pro-market 
reforms. In 1985, Mubarak concluded an agreement with the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) that contained contradictory elements such as the 
expansion of proprietary rights for foreign companies while providing an 
exemption from subsidies for strategic commodities such as grain, sugar, and 
cotton. The Islamists cooperated because Mubarak selectively accommo-
dated moderate Islamists within his political agenda25 by giving them seats 
in Parliament26 and making sure the legislature passed pro-Islamic laws such 
as the 1985 Personal Status Law.27 Thanks to Mubarak’s pro-market stance 
and accommodating attitude toward Islamism, political analysts expected a  
massive wave of privatization to take place in the late 1990s after a more com-
prehensive structural adjustment program came into effect in 1991.28 This 
agonizingly slow process was postponed by a food crisis in 2008.29 Only in 
2022 did the Egyptian government negotiate a new privatization plan with 
the IMF to “double the private sector’s share in its economy.”30 Under the 
same limited, market-friendly reform strategy, the military elite in Egypt 
managed to create a new regime-loyal class of businessmen, ironically with 
the help of the same IMF-driven reforms.31

Unlike in Indonesia, where Islamist movements are fragmented, the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt developed into the dominant Islamist move-
ment. It swung back and forth politically, presenting itself sometimes as a 
threatening oppositional force and at other times as a willing collaborator. 
Despite pressure from Nasser’s government, the Brotherhood sided with 
the Free Officers’ developmentalist agenda, but then went on to support 
Sadat’s pro-market reforms, known as infitah, allying themselves with the 
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new president and his attack against the remaining socialist elements and 
other pro-Nasser actors in Egyptian politics.32 In exchange, the Sadat regime 
reversed Nasser’s repressive policies against Islamism and rejuvenated the 
Muslim Brotherhood,33 tacitly allowing it to operate extensive charity net-
works that mitigated the negative effects of the new pro-market reforms.

While the Muslim Brotherhood’s influence among the working class 
continued to grow after World War II, the movement remained primarily 
an organization of professionals, civil servants, and students.34 As free-
market reforms began to undermine their economic status, the interests of 
these now poorer educated members of the Brotherhood began to diverge 
from the interests of the increasingly wealthy entrepreneurial members who 
held most of the leadership positions in the organization. This divergence 
of interests played a role in temporarily splitting the Brotherhood into fac-
tions, one of which, the Gama’a al-Islamiyya, is believed to have assassinated 
Sadat and indirectly played a role in stalling economic liberalization for 
another decade.35 By the first decade of the twenty-first century, a reunified 
Brotherhood was mobilizing against Egypt’s political elite and its dominat-
ing military arm, but in ways that advanced their common economic agenda 
during the Arab Spring and resulted in the downfall of the Brotherhood.

At first, although the Muslim Brotherhood monopolized the Arab Spring 
protests, the movement did the government’s bidding by contributing to the 
disenfranchisement of organized labor and preventing the formation of a 
common political platform among the protesters. After the fall of Mubarak, 
this lack of a common political agenda led to the demobilization of the 
protesters36 and paved the way for a new dictatorship to take control under 
Abdel Fattah Saeed Hussein Khalil el-Sisi, the former head of the Egyptian 
state’s military intelligence service.

In countries like Egypt and Turkey, secular political elites faced seri-
ous threats from Islamist movements. They either gave in to the Islamists’ 
demands entirely or found ways to stay in power while accommodating them. 
In other Muslim-majority nations, the Islamists succeeded by using a third 
strategy that did not involve building a strong and united Islamist move-
ment. In Bangladesh, for example, Islamist parties have a limited voter base, 
but they succeed by becoming indispensable to non-Islamic parties that need 
their vote in Parliament. Sheikh Hasina, Mujib’s daughter and chairperson 
of the non-Islamist (and supposedly left-leaning) Avami League, bowed to 
the demands of the Islamist Bangladesh Khelafat Majlis and legalized “the 
right to issue fatwas, impose a ban on enacting any law that goes against 
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Quranic values, initiate steps for proper implementation of the initiative 
for government recognition of the degrees awarded by Qwami madrasahs, 
and ban criticism of the Prophet Muhammad, or in other words, introduce 
a blasphemy law.”37 Positioning themselves as the “kingmaker,”38 the weak 
Islamist parties only lend their vote after other parties agree to adopt aspects 
of their political agenda.

In Indonesia, Islamist parties control up to 40 percent of the vote, but 
political dissension has made it impossible, since the days of New Order, 
for them to form a united block.39 Nevertheless, Nahdlatul Ulama and 
Muhammadiyah, the largest Islamic organizations in Indonesia (and prob-
ably the world), insert Islamist policies into the political agenda of non-
Islamist parties that desperately need their votes. The resulting Islamization 
process stems from initiatives introduced by non-Islamist parties, which 
rationalize undermining the civil liberties of the nation’s citizens by claiming 
they are doing it in the name of “God-pleasing nationalism.”40

In the first decade of the 2000s, a considerable number of pro-sharia laws 
were passed in Indonesian districts where non-Islamist nationalist parties 
have had a majority. The same pattern exists at the national level, particu-
larly with legislation introduced by Golkar and the Democratic Party (PD).41  
Although the new legislation respects Islamic law, it also restricts civil  
liberties in the everyday lives of Indonesian citizens. Some of these laws had 
less to do with sharia than with dismantling progressive public policies.42 
Sharia, in other words, served as a shield for undermining the country’s 
democratic traditions.

One reason Islamist movements in Indonesia remain or want to remain 
fragmented is to advance their political and religious agenda more effectively. 
In the current political climate, the dividing line between Islamist and non-
Islamist parties has become blurred, making it increasingly unnecessary for 
authentic Islamist parties to rise up against their political opponents in what 
has become a semi-Islamist political establishment. In these circumstances, 
Islamists simply delegate decision-making and its associated political risks 
to non-Islamist parties such as Golkar or PD43 and let them turn Indonesia 
into an Islamist nation.

The common feature of policymaking in these countries after the first 
generation of leadership was an incomplete neoliberalization character-
ized by the political establishment’s efforts to limit privatization and slow 
down urbanization. In Egypt, the military-political establishment discour-
aged fixed capital investment. The reforms under Suharto in Indonesia 
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and both the Avami League and the BNP in Bangladesh did not trigger 
significant rural-to-urban migration and limited the transformative effect 
of these reforms on the industrialization process. Incomplete neoliberal-
ization empowered these leaders in different ways and enabled them to 
advance their own Islamization process to ally with, use, or disempower 
the Islamists.

This brief assessment shows the close relationship between the overall 
performance and strategies of individual Islamist movements and the idio-
syncratic historical factors that have facilitated or disrupted the transition 
from import-substituting developmentalist policies to export-led growth pol-
icies in Muslim-majority countries. In this respect, Turkey is an instructive 
example of how a broader process of neoliberalization could help Islamists 
slowly replace the old political elite while holding on to its economic agenda. 
The next question is whether these historical factors can be used to identify 
quantifiable criteria for a more formal account of the nexus between neo
liberal industrialization and Islamization.

Varieties of Industrial Islamism

In this subsection, I take a closer look at the Islamization and industrializa-
tion processes in the MMW, focusing on investment, export volume, and 
the political power of the working class in the most populous Muslim-
majority countries: Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Pakistan, and Turkey. 
These countries account for approximately 54 percent of the total popula-
tion of the MMW and 86 percent of the total population of those with 
movement-led regimes. They also account for 44 percent of the MMW’s 
total GDP and 89 percent of the total GDP of those with movement-led 
regimes in 2019. Thus, they are representative examples of the countries in 
their clusters and account for about half of the MMW’s labor and capital. 
Even though Tunisia is not one of the most populous Muslim-majority 
countries, I included it in this discussion; this country challenges the gen-
eral model that the more advanced a country’s industrial development, the  
stronger its tendency toward Islamization. The reasons Tunisia defies  
the general pattern strengthen my argument: if export-oriented industrial-
ization policies are extensive, then stronger organized labor means weaker 
Islamist movements.

I use different metrics in this subsection. Hydrocarbon resources are not 
a major source of income for any of these countries, so I skip that indicator. 
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I keep gross fixed capital formation because it is sufficiently robust to see 
the broad differences in political patterns within this group. I substitute 
three new indicators for the share of the industrial labor force because that 
indicator does not vary much among the countries in this group. The three 
new indicators (urbanization rate, the share of manufactured goods in total 
exports, and engagement in independent trade unions) allow me to iden-
tify the broad contours of the political and employment conditions of the 
working class. As figure 6 summarizes, this comparative exercise reveals simi-
larities and differences between Turkish Islamists and their counterparts in 
other populous Muslim-majority countries.

First, the values for private fixed investment in Indonesia and Turkey, where 
Islamist parties and leaders participated in or led national governments, are 
much higher than in Bangladesh, Egypt, Pakistan, or Tunisia. Islamist move-
ments were either excluded from power sharing—as in Egypt, Pakistan, and 
Tunisia—or were unsuccessful at the ballot box, as in Bangladesh. The lowest 
private fixed investment scores are in Egypt and Pakistan, where the role of the 
military in politics was not challenged as much as in the other four countries.

Second, there are clear differences in the growth patterns of these coun-
tries’ export volumes. The share of exports in Egypt’s GDP is about the same 
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Figur e 6.  Islamization and industrialization in the most populous Muslim-majority 
countries and Tunisia (1990–2021 average). Calculated by the author using the V-Dem and 
World Bank country indicators.
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today as it was in the 1960s. The share of exports in Pakistan’s GDP has fallen 
steadily since 1993, from 15 percent to less than 10 percent. Similarly, the share 
of exports in Indonesia’s GDP peaked in the 1990s and then fell from 50 per-
cent to 20 percent in the following two decades. On the other hand, the export 
volumes of Bangladesh, Turkey, and Tunisia have increased steadily since the 
1980s, although exports still account for a small share of Bangladesh’s GDP. 
Except for Tunisia, where things have recently been changing, there is a clear 
association between the stability and pace of growth in export volume and 
the ability of Islamist movements to challenge the political establishment. 
Similarly, the share of manufactured goods in total exports is much lower in 
Egypt, where the military directly governs the state, than in Pakistan, where 
the military still has to work with civilian politicians to legitimize its influ-
ence over politics. Indonesia has a lower value for this indicator than Turkey 
and Tunisia, where Islamist movements act as a unified political force.

Third, the more urbanized these countries are, the more likely it is that 
elections are held regularly and that nonviolent Islamist movements will be 
strongly represented at the ballot box. Tunisia and Turkey have relatively high 
urbanization (69 percent and 76 percent respectively in 2019). Indonesia’s 
urbanization has increased dramatically since the 1990s, with 66 percent of 
the population now living in urban areas. Bangladesh (37 percent), Egypt  
(43 percent), and Pakistan (37 percent) had lower urbanization in 2019. 
Egypt’s urbanization has remained virtually the same over the past three 
decades, and Pakistan’s has only increased by 23 percent over the same period.

Countries with over 40 percent of the population living in rural areas 
pose unique challenges to Islamist movements and the political establish-
ment. The pressure on Islamist movements to appeal to both urban and 
rural constituencies may explain the fragmentation of Islamist parties in 
Indonesia, where they must appeal to voters in Java and Sumatra, the two  
most industrialized and urbanized regions of the country, and to the  
44 percent of its citizenry scattered throughout the extensive rural areas of 
the archipelago.44 Large rural populations are associated either with relatively 
weak Islamist movements that oppose the (military-backed) political estab-
lishment, as in Pakistan and Egypt, or with non-Islamist political parties, as 
in Bangladesh and Indonesia.

Fourth, the right of workers to join independent trade unions is severely 
restricted in each of these countries. Unionization is the indicator that best 
explains why Tunisia is different from the other countries in this group. 
Among them, Egypt has the lowest V-Dem “engagement in independent 
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trade unions” indicator averages for 1990–2019, followed by Turkey, 
Indonesia, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. This is hardly surprising. Egypt never 
had independent trade unions. Suharto in Indonesia and the military junta 
in Turkey crushed theirs, in the mid-1960s and early 1980s respectively. In 
Pakistan, the military establishment’s fierce opposition to pro-Soviet India 
limited trade unionism and any other rights that smacked of socialism. 
Only Bangladesh still pays lip service to socialism in its constitution, a 
pale reminder of the spirit of Mujib’s original text but hardly an uplifting 
detail considering how workers’ actual rights to engage in independent 
trade unions have declined over the years. Comparing 1990–2009 with 
2010–19, the rights of workers to engage in independent trade unions 
declined the most in Bangladesh, followed by Indonesia, where the labor 
force as a percentage of total employment has grown the fastest of these 
six countries. In other words, the two countries in this cluster with the 
most competitive democratic party systems, Bangladesh and Indonesia, 
are where workers experienced the most significant deterioration in their 
basic collective rights.

Ultimately, in Egypt, Islamists are suppressed and used by the establish-
ment. In Pakistan, Islamists are informally excluded from party politics by 
the establishment. In Bangladesh, Islamists are not part of the establishment, 
but they have veto power. In Indonesia, Islamists are part of the establish-
ment, but they are not its hegemonic actor. In Turkey, Islamists are the hege-
monic actor of the establishment. In Tunisia, Islamists are pacified by an 
alliance of organized labor and the establishment.

Class Actors

This discussion illustrates two interconnected factors that facilitate or disrupt 
the strategies of Islamist movements in major Muslim-majority countries 
with few hydrocarbon resources. First, if the country went through substan-
tial neoliberal reforms in previous decades that boosted capital investment, 
triggered rural-to-urban migration, and facilitated export-oriented manu-
facturing industries, there is a good chance that the Islamists tend to act in 
unison, adopt a nonviolent strategy, and successfully challenge the political 
establishment. In Egypt, where the conditions for export-oriented industrial-
ization are the least favorable, the military establishment has suppressed the  
Islamists. In Turkey, where export-oriented industrialization has become  
the main engine of growth, the Islamists are the new establishment. Indonesia 
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had until recently failed to boost its manufactured goods exports, so its 
Islamist movements, despite the strength of its religious orders, remained 
secondary players. Nonetheless, they have taken a path similar to that of the 
Turkish Islamists as export-oriented manufacturing industries have grown in 
recent years. The more favorable conditions are for export-oriented industri-
alization, the more likely it is that Islamists participate in politics, either as 
influential parties that can impose their will on the government by threaten-
ing to block legislation or as the new dominant party that has replaced the 
old political establishment.

Second, a major attack on organized labor and socialists by the more 
secular political establishment helps Islamist movements. Tunisia is a 
particularly representative case, as it has gone through an export-oriented 
industrialization process yet kept the Islamists at bay. This country does 
not fit my model in that it has developed a substantial export-oriented 
industrial base but its Islamist movement failed to take over the govern
ment using democratic means. The Tunisian case is special from an 
industrialization perspective due to the political strength of its industrial 
working class: 32 percent of strikes and lockouts between 1990 and 2018 in 
the sixteen Muslim-majority countries in the corresponding ILO database 
took place in Tunisia.45 This is a deviation from the general trend: strikes 
have declined in the five most populous Muslim-majority countries since 
the 1970s. Turkey and Egypt are interesting in this respect. In Egypt, the 
peak number of strikes and lockouts in one year since 1973 was only ten, in 
1976. In Turkey, the peak year since 1969 was 1990, when 458 strikes and 
lockouts were recorded as public employees and workers resisted privatiza-
tion policies. The corresponding figure in 2018 was only twelve. Between 
1992 and 2018, an average of thirty-five strikes and lockouts were recorded 
in the ILO dataset for Turkey; this drops to twenty-three per year since  
the Islamist Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to power in 
Turkey in 2002. In other words, Egypt and Turkey, like others in this 
dataset but not Tunisia, have been strike-free countries for many decades. 
Furthermore, Tunisia had a unionization rate of 38 percent in 2019, sig-
nificantly higher than any other country discussed in the previous subsec-
tion.46 The Arab Spring was successful only in Tunisia, with the overthrow 
of Ben Ali.47 The resistance of grassroots trade unionists to the earlier deci-
sion of the Tunisian General Trade Union to ally with Ennahda during 
the Jasmine Revolution prevented Rachid Ghannouchi from forming an 
Ennahda-centered coalition afterward.48
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In other words, unlike Bangladesh and Indonesia, where export-oriented 
industrialization was accompanied by increasing pressure on workers’ rights, 
Tunisia shows how a different combination of the scope of export-oriented 
industrialization and the political power of organized labor yielded a different 
political outcome. Tunisia coupled an extensive export-oriented industrializa-
tion process with a strong labor movement. Popular protests overthrew the 
dictator, yet the Islamists failed to defeat the old establishment. In many other 
countries, organized labor is not a major actor in politics and export-oriented 
industrialization has remained limited, an outcome I called “incomplete 
neoliberalization” above. Egypt is the ideal case for this second category: here 
too, the Islamists failed to become the dominant actor in politics. A third cat-
egory is extensive export-oriented industrialization coupled with the defeat of  
organized labor. This broadly describes the situation in Turkey, and the rest  
of this book is about this case.

The fourth combination, limited export-oriented industrialization and 
strong organized labor, applies to one country: Iran. Besides Turkey, Iran 
is the only case where Islamization largely took place under an Islamist 
government that replaced the existing regime and managed to preserve the 
country’s relatively modern state structure. According to Peter Mandaville, 
Iran is the third major Islamic state to have emerged, after Saudi Arabia and 
Pakistan.49 If the success of the Islamist movement in Turkey is generally 
regarded as exceptional because of the legacy of its secularist institutions, 
the success of its counterpart in Iran also poses a challenge to dominant 
perspectives like Mandaville’s. Iran is the only hydrocarbon-rich country 
where an Islamist movement achieved sustainable success against the 
political establishment.

What distinguishes Iran from most other Muslim-majority countries is 
its relatively successful nonsocialist industrialization experience before 1979. 
Unlike the oil monarchies in the Gulf region, which adopted consequential 
industrialization strategies in recent decades, Iranian industrialization took 
place long before the 1990s and followed a developmentalist rather than 
neoliberal mindset. Before 1979, Iran was the most industrialized of the 
Muslim-majority countries other than Turkey in terms of manufacturing 
output. Its share of industrial workers in total employment increased from 
21 percent in 1962 to 33 percent in 1978.50 The idiosyncratic conditions of 
Iran’s development-oriented industrialization facilitated, or at least did not 
prevent, regime change.
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Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s insistence on holding on to his failing 
developmentalist industrialization policies in the 1970s was a poor strate-
gic decision in that it empowered antiregime forces, including the Islamists 
and the socialists. The economic crisis in that decade, caused in large part 
by these policies, made the regime an easy target for the grievances of  
an increasingly desperate working class. Had Pahlavi chosen instead to liber-
alize Iran’s economy, even just a little, and incorporated some religious motifs 
into the government’s official ideology as Sadat did in Egypt, the Pahlavi 
regime might have found allies among the merchants in Tahranian Bazaar 
(and even the mullahs) and presented itself as the guardian of religion against 
infidel organized labor.

However, Pahlavi chose not to take that path, and the Islamists co-opted 
the grievances of the growing industrial working class. They later established 
an even more repressive regime than Pahlavi’s to control the working class. 
In 2021, industrial employment as a share of total employment in Iran was 
the fourth largest among all Muslim-majority countries and the first among 
Muslim-majority countries with a population of more than five million.51 
The Islamists effectively killed the unions. Iran was the first country to intro-
duce industrial Islamism.

Iran’s Islamic revolution started with the overthrow of Pahlavi in 1979. 
Turkey’s own Islamic revolution started with a coup in 1980. I attribute 
both of these upheavals to the failure of their countries’ economic policies, 
the magnitude of which was as dramatic as the success they had previously 
enjoyed. As Iran and Turkey’s developmentalist industrialization policies 
began to fail, opportunities opened for Islamists. Pahlavi responded by refus-
ing to liberalize the economy or incorporate any religious symbols into his 
regime, opening the way for the Islamists to not only topple his regime but 
also eradicate Iran’s socialist and working-class movements.52

In Turkey, which had been facing a growing threat of revolutionary social-
ist movements since the early 1970s, the military collaborated with the coun-
try’s conservative government to establish a tacit alliance with the Islamists. 
Together, they engineered a coup in 1980 that not only eliminated any threat 
from socialist movements but also rebuilt the economy with export-led 
industrialization policies. By the 1990s, the Islamists had peacefully taken 
the reins of government through a democratic electoral process.

Unlike in Turkey, the Islamists in Iran could not have embraced an 
export-oriented industrialization strategy even if they had wanted to, because 
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the US imposed an economic embargo on the new regime in an effort to 
crush it.53 Unfazed by the embargo, the mullahs simply continued the Pahlavi 
regime’s developmentalist industrialization strategies and diversified Iran’s 
industrial base as much as possible beyond hydrocarbon-related economic 
activities.54 The remarkable success of the developmentalist model in its early 
stages and its drastic failure in its later stages led to fundamental political 
changes in Iran after 1979 and economic changes in Turkey after 1980. In 
both cases, the Islamists benefited.

In sum, the strength of the organized labor movement vis-à-vis the non-
Islamist political establishment has been the major political condition deter-
mining the chances of Islamist movements in the Muslim-majority countries. 
This is unsurprising: the growth of the industrial working class became one 
of the prominent features of the MMW’s economic transformation in the 
post–Cold War period. The total number of industrial workers in the MMW 
doubled between 1991 and 2021, outpacing population growth by 14 per-
cent, while industry’s share of total employment in the MMW increased by  
24 percent over the same period. The MMW’s share of the global industrial 
workforce increased by 50 percent between 1991 and 2021, from 12 percent 
to 18 percent.55

These figures also illuminate why the Islamization process was coupled 
with the industrialization process in the post–Cold War era. According 
to a 2019 International Trade Union Confederation report, MENA is 
“the worst region in the world for workers.” What is more, 89 percent 
of the Muslim-majority countries studied in that report (thirty-one of 
thirty-five) either do not provide any guarantee of workers’ rights—as in 
Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, and Turkey—or systematically violate 
their putative rights as in Pakistan and Tunisia.56 There is no reason to 
believe that the other twelve Muslim-majority countries perform any bet-
ter than those examined in this report. Their political regimes do not even 
bother to compile reliable data on labor rights violations or allow others 
to do it for them.

Islamization overlaps with industrialization not because Islamists sup-
port workers’ rights but because socialists were eliminated either during the 
Islamists’ takeover, as in Iran, or before their involvement in the political 
establishment, as in most Muslim-majority countries, including Turkey and 
Indonesia. V-Dem scores for religious opposition in forty-seven Muslim-
majority countries show a low but negative correlation with worker unioniza-
tion scores over the period 1990–2019 (−0.266, p < 0.01).
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The Turkish Case: Industrial Growth,  
Sweatshops, and Elections

In this section, I focus on two issues to relate the discussion in previous 
sections to Turkey. The first is whether the MMW-wide industrialization-
Islamization connection applies to Turkey. As figure 7 shows, since the early 
1980s, Turkey’s manufacturing value added has coincided almost perfectly 
with the vote shares of the main Islamist parties. When one value falls, so 
does the other; when one rises, so does the other. Furthermore, the relation-
ship between industrial growth and vote shares among the leading parties 
in elections applies only to the Islamist parties between 1973 and 2023.57 In 
addition to the astonishing extent of this exclusive overlap, this intersection 
is curious for three reasons.

First, the performance of Islamists in government cannot explain the 
intersection because the link between industrialization and Islamization 
existed long before the Islamists came to power in 2002. The Islamists saw a 
significant increase in their vote share while Turkey’s manufacturing sector 
tripled in value added between 1983 and 1995. During that period, however, 
they were in opposition.
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Figur e 7.  Industrial development and electoral support for Islamists (1973–2023). 
Calculated by the author using the UN Stat and Turkish Supreme Election Council data.
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Second, although Islamists made their debut in party politics in the 1970s, 
the vote share of modern Turkey’s first Islamist party taking part in elections, the 
National Salvation Party, declined steadily between 1973 and 1985. The Islamists 
were unable to surpass their 1973 vote share of 12 percent until 1991, and this only 
through electoral alliance with ultranationalists. The biggest jump in their vote 
share was in 2001. If the Turkish electorate had an innate tendency to vote for 
Islamists, this tendency had three decades to manifest at the ballot box.

Third, the Islamists’ vote share was exclusively related to industrial growth 
rather than to general economic growth and decline. The dotted line in  
figure 8 illustrates the difference between the growth rates of value added 
in industrial sectors and all nonagricultural service sectors between election 
years. The solid line illustrates the rate of change in the vote share of the 
largest Islamist party between these elections. If the growth in industrial 
value added since the previous election year is greater than the growth  
in value added in the services sector, the dotted line is positive.58 As figure 8 
shows, the Islamist vote share increases when the growth rate of value added 
in industry is higher than the growth rate of value added in the service sec-
tor; otherwise, it falls. This relationship holds for fourteen of the seventeen 
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elections between 1973 and 2019, and the general trend in the graph shows 
an almost perfect overlap.

The second issue is that the Turkish case reveals a key dynamic in the com-
bination of extensive export-oriented industrialization and weak organized 
labor: the explosive growth of small and medium manufacturing enterprises 
(manufacturing SMEs) since the 1990s. Figure 9 shows three aspects of  
this dynamic. First, the boom in manufacturing output and the number  
of SMEs in the 1990s preceded the Islamists’ first one-party government in 
2002. Second, the number of SMEs in the manufacturing sector continued 
growing in the following decade, albeit more slowly. In the 1990s, the average 
annual net growth of the manufacturing sector was around ten thousand 
SMEs; the corresponding average in the first decade of the 2000s was sixty-
five hundred. The low point was in 2012, when the difference between new 
and closed manufacturing firms fell to around three thousand. The AKP 
lost its majority in Parliament for the first time in 2015 after winning sev-
eral elections since 2002. Third, since 2013 there has been an increase in the 
number of new manufacturing SMEs, a trend similar to the 1990s. During 
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this period, despite years of economic stagnation, rampant corruption, and 
multiple political crises, the Islamists managed to retain a large part of their 
vote share and, to the surprise of many observers, win the 2023 elections.  
I will return to this in chapter 6.

Civilizational Histories

These observations point to a complex relationship that demands explana-
tion. On one hand, like in Indonesia and unlike in Tunisia, the source of the 
collapse of organized labor in Turkey was the bloody 1980 coup. On the other 
hand, manufacturing sweatshops made unionization more difficult and kept 
labor politically weak. The Islamists have benefited from industrial growth, 
though this pattern was already emerging before they came to power. Since 
the 1990s, the greater the share of small producers in manufacturing, the 
stronger the Islamists performed at the ballot box. This connection draws 
attention to the history of the relationship between these small manufactur-
ers and the Islamists.

In some ways, the Turkish Islamists are the most successful among all 
Muslim-majority countries. They came to power through elections, have 
remained in control, and have ousted members of the old secularist political 
establishment. Since 2002, they have reshaped the state apparatus without 
dismantling it. I attribute this remarkable success to two factors. The first 
is export-oriented industrialization characterized by extensive private fixed 
investment, a large industrial workforce, a high urbanization rate, and substan-
tial manufacturing output and exports. The second is the purge or co-optation 
of organized labor by the non-Islamist political establishment. The first factor 
turned small manufacturers into a major economic interest, and the second 
factor made possible an alliance between these entrepreneurs and the Islamists 
that prevented the rejuvenation of organized labor after the purge.

These observations similarly recalibrate the consensus that Islamic revival 
was a product of or reaction to the gradual incorporation of the MMW into 
capitalist relations of production.59 In countries that provide less critical 
inputs to the global economy (e.g., agricultural products), the Islamization 
process is weaker. Islamization has not only a global character but an indus-
trial one, be it through hydrocarbon resources or manufactured goods.

Moreover, the more an Islamist movement can use post–Cold War indus-
trialization to its advantage, the more likely it is to reshape or even dethrone 
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the older political establishment. The more an Islamist movement aligns its 
ideology, organizational structure, and political alliances with the dynamics 
of its host country’s post–Cold War industrialization strategy, the stronger 
it becomes in national politics.

Industrial globalization is not just a condition imposed on Islamist move-
ments. The reaction of these movements to this process has become one of 
its constitutive elements. What granted Islamist movements this capacity 
was, as in the Turkish case, their alliance with the owners of a swiftly grow-
ing number of SMEs. This was coupled with the institutional collapse of 
organized labor and the socialist movement and often violent political inter-
ference by the pre-Islamist establishment, as in the 1980 coup in Turkey or 
Suharto’s politicide in Indonesia. Whether that alliance comes to fruition 
depends on the political history of individual countries. In Turkey, it did. 
The topic of the next chapter is the historical conditions framing this alliance 
between the Islamists and those small manufacturers in Turkey.
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The Islamists

The Birth of the Movement

The Origins of the Movement

The previous chapter related post–Cold War industrialization to the political 
performance of the Islamist movements in the Muslim-majority world at 
large. The Turkish case directs attention to the role of the small manufac-
turers in this connection. Here and in the following chapter, I discuss the 
historical relationship between the Islamists and the small manufacturers 
since the late 1950s. Two factors suggest why the second half of the twentieth 
century was the foundational period for Islamist movements in Turkey.

First, there was not much in the nineteenth-century history of the 
Ottoman Empire (or earlier) that Islamists could base their movement on. 
The process of secularization began during the imperial era. The idea that  
an Islamic revival could bring the empire back to its glory days faded during 
the nineteenth-century reform movements under two progressive sultans, 
Selim III and Mahmut II, and the conservative Abdülhamit II.

During a brief constitutional period following a 1908 coup by relatively 
secular officers, the imperial Islamic refounders were on their own. From 
the coup until 1918, thirteen parties were founded alongside the ruling 
Committee for Union and Progress (Ittihad-ı Terakki). Only one of these 
thirteen, Ittihad-ı Muhammedi, had a clear Islamist agenda. Apart from its 
alleged involvement in a rebellion against the junta in 1909, which became 
known as the 31 March Incident, that party was politically ineffective and 
ideologically uninspiring.1

The Islamic revivalists had a similarly limited influence on the outcome 
of the Turkish War of Independence in the early 1920s. They did not 
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organize an effective resistance movement against the Christian occupiers, 
and some of them even took up arms against the resistance led by Mustafa 
Kemal. But only four of the fifteen substantial armed clashes between the 
Kemalists and these non-Kemalist militias during the allied invasion were 
due to a religious agenda.2 The rest took place with actors that had a mon-
archist, Kurdish separatist, or pro-Bolshevik agenda. The most destructive 
internal struggle between local groups during the War of Independence 
was between the nationalist-secularist Kemalists and the militias of Çerkez 
Ethem, who was closer to the Bolsheviks than to the monarchists or  
religious fundamentalists.3

Furthermore, apart from Konya, the Muslim fundamentalists did not rise 
up against the Kemalists in any major city of the remaining fragments of the 
empire. All the uprisings in the first decades of the republic were by Kurdish 
clans with a separatist agenda, except for the Nestorian rebellion of 1924 and 
the Islamist fundamentalist rebellion of 1930 in Menemen. Both of these had 
a religious character, but they did not pose a fundamental challenge to the 
new regime, which quickly suppressed them.4

The weakness of the imperial Islamic revivalist movement during the 
constitutional period and the occupation cannot be explained by the sup-
posedly strident secularism of the Kemalists, because the Islamist movement 
had lost power long before the Kemalists proclaimed the republic. They were 
not weak because the Kemalists crushed them; rather, the Kemalists easily 
sidelined them because they were weak.

The second reason to focus on the Cold War era when discussing the 
rise of the Islamist movement in Turkey is the gradual co-optation of pious 
political cadres and Islamic scholars in the new regime. The Kemalist regime 
endeavored to adopt older religious political practices, which later helped 
pious Muslims trace their political and ideological roots to the imperial 
regime. The republican regime’s Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) 
had surprising parallels to the religious leadership (ulama) recognized and 
protected by the older regime.5

This co-optation strategy transformed the religious orders (tariqas).  
The success of the republican regime strategy underlines the importance of 
state support for these groups’ activities during the imperial period. When 
this support ran out, many of them simply disbanded. The few resilient ones 
had to make their way to the establishment, and to do so they had to reshape 
their recruitment strategies and the profile of their followers. According to 
Bernard Lewis, a modest economic interest saved the religious orders in the 
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1950s from complete dissolution: “One of the strongest elements supporting 
the revival is the class known in Turkey as the esnaf—the artisans and small 
shopkeepers in the towns. . . . The merchant class is interested in any addi-
tional form of insurance against Communism, and has a tradition of pious 
observance, at least in the provinces.”6

This merchant class was one of the economic beneficiaries of the Korean 
War, which overlapped with Lewis’s observations in Turkey.7 As it would 
again in the 1990s, integration into the global economy directly benefited 
small capital owners and indirectly benefited the burgeoning Islamist move-
ment by increasing support for the religious orders, which Lewis interpreted 
as a form of Islamic revival. However, the support of artisans and shop
keepers, who were the predecessors of the manufacturing SME owners of 
the 1990s, was not enough to revive the old value system. Rather, the religious 
orders had to adapt to the new value system and seek state patronage to be 
politically successful.

In this new context, religious leaders such as Said Nurs-i8 of the later Nurcu 
movement and Abdülaziz Bekine9 of the later İskenderpaşa/Gümüşhanevi 
Dergahı worked out a new strategy to expand their influence in the state 
bureaucracy. The founders of the modern Islamist movement came from this 
new cadre of young state bureaucrats and scholars such as Necmettin Erbakan, 
Temel Karamollaoğlu, Korkut Özal, and his older brother and the eighth presi-
dent of Turkey, Turgut Özal. They had no difficulty obtaining key positions 
in the state bureaucracy and public universities that oversaw industrialization 
efforts during the 1960s. The prestige of their positions in government agencies 
gave them the legitimacy to advance the network of their religious order within 
the state. The first political cadre of Turkish Islamism was pro-industrialization 
state bureaucrats, not the leadership of the religious orders.

Erbakan

An Engineer or a Commander of Jihad?  Within this cadre, Erbakan stood 
out as the first leader of Islamist party politics.10 He chose small businessmen 
as strategic allies of the still immature Islamist movement, defined them as 
pioneers of the glorious history of Muslim Turks, and created the program-
matic basis for the alliance between the Islamists and these small businessmen.

Erbakan came from a pious family, but his father, a judge of the republican 
regime, did not raise him as a rebel against the new secular order. He joined 
Abdülaziz Bekkine’s religious circle at the İskenderpaşa Mosque in Istanbul’s 
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Fatih district in 1946 after enrolling at Istanbul Technical University.11 His 
relationship with Bekkine and Bekkine’s successor, Zahid Kotku, was close, 
but his connection to the İskenderpaşa Order was not one of unconditional 
submission to the religious leadership. Similarly, both Bekkine and Kotku 
thought Erbakan could be a great asset to their political agenda.12 The 
İskenderpaşa Order was one of the most influential Sunni religious orders at 
the time, so this relationship was beneficial for both sides.

Erbakan’s studies in West Germany in 1951 were a formative experience, as 
he had the opportunity to see the wonders of postwar German industrializa-
tion. In his letters to Kotku, he expressed his fascination that the German 
model could create a new civilization.13 These observations coincided with 
the economic policy perspective of the İskenderpaşa Order in the 1950s: “The 
Order had always been against the domination of foreigners in domestic 
markets [and] supported domestic capital against foreign capital, and it took 
appropriate measures. It set up solidarity funds. [For the Order,] Islam was 
not just about praying and fasting. Muslims were to take over the production 
of goods and services on the market. These ideas were initially adopted by 
shopkeepers and merchants and found a growing following.”14

For Erbakan, Islam was the moral element of his vision of industrializa-
tion, and industrialization was the practical element of Kotku’s vision of 
Islamization. Despite this consensus between Kotku and Erbakan, neither 
had the resources, connections, or resolve to establish a mass Islamist party. 
Erbakan spent the entire 1960s finding a position for himself as an expert 
on industrialization within mainstream non-Islamist conservative politics.

With the support of Kotku and his two hundred followers, Erbakan 
established Gümüş Motor, a factory for the mass production of his pro-
totype five-horsepower engine for agricultural irrigation. The investment 
raised the eyebrows of right-wing politicians. Prime Minister Adnan 
Menderes visited the factory when it opened in 1960, praised Erbakan’s 
efforts, and provided foreign currency from state reserves to facilitate the 
import of intermediate products.15

A few months after his visit, low-level officers overthrew Menderes in 
the first coup of the Turkish Republic, and executed him a year later. This 
created new opportunities for Erbakan in politics: his schedule in Ankara 
after the coup was so busy that once, after missing his plane, he jumped on 
a newspaper van that was on its way from Istanbul to Ankara to reach an 
important meeting and had a traffic accident that ended in hospitaliza-
tion.16 Erbakan was eager to make himself visible in the capital city because 
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the secularist junta continued to show great interest in him. For instance, 
according to Temel Karamollaoğlu, a confidant of Erbakan and leader of 
the Islamist Felicity Party, Lieutenant Colonel Mehmet Özgüneş, a mem-
ber of the junta, expressed his willingness to nominate Erbakan as minister 
of industry.17

The Meeting.  The secularist junta seemed to overlook Erbakan’s connection 
to a religious order, and Erbakan did not see any problem with seeking a place 
for himself within the new hardcore secularist regime. A telling example of 
Erbakan’s close relationship with the secularist establishment was his presen-
tation at a March 4, 1961, cabinet meeting about the feasibility of a domestic 
automotive industry in Turkey.18

The junta cabinet held three meetings that focused on its future indus-
trialization strategy. Erbakan was the only person outside the cabinet who 
was invited to make a presentation at these meetings. The minutes of the 
meetings offer fascinating insight into the junta’s thinking about the impact 
of different industrialization strategies on the class structure and elite forma-
tion of the country. Cabinet members discussed three broad strategies. The 
first was to continue Menderes’s liberal trade policies. The second was to take 
protectionist measures to support the existing private large-scale industrial 
base through partnerships with US corporations. The third was to take alter-
native protectionist measures to protect and promote small-scale domestic 
industry. Each strategy, as Mehmet Baydur, the minister of trade, succinctly 
defined them, benefited three economic interests: importers, assemblers 
(montajcılar or comprador industrialists), and the other industrial sector 
(diğer sanayi sektörü).19

The minutes give a strong impression that Erbakan was warmly welcomed 
at this meeting to help the junta overcome this stalemate. Erbakan’s plan 
would support the small producers, the other industrial sector. Erbakan 
showed a documentary film about small factories in Turkey, including his 
own, to convince the cabinet members of the feasibility of his plan to pro-
duce cars and trucks in a network of small facilities. According to his plan, 
small domestic manufacturing companies were able to procure half of the 
inputs needed to produce the country’s first domestic car. A company with 
thirty thousand small shareholders could be the hub of this supply network 
for the final assembly of cars and trucks. The only step the government had 
to take was to provide the first 15 million TL (about $30 million in 2023 
dollars) to cover the cost of the prototype.20 His main point of reference to 
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lend credibility to his ideas was Juscelino Kubitschek, the social democratic 
president of Brazil, who, Erbakan recounted, hired an engineer who man-
aged to produce 120,000 cars in four years. Brazil exported some of these 
cars. Low wages contributed to this success, and 95 percent of Volkswagens in 
the United States were made in Brazil.21 Erbakan probably identified himself 
with the nameless engineer in Brazil.

This reference to Brazil irritated one cabinet member, Kemal Kurdaş, 
who advised the IMF in Latin America after he escaped Turkey because of 
pressure by the Menderes government in the 1950s: “Brazil was mentioned 
before. . . . Today, Brazil is governed by a lunatic [referring to Kubitschek].  
He established fairy palaces on a red plateau [referring to Brasilia]. The  
engine industry in Brazil cannot survive without government support. 
Argentina did the same [and failed]. They imposed tariffs of 700 percent on 
imported cars, but they still cannot sell their cars. Bribery and all sorts of 
chicanes corrupted the system. . . . I won’t move even one inch before those 
studies are conducted about the automotive sector.”22

As the minutes of the next cabinet meeting on the junta’s industrial 
strategy show, Kurdaş’s aggressive reaction to Erbakan was related to the 
similarities and differences between Erbakan’s and his visions: at this meet-
ing, which took place three weeks after Erbakan’s presentation, Kurdaş 
enthusiastically proposed the idea of issuing savings bonds (tasarruf 
bonosu) for small investors to finance new joint-stock manufacturing com-
panies and privatize state-owned manufacturing enterprises. In response 
to the positive comments of Prime Minister Cemal Gürsel, the leader of 
the junta, he replied: “We will not sell the factories to a gang of capitalists 
like Ali, Veli and Hasan. We will hand over the factories to the workers.”23 
Kurdaş’s primary goal (like Erbakan’s) was the deconcentration of indus-
trial capital, but the primary clientele of his strategy was the workers, not 
the nonmonopoly entrepreneurs. 

Kurdaş was not the only unimpressed person in the room. Other cabi-
net members criticized Erbakan’s ideas from all possible directions with 
astonishingly detailed points about foreign currency reserves, previously 
failed projects, export prospects, coordination among facilities, the lack of 
backward linkages, and the R&D phase. Erbakan’s vision overemphasized 
engineering-related matters and failed to address other aspects of a much-
needed comprehensive industrialization strategy.24 In the end, Erbakan 
could not convince the cabinet about the feasibility of his plan. Instead, 
Şahap Kocatopçu, the minister of industry, who did not attend the meeting, 
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framed the new industrialization strategy that would support the assemblers  
(montajcılar or comprador industrialists) over the importers and small 
manufacturers (or the other industrial sector). “The other industrial sector” 
lost the bidding, just like Erbakan.

Disappointments.  Erbakan’s failure did not have much to do with his close 
relationship to a religious order, because he was already part of the politi-
cal establishment. He was involved in the feasibility studies of the domestic 
automotive industry by the State Planning Organization, the highest tech-
nocratic body for industrial policy.25 He was the chairman of the founding 
committee of the Ministry of Industry.26 As mentioned above, he was even 
considered for the first minister of industry after the coup.27 His failure was 
largely a consequence of the weakness of the small producers in the face of the 
importers and, in particular, the assemblers (or comprador industrialists) as 
the other two major entrepreneurial groups in the country. In party politics, 
Süleyman Demirel, his college classmate and a champion of the pro-US big 
industrial families, became Menderes’s successor. The new industrial strategy 
would favor the comprador industrialists. If we follow the Islamist narra-
tive, this happened because of the support of the Masonic Lodge. Erbakan’s 
Gümüş Motor did not survive the 1960s. 

After failing as an industrialist and government bureaucrat, Erbakan 
focused his energy on the politics of chambers of commerce and industry. 
In 1967, he was elected secretary general of the Union of Chambers and 
Commodity Exchanges of Turkey (TOBB), the second highest position of 
“the highest legal person in Türkiye representing the private sector.”28 Both 
as the head of the company during the seven-year Gümüş Motor experiment 
and as the secretary general of TOBB, Erbakan gave lectures to small business 
owners across the country, starting with the Industrial Congress in 196029 
and the first Congress of the Automotive Industry in Ankara in 1961.30 In 
addition, he worked diligently to create a support base for his future TOBB 
leadership and channeled TOBB’s resources to merchants in the country’s 
provincial cities: “In branches such as Konya [one of the most conservative 
cities in the country] and Mersin [one of the most liberal cities in the coun-
try], he enjoyed the support of the Anatolian capitalists, in contrast to the 
branches controlled by the big capitalists in Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir. It 
seems that the industrialists and the merchants were at odds over Erbakan’s 
ideas. Although the industrialists ignored him, the merchants in Anatolia 
paid tribute to him, adopting and supporting his ideas.”31
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It was not so much their conservative or Islamist worldviews as their 
hard-to-compromise conflict of interest with big business that led the mer-
chants to support Erbakan’s vision. Erbakan was meticulously establishing 
an Islamist-industrial network throughout the country, a network that did 
not exist in the last decades of the empire or the first decades of the republic. 
This was something new, and Erbakan was building it.

Prime Minister Demirel gradually realized that Erbakan was using his posi-
tion at TOBB to build a political network of these small merchants that could 
challenge Demirel in party politics.32 Although initially supportive of his college 
classmate, Demirel removed Erbakan from this post after Erbakan refused his 
instruction to grant a loan to an industrialist in Istanbul. This indicated that 
Erbakan was allocating the financial resources available to TOBB to win the 
favor of small merchants over big capital in Istanbul. This purge from TOBB did 
not deter Erbakan from challenging Demirel. After he ran unsuccessfully as a 
member of Demirel’s Justice Party (JP) for a vacant seat in the Senate in the 1968 
elections, he was elected to the TOBB’s board of directors and then was elected 
president of TOBB at its twenty-third general assembly in 1969.

Erbakan, as the leader of the future Islamist movement, owed his politi-
cal career to this election, and the support of small entrepreneurs proved 
momentous for the result. However, this victory was short lived, as Erbakan 
was deposed only four months after the election by Demirel himself, who 
sent police officers to TOBB headquarters. Erbakan locked himself in  
the office and the police had to break into the room to show him the  
door.33 After his last unsuccessful attempt to be elected as a deputy by 
Demirel’s JP in 1969, the turbulent 1960s left Erbakan with no choice  
but to participate in party politics as the leader of an independent move-
ment, using his credibility among small businessmen as his future con-
stituency. The reluctance of Demirel and his patrons to give Erbakan space 
within the conservative political elite indirectly framed the future of the 
Islamist movement.34

A New Party

The Foundation.  With the support of the İskenderpaşa Order,35 Erbakan 
was elected in 1969 as an independent in Konya, a pious and relatively indus-
trialized central Anatolian city that was the only major urban center sup-
porting the fundamentalists against the Kemalist officers during the allied 
occupation in the early 1920s. His message to his electorate had much to do 
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with his vision of industrialization, which appealed to the city’s industrialists 
and merchants. He told the story of a nameless class struggle between the 
entrepreneurs of little means and those with big money in Istanbul:

The economic system serves the big urban merchants, the Anatolian mer-
chant sees himself as a foster child. The lion’s share of import quotas is allo-
cated to a handful of urban merchants. . . . The money in the Anatolian banks 
is deposited by the Anatolian population, but this money is then lent to the 
large urban merchants in the form of loans.  .  .  . The Union of Chambers 
functions completely as an instrument of a comprador-Masonic minority. 
This huge organization is under the control of the commercial and industrial 
interests of the compradors. So we said to ourselves, “Let us first get elected 
to the decision-making body [idare heyeti] and turn the Union of Chambers 
into an organization that serves the interests of Anatolian merchants  
and industrialists.”36

Erbakan’s success at the ballot box seems to have played a decisive role 
in the growing consensus between pious establishment politicians and the 
religious orders that he should be the leader of the National Order Party 
(NOP), founded in 1970 as the first Islamist party in the republican era. His 
leadership role in the NOP—and in its successor, the National Salvation 
Party (NSP)—depended on this consensus. His position in the party was 
tested several times in the 1970s.

The most sensitive issue for him was the relationship between the reli-
gious orders and the party. Erbakan was fighting to consolidate his lead-
ership within the young Islamist movement vis-à-vis the religious orders, 
including his own İskenderpaşa Order. On the one hand, he wanted to work 
closely with the followers of the religious orders because he believed their 
cadres would act with more discipline than independent intellectuals and 
students. On the other hand, the divisions among the religious orders posed 
a significant threat to his leadership. At the second congress of the NSP in 
1974, for example, Erbakan’s team struggled to take control of the party’s 
decision-making bodies. This was not about growing opposition to Erbakan 
per se, but about the struggle of the religious orders to fill key positions in 
the party with their supporters. Moreover, the NSP deputies who were close 
to the orders of Said Nurs-i (the Nurcus) acted as an independent clique 
within the party.37 Eventually, the Nurcu deputies resigned from the party 
during the coalition with the Republican People’s Party (RPP), presumably 
because the NSP agreed that socialist prisoners should benefit from the  
general amnesty.38
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Surprisingly, this tension among the religious orders did not strengthen 
Erbakan’s relationship with his İskenderpaşa Order. Rather, he gradually 
distanced himself from that religious order, even though the support of its 
leader, Kotku, had helped him early in his political career.39 Erbakan’s increas-
ing independence from individual religious orders was a sign of his growing 
ability to build an independent following within the party. A simple engineer 
with a relatively pious lifestyle who could have served successfully (and per-
haps even happily) for Kubitschek had he been born on the other shore of the 
Atlantic, he now called himself “the commander of jihad” (cihad emri).40

In some ways, unlike in the Islamist parties in Indonesia, which are 
broadly appendages of Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah in national 
politics, Erbakan’s growing hegemony over the embryonic Islamist move-
ment was counterintuitive. He did not initially have strong ties to the most 
important groups or individuals, except the İskenderpaşa Order. Due to 
his affiliation with this religious order, he was not in a position to mediate 
between the different cliques in the young party. Unlike the sheikhs of the 
religious orders, he had no religious authority.

However, the new movement lacked a coherent and effective doctrine and 
strategy, as well as unity and cooperation between its various factions. Until 
Erbakan’s entry into national politics, the religious orders used the spoils 
system to place their supporters in the government bureaucracy but had no 
long-term strategy on what to do with these new bureaucrats. Lacking a com-
mon goal, religious orders and cliques were reluctant to act harmoniously 
within a united party, as demonstrated by the split between the Nurcus and 
other Naqshbandi orders within the NSP in the 1970s. It is unclear whether 
the religious orders in this period contributed to the mobilization strategy  
of the Islamist movement or harmed it.

The political ideas of pious Muslims were also mainly shaped by conserva-
tive nationalists such as Nurettin Topçu, who distrusted industrialization  
as a corrupting force that could destabilize social harmony in Anatolia’s  
rural communities. Industrialization, Topçu believed, would only acceler-
ate the disintegration of these communities, already underway as a result  
of urbanization.41 At this point, the Islamists were not confident that 
they could thrive among the rural-to-urban migrants in the big cities. 
Industrialization, they suspected, could further jeopardize their connections 
to their already tiny electorate.

Erbakan used this ideological, strategic, and organizational vacuum to 
consolidate his power within the movement and weaken the position of the 
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religious orders within it. When Erbakan rose to become the commander of 
jihad, he defined his vision of industrialization as an ideological alternative 
to rural conservatism.

The Political Performance.  Rather than trying to alienate them, the political 
establishment wanted the Islamists to become part of party politics in the 
1970s. The military gave a memorandum in 1971 to the civilian government 
and urged Prime Minister Demirel to resign. Fearing persecution, Erbakan 
left the country. Just as he had been invited to take part in the industrializa-
tion strategy after the 1960 coup, the military made considerable efforts to 
persuade Erbakan to return to Turkey.42

Even more remarkably, despite its declining vote share, the NSP was the 
most important member of coalition governments in the 1970s.43 During  
the first decade of the Islamist movement, from 1969 to 1980, the NSP was  
part of the government on 32 percent of the days Turkey had an elected govern
ment that received parliamentary confidence and a coalition partner on  
43 percent of the days Turkey had an elected coalition government that received 
parliamentary confidence. To put these percentages into perspective, the NSP 
was the most successful party in terms of days in government, other than the 
country’s two biggest parties, the center-right JP and the center-left RPP.

The Islamists used these cabinet seats effectively. Although they were 
regularly involved in coalition governments, they underpinned their image as 
an antiestablishment movement with antisecularist political spectacles and 
scandals such as the relocation of public sculptures and failed bills to move 
weekly holidays from Sundays to Fridays and restrict alcohol consumption. 
They used their control over the ministries to profit from the spoils system 
and award public contracts to contractors close to them. These practices con-
solidated the Islamist movement’s position in party politics. They now had 
something to offer college graduates and small producers who were excluded 
from the spoils system and small public contracts.44

In addition to these instrumental steps, the Islamists wanted to distin-
guish themselves with their alternative industrialization policy. Their main 
aim was to present themselves as pioneers of industrial development in  
the name of small producers. An example of this was the NSP’s support  
for the establishment of the State Industrial and Labor Investment Bank 
during the Thirty-Seventh Interim Government. The aim was to finance 
multiowner industrial enterprises just like the seventy-five worker-enterprises 
and public companies that had been established between 1964 and 1972.45
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Similarly, in 1976, with the financial support of the Ministry of Industry 
and Technology, which was under the NSP, Erbakan published an industri-
alization strategy that listed factories that would produce tractor engines, 
tractors, boilers, truck engines, conveyor elements, heavy equipment, and 
metal structures in nonmetropolitan cities such as Konya, Yozgat, Nevşehir, 
Çankırı, and Gerede. Almost daily, Erbakan gave the green light for one of 
these factories.

The problem was that many of these projects were not in the five-year plan 
or even in the government program. In one case, it was reported that after 
breaking ground for a “heavy electronics” factory in a district of Erzurum 
(Dumlu), Erbakan broke ground for the second unit of this plant in a neigh-
boring district (Pasinler) after that district asked for it incessantly. According 
to Ali Yaşar Sarıbay, the NSP rejected an early election in 1977 because it 
assumed that some of these projects would be realized by the next summer 
and the party could capitalize on its image as an advocate of industrializa-
tion.46 Erbakan and his NSP presented themselves in a large-scale PR cam-
paign as advocates of industrialization that would help provincial towns and 
small producers.

However, this strategy did not pay off at the ballot box in the 1970s. The 
NSP, which replaced the NOP on October 11, 1972,47 received 11.8 percent in 
the October 1973 elections,48 but its share of the vote fell to 8.6 percent in the 
1977 elections.49 All three other parties—the center-left RPP, the center-right 
JP, and the ultranationalist Nationalist Movement Party (NMP)—increased 
their seats in Parliament. The NSP was not the majority party in any city or 
district except for some districts in Konya, the stronghold of the movement, 
and in the Kurdish region.50 The Islamists would not go above the bar set in 
1973 until the 1990s.

Nonetheless, the strategy helped the Islamists consolidate their support 
among a large “group of provincial Anatolian merchants who had begun 
to invest in middle-sized industry and were frustrated by government and 
banking policies that encouraged the concentration of investment in the big-
ger enterprises of the largest cities.”51 At a broader level, the organizational 
and ideological transition of the devout Muslims from a loose network of 
rural conservatives and alienated urban intellectuals into a pro-industrial 
mass movement in the 1970s was the biggest bet the Islamists made on the 
fate of the still immature movement. The factor that translated this ground-
work into tangible results at the ballot box was the neoliberal reforms that 
empowered the small producers Erbakan had eagerly courted in the previous 
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two decades. The architect of these reforms was someone Erbakan knew very 
well: Turgut Özal.

The Rise of the Movement

The 1980s: The Bet Paid Off

Özal: A Liberal or an Islamist (or Both)?  Even though he enjoyed sip-
ping whiskey after a long day and his wife did not wear a hijab, Özal was 
an Islamist, or at least as much an Islamist as Erbakan. Like his classmate 
Erbakan, he began praying regularly after beginning his studies at Istanbul 
Technical University,52 and he joined the İskenderpaşa Order during his 
studies along with Erbakan and his brother Korkut.53 His connection to the 
order, like Erbakan’s, was more of a conditional relationship than a com-
plete submission to the spiritual leadership. After a remarkable career with 
different positions at the State Electrical Power Planning Administration, 
State Planning Organization, World Bank, Sabancı Holding (the second big-
gest industrial conglomerate of Turkey at that time), and the Turkish Metal 
Industry Employers’ Association, in 1977 he ran in the parliamentary elec-
tions for the deputy position as a member of Erbakan’s NSP in Izmir, the 
third biggest city in the country. He was selected to give the propaganda 
speech on public radio on behalf of the NSP.

Despite his NSP candidacy only two years earlier, Demirel appointed 
Özal as secretary of state to the prime minister, the highest bureaucratic posi-
tion in the government, thanks to an exceptionally strong endorsement from 
the IMF representative for Turkey, Jacques de Groote, who took Özal with 
him during his visit to Demirel and asked him to commission Özal to draft 
a strategy to address the immediate foreign exchange shortage. This strategy 
document became known as the “January 24 Decisions” and provided the 
blueprint for neoliberal policies after the 1980 coup.

Thus, it was no wonder that he was on the list of Kenan Evren, the 
staunchly secularist leader of the 1980 junta, for his future cabinet.54 Evren 
began working with Özal long before he was appointed as deputy prime 
minister in the first cabinet after the coup. On September 14, 1980, just two 
days after the coup, Özal worked with the undersecretary of the Ministry 
of Finance in the office of Evren’s deputy and second in command of the 
junta, Haydar Saltık, on the details of the closure of the trade unions and 
political parties.55
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In addition to Demirel and the IMF, Özal also received support from Vehbi 
Koç—the richest man in the country, a secularist, and the owner of the largest 
industrial conglomerate at the time. In his letter to Evren on October 12, 1981, 
about a year after the coup, Koç underlined that “Turgut Özal is not a genius 
[dahi]. He too can make mistakes. But in these fragile times, he is, among other 
things, the person who knows our most important issues best.”56

More interestingly, Özal received a surprising amount of support from 
Turhan Feyzioğlu,57 the leader of the right-wing secularist Republican Trust 
Party. In his memoirs, Evren gave Feyzioğlu unqualified compliments as a 
true Kemalist for supporting hardcore secularism and rejecting all socialist 
tendencies as a member of three coalition governments in the 1970s. Evren 
and other junta members wanted him to become the next prime minister. 
After reluctantly accepting, he insisted that Özal be minister of state in his 
cabinet, head the Economic Council, and oversee the implementation of 
the junta’s economic policies. Ironically, the junta decided not to appoint 
Feyzioğlu as prime minister, but Özal retained his post, thanks to IMF 
endorsement, with wide-ranging powers and little oversight over his ability 
to manage the new economy. Like Erbakan in the previous two decades, 
Özal, a follower of a religious order and a former candidate of the Islamist 
party, was given the task of framing the country’s economic and industrial 
strategy by the secularist military and bureaucracy.

Özal served as prime minister from 1983 to 1991 and as president until 
his death in 1993. His policies in the transformative 1980s replaced two key 
elements of the import substitution model in favor of an export-oriented 
growth strategy. First, although the new regulations he designed encouraged 
foreign financial investment to address the chronic lack of capital for small 
entrepreneurs, the government retained the power to set preferential rates 
for various groups and used this power to favor manufacturing exporters.58 
Second, agricultural subsidies were cut significantly;59 both the share of farm-
ers in national income60 and the share of agriculture in total exports declined 
in the 1980s.61 This new policy orientation triggered a massive rural-to-urban 
migration wave.62 Between 1980 and 1990, Turkey’s urban population grew 
by 13.4 million, a figure unsurpassed in any other decade before or since. The 
proportion of the population living in urban areas increased in the 1980s 
from 44 percent to 60 percent, which corresponds to 36 percent growth in 
the urbanization rate, the third highest in the world among countries with 
a population over twenty million, just behind Indonesia (38 percent growth 
in urbanization rate) and China (37 percent).63
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As a result of these two policy changes, the overall composition of domestic 
production changed drastically in just one decade. The share of agriculture 
in GDP fell from 24.4 percent to 16.4 percent, which corresponds to a  
33 percent decline, while the share of industry rose from 20.7 percent to  
26.2 percent, which corresponds to 27 percent growth. The share of services, 
on the other hand, grew only from 54.8 percent to 57.4 percent, which cor-
responds to 5 percent growth.64 Özal’s policies expanded not only the urban 
population but also the manufacturing workforce. This growth created a 
new cadre of small entrepreneurs in manufacturing, a new component of the 
country’s class structure.

The Enclosure of Urban Space.  A key factor that turned the rural-to-urban 
migration and swift industrial growth into a political asset for the Islamists 
in the 1990s was the commodification of urban land in the metropolitan 
regions. As millions of rural migrants came to Istanbul and other metropoli-
tan areas during those years, tolerance for squatting quickly faded.

The unspoken aim of these new anti-squatting policies was to launch a 
construction boom. This paradigm shift favored those who, thanks to earlier 
amnesty laws, had a legal right to the land they had been occupying as squat-
ters for years and could use their good fortune, with the help of developers, to 
convert the shacks they had been living in into multistory apartment buildings. 
For the generations of rural migrants who started coming to the city in the late 
1980s, these new policies that criminalized squatters were punishing.65

Those who had been able to buy land when it was cheap and those who 
came to the city early enough to benefit from the collective struggles that 
defended squatters (often with the help of the socialists) quickly found small 
contractors who had the capital to replace their one-story shacks with four- to 
six-story buildings, each of which had eight to eighteen units.66 The value of 
these units was split between the landowners and the contractors according 
to how much each unit cost to build, which depended on the year or season 
when construction took place. Thanks to this scheme, 80,141 buildings were 
built in the average year between 1981 and 2001. Between 1964 and 1980, that 
figure had been only 43,316.67

When I was a child in the early 1990s, construction sites for these new 
buildings were our favorite places to play. The youngest among us, who had 
never seen a real playground, gravitated to the large piles of sand dumped 
there so construction workers could make cement on site. We obviously  
did not understand that rural-to-urban migrant families during the 1980s and 
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early 1990s were forced to pay high rents to earlier generations of migrants, 
who had turned the lots of their squatter settlements into multistory apart-
ments on what we considered our temporary playgrounds. We were at the 
center of an interesting and massive primitive accumulation process through 
what I have called “the enclosure of urban space.”68

The dramatic rise in urban sprawl during the last twenty years of the twenti-
eth century was accompanied by a significant change in the industrial ecology 
of Turkey’s manufacturing sector. According to the 1964 industrial census, 
there were 161,000 manufacturing enterprises in the country.69 In 1980, the 
number of enterprises had risen to 186,000. Over those twenty-six years, manu-
facturing employment increased from 431,000 to 1.3 million.70 The threefold 
increase in the work force between 1964 and 1980 was primarily due to the 
expansion of existing large manufacturing companies. Then, during the 1990s, 
the number of manufacturing enterprises skyrocketed. The 1992 industrial cen-
sus still showed only 186,000 manufacturing companies,71 but in 2002 there 
were 273,000.72 As shown in figure 10, between 1993 and 1998, an average of 
14,460 new manufacturing companies were founded in Turkey every year, an 
increase of 47 percent in a single decade.

This numerical growth was so tremendous that if the eighty-seven 
thousand new businesses had been evenly distributed across all 32,238 
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Figur e 10.  Capital per new manufacturing company and cooperative (1985–2008). 
Calculated by the author using the Turkish Statistical Institute data.
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neighborhoods in Turkey, there would have been three microenterprises  
per neighborhood.73 In fact, of course, these small businesses were dispropor-
tionately located in the working-class districts of the country’s metropolitan 
regions. They became an organic element in the socioeconomic life of these 
poor neighborhoods.

These new businesses became part of a massive and rapidly growing manu-
facturing sector, but they were hardly factories in the usual sense of the term. 
The average registered initial capital per company between 1993 and 1998 was 
$45,000, and the figure for 1994 was only $19,000. For this reason, I often 
refer to these manufacturing SMEs as “sweatshops.” Figure 11 shows a typical 
sweatshop, barely noticeable on the first floor of a residential building.

The owners of these new sweatshops were a heterogeneous group that 
included immigrants who had arrived as late as the 1980s and 1990s. Some 
of these more recent arrivals still had land in their villages, which they used 
to help raise the $45,000 they needed to open a sweatshop. Others had good 
relations with fellow immigrants from their hometowns and borrowed the 
sum from them. Still other families had so many brothers and sisters already 

Figur e 11.  A readymade garment sweatshop in Gaziosmanpaşa, Istanbul, 2023. 
Anonymous photographer, December 28, 2023.
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working in sweatshops that they were able to save the necessary money in 
a few years. As for those who had moved to the cities earlier and benefited 
from the socialists’ struggle to protect squatters, they had become slumlords 
and used the rental income they collected from more recent immigrants to 
run their own sweatshops. As a result—and the point bears repeating—one 
way or other, the earlier generation of rural migrants was offloading the 
conditions of poverty they used to endure onto others, often charging them 
exorbitant rent for their housing and paying substandard wages. The pov-
erty of earlier generations of migrants was transferred to later migrants, like  
some of our relatives, in a process Oğuz Işık and Melih Pınarcıoğlu called 
“poverty in rotation” (nöbetleşe yoksulluk) in their study of Sultanbeyli, a 
working-class Istanbul district that has been a stronghold of the Islamists 
since the 1990s.74 This process was the engine of neoliberal industrialization, 
which produced a new urban elite, the faubourgeoisie.

The 1990s: An Imminent Victory?

The 10 Percent.  The new Islamist movement went through three forma-
tive processes under Erbakan’s leadership in the 1970s. First, the movement 
emerged as the champion of an alternative industrialization model that 
favored small producers. Second, the power within the movement shifted 
from the religious orders and antiurban intellectuals to pro-urban political 
cadres. Third, the Islamists proved themselves a reliable ally of the secularist 
establishment in its fight against the socialists. Özal’s reforms empowered 
those small producers, triggered an unprecedented wave of urban migration, 
and established a new industrial paradigm that rendered the older mobiliza-
tion strategies of the socialists useless.

Nonetheless, the Islamists had to wait until the mid-1990s to succeed at the 
ballot box. Even in the 1991 parliamentary elections, the Islamists passed their 
1973 vote share only thanks to an election alliance with the ultranationalist 
Nationalist Labor Party (Milliyetçi Çalışma Partisi). The percentage of Islamist 
voters in this election was likely the same as in 1973, or maybe even smaller.

In the 1995 parliamentary elections, however, the Islamist Welfare Party 
(WP) reached 21.4 percent and became the first party. Their vote share was 
about 10 percent higher than in the 1973 elections, the most rewarding to date 
for the Islamist party. Election results between 1977 and 1995 leave the strong 
impression that 10–15 percent of the electorate was ideologically unaffiliated 
but politically dissatisfied voters. These voters helped the center-left RPP 
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party win 41 percent of the vote in 1977 as it capitalized on the radicalism  
of the socialist left.75

The following three years saw a phenomenal rise in political violence 
between socialist and ultranationalist factions triggered by the military’s ille-
gal anticommunist counterguerrilla branch, which had been set up as part of 
NATO’s Operation Gladio to recruit, fund, and protect ultranationalist mili-
tants against socialists. Its goal was to justify the 1980 coup. Once this mission 
was accomplished, the junta arrested 650,000 people and persecuted another 
230,000. About three hundred detainees died in prison, at least 171 as a result 
of torture, 1.7 million people were blacklisted, and fifty people were executed.76

In short, the junta clearly signaled to the Turkish public that the right-
wing secularist political establishment would not allow leftist parties to rule 
the country even if they gained popular and electoral support. After they 
received this message, that 10 percent distanced itself from the antisystemic 
left and turned to the antiestablishment right, which Özal and Demirel 
claimed to represent after the coup. Özal waged a war against the develop-
mentalist bureaucracy, and Demirel was a victim of the 1980 coup. After Özal 
and Demirel lost their prestige amid the economic and political instability of 
the 1990s, the Islamists were the next stop for that 10 percent.

In fact, even in the mid-1990s, there were no clear signs at the ballot box 
that the Islamists were destined to become the country’s hegemonic politi-
cal party. Back then, they were just a contender for the antiestablishment 
label, like Özal’s and Demirel’s parties. What turned the tide for the WP 
was the 1994 municipal elections, when the Islamists won both Istanbul and  
Ankara, the country’s two largest cities, by narrow margins of 3 percent  
and 0.45 percent, respectively. The Islamists finally succeeded in extending 
their influence beyond the older and traditionally pious districts in the center 
of Istanbul such as Fatih and Üsküdar to the emerging working-class districts 
such as Bağcılar.77 This result was significant, not only because the Islamists’ 
vote share was growing, but also because it was growing due to the growing 
new support in the poorer regions of the big cities. As figure 12 illustrates, 
the Islamists in 1994 succeeded for the first time in achieving a share of the 
vote in the country’s five most industrialized cities (İstanbul, İzmir, Ankara, 
Bursa, and Kocaeli) above the nationwide share of the total electorate in 
these cities. In fact, in the five elections between 1987 and 1999, except for 
1995, whenever the share of these five cities in the Islamists’ nationwide votes 
grew faster than these cities’ share in total population, the Islamists’ national 
vote share also increased, and vice versa.
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In other words, the growing electoral base of the Islamists was due to 
the growing support of rural-to-urban migrants, who did not vote for the 
Islamists until they moved to the metropolitan areas. The key to the suc-
cess of the Islamist movement in this decade was not a simple regional shift 
of the votes from rural areas to metropolitan areas due to the relocation of 
already pious voters, but a change in the political opinions of those migrants 
in metropolitan areas to favor the Islamists.

A New Organization
Resources.  The Islamists’ success in pooling the resources of small manufac-
turers in their grassroots mobilization activities was a major factor in their 
electoral success. Starting in the mid-1990s, I can use my observations to 
support this argument. In those years, the change in the political landscape 
in the working-class neighborhoods of Istanbul was almost tangible. These 
neighborhoods were bereft of the political vibrancy of the 1980s.

In Bağcılar, the most populous neighborhood in Istanbul at the time and 
the site of my yearlong fieldwork in 2008, the long convoys of the two center-
right parties, the Motherland Party and the True Path Party, were rare dur-
ing the 1997 election campaign. People no longer talked about the squabbles 

Figure 12.  Ratio of the Islamists’ vote in the country’s five most industrial cities to their 
nationwide vote and the nationwide share of the total electorate in these cities (1973–2015). 
Calculated by the author using the Turkish Supreme Election Council data.
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between the leaders of these parties, Mesut Yılmaz and Tansu Çiller, who 
were poor copies of their respective predecessors Özal and Demirel. Politics 
was now the WP against everyone else. The wealthy members of my extended 
family preached the merits of Erbakan’s brilliant ideas, his truly Muslim val-
ues, and his fight against corruption to our poorer relatives.

In addition to this sense of the political milieu that gripped everyone in 
these neighborhoods, including me as a local, I had the opportunity to make 
more systematic observations in these neighborhoods shortly after the 2001 
crisis and before the 2002 elections that brought the Islamists to power. My 
colleague Burcu Yakut and I, as research assistants for a United Nations 
Development Programme project on the impact of this crisis in Istanbul, 
conducted more than one hundred interviews in different city districts such 
as Bağcılar, Bakırköy, Büyükçekmece, Eminönü, Esenyurt, Eyüp, Ümraniye, 
Sultanbeyli, and Zeytinburnu.

What we saw during this project was eye-opening. The crisis had hit the 
economy hard. The families we spoke to were the poorest of the poor. Some 
had “flour soup” and onions for dinner, and there were homeless families, a 
very uncommon phenomenon until this year. Later, on various occasions,  
we came across several teams bringing furniture to the homes of elderly people 
and widows. This support had little to do with the immediate crisis of these 
homeless families, who needed food and shelter, not furniture. This problem 
did not seem to bother these aid teams. Their primary goal was visibility in 
the neighborhood, and furniture was a good item for accomplishing this goal.

We decided to find out more about what was really going on. We arranged 
a meeting with the Deniz Feneri Association, one of the largest Islamist char-
ity organizations at the time.78 Its main camp in the European part of the 
city, located in Zeytinburnu, included a two-story hangar with over twenty 
thousand square feet of floor space, filled with a variety of items—from large 
sacks of noodles and large containers of cooking oil to assortments of cloth-
ing, furniture, and lumber. The room was reminiscent of one of the Salvation 
Army’s storage facilities, only bigger and newer.

The items seemed to be stored randomly in different corners of the hangar. 
Items with a larger volume, such as sacks or furniture, were stored on the 
mezzanine, and smaller items were on the second floor. Sensing our con-
fusion, our interlocutor showed us the taxonomy on the computer and the 
barcodes attached to each item. The apparent chaos was due to the incessant 
influx of a large amount of donations coming from benevolent businessmen 
doing business in Istanbul and many other cities around the country.
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Indeed, the items in stock reflected the range of what these manufac-
turing SMEs produced and exported to foreign markets. Many had minor 
blemishes or were surplus products that were lucky enough to exceed the 
calculated waste. What lay ahead was probably the largest nongovernmental 
campaign of patronage of the republican era. It was a museum where all sorts 
of artifacts of Istanbul’s industrial civilization were on display.

No other party or movement had access to such resources. The True Path, 
Motherland, and Republican People’s Parties became parasitic political 
instruments that benefited from their key position in politics and hid behind 
the 10 percent threshold that excluded the small parties from Parliament. 
Their access to the electorate was through TV channels and newspapers 
controlled by old money, such as the Koç Group, or by the new money of 
the neoliberal era, such as the Uzan Group. When the 2001 crisis hit the 
economy, these media outlets and those parasitic parties lost their credibility 
and could not shape reality for the common people.

Cadres.  The money and labor for these operations and the connections to 
reach the beneficiaries came from the same neighborhoods. It was the time of 
the Islamist activist. During the same research, we visited one of my cousins, 
an ardent Islamist who was the mukhtar (the elected head of the neighbor-
hood) in Esenler, a working-class district neighboring Bağcılar. Before we 
took the first sip of our tea, he opened a large map of his neighborhood on  
the table. An unmistakable fire in his eyes, he tapped his fingers on the cor-
ners of the neighborhood’s borders and asked me, his voice intense, “Why, 
amcaoğlu [cousin], why? Can’t you see how the military messed up the borders 
of our neighborhood? Because they did not want the true believers [mümin] 
to choose their representatives. We will beat them with Allah’s permission.”

My cousin was alluding to the obvious gerrymandering that led to nonsensi-
cal district boundaries that put more secular and richer neighborhoods together 
with more pious and poorer ones. As much of a radical as he was, his activism 
was supported and funded by the same people who helped Islamist civil society 
organizations like Deniz Feneri thrive. I knew he secured the financial support 
of another cousin of mine, a relatively well-known and wealthy shopkeeper 
in Bağcılar whose endorsement was crucial. In a neighborhood of over fifty 
thousand people, my mukhtar cousin needed resources to make himself known 
to his target audience. The support of my wealthier cousin and his pals was an 
important asset. Their financial support was an indication that he was an ally 
of the local elite, a successful player in valence politics.



T h e  I s l a m i s t s   •  77

This connection between resources and cadres came about slowly and 
gradually in the 1980s. According to Banu Eligür, “there was no popular 
Islamist mobilization in Turkey [until the 1990s]. Rather, political Islamists 
were reduced to a marginalized group.”79 Kayhan Delibaş’s research in the 
late 1990s on Islamist mobilization in Ankara, the country’s second larg-
est city, similarly confirms my observations and vividly shows the Islamists 
did not succeed in reaching the urban poor in the 1980s. The situation was 
exactly the opposite in the 1990s: “Between 1983 and 1991, the WP could 
not reach the people due to two factors. Firstly, the conformist approach of 
the party organizations and secondly, the lack of local organizations. From 
1991 onwards, the WP expanded its organizational networks both vertically  
and horizontally.”80

The Islamists’ organizational success during these years combined a 
persistent grassroots campaign with a relatively decentralized mobilization 
strategy that granted a high degree of autonomy to local activists and their 
local funders.81 About 160,000 village and neighborhood representatives, 
over ten thousand teachers and propagandists, fifty thousand party leaders, 
and about two hundred thousand volunteers, including some “economically 
strong Turkish-European immigrants,” were involved to varying degrees in 
this campaign.82 According to Delibaş, the Islamist movement in the 1980s 
and 1990s had a well-disciplined, modern party structure with a limited 
role for religious orders in the actual mobilization efforts and the cultural 
identity of party members.83 Many active members came from the same 
neighborhoods and districts. The party activists built and controlled an 
extensive computerized database about the local population. Most activists 
migrated to Ankara from rural Anatolia at a young age and never left their  
working-class communities.84

Jenny White’s ethnography of Ümraniye, then the largest working-class 
district in the Asian part of Istanbul, attributes this success to the activities 
of local Islamic charities that established a crucial link, in the 1990s, between 
the workers and the politically engaged businessmen and industrialists:

In Ümraniye . . . a number of associations and an Islamic foundation [vakıf ] 
. . . worked in tandem with the Welfare Party and the party-led municipality.  
All claimed autonomy from the municipality and the party, although they 
cooperated with both.  .  .  . The foundations were run by local businessmen, 
the cells by neighborhood activists who bridged differences in income, 
education and even gender. Islamist businessmen donated time and materi-
als, presenting an alternative image of Islamic-based prosperity as a viable  
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alternative to the secular, Western-style lifestyle that had characterized 
upward mobility and economic success in the modern republic.  .  .  . These 
charitable foundations “placed men in jobs found through companies asso-
ciated with the foundation, through the city government, and by word of 
mouth through personal connections.”85

The Islamists were unrivaled in these communities because the socialist 
left was taken out of the equation by the 1980 coup. As one of Delibaş’s inter-
locutors put it, “No one but us goes around the neighborhoods. .  .  . Other 
parties cannot work like us.”86 Similarly, there is virtually no reference to 
the socialist groups in White’s ethnography, even though they had been very 
active in this district before the 1980 coup.87

The socialists of the 1970s were being replaced by new cadres, including 
ambitious small-town politicians like my mukhtar cousin, the followers of 
religious orders, and determined independent radical activists. This trans-
formation has been well documented in studies of Istanbul’s recent politi-
cal and urban history published in Turkish. Şükrü Aslan documented the 
purge of socialists from Ümraniye, a working-class Istanbul neighborhood.88 
Sema Erder linked this purge to the transformation of squatter settlements 
into multistory buildings and the rise of the owners of these buildings as 
slumlords.89 Işık and Pınarcıoğlu said this vertical redevelopment reinforced 
class divisions between slumlords and tenants, early and late migrants, and 
workers and sweatshop owners.90

Finally, Cihan Tuğal’s ethnography in Sultanbeyli, the setting of Işık and 
Pınarcıoğlu’s study and located just a few miles east of Ümraniye,91 provides 
an excellent description of the internal dynamics of local Islamist mobiliza-
tion in the early years of the Islamist one-party government. The radical activ-
ists were disillusioned with the movement’s shift from a utopian perspective 
of small producers to the cold narrative of unforgiving neoliberalism. Even 
though they had helped the local elite establish a new regime of political 
domination in the 1990s in these neighborhoods, they were ultimately mar-
ginalized within the movement in the following decade. Many if not most 
of Tuğal’s altruistic Islamist activists would probably have been socialists if 
they had been born two decades earlier or if the 1980 coup had not triggered 
a new political economic order.

A New Ally
Formation of an Alliance.  While the organizational and financial support of 
the local businessmen turned the Islamists into the major antiestablishment  
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force in politics in the 1990s, their growing role in the movement reca-
librated its ideology along a neoliberal mindset and paved the way for a  
new political cadre under Tayyip Erdoğan’s leadership. The Islamist business-
man behind this transformation of the Islamist movement was the voice of 
the small industrialists, the core of the faubourgeoisie. One business asso-
ciation, Müsiad (Independent Industrialists and Businessmen Association), 
claimed to represent this persona. Müsiad’s story reveals not only the forces 
behind the adaptation of the Islamist movement to a neoliberal mindset, but 
also the broad contours of the relationship between the Islamist movement 
and the faubourgeoisie.

Müsiad was founded in 1990 by young businessmen in their thirties who 
owned medium-sized manufacturing companies in Istanbul.92 Even at its 
founding, it was clear it would be an independent force in politics rather than 
a mere appendage of the Islamist party. Young, promising Islamist politicians 
such as Erdoğan, Ali Babacan, and Abdullah Gül were already competing for 
the support of the organization.93

In the official history of the association, its founding members share con-
flicting accounts of who the patron of the organization truly was. According 
to Halil Ayan, Erbakan named the association and Erdoğan supported 
Müsiad in compliance with Erbakan’s orders. According to Mehmet Turgut, 
Erdoğan independently met the prospective founders and assigned them a 
building in the pious Fatih district of Istanbul for a year to lay the foundation 
for the association.94 The tacit competition among the Islamist political lead-
ers to use the inchoate organization as a trump card against each other gave 
Müsiad some leeway to maintain its autonomy from the movement.

According to Dilek Yankaya’s detailed history of the organization, the 
closest ally of these businessmen was neither Erbakan nor Erdoğan but 
President Özal. Yankaya argues that Müsiad established a distanced rela-
tionship with the Islamists until Özal’s death in 1993.95 The association’s 
relationship with Özal was apparently so close that the very first page in the 
official history of Müsiad begins with a conversation between the founders 
of Müsiad and Özal (not Erdoğan or Erbakan) when he received them at the 
presidential palace in 1992. In strong parallels with Erbakan’s rhetoric, Özal 
advised these young entrepreneurs to act together against monopoly capital: 
“Children, I see a bright future for this country, not because of us but because 
of you. . . . Do not be intimidated. They [the big industrialists] have a morally 
weak foundation. . . . Get your power together, get big. The big fish eats the 
small fish. If you want to challenge them, you have to grow.”96 Even after 
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Özal’s death, instead of immediately aligning with the Islamist WP, Müsiad 
tried to maintain its alliance with the center-right Motherland Party and 
then formed a new alliance with the center-right True Path Party.97

Müsiad’s initial distance from the Islamist movement probably reflects the 
founders’ efforts to reach out to the nonpious members of the faubourgeoisie. 
After all, the small industrialists came from all identities and ideologies. For 
example, small building contractors and sweatshop owners were highly active 
in the Social Democratic Party.98 Moreover, Müsiad flourished in the 1990s 
even without an Islamist government. Small producers had become collec-
tively much more powerful than in the 1970s, not because of Erbakan or the 
Islamists but because of Özal’s reforms.

Thus, as in his relationship with the small industrialists in the 1970s, 
Erbakan had to make considerable efforts to keep Müsiad as an ally. The 
short-lived coalition between Erbakan’s WP and the center-right True Path 
Party certainly helped some Müsiad members expand their businesses quickly. 
Those Müsiad members, accompanied by the prime minister, signed contracts 
in Muslim-majority countries worth around USD 800 million in 1996.99

This was a costly strategy for the Islamists. The WP’s willingness to give 
preference to SMEs in privatization contracts triggered the military memo-
randum of February 28, 1997, which eventually brought down the coalition 
government formed by the WP and the center-right True Path Party.100 
Erdoğan described Müsiad rather than his own WP as the real target of the 
military.101 This memorandum, commonly referred to as the “postmodern 
coup,” was the only military intervention by the secularist generals that was 
directed exclusively against Islamists. Erbakan was banned from politics for 
five years and Erdoğan was sentenced to four months in prison.102

Despite these political spectacles, the military targeted the relatively large 
Islamist industrialists and bypassed the smaller ones,103 probably because 
their goal was to disconnect the Islamist movement from the small indus-
trialists, who became indispensable to the postcoup export-led growth para-
digm. Representing the small industrialists empowered Müsiad vis-à-vis the 
Islamist political cadres and helped it act as the kingmaker of the movement 
against Erbakan and on behalf of Erdoğan.

The Islamist Businessman.  In a conversation with Erbakan, Erol Yarar, the 
first chairman of Müsiad, asked him why the pious business community had 
not emerged in the 1970s. He received the following response: “Dear Erol, we 
started this journey with the grocer Mehmet.”104
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The 1970s was the decade of the pious grocers, not the Islamist indus-
trialists. Although Erbakan advocated an Islamic society, his promise to 
“grocer Mehmets” was to turn them into industrialists. In a sense, he deliv-
ered that promise in the 1990s, but the industrialist sons of those grocer 
Mehmets withdrew their support from Erbakan at the height of the ten-
sions. According to the former deputy of Erbakan’s Virtue Party, Mehmet 
Bekaroğlu, the soured relationship between Müsiad and Erbakan under-
pinned the proactive role of business groups in the split between Erbakan 
and the revisionists, including Erdoğan:

Müsiad or the new business circles known as Anatolian capital were not 
satisfied with Erbakan. They were dissatisfied with Erbakan’s strained rela-
tionship with the West and the political establishment, as well as with his 
economic policies. These nouveau riche made an important contribution to 
the founding of [Erdoğan’s] AKP. In Turkey and similar countries, wealth is 
still distributed through the government. The government is still an instru-
ment of accumulation/redistribution. The central capital [merkez sermaye] of 
the time excluded Anatolian capital and prevented the latter from receiving a 
share of what was redistributed by the government. In a way, February 28 was 
a reflection of this struggle.105

Two practical factors pushed the pious nouveau riche from Erbakan to 
Erdoğan. First, the 1994 local elections helped Erdoğan make his debut in 
national politics as a candidate who would work closely with small produc-
ers.106 Second, the military memorandum of 1997 discredited Erbakan in 
the eyes of the pious small businessmen.107 A third and ideological factor 
was the dissatisfaction of the small producers with Erbakan’s political dis-
course. Although Erbakan was the architect of the alliance between small 
producers and the Islamists, his perspective was deeply embedded within 
a developmentalist and semi-corporatist mindset. The most programmatic, 
but anachronistic, outcome of his vision was a manifesto drafted in 1985 with 
the title “The Just Order” (Adil Düzen). As I detail in the next chapter, the 
emphasis on small producers was appealing, yet Müsiad was not satisfied 
with the doctrine.

Müsiad called for a less programmatic approach based on a free-market 
model with limited state intervention. Despite his criticism of the current 
government bureaucracy and his small-government approach, Erbakan’s 
doctrine still made the government too much of a player in the market. For 
Halil Karaveli, this doctrine ended up “clashing with the evolving interests 
of the Anatolian business and industrial community, his core constituency, 
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and open[ed] the way for Erdoğan, who wrenched control over the Islamist 
movement from Erbakan in the late 1990s. . . . [It] was the ‘liberal’ Erdoğan 
rather than the statist Erbakan, who answered to the class interests of the 
Anatolian bourgeoisie in the era of neoliberal globalization.”108

In the end, the term Just Order disappeared from the party’s vocabulary in 
the late 1990s, although party representatives never explained why. Erbakan’s 
preemptive strike against Müsiad and, by proxy, Erdoğan came in the form 
of an alternative pro-Erbakan business association, Askon, in 1998. However, 
Askon’s project was not as viable as Müsiad’s. Unlike Müsiad, its position on 
exporting manufacturers was unclear. Its leadership had serious internal dis-
putes, even over the location of its headquarters.109 In the end, Askon failed 
to absorb Müsiad members.110

Meanwhile, Erdoğan built an Istanbul-wide network within the party111 
and provided his allies in this network with public resources under his con-
trol as the mayor of Istanbul. Unlike Demirel, Özal, or Erbakan, Erdoğan 
did not have a strong academic background.112 He suffered from a problem-
atic family environment and did not or could not develop close relationships 
with Sunni religious orders or pious intellectuals.113 He owed his political 
career to his activism within Erbakan’s party. He was not the creator of a new 
movement but an active cadre politician in a well-established political party. 
Given his limited skills, expertise, and manners, he knew he had to develop 
close ties with the business community in Istanbul to consolidate his posi-
tion within the movement, against not only Erbakan but also other potential 
candidates of the new Islamist Justice and Development Party (AKP), such 
as Gül, the eleventh president of Turkey. According to the testimony of an 
interlocutor in Kayseri who knew Gül personally, as well as many in the 
pious business community, Gül asked business circles in Istanbul to endorse 
him for the leadership of the AKP in 2001, but he received the same answer 
from everyone: “Tayyip knocked on our door before you and we promised 
him our support.”

Ultimately, the pious faubourgeois entrepreneurs from Istanbul organized 
a nationwide network and created a new, proud narrative for other entrepre-
neurs within it. They used this network to turn the Islamist movement away 
from Erbakan’s vision, remove him from his own movement, and opt for 
Erdoğan as the new leader of a new movement.
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The Islamists and the Faubourgeoisie

The Big and the Small

We had waited over two months for this meeting. Each of us, four 
economists, a legal scholar, and a sociologist (me), had lost our academic posi-
tions a year earlier, in 2016, after we signed a petition to protest the Islamist 
government’s bombing of civilians in Kurdish areas of Turkey. After being 
fired, we had been blacklisted by the government and had our lives threat-
ened by the leader of a criminal organization. Now we were advising the vice 
president of Turkey’s largest opposition party, the Republican People’s Party 
(RPP), on economic issues, offering suggestions on how to develop strategies 
that would bring change. The people we were finally going to meet were also 
eager to strengthen the economy—or so we believed.

We had asked the vice president to arrange a meeting with the economic 
team of the Turkish Industry and Business Association (Tüsiad), which 
represented the country’s largest industrial conglomerates and played an 
influential role in the opposition. After warmly welcoming us in a modestly 
furnished conference room, our hosts invited us to speak. We began with the 
obvious: the 2018 elections were only a year away, and the Islamist govern-
ment was using the failed 2016 coup attempt to dismantle what was left of 
the rule of law in the country. We hoped to persuade Tüsiad that the only 
way the opposition could beat the Islamists at the polls was by calling for an 
aggressive redistributive policy. If we succeeded, we knew the RPP would 
follow suit. This would threaten Islamist party rule for the first time in two 
decades. The country had stopped serving Tüsiad members’ interests as well 
as those of the working class. We felt that socialist scholars like us should 
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speak directly to representatives of the bourgeoisie and remind them of their 
long-term class interests.

Tüsiad’s chief economist listened respectfully, then raised an objection 
that in her eyes invalidated the plan. Even if only partially implemented, 
she warned, our proposal would lead to hyperinflation, which would have 
a disastrous impact on those who relied on favorable financial conditions 
for making investments. A member of our team, one of the most respected 
economists in Turkey, shook his head in frustration. A more vociferous 
younger colleague could not contain herself and interrupted the chief econo-
mist. With all due respect, she countered, Tüsiad’s fears about inflation were 
based on a failed theory. Had the chief economist not seen the International 
Monetary Fund’s updated views on monetary policy?

The chief economist’s response could not have been more condescend-
ing. We left the building feeling very disappointed. Politicians seeking 
key positions in the supposedly social democratic RPP needed to gain the 
tacit endorsement of this powerful body. Our failure to interest Tüsiad in 
our redistributive program stymied our efforts to influence the electoral 
strategy of the only opposition party that could replace the Islamists in 
Turkey. We were not entirely surprised. Much of the profits of the richest 
Tüsiad families came from loans their banks sold to smaller industrialists; 
inflation would have wiped this out. They still felt powerful enough to 
ignore the possibility that the Islamists could cause inflation to skyrocket 
as well, in order to boost manufacturing exports on behalf of those very 
same smaller industrialists.

That is precisely what happened after the Islamists won a solid major-
ity in the legislative and presidential elections. By 2021, Turkey had the 
twelfth highest inflation rate in the world; by 2022, the fifth.1 Tüsiad’s 
chief economist quit her job and took a position at a London financial 
institution. In one of her last tweets before abandoning Turkey, she said in 
response to the new interest rate policy of the Islamist government: “I have 
nothing more to say.”2

Others also distanced themselves from Tüsiad after the 2018 elections. 
None of its billionaire members would agree to serve as president. Although 
Tüsiad’s forty-five hundred members were paying 80 percent of the nation’s 
corporate taxes and most of them were extremely wealthy, only Orhan Turan, 
the owner of a medium-sized manufacturing company, had the courage to 
step forward in 2022 and lead this once prestigious association. Turan’s fac-
tory produced insulation materials for construction projects.
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Tüsiad’s problem was that the Islamists had decided they no longer 
needed the support of the very rich and were allying themselves instead 
with small industrialists. They began ridiculing the country’s biggest 
industrialists in the media. For example, when Turan criticized Tayyip 
Erdoğan’s monetary policy, which had triggered high inflation in the coun-
try, Erdoğan replied:

You, sir, who are now the head of Tüsiad, you are just an apprentice. How 
dare you think that you can lecture us about our foreign policy [Erdoğan is 
alluding to the monetary policy here]! You haven’t even become a journey-
man yet. Stay in your place! Your overlords [ağababa, the former (and richer) 
chairmen of Tüsiad] also thought that they could tell us what to do. As long 
as you act in this way, you can forget about knocking on the door of this 
government. For you only repeat what the RPP tells you to say and we only 
welcome those who stand by our domestic and nationalist interests [yerli ve 
milli duruş].3

Erdoğan turned his back on the big industrialists and embraced small 
entrepreneurs with confidence. Since the 1980s, the global distribution 
of income had moved away from the North Atlantic countries. Their big 
businesses were now investing in small industrialists in other countries.  
A key indicator of this trend is the relative growth rate of larger and smaller  
industrial firms.

The Istanbul Chamber of Industry has compiled a list of Turkey’s five hun-
dred largest industrial companies since the early 1990s.4 As figure 13 shows, 
these five hundred companies slowly increased their share of the country’s 
total manufacturing production during the 1990s, while the opposite has 
been the case over the past two decades. The share of the largest five hundred 
industrial companies fell from 51 percent in 2002 to 13 percent in 2020. The 
uninterrupted decline in the share of industrial big business in total indus-
trial employment since the 1990s is a sign of its declining direct involvement 
in manufacturing. Moreover, Erdoğan knew that at least half of the revenue 
of three of the four richest families in Turkey came from the financial sec-
tor, in which he was the single buyer, thanks to his growing control over  
the Central Bank.

Erdoğan could insult the richest families in the country because they 
were losing influence in the nation’s industrial relations even as they con-
tinued to accumulate wealth. In 2022, when Erdoğan mocked Tüsiad’s new 
president, its members owned most of the gas refineries, power plants, heavy 
and complex chemical industries, and banks in Turkey. By every measure, 
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they were the country’s industrialists. But these companies could maintain 
their profitability only if the small sweatshops in the most remote and poor-
est neighborhoods of Istanbul and other metropolitan areas continued to 
employ millions of workers at starvation wages and to consume all that gas, 
chemicals, and money. Erdoğan was the product of this same process. He 
relied on hundreds of thousands of owners of manufacturing SMEs and had 
created a large network of crony capitalists as part of his political clique.5 
As the triumphant president of Turkey who had survived a military coup, 
he made no secret of the fact that the government was throwing its weight 
behind the small industrialists, as it had been since the 1970s.

The previous chapter showed that the Islamists had worked to mobi-
lize and ally with small producers since the 1970s. In return, the growing 
support and economic power of these small producers, the faubourgeoisie, 
transformed the cadres and ideology of the Islamist movement in the 1990s. 
The support continued in later years. According to Konda, a respected poll-
ing company in Turkey, support for the Islamist AKP by nonmonopoly 
entrepreneurs—including shopkeepers, artisans, merchants, industrialists, 
and businesspeople—was an average of 9 percent higher than the share of 
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Figure 13.  Gross value added and workforce, five hundred largest industrial enterprises 
(1993–2020). Calculated by the author using the Istanbul Chamber of Industry, UN Stat, 
and Turkish Statistical Institute data.
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its votes in seven polls conducted between 2014 and 2021 (except in 2019).6 
Why was Erdoğan so confident about the support of the faubourgeoisie? The 
answer lies in the relationship of the faubourgeoisie to the tripartite structure 
that defines the Islamist movement in Turkey: a political cadre, pious small 
businesspeople, and religious orders.

These three actors’ role and weight in the movement has changed since 
the 1970s. The movement started in the 1970s as the religious orders, espe-
cially after the 1960 military coup, placed their technocrat supporters in the 
bureaucracy. These bureaucrats, who played a key role in Turkey’s industrial-
ization policies in those two decades, became the first cadre of the movement 
in party politics. While this cadre gradually gained its autonomy from the 
religious orders in the 1970s, the pious business groups increased their influ-
ence over the political cadres in the 1990s.

Erdoğan’s confidence about continued support by the faubourgeoisie is 
related to what each actor offers the faubourgeoisie. The political cadre offers 
cheap credit and subsidies within a broader policy agenda as a safety bar-
rier against monopoly capital. The business community offers an ideology 
that helps the faubourgeoisie identify itself as a social class and distinguish 
itself from the two other middle classes, which I called the petty bourgeoisie 
and the technocracy in this book’s introduction. The religious orders offer 
a moral order that defines the normative terms of the relationship between 
the faubourgeoisie and the proletariat. In other words, the Islamists present 
solutions to this social class for its relationships with the bourgeoisie, with 
the proletariat, and with the middle classes (including itself). The compre-
hensiveness of this package makes the Islamists the indisputable representa-
tive of the faubourgeoisie. Even members of this social class whose lifestyles 
diverge from the Islamists’ tacitly endorse the business environment fostered 
by Islamist rule.

The Cadre

Search for an Ally in Politics

The Islamist party appeals to the faubourgeoisie as a guardian against monop-
oly capital. In 2023, there were 457,870 SMEs and 3,774 large companies active 
in the Turkish manufacturing sector. The number of manufacturing SMEs 
has grown by 41 percent since 2010, while the country’s population has grown 
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by 17 percent in the same period. Eighty-four percent of these manufactur-
ing SMEs were microenterprises with net turnover or revenue of less than 
$500,000 and employed fewer than ten people. Another fifty-eight thousand 
were small manufacturing businesses with net turnover or revenue of less 
than $5 million and fewer than fifty employees; 14,238 of the manufacturing 
companies were medium sized, with net turnover or revenues of less than 
$25 million and fewer than 250 employees.7 Compared to the four families 
with wealth over $5 billion (Koç, Sabancı, Şahenk, and Ülker), many owners 
of large industrial enterprises are small players seeking political support to 
recalibrate their relations with these families and survive global competition.

SME owners have even more motivation to look for a patron in politics. 
They have a good reason to worry about the fate of their businesses: SMEs 
have a short life span. Only 42 percent of the 378,000 SMEs founded in 
2015 were still operating in 2020. For every hundred new manufacturing 
companies founded between 2009 and 2020, eighty-five older companies 
ceased operations.8 The main reason for their short life spans is lower prof-
itability than large manufacturing enterprises. During the governments of 
the Justice and Development Party (AKP) since 2002, large manufactur-
ing companies had an average return on equity of 13.1 percent, according to 
the Central Bank of Turkey’s survey data, while the corresponding figure 
for medium-sized companies was 7.5 percent, and for small companies 4.5 
percent. For 2009–21, the data show a further distinction between small 
and micro-sized manufacturing companies: the average return on equity for 
the microenterprises was only 1.4 percent, while that for small and medium 
manufacturing companies was 6.2 percent and 8.5 percent, respectively. For 
large manufacturing companies, it was 14 percent.9

To put these figures in perspective, the average annual profit per manu-
facturing enterprise between 2009 and 2021 was $4.8 million for large 
enterprises, $211,000 for medium enterprises, $27,000 for small enterprises, 
and only $2,000 for microenterprises.10 The Central Bank’s data are based 
on these companies’ tax returns,11 so the discrepancy between the actual 
and reported values is probably greater for SMEs than for large compa-
nies. Nevertheless, the figures highlight that owners of small businesses 
and microenterprises in the manufacturing sector earn about the same as 
Turkey’s physicians and lawyers.

In sum, although the number of companies operating in various manu-
facturing sectors has grown significantly, many fizzle after a few years.  
A few lucky ones become medium or even large industrial companies.  
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The composition of an individual industry may appear to be stable, but over 
time, new players replace old ones like bubbles in a soda can.

The Narrative

The 1970s.  The Islamist parties have addressed these entrepreneurs with a 
distinct narrative since the 1970s and a composite set of policies since the end 
of the 1990s. In the 1970s, Necmettin Erbakan’s Islamist party indicated that 
Turkish Islamism would be antilabor, antibureaucracy, and antimonopoly 
capital. Unionized workers, it said, are “susceptible to [unwanted leftist] 
political influences”; thus, trade unions should be reformed to “establish soli-
darity between our workers and employers based on mutual respect, love and 
conscience.”12 The Islamists’ tone about the bureaucracy was similar to the 
skepticism of US conservatives toward big government. The National Order 
Party (NOP) promised to “prevent luxury, waste, unnecessary formalities 
and excessive paperwork in the public service.”13 With this small-government 
perspective, the Islamists occupied a special position in Turkish politics in 
the 1970s. None of the major parties, including the center-right Justice Party 
and the center-left RPP, pursued a similar antibureaucratic agenda.14

Erbakan and party documents declared their intention to attack big 
business on behalf of small producers. In his speech at the first party con-
gress of the NOP, the first Islamist party of the republican period, the first 
item on Erbakan’s list of “structural changes in the economic field” was the 
replacement of state support for a small group of investors in the private 
sector with what he called “expansive private sectorism [yaygın özel sek-
törcülük].”15 The 1973 election manifesto of the National Salvation Party 
(NSP), the successor to the NOP, pointed out that “a small minority and 
the government” had taken the initiative in industrialization, which had 
contributed to regional and status-related (zümrevi) inequalities in the 
country.16 The RPP favored state-owned enterprises over private invest-
ment, while “the Justice Party and other similar parties introduced an 
unbalanced liberal system that allowed small [privileged] groups [mahdud 
zümre] to make industrial investments.”17

At the core of the tensions with organized labor, the bureaucracy, and, 
above all, big business was the question of credit: “Because they have low 
income, our shopkeepers and artisans should be given interest-free loans. 
[To this end,] the credit base of the [state-owned] Halk Bankası18 should 
be expanded and big capitalists should not be allowed to receive loans from 
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this bank.”19 Amid this battle of redistribution, the Islamist parties of the 
1970s outlined “anticapitalist . . . expansive private sectorism.” In addition to 
subsidies for bookkeeping costs,20 export subsidies,21 abolition of currency 
quotas,22 export insurance and credits,23 and probusiness regional planning,24 
the Islamist movement promised subsidized loans to small producers. The 
NOP program emphasized the need to eliminate regional inequalities in 
access to credit.25 The NSP’s 1973 election manifesto expressed its opposition 
to the policy of granting loans to a limited group (mahdud zümre) of big busi-
nesses at the expense of the overwhelming majority of the people.26 Despite 
the Islamic prohibition of usury (riba), that election manifesto promised a 
“very active capital market.”27 Similarly, the NSP’s 1977 election manifesto 
promised new forms of credit, such as an Islamic shareholding system that 
would facilitate access to credit for small producers.28

On the surface, party documents between 1971 and 1991 emphasized that 
the Islamists offered an alternative to socialism and capitalism.29 Despite 
this, both the NOP and NSP platforms emphasized that private property, 
inheritance, and free enterprise are alienable rights of individuals.30 What 
constitutes the anticapitalism of the Islamists is not their intention to abolish 
this mode of production but their will to defend the economic interests of 
their class ally, the faubourgeoisie, against others. At a more abstract level, the 
Islamists’ objections to capitalism are not about the market economy or capi-
talist exploitation as such, but about the hierarchical relationship between 
monopoly capital and smaller capital.

In this regard, Turgut Özal’s perspective was similar to Erbakan’s. In a 
report for Süleyman Demirel in 1973, Özal criticized existing lending prac-
tices. Producers could obtain loans with terms of up to a decade if they did 
business with foreign suppliers, but domestic suppliers did not have this 
option and the Turkish banking system’s credit terms were much shorter.31 
After he was not nominated by Demirel to the national assembly in the late 
1970s, Özal presented a personal political manifesto, “The New Outlook of 
Development” (Kalkınmada Yeni Görüşün Esasları), in 1979. The longest 
section of that text deals with industrial policy. Unlike the RPP’s industrial-
ization policy, which focused on capital and intermediate products, his plan 
focused on the production of finished goods with a strategy of gradually cre-
ating backward linkages in domestic production chains.32 More importantly, 
Özal advocated restructuring the financial markets to favor small produc-
ers. Similar to the NSP’s promises in the 1970s, Özal advised transforming  
banks into profit-sharing financial institutions that would share both 
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the profits and the risks of new investments because banks favored larger  
companies that could use their capital as collateral.33 Both the focus on fin-
ished goods and this plan point directly to small manufacturers. With the 
approval of the junta, he established Turkey’s first Islamic financial institu-
tions in 1983 as the first step in transforming financial markets.34 In the wake 
of multiple reforms to lift restrictions on imports and support manufactur-
ing exporters with tax subsidies, he liberalized capital accounts in 1989.35 
Just as the title of Özal’s 1979 manifesto, “New Outlook,” was reminiscent 
of “National Outlook,” the ideology of Erbakan’s NSP, Özal’s reforms in the 
1980s turned small industrialists into a major economic interest and fleshed 
out the alliance Erbakan had strived to establish since the 1970s.

The 1990s.  The protection of small producers with subsidized credit con-
tinued to be a policy priority for the Islamists in the 1980s and became the 
core of the only political economic doctrine Islamist parties produced in 
Turkey: the short-lived “Just Order.” Written by notable intellectuals of the 
movement such as Süleyman Karagülle, Arif Ersoy, and Süleyman Akdemir, 
the text introducing this doctrine referenced a variety of historical figures, 
including the utopian socialist (and middle-class industrialist of his time) 
Robert Owen and Yugoslavia’s Josip Broz Tito, whose socialist doctrine of 
self-management aimed to promote small industrial units directly controlled 
by workers.36

The text tells a civilizational history since the Mesopotamian empires, 
treating the Turkish Republic, the Ottoman Empire, and even the rise of 
Islam as indistinct moments in the long story of humankind. The out-
standing feature of the age, the rise of a merchant class and the factory 
system, replaced commodity exchange with the sale of the accumulation 
of human labor power: “When a Mercedes car is sold, it is valued on the 
basis of the calculation of all the labor power used to produce its parts, not 
on the value of these parts. In this way, humanity entered ‘the period of 
labor exchange.’”37

The text goes straight to a peculiar form of labor theory of value that 
focuses on industrialization to explain what is yet to come. Despite paral-
lels to basic socialist discourse, the narrative is explicitly nonsocialist in that 
workers are denied agency in this history of civilization. For instance, the 
term trade union is used only twice and is defined as “a professional associa-
tion.”38 The text treats the working class as a passive factor of production and 
as a vulnerable group seeking a guardian.
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The seemingly contradictory structure of the argument begins to make 
sense if the text’s authors are treated as theorists determined to justify the 
spiritually emancipatory role of the faubourgeoisie in the teleology of human 
history. The following is a refined version of the ideas in the 1970s Islamist 
party materials, illustrating the kind of capitalism that serves the interests of 
the faubourgeoisie:

The capitalist system has given room to “interest,” which is an unjust instru-
ment of exploitation and oppression, along with “profit,” which is a regulating 
and motivating factor [in the economy]. The same capitalist system promotes 
“free market competition,” which regulates the economy favorably, but is also 
unable to stop trusts and monopolies in actual economic relations. In con-
trast, the communist regime fundamentally rejects the concept of interest, 
but it also contradicts human nature by rejecting “the right to private prop-
erty” and “profit.” Since it abolishes “free market competition” and directs 
the economy through “armchair price-fixing” [central planning], it actually 
harms the economy.  .  .  . The Just Order .  .  . allows profit, but not interest. 
Moreover, [the Just Order] recognizes the advantages of free market competi-
tion and private property, while protecting the economy and the people from 
monopolization and profiteering.39

The envisioned political economic order is a paradise for small producers, a 
utopia of competitive capitalism. The enemy is monopolies, and the solution 
lies in the formulation of alternatives that could take the place of interest. 
Fortunately, Islam provides bases for this task, such as the promissory bill 
on future production (selem senedi) promoted by Prophet Mohammad.40 
In addition to selem senedi, the text lists six types of interest-free forms of 
credit: partnerships, measurement loans, employment loans, pledge loans, 
tax loans, and project loans.41 These financial instruments are various forms 
of forward contracts:

The entire history of civilization and political economic analysis served 
as a justification for these forms of forward contract, which would turn 
monopoly capitalism back into a competitive state and allow small producers 
to survive or even thrive. As the fierce opposition of the Zionists and their 
collaborators undeniably demonstrates, the salvation of humanity lies in the 
widespread use of these forms of forward contract, which represent a great 
leap. It is not possible to fight the capitalist system, imperialism and Zionism, 
which exploit humanity, with atomic bombs, but it is possible with promis-
sory bills.  .  .  . If it’s so beneficial, why doesn’t everyone use IOUs? That’s a 
naive question, because imperialism and Zionism protect the interest-driven 
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capitalist order. They will not allow us to move away from this order. They 
can even wage a war, because we should never forget that the interest we pay 
ultimately goes into the hands of imperialism, Zionism and their collabora-
tors, who together hold global capital in their hands.42

The Action

Subsidies and Social Policy.  The Islamists have not turned the Turkish 
economy into a collection of multi-shareholder manufacturing enterprises, 
as Erbakan envisioned well into the mid-1990s, but they have supported 
competitive nonmonopoly manufacturers with a neoliberal mindset since 
coming to power. One important component of their policymaking has been 
a myriad of direct and indirect subsidy programs. 

Under the active workforce programs, the Islamist government regularly 
compensates small business owners’ worker benefits and, in some cases, wages. 
These programs cost about $3.3 billion in 2022 (about 0.4 percent of GDP) 
and benefited the employers of an average of 596,000 workers (2.5 percent 
of the nonagricultural workforce and 6 percent of the industrial workforce) 
annually between 2018 and 2022.43 The direct support for the SMEs under 
the various “SME development and support” programs of Turkey’s Small 
and Medium Enterprises Development Organization (KOSGEB) increased 
from around $320 million to $617 million between 2012 and 2022,44 and 
the share of the KOSGEB budget in the central government budget grew 
by 220 percent over the same period.45 In 2022, the Ministry of Industry 
and Technology spent $692 million on various support programs for indus-
trial SMEs and direct transfers to the KOSGEB budget. These employment, 
development, and support subsidies together accounted for 2 percent of the 
general state budget. This calculation does not include many of the invest-
ment support programs implemented by several ministries to aid domestic 
manufacturing SMEs. The amount of investment supported in 2022 under 
such programs was $24.7 billion. The total value of domestic manufactur-
ing SMEs’ investments supported by such government subsidies between 
2002 and 2022 was $316 billion.46 If these difficult-to-measure investment 
supports—including tax breaks, subsidized interest, fringe benefit subsidies, 
and subsidized land provision—were included in the calculation, the total 
volume of subsidies could be quite close to the budgets on national secu-
rity, public education, and health care, which respectively spent 5.8 percent,  
4.6 percent, and 4 percent of the general state budget in 2022.47 In addition 
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to these direct subsidies, the entire social policy structure was redesigned to 
benefit small producers. In 2022, 2.7 percent of the central government bud-
get was spent on poverty reduction programs and social solidarity measures; 
4.42 million households, 17 percent of all households in Turkey, received 
some form of assistance from various government agencies, including the 
Ministry of Family and Social Security (MoFSS), the second largest spender 
of this budget.48 MoFSS alone implemented forty-eight different cash or  
in-kind transfer programs.

On the surface, this looks like a remarkable redistributive initiative that 
presents the Islamists as the guardians of the poor. However, the goal of these 
programs is not to reduce poverty but to supplement the wages of workers 
at small enterprises. For instance, general health insurance was introduced 
in 2006, which made the Ministry of Labor the largest spender of the social 
policy budget.49 The basic idea of the program is to insure those who are not 
enrolled in the three other public insurance schemes for workers, entrepre-
neurs, and public-sector employees, using a separate plan based on a small flat-
rate contribution. Employers now can offer their applicants salaries slightly 
higher than the minimum wage if they are willing to work without legally 
mandated benefits. Younger workers who have no hope of a pension tend 
to accept that offer. This may explain why there has not been a meaningful 
decline in informal employment in Turkey during the AKP governments.50 
More importantly, these programs do not reduce poverty despite their con-
siderable budget. On average during 2006–22, the income level of only seven 
of every hundred poor people rose to the European Union’s relative poverty 
line after social transfers. The corresponding rate for the EU-27 was 34 per-
cent in the same period. Turkey performed far worse than all members of the 
EU-27 during this period.51

Unions and Education.  A second political priority is the containment of 
organized labor. The annual average ratio of Turkey’s trade union density to 
that of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
member countries was 87 percent between 1984 and 1994, 64 percent between 
1995 and 2004, and 47 percent between 2005 and 2019. More importantly for 
the purposes of this book, union density in manufacturing SMEs is virtually 
zero. The complete de-unionization of manufacturing SMEs is the main rea-
son for the weakness of independent trade unions in large industrial plants. 
Unions now represent only a small proportion of employees. The dual labor 
markets impair their ability to negotiate with the owners of large companies, 
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who threaten to use their subsidiaries on a larger scale if unions demand better 
conditions and higher wages.

De-unionization is coupled with the Islamists’ strategy to dismantle the 
already inferior public education institutions to further undermine the bar-
gaining power of the white- and blue-collar proletariat. Elementary school 
enrollment rates were at their lowest since the 1970s under AKP govern-
ments. In the 2010s, Turkey fell behind the global average on this indicator 
for the first time in the past half century. Turkey has consistently achieved the 
lowest results among OECD members during this period on the Programme 
for International Student Assessment, which compares the performance of  
fifteen-year-olds in mathematics, science, and reading in member coun-
tries.52 In higher education, unemployment among graduates grew as fast 
as the number of graduates. In fact, college graduates were the second larg-
est category of unemployed in 2022, after high school dropouts.53 Probably 
for this reason, the number of unfilled positions increased fifty-six-fold for 
public universities between 2002 and 2017.54 In the absence of well-educated 
younger generations, sweatshop owners claim to be the essential source of 
economic growth.

Credit.  The Islamist narrative changed significantly, within the last half  
century, on topics such as the position of women in social life, government 
structure, and perspectives about Western countries and the European Union. 
The Islamists gave up their developmentalist and semi-corporatist perspec-
tive about economic policymaking. One component that has survived is their 
promise to provide subsidized credit for the faubourgeoisie. Hiding within 
a theological and historical discourse about the evils of usury, this promise 
made itself visible in plans about forward contracts and banking regulations, 
not only in party documents under Erbakan’s leadership, but also in docu-
ments drafted and legislative changes engineered by Özal. Since they came 
to power in 2002, the Islamists under Erdoğan’s leadership have delivered on 
this promise. Subsidized credit for the faubourgeoisie is the main pillar and 
defining element of the political economic perspective of Turkish Islamism.

Within the first quarter of the twenty-first century, the Islamists have 
diligently and successfully worked to bring SMEs into the financial system. 
Ironically, the faubourgeoisie’s dependence on the global financial structure 
grew in these years despite the anti-interest/usury rhetoric of the Islamist 
movement. For example, only 29 percent of SMEs had access to bank loans 
in 1995.55 To help SMEs overcome this problem, KOSGEB initiated the SME 
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Finance Support Program when the AKP came to power in 2003 to cover the 
loan interest of selected SMEs.56 The AKP government expanded the scope 
of the previously tiny Credit Guarantee Fund (KGF), established in 1991, so 
that it could provide collateral for the loans SMEs applied.57

When Erdoğan sought the unconditional support of the faubourgeoisie 
for a constitutional referendum in 2017 to gain unprecedented executive 
powers and dominate the judiciary, the KGF’s budget for collateralizing 
SME loans was increased from $550 million to $6.8 billion. New KGF funds 
for SMEs were also made available before the 2018 elections.58 New KGF-
supported loans accounted for 13 percent of all SME loans between 2016 
and 2022, with a peak in 2017 at 47 percent.59 In 2022, the KGF-supported 
loan volume amounted to $38 billion (702 billion TL) or 31 percent of the 
total bank loan portfolio of SMEs.60 As a result of the KGF and other mea-
sures, the total amount of loans taken out by SMEs rose from $42 billion  
in December 2006 (7.5 percent of GDP) to $131 billion in April 2023  
(12.7 percent of GDP).61

This policy made the government the largest guarantor of SME loans and 
tied the interests of the bourgeoisie more closely to growth in the volume 
of loans taken out by the faubourgeoisie. When the AKP came to power in 
2003, the banks’ total interest income amounted to around $8 billion, or  
2.6 percent of GDP. In 2019, this reached $54 billion, or 7.2 percent of GDP. 
If the ratio of the banking system’s interest income to GDP had remained 
at the 2003 level, the banks’ income would have been around $30 billion 
lower in 2019.62 In a sense, Erdoğan has realized Erbakan’s utopia for small 
producers by paying the country’s long-established bourgeois families and 
international capital what they were due.

In return, part of the $30 billion was transferred back to the government 
with a tax policy that favored the faubourgeoisie over the bourgeoisie. In 
2001, small, medium, and large manufacturing companies paid an average 
of $66,000, $221,000, and $2.4 million in taxes, respectively. In 2016, they 
paid $143,000, $375,000, and $8.1 million. Between 2002 and 2016, taxes 
per large manufacturing company increased 54 percent and 97 percent faster 
than those of small and medium manufacturing companies respectively.63 
This is an interesting cycle: Islamists are providing the collateral for the loans 
of SMEs, which are gradually expanding their borrowing volume. This is a 
transfer of income to the bourgeoisie to let the faubourgeoisie have access to 
credit. In return, the Islamists tax the bourgeoisie at higher rates to finance 
the process and keep it sustainable.64
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The Businessman

The direct and indirect subsidies promised by the Islamist parties since 1970 
and delivered since 2002, essential to the proletarianization of younger gen-
erations, strengthened the faubourgeoisie over other social classes even if they 
drove the country into what some call “the middle-income trap.” This clien-
telist connection is only one component of their relationship. Another major 
factor that lets the Islamists claim to represent the faubourgeoisie is the evo-
lution of their ideology into a narrative that defines the faubourgeoisie’s class 
identity. The concept of Islamist businessman played an important role not 
only in the promotion of a new political cadre in strong support of this new 
ideology, but also in the dissemination of the message to small producers: 

Not all of these petty entrepreneurs, whether the small-scale industrialists in 
provincial towns or the intermediaries in poor neighborhoods of Istanbul, 
are necessarily Islamist, but the Islamist segment of the business class comes 
primarily from among this sector.  .  .  . The findings of a survey conducted 
in 199365 indicated that small entrepreneurs, including those who were self-
employed in the informal sector, combined Islamist tendencies in social and 
cultural matters with “liberal” attitudes in matters of government economic 
policy. The populist rhetoric of political Islam appealed to these small busi-
nessmen who were recent immigrants to the cities and seeking upward mobil-
ity from their humble backgrounds.66

Not all members of the faubourgeoisie have internalized this new busi-
ness narrative as an extension of Islamism, but it has defined the norms and 
values of the faubourgeoisie in general. Members of the faubourgeoisie see 
Islamists as the agent that implements these values and enforces these norms, 
even though they have different political views as individuals. In this con-
text, activities by the members of Müsiad (Independent Industrialists and 
Businessmen Association) illustrate the efforts of Islamist businessmen to 
present the Islamists as the representatives of the faubourgeoisie in politics 
and form a narrative that tied Turkish Islamism to how members of the fau-
bourgeoisie conceptualized their class interests.

The official history of Müsiad includes multiple accounts of founding 
members traveling to distant cities in Anatolia to mobilize local indus-
trialists and open new branches of the club in Kayseri, Ankara, Adana, 
Kahramanmaraş, and Konya. During these early trips to Anatolia, Müsiad’s 
founding members were warmly received, and they quickly developed 
interesting contacts. Through these new relationships, the founders of 
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Müsiad, most of whom were not typical Anatolians, gained a broader  
view of the country. With the help of these new allies, they succeeded in 
spreading the word.

When they first arrived in Anatolia, Müsiad’s strategy was reminiscent of  
the civilizing mission of the early Kemalist bureaucrats and intellectuals  
of the 1920s. Abdurrahman Esmerer, one of its founders, described the motive 
behind Müsiad’s mobilization efforts as changing the world’s impression of 
Anatolia from a land of scarcity to one of opportunity: “We wanted to show 
the world the power of business in Anatolia.”67 In other words, it was not the 
Anatolian Tigers but the Istanbul entrepreneurs who built a pan-Anatolian 
network of small businesses.68

A New Business Mindset

The Müsiad leadership’s narrative presents profit making and national eco-
nomic development as two compatible goals prescribed by Islam. The richer 
an entrepreneur becomes, the better he serves the development of the nation 
as a whole. Following Friedrich Hayek’s doctrine, government should inter-
vene only minimally in markets. Apart from charity and zakat (alms, usually 
2.5 percent of savings, religiously prescribed for rich people), redistributive 
measures are against Islam, as people are not created equal and the transfer 
of resources from the rich to the poor is unjust. Therefore, taxes are legiti-
mate only under certain circumstances. For example, because taxes are lev-
ied to pay interest to foreigners, it is religiously acceptable not to pay taxes, 
especially for those who give charity to the poor. Because workers and their 
employers are like “different organs of the same body,” unions are superflu-
ous, if not outright illegitimate: strikes are forbidden in Islam.69

The success of an entrepreneur depends on his ability to build social 
networks with other Muslim entrepreneurs.70 However, discussion of  
social networks among Muslim entrepreneurs is limited to the religiously 
accepted forms of credit.71 As of December 2023, there were 188 research 
reports, books, brochures, and other publications on Müsiad’s website, as 
well as twenty-six issues of its peer-reviewed journal, Afro-Eurasian Studies. 
These publications offer advice on foreign markets, monetary and financial 
policies, and business practices.

Within this extensive corpus, only four documents focus on the condi-
tions of competition and partnerships. Published in 2007, The Partnership 
Culture (Ortaklık Kültürü) provides advice on overcoming the cultural 
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and psychological difficulties of establishing effective partnerships, espe-
cially between relatives.72 Management and Institutionalization in Family 
Businesses (Aile Şirketlerinde Yönetim ve Kurumsallaşma), published in 2003, 
encourages the transfer of power to professional managers, as the second 
or third generations of family members tend to “finish off” the family 
businesses.73 According to a third book published in 2023, Being a Public 
Company (Halka Açık Şirket Olmak), the biggest concern of entrepre-
neurs is the disclosure of business secrets required of public companies.74 
Competition and Growth Strategies for the SMEs (KOBİ’ ler İçin Rekabet ve 
Büyüme Stratejileri), published in 2005, does not mention cooperative strat-
egies for the growth of SMEs. The small companies are expected to grow by 
reducing their costs, creating customer loyalty, or increasing their export 
volume. Only one paragraph is dedicated to “growth through mergers,” 
with the following remark: “Mergers and partnerships are the most difficult 
methods for business growth in our country. Since SMEs are established 
with the small capital of entrepreneurs, they have psychological difficulties 
in merging with other companies.”75

Müsiad does not encourage companies to have multiple partners. In 
a booklet published right after the 2001 financial crisis, Suggestions for 
Businessmen during the Crisis (İşadamlarına Kriz Dönemi Önerileri), none 
of the thirty suggestions is about the merits of collaboration with other SME 
owners in the industry. The only call for a form of cooperation is the twenty-
seventh bullet point: “Avoid illogical competition.”76 In terms of business 
practices, the typical Muslim entrepreneur is portrayed as very competitive, 
transactional, and individualistic. Ethical norms are limited to compliance 
with the law, honoring contracts, and the ban on specific forms of interest 
by Islam. He does not trust his managers, partners, or even family members.

Given this individualistic narrative, it is not surprising that its members, 
including the founders, saw Müsiad primarily as an opportunity to expand 
their business relationships.77 In the meantime, whether based in Istanbul or 
in smaller provinces, they presented themselves to the public as Anatolian 
Calvinists78 or vanguards of the Anatolian people.79 Müsiad flattered its 
members as “decent and hard-working entrepreneurs who have humble back-
grounds” with a public narrative that established a link “between Islamic 
values and post-Fordism” and gave them a voice against rent-seeking big 
business.80 The term used to summarize Müsiad’s aspirations was the Bazaar 
of Medina, the ideal example of competitive markets in the golden age of 
religion.81 This, a reference to the commercial regulations set by Prophet 
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Mohammad in the local market of Medina, was the faubourgeoisie’s answer 
to something the mayor of Çorum, a medium-sized conservative Anatolian 
city, mockingly said in those years to Ayşe Buğra, the eminent scholar of the 
business community in Turkey: “Nowadays, everyone is busy looking for 
Qur’anic verses that are compatible with capitalism.”82

Anatolian Tigers

One key empirical question is how this narrative found significant appeal 
among the owners of small and medium manufacturing enterprises. I took 
part in or independently conducted a number of research projects in 2002, 
2007, and 2008 that directly or indirectly focused on aspects of the relation-
ship between the faubourgeoisie and the proletariat, such as the Islamists’ 
social assistance networks;83 industrial home-based work networks employ-
ing probably hundreds of thousands of women and consolidating the Islamist 
patriarchal order in major cities;84 and the factory and sweatshop labor prac-
tices in the garment industry, which is the biggest in terms of its workforce.85 
I concluded that I needed a more nuanced approach to address this question, 
in order to have a better understanding of the relations among those small 
manufacturers. Accordingly, I conducted a four-year research project about 
business relations among these industrial entrepreneurs in the three cities in 
Anatolia (Kayseri, Gaziantep, and Denizli) with the fastest industrial growth 
rates since the 1980s.

These cities provided ideal settings for this more nuanced case study. 
By 2008, Kayseri, Gaziantep, and Denizli were the largest manufacturers 
in terms of value added, after the five traditional manufacturing centers 
(Istanbul, Bursa, Izmir, Kocaeli, and Ankara) and two cities in the hinterland 
of Istanbul and Izmir (Tekirdağ and Manisa). These three Anatolian cities 
were well suited for this project in that they were not close to older indus-
trial centers. As a result, they had no logistical or resource-related advantages 
like Manisa had thanks to its proximity to Izmir and Tekirdağ to Istanbul. 
If I wanted to see whether cooperative labor relations existed anywhere in 
Turkey, these small cities in Anatolia were excellent candidates.

Each of these cities has several major industries. In Denizli, the cable, 
textile, and marble processing industries are particularly strong; in Kayseri, 
furniture and metal processing; in Gaziantep, carpet, pasta, and petrochemi-
cal manufacturers. Despite these differences, the composition of the indus-
tries in each city broadly represented the growth of labor-intensive activities 
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such as furniture and readymade garments that had their roots in the 1980s 
and resource-intensive activities such as wire and petrochemicals that had 
their roots in the first decade of the 2000s. These industries were the results 
of the two-step outsourcing movement, mostly from European countries, 
where larger corporations first gave up on labor-intensive industries and then 
on resource-intensive ones. The first wave of outsourcing was a result of the 
search for cheaper labor, and the second wave reflected corporations based  
in the North Atlantic externalizing the risks associated with the global  
price volatility of basic resources, from ores to oil, and the costs related to 
environmental protection.

Over the course of my research between 2012 and 2015, I spoke to represen-
tatives of 101 large manufacturing companies from various sectors, including 
textiles, ready-to-wear garments, furniture and woodworking, metalwork-
ing, machinery, wire and cable, marble processing, pasta, and carpets. Many 
of them worked with smaller subsidiaries in their cities.86 In addition to these 
interviews, I conducted another forty-six in Ankara and the three cities with 
representatives of business associations, municipalities, various government 
agencies, journalists, and a few other people recommended to me by the main 
people I interviewed.

Verifying the work of other researchers,87 unlike in Istanbul, where entre-
preneurs did not seem very religious, the opposite was true in these cities. 
Most of the employers and sweatshop owners I interviewed were pious and 
conservative. If, as I suspected, piety was an independent factor in supply 
chain politics, then these cities would be the ideal setting for this project 
and offer the chance to observe a less competitive environment among 
entrepreneurs. Even here, few of them were die-hard Islamists. The Islamist 
businessmen’s narrative found appeal among these entrepreneurs because it 
represented, justified, and to some extent reproduced their highly individual-
ist and competitive business mindset. No common theological motif guided 
their business practices.

Relations among the entrepreneurs in these cities were toxic. The carpet 
industry in Gaziantep was a vivid example of how ingrained and destructive 
the competition had become. At trade fairs, carpet producers routinely took 
unauthorized photos of their competitors’ designs and reproduced them in 
their own factories. They spied on their competitors as they tried to develop 
relationships with new customers. Competitors often bribed customs offi-
cials to steal the portfolios of international customers and bribed the staff 
at local hotels to learn the names of the guests staying there. In one case, the 
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competition got so bad that two major carpet producers opened warehouses 
in the same city in Germany, right across the river from each other.

The businesspeople I talked to were convinced that this business milieu 
had no alternative. The toxic competition was a consequence of a myriad of 
factors that had a close connection to the complex web of social relations in 
each city, which fall into three broad categories: the internal logic of the local 
supply chains, the historical conditions of industrialization opening a schism 
between old and new money, and the older generations’ determination to 
keep the younger generations and professionals under control. Each of these 
broad factors motivates or urges these businesspeople to tacitly or openly 
support the Islamists.

Hostile Supply Chains.  Like in Istanbul, whose business environment  
I studied in 2007–8, the large companies in these cities worked under enor-
mous pressure imposed by their international customers, and they passed 
this pressure on to their local subsidiaries. Over 85 percent of them told 
me entrepreneurs in the same sector did not cooperate among themselves. 
What is more, again contradicting my assumptions, shared religious beliefs 
and affiliations did not establish harmony among local businessmen; rather, 
they produced different forms of tensions.

In the labor-intensive industries in these three cities, medium and large 
enterprises tended to use many sweatshops to reduce their labor costs. 
These included the marble processing factories in Denizli and the furniture 
industry in Kayseri, both of which looked very much like the larger factories  
I observed in Istanbul in 2007 and 2008. To remain competitive in Anatolia, 
the larger producers intervened directly in the management of their subsid-
iaries, as they did in Istanbul. In Kayseri, for example, large companies in the 
furniture sector parted ways with their subsidiaries after receiving defective 
items in shipments more than once. In Denizli, textile companies required 
their subsidiaries to submit documents from their banks to prove they had 
no outstanding bills. In the carpet industry in Gaziantep, manufacturers 
closely monitored the output of their subsidiaries to prevent these smaller 
companies from stealing their designs.

In resource-intensive industries, the larger manufacturers used local  
supply chains to reduce their risks and investment costs. For example, Erbakır 
in Denizli, the second largest wire manufacturer in the country, encouraged 
the development of a huge cable industry in the same city, making sure  
it became completely dependent on Erbakır’s wire production. Thanks to 
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this strategy, Erbakır was able to outsource the costs and risks associated 
with marketing the final product by using these companies as marketing 
intermediaries and mitigating some of the seasonal risks in foreign markets. 
When demand peaked, Gaziantep’s Oba Makarna, the third largest pasta 
company in the world, and Deniz Tekstil and Kocaer Tekstil, two large  
textile companies in Denizli, sporadically made higher demands on their 
local subsidiaries. This placed the burden of increasing capital investment on 
the subsidiaries, forcing small sweatshop owners to hold more fixed capital 
stock than they needed for their daily operations.

Old Money vs. New Money.  Beginning in the 1980s, conflicts between the 
establishment and young entrepreneurs who were beginning to break into 
the market contributed significantly to the hostile business environment 
in these three cities. Competition between old and new families played an 
important role in defining business dynamics. I heard many stories about the 
marginalization of the families of younger entrepreneurs by the old guard. In  
Kayseri, for example, families who had established themselves years before  
in the city center called themselves “the locals” (yerli). They referred to every-
one else as “the peasants” (köylü) and ridiculed them. According to one run-
ning joke, a peasant brought yogurt to the city center to sell. A local put his 
finger in the container to check its firmness, then rejected it. But since he put 
his finger in the container, he contaminated the yogurt, forcing the farmer to 
go home empty-handed.

Other disparaging stories described the opportunistic behavior of 
immigrant entrepreneurs from Babadağ, a rural district of Denizli, who 
had built the city’s massive towel industry. According to the old-timers, 
people from Babadağ did not have manners the way townspeople did. 
When they complained about fellow townspeople being aggressively 
opportunistic in the garment industry, they accused them of acting like 
the peasants of Babadağ.

Gaziantep has flourished in recent decades thanks to the connections 
between Turkish-citizen Kurdish entrepreneurs and Kurds living in Iraqi 
Kurdistan. Bitter about their success, jealous townspeople never let their 
competitors forget they were Kurds. They never missed an opportunity to 
complain about the negative impact Kurdish entrepreneurs were having on 
business dynamics in the city.

Even when they tried to sound sympathetic and protective, members 
of the older families adopted a condescending attitude toward the smaller, 
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newer business owners. Small producers were well aware of the true message 
behind this patronizing talk. Older families who had amassed considerable 
wealth had little interest in helping the newcomers. They only wanted to 
buy out smaller and financially struggling companies under the guise of 
helping those younger entrepreneur families. These same old families also 
bought land in industrial parks, known in Turkey as organized industrial 
districts (OIDs), to rent to the new entrepreneurs at inflated prices. While 
OIDs provided subsidized electricity to young businesses operating on their 
grounds, they lost much of the money they saved from these subsidies by 
paying exceptionally high rents to the older families.

The new families looked for ways to show solidarity with one another by 
establishing symbolic boundaries between themselves and the older ones, 
using a combination of Islamist and racist narratives to claim moral supe-
riority over the older families. For example, in Gaziantep and Kayseri, they 
spread gossip about the ethnic roots of older families, suggesting many of 
them came from Armenian Christian families and had converted to Islam. 
With stories like these they accused members of the city’s old families of 
being of “infidels.”

Islamism coupled with racism, in this context, was an instrument of social 
cohesion among the younger business families, and the ensuing conservative 
pressure urged all of them to pretend to have an almost ascetic lifestyle. It was 
a common practice among Kayseri industrialists to drive forty miles to have 
wine or liquor in touristy Cappadocia. Some of my interlocutors, who were 
among the richest in Gaziantep, felt obliged to spend Ramadan in Europe, 
in particular in Paris, to avoid the monthlong fast. Many businesspeople in 
Denizli had a second house in Izmir’s vacation resorts to avoid the pressure 
of the local business community.

This tension was reminiscent, and maybe constitutive, of the broader 
Islamist party narrative that monopoly capital is a foreign element in the 
Turkish economy. Regardless of their lifestyle, political views, or stance on reli-
gion, the older families faced the constant risk of being labeled infidels in one 
way or another. The old money–new money binary, I realized during the final 
stages of my project, was more about the size of their capital than the actual  
age of the business families. Especially in 2013 and 2014, during the height of 
the rift between Islamist cliques led by Erdoğan and Fethullah Gülen, a Muslim 
cleric—which eventually triggered a coup attempt by allegedly Gülenist mili-
tary officers in 2016—I gradually became aware that many Gülenist industri-
alists were young and pious business families, but they were treated the same  
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as the older industrialist families who owed their success to the early  
republican regime. In the eyes of their subsidiaries, these Gülenist families  
were toys of Christian-Masonic-Zionist puppet masters just like the older secu-
larist business families.

Fathers and Sons.  Greed worked against these entrepreneurs in multiple 
ways. Instead of making strategic decisions, they tried to keep everything 
under their personal control. Few would willingly invest their money in busi-
ness opportunities with multiple partners. This recurrent theme in Istanbul 
and these cities puzzled me because their reluctance to pool capital with their 
local competitors was a major obstacle to the growth of their businesses.

However, in one interview after another, I saw a pattern that had a lot to 
do with their self-perception. First-generation entrepreneurs believed that 
their acumen and skills made them successful, rather than favorable global 
market conditions or the country’s political and economic changes. As the 
patriarchs of their families, they felt entitled to do what they wanted with 
the wealth they had accumulated. In their calculus, anything that relied 
on factors beyond their immediate control was a threat to their status in 
the family.

As a result, they avoided delegating authority to professionals, and  
they distrusted managers and engineers in particular. Although I never  
asked about the role of professional managers in their companies in my 
interviews, about a quarter of the respondents raised the issue themselves. 
In doing so, these patriarchs revealed the magnitude of their problematic 
relationship with their sons. In the eyes of the patriarchs, their sons used 
professional managers as Trojan horses to wrest control of the company from 
them. As a small furniture manufacturer in Kayseri complained about other 
first-generation entrepreneurs like himself, “They do not have open minds. 
As for their sons, they have wasteful habits. So, I am pessimistic about the 
future of Kayseri. What worries me the most is that when father and son 
have a disagreement, it often leads them to make mistakes. For example,  
I once witnessed an argument between a father and his son about the man-
ager they had just hired: the son wanted his father to step aside and let the 
new manager oversee the shop floor while he, the son, took care of the cus-
tomers. The manager was summarily fired.”

The degree to which first-generation self-made men tried to keep control 
of their companies out of the hands of their sons was impressive. According 
to a representative of one of the biggest textile companies in Gaziantep, the 
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first generation’s distrust of financial institutions had everything to do with 
their obsession with preventing their sons from obtaining information about 
the company’s finances. They obscured this obsession by reciting popular wis-
dom: “The best fortune is the one under the pillow.” Sons often got “fed up,” 
observed a representative of what is now one of the biggest textile companies 
in Denizli. Frustrated by living under their fathers’ supervision and control, 
many members of the second generation left home and moved to Istanbul 
or Izmir, preferring to take jobs that paid little money over continuing to 
serve their domineering fathers. Freedom meant more to them than a life of 
luxury—at least until their fathers died, at which point they would take over 
the family business.

This problematic relationship between fathers and sons provides a lens for 
examining two long-term organizational strategies that large manufacturing 
companies in Denizli, Gaziantep, and Kayseri used to strengthen their busi-
nesses. The first and most common strategy could be called mitosis: expand-
ing capital investments horizontally in unrelated industries. For example, as 
the managing director of one of the largest textile manufacturers in Kayseri 
explained to me, they opened a yarn factory in 2002 so that one of the sons 
could have a business of his own, preferably in a different sector. According 
to a representative of a major pasta manufacturer in Gaziantep, fathers also 
used this strategy because these first-generation entrepreneurs did not trust 
their sons’ business skills: “The way [entrepreneurs] think about the future 
of their companies is simple. They say, ‘I have three sons. I will ask the eldest 
to run this factory. Then I’ll open two more factories for younger children in 
other industries like fruit juice or cookies. In this way, I can both spread the 
risk across different industries and prevent them from selling this factory to 
divide the money among themselves.’”

The second strategy involved opening new companies that produced the 
same product within the same sector to create a local cluster of enterprises 
owned by members of the same family. The Kaplan family was a successful 
example of this in Gaziantep’s carpet industry. The family started its busi-
ness in 1983 with mechanical looms. In following generations, the youngest  
boys were sent to college while the older ones did manual work on the looms 
in one of the factories. The college-educated brothers helped the family con-
vert the first factory from mechanical to electronic looms after the 1990s. 
By 2015, the family had eighteen independent businesses owned by various 
members of the extended family. Although competing with each other, the 
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owners of these individual businesses helped their brothers and cousins who 
were struggling financially.

This strategy made some sense from a marketing point of view. When 
foreign customers came to Gaziantep to buy a carpet, they saw more than 
a dozen companies with different variations on the same family name, such 
as Kaplan, Öz Kaplan, and Yasin Kaplan, suggesting that the brand was 
important. On the whole, however, this was a very poor use of resources. 
Nevertheless, the family apparently considered it a good way to keep the 
overall pool of resources relatively safe. It seemed far less risky than having 
a single company with multiple shareholders in which internal family feuds 
would likely erupt. The family opted for a strategy of survival of the fittest, 
knowing full well that brothers and cousins do not normally get on well. 
Each of them would vie to become the next patriarch.

Toxic Competition and Collaboration

My observations did not support the narrative that Muslim entrepreneurs 
created a flourishing industrial oasis in provincial regions of the country 
thanks to a sense of collective religious spirit. The competitive structure of 
supply chains promoted by foreign and domestic big business instead pro-
duced a toxic relationship among individual entrepreneurs. The highly indi-
vidualistic and patriarchal narrative of the Islamists only emphasized the 
business values I had seen in Istanbul, inspiring cutthroat competition and 
unreliable supply chain relationships.

Although the people I interviewed were largely hopeless about the prob-
lem, they were still looking for ways to keep toxic competition under control. 
One way they tried to tackle it was to introduce a citywide pricing policy. In 
the early 2010s, for example, representatives from Yasin Kaplan Halı tried to 
convince their competitors to raise their prices by 5 percent in exchange for a 
3 percent increase in input prices. The others agreed but kept their promises 
for only a year.

As I mentioned earlier, joint-stock companies were rare and fragile. Even 
older and successful cases did not survive the new business climate intro-
duced by Özal’s reforms in the 1980s. For these older companies, the problem 
was not only that the basic political economic conditions changed, but also 
that the emerging new individualistic mindset eclipsed even the provincial 
cynicism of the Cold War–era merchants. For example, in 1953, nearly one 



108  •  T h e  I s l a m i s t s  a n d  t h e  Fau b ou rg e oi s i e

hundred small clothing manufacturers and retailers in Kayseri founded the 
company Birlik Mensucat so they could pool their resources to buy fabrics 
in bulk with a 10 percent discount from the city’s state-owned fabric factory, 
Sümerbank. Even though it started with this minimalist goal, the company 
quickly became a pioneer in the private fabric industry. Orta Anadolu, the 
largest textile factory in Kayseri during the period in which I was doing 
research, was founded by the same investors who had been involved in Birlik. 
Both companies experienced serious management crises during the 1980s 
due to conflicting investment demands from their shareholders. With the 
hope of double dipping, some investors wanted Birlik and Orta to become 
the customers or suppliers of their other privately owned manufacturing 
companies. Other investors objected. In the end, the two companies were 
sold to larger private investors. In sum, the same political and economic 
environment that led to the proliferation of small manufacturing companies 
also created the conditions for toxic competition that destroyed solidarity 
among local entrepreneurs. That solidarity had sustained successful joint-
stock companies for decades before the 1980 coup, which marked the end of 
the import-substituting industrialization strategy.

After the 1980s, attempts to revive older forms of cooperation in the new 
business environment were similarly doomed to failure. One outstanding 
example is the effort to create the EGS Bank in Denizli. Local textile and 
garment manufacturers founded the bank in 1995 to gain access to cheap 
capital. The project was a great success at first, and it played an important role 
in the efforts of local entrepreneurs to establish a cooperative supply chain in 
the city. In just a few years, the bank became the center of a holding company 
that expanded its activities from insurance, leasing, and factoring to logistics, 
machine production, tourism, foreign trade, and even grocery stores.88 This 
success story did not last long: in 2001, the company lost its solvency and 
was seized by the Deposit Insurance Fund of Turkey, a supervisory author-
ity founded in 1993 that was given far-reaching powers to monitor banking 
operations after the 2001 financial crisis.

Everyone I asked about EGS Bank agreed that the main problem under-
mining the company’s financial strength was the decision to expand its 
operations to too many sectors in too short a time, especially to sectors that 
were unrelated to one another. This expansion was partly due to the com-
pany’s poor management strategy, fueled by the optimism many felt in the 
1990s, when the continued depreciation of Turkish lira gave industrialists 
and managers the illusion that growth had no limits.
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But the bank’s faulty strategy was not the only reason it collapsed, 
observed Kudret, head of the Denizli branch of a major bank in those years. 
When I interviewed him, Kudret was the financial and administrative coor-
dinator of a large textile manufacturer in Denizli. In Kudret’s opinion, an 
important but less visible factor in EGS Bank’s downfall was its practice of 
granting risky loans to shareholders and business partners whose companies 
were in crisis. As in the case of Birlik Mensucat, the shareholders, he con-
tinued, plundered the bank’s savings, using the funds to cut corners as they 
tried to shore up failing enterprises and get ahead of their local competitors.

The result of these failures was the same in each city: continued depen-
dence on different sorts of monopoly capital. Small industrialists depended 
on major banks for credit, foreign producers for equipment, and global retail 
chains for marketing. In some cases, entire industries depended on importing 
equipment exclusively from a particular company or country. For example, 
carpet manufacturers in Gaziantep almost always imported carpet weaving 
machines from a single company based in Belgium, Vandewiele.

This dependency had a long history: I was repeatedly told of a major 
machinery manufacturer, Hemaks Makine, that initially competed with 
Vandewiele with great success, but eventually lost the battle for mysterious 
reasons. When I contacted him, Mr. Helvacıkara, the owner of Hemaks 
Makine, assured me the true story was less enigmatic. Until the mid-1990s, 
carpet looms had hardly used any electronic devices; then, small but mean-
ingful innovations turned Turkish looms into globally competitive prod-
ucts. In 1995, both Vandewiele and Hemaks debuted their new electronic 
Jacquard looms in the globally renowned Itma fair. Both companies bought 
the electronic parts of their new looms from a Japanese company, which 
later signed an exclusive contract with Vandewiele and stopped selling these 
items to Hemaks. Mr. Helvacıkara went bankrupt after a few years, only to 
later start a new business with new product lines for fiber manufacturers in 
Gaziantep. The Japanese company’s decision changed the fate of Gaziantep’s 
carpet industry.

As one of the people I interviewed said, the dependence on the Belgian 
company was so great that the carpet manufacturers of Gaziantep felt com-
pelled to buy new machines every five years to prevent Vandewiele from 
selling to competitors in other countries. This was an incredibly distorted 
view. As much as Vandewiele was the monopolist, the carpet manufactur-
ers in Gaziantep were collectively the monopsonist. However, competition 
among these manufacturers was so intense that none of my interviewees in 
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this industry even thought of proposing a joint purchase agreement with the 
Belgian company.

In this respect, the narrative of Müsiad reflected the mindset of its mem-
bers, whether an entrepreneur in Kayseri or a sweatshop owner in Istanbul. 
This narrative portrayed the members of Müsiad as role models for these 
entrepreneurs and thus taught them how to be a proper businessman, even if 
not an Islamist. These proper businessmen created a business ecology charac-
terized by adversarial supply chains, the gap between old and new money, and 
generational tension between patriarchs and sons. Each structural, historical, 
and generational factor confirmed the relevance of the individualist narra-
tive of the Islamist businesspeople and their associations, including Müsiad. 
The Islamists successfully presented themselves as the actors facilitating 
social cohesion within hostile supply chains, protecting new money from 
the pressure of the old, and giving them a moral compass to regulate their 
relationship with the young. This patronage reinforced these entrepreneurs’ 
aspirations and concerns.

The Cleric

Religious Orders as Intellectual Centers

The Islamist political cadre offered the faubourgeoisie a new vision of poli-
cymaking to calibrate their relationship with monopoly capital. The Islamist 
business community defines its individualist mindset as a core element of its 
class identity. Without that element, it would be difficult to identify these 
nonmonopoly manufacturers as a major economic interest. What turns this 
economic interest into the core of a social class, the faubourgeoisie, is the idio-
syncratic relationship of these entrepreneurs with their workers. The Islamic 
religious orders produce the narrative that frames this relationship.

The religious orders have a significant presence in the government bureau-
cracy, make a substantial impact on policymaking, and control significant 
economic resources.89 However, more important than these in terms of the 
political consequences of their activities for the Islamist movement at large 
is their role in producing this narrative. The Islamist cadres would possibly 
continue to control the government bureaucracy and nurture crony capital 
groups even if the religious orders were not active in the bureaucracy and 
economy. The religious orders are indispensable for the Islamist movement, 
however, due to their success in turning Islamism from a mere political 
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ideology into a cosmology governing the everyday lives of the workers, their 
relationship with their employers, and their emic perspectives about politics. 
They are the primary intellectual centers of the Islamist movement.

During my fieldwork as an unskilled worker at different garment sweat-
shops in 2008 in Turkey’s largest working-class district, Bağcılar, I observed 
that very few of my coworkers regularly attended meetings of the religious 
orders or acted as their followers, even though most of them were devout 
Muslims. Moreover, my interviews with and observations of small manu-
facturers between 2008 and 2014 gave me a strong impression that just as 
with the Islamist party, the primary target of the religious orders was local 
business owners, not the workers.90

Thanks to an interlocutor, introduced to me by the owners of one of the 
sweatshops I worked at, I attended one such session held by a religious order 
in 2008 on the second floor of the 2,500-square-foot building of a neigh-
borhood beautification association. The gathering began with an hour-long 
sermon by the sheikh on the moral threats, such as lust, that Muslim men 
faced in their daily lives. Some attendees wore religious robes with turbans 
(sarık), while those standing in the back next to me looked like working-class 
men with conventional, poor clothing. After the sermon, two young men in 
religious costumes started collecting money. Men in the front rows closer 
to the sheikh, also in religious costumes, put in hundred-lira bills—about a 
fifth of a worker’s monthly salary. When the box came to our row, the bills 
dropped to five and ten lira. I could see the disappointment on the faces of 
the poor participants. As the members of the order prepared for the dhikr 
ceremony, we were kindly invited out. This was the moment when outsiders 
like us were given a clear signal as to who really belonged to the order and 
who did not.

I asked my interlocutor, who claimed to be a descendant of the seven-
teenth-century Kurdish Sufi poet Ehmedê Xanî, about the background 
of the insiders. I was not surprised to learn that most of them were local 
businessmen, including shopkeepers and sweatshop owners. Unlike my inter-
locutor, however, most were of Turkish descent. He told me the outsiders 
“are looking for salvation, a form of atonement for their sins and a form of 
protection from future sins.”

I found these observations counterintuitive, so I checked their validity 
with a content analysis of videos posted on the internet by representatives 
of different religious orders. A strong pro-labor or pro-poor rhetoric in the 
narrative of the religious orders would cast severe doubt on my observations, 
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while the absence of such rhetoric would support them.91 My research assis-
tants and I focused on ten Naqshbandi and seven Salafi groups or leaders 
generally regarded as the most important religious orders in Turkey (see 
appendix A) and on ten local groups in Bağcılar (including the local mufti’s 
office). I used the Outline of Cultural Materials (OCM) classification system 
to develop our codebook. Our findings were exciting for two reasons. First, 
although the material was mostly silent about the working class, and the 
bits and pieces about the poor were highly negative and almost insulting, 
it glorified the shopkeepers. Second, the religious orders’ narrative was the 
basis of a moral order justified and framed by the phobic themes that defined 
the corporeality of the believers. The religious orders did not glorify the class 
position of the working poor but rather used the element of fear to diminish 
their capacity to think and act like a social class.

The Social Class

The Poor Muslim.  At first, the material we studied did not tell us much 
about the religious orders’ position on the notion of social class. Work-
related OCM categories such as occupational specialization, wages and sala-
ries, industrial relations, and work organizations each applied to less than 
1 percent of the codes (see appendix B for details). For example, we did not 
find a single excerpt referring to labor organizations. Among 1,434 extracts, 
the code for labor relations (OCM 460) was used in only two cases. What 
individuals do for a living (rızk) was mostly irrelevant in the material we 
dealt with. In other words, the concept of labor was overlooked in the narra-
tive, yet this is still significant: workers are denied an identity based on their 
occupational status.

The few excerpts we caught gave us a good sense of why the Sunni preach-
ers were not enthusiastic about the topic. Workers’ labor was denigrated 
because productive activity poses an opportunity cost against the time a 
believer could otherwise spend in worship. As Mahmut Ahmet Ünlü, one of 
the most famous preachers representing one of the strongest religious orders, 
İskenderpaşa Cemaati, argued in a sermon watched over 140,000 times on 
YouTube, the poor male believer cannot fulfill two conflicting expectations: 
his duty to provide for his family and his duty to serve Allah. Work is legiti-
mate only if it facilitates worship.92

In the hierarchy of professions, craftsmen have lower status than religious 
warriors (jihadists) or farmers. A warrior wins or loses by the will of Allah. 
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Farmers’ yields depend on meteorological events, so their earnings also reflect 
the will of Allah. The only ones in this taxonomy who have power over their 
labor are craftsmen, and this power is defined not as a capacity in the service 
of the deity or the religion but as a corrupting result of their efforts to conceal 
their shortcomings in their relationships in the marketplace.93

Furthermore, different rules apply to the rich and the poor. For instance, 
according to Ömer Öngüt, the spiritual leader of the Hakikatçılar Grubu, 
smoking is a sin for the poor, because the poor spend their “children’s neces-
sities on pleasure,” but “for the rich it is [only] abominable [because] he can 
take care of his children and his family.”94

Rewards are also distributed according to the class position of the believer 
in what Osman Nuri Topbaş, the leader of the Erenköy Cemaati, called “the 
marketplace of salvation”: “It is not enough for us to be pious [takva]. We 
will receive sadaqah jariah [the charity of offspring that promotes the sta-
tus of their parents in the hereafter].  .  .  . In this place [this world], heaven 
is marketed [pazarlamak].”95 The rich man can collect sadaqah jariah after  
his death and improve his status in the afterlife. He is also subject to less 
stringent criteria of pollution than a poor person.

Representatives of these religious orders argue that this idea is supported 
by sources from the early years of Islam. According to Mahmud Esad Çoşan, 
Zahid Kotku’s successor and technically the shaikh of Erbakan, “Our 
Prophet told ten people that they would go to heaven [and one of them was 
Abu Bakr].  .  .  . He gave up all his gold for the way of the Prophet.  .  .  . He 
was a nobleman.  .  .  . His Holiness, Uthman, showed [similar] generosity.  
He donated his herd of one hundred camels. . . . Our Prophet said that after 
this generosity, ‘No matter what [Uthman] does, he will not make any loss. 
He will surely go to heaven’. . . . He was rich as well.”

For Çoşan, the Prophet’s favorites were the rich, because they sacrificed 
more than the poor. Their sacrifice is described as a commercial investment 
defined in terms of the gain-loss binary (“making a loss”). Abu Bakr and 
Uthman (the first and third caliphs of Islam) made a considerable investment 
by giving up part of their wealth and joining the ten people who were prom-
ised a place in heaven before they died. They are the role models of religion. 
Those who follow their path are promised paradise. Their sacrifice of their 
possessions trumps the suffering of the poor.

Being aware of this cosmic asymmetry, the religious leaders are under no 
illusion that the rich and the poor are in a harmonious relationship: “[The 
employer] does not trust his worker. The worker betrays his property. This 
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is not how it should be.  .  .  . The boss is supposed to pay the wages while 
his workers are sweating. He cheats them. . . . What does the worker do in 
return? He damages his boss’s property, he does everything he can to harm 
him, he betrays his boss.”96

The solution to creating harmony is for the poor to accept poverty as a 
defining part of their social identity and then expect some material benefits. 
One of these benefits is zakat, a religiously enforced alms, usually equivalent 
to 2.5 percent of the savings of the rich: “If the rich person gives his zakat to  
the poor person, the poor person would be happy about it. He would think: 
‘Allah Almighty, this man has given me zakat this year. Give him more 
wealth so that he can give me more.’ In other words, he would want the rich 
to have more property.”97 The language about the poor is condescending.  
The poor person is portrayed as an unintelligent human being who cannot 
realize that zakat is used to manipulate him into loving the rich person and 
that the source of zakat is his work anyway.

The Salafi preacher Feyzullah Birışık answered the next logical question, 
which is also the title of his video, “Is Poverty Our Destiny?”:

If no one is poor, how can the institution of zakat continue to exist? [The 
poor] cannot participate in jihad. He cannot give sadaqah jariah.  .  .  . Does 
Allah punish this [poor] person? In the name of Allah, no.  .  .  . The poor 
person should say, “If only I had half the wealth of the rich, I would help 
the poor and the lazy . . . I would equip the jihadists.” . . . Then your reward 
[ecir] will be accounted for as if you had already done all these things you 
promised. In reality, you would have to spend ten, fifteen years of your life 
to have all that money so that you can give it back [to the poor, the jihadists, 
etc.]. The poor person can earn all these rewards without doing all the extra 
work to become rich. . . . You should not misunderstand this. You should not 
say, “I am content to be poor. I will remain poor.” Allah . . . says: “The hand 
that gives is superior to the hand that receives.” Allah promotes wealth. Yet 
poverty is destiny.98

Birışık made three interrelated points. First, poverty is a religiously 
necessary and desirable component of the moral order because zakat is 
one of the five main pillars of Islam. Zakat must exist, so poverty must 
exist. Second, all the good deeds a rich person can do are beyond the finan-
cial means of the poor—and those good financial deeds secure a path to 
heaven. Yet a poor person could be rewarded in the same way if they dream 
of being a rich person. Third, the poor person is spared all the hard work 
the rich person does to become rich. Wealth is justified as the result of 
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hard work, and the poor are portrayed as lazy. Thus, the rich are superior 
to the poor.

Poor people’s labor is devalued, their religious duty is harder, they are not 
granted priority in heaven, and they depend on the alms of the rich. The poor 
are left with few choices other than embracing asceticism, yet that path is also 
closed according to Alparslan Kuytul, one of the most popular Salafist lead-
ers in Turkey. In one of his videos from 2017, which was viewed over 190,000 
times, Kuytul commented on the class position of the ideal Muslims:

Muslims should live like middle-class people [orta halli]. They should be the 
middle class of their time. Our Lord lived his life like a middle-class person. 
Even with a slightly lower standard, namely asceticism [zühd].  .  .  . If [the 
Prophet] had wanted to, he could have lived in a palace. . . . In other words, 
you live a modest life even though you have the means. [He raises his voice in 
anger] If you do not have the means, you are poor, you live a life of the poor. 
You are already poor. You must live a life of the poor. What other option  
do you have? This is not asceticism. Asceticism is living like a poor person 
even though you are rich.99

The Shopkeeper.  Who is this middle-class person whom Kuytul represents 
as the ideal Muslim? Another section in Birışık’s material provides further 
details about this persona:

We now have one of these periodic crises in Turkey. The shopkeepers . . . have 
goods in their warehouses, but there is no money, no cash.  .  .  . [Why?] It is 
Allah who dictates all these factors. . . . Poverty and wealth have nothing to do 
with intelligence. What did a child [born in a wealthy family] do to become 
a trillionaire? . . . Was he smart? No. It is because Allah willed it so. Does . . . 
economic wisdom play a role in this? Of course it does. But it is Allah who gives 
his slave this commercial wisdom. . . . A person may see [a commercial trend] 
and say, “If I buy this property at this price and wait for five years, the price will 
go up fifty times.” But it is Allah who has put this idea in his mind. . . . [Then] 
pray, “My Allah, let the customers remember my business and the brand I sell 
so that they will come to my store and buy my shoes.”100

The persona Birışık speaks of here is a shopkeeper, not a worker earning 
middle-class wages. Unlike the trillionaire prodigal child, they earn their 
wealth with their commercial wisdom. Nonetheless, this shopkeeper’s liveli-
hood (rızk) is still a result of their Allah-given good fortune and not their 
labor. Their biggest asset is the will of Allah that their customers are reminded  
of their merchandise in a chaotic global marketplace.
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In contrast to the middle-class shopkeeper, that “trillionaire prodigal 
child” or monopoly capitalist is portrayed as a persona in potential defi-
ance against Allah. For instance, Halis Bayancuk, another major Salafi 
leader, commented on Croesus, “When the ignorant poor saw the wealth 
of Croesus, they said, ‘I wish Allah would give me some of it. I wish I  
had benefited from this wealth.’ The scholar told them, ‘The reward  
of Allah is much more auspicious [than the wealth of Croesus]’. . . . Then 
Allah destroyed all the wealth of Croesus. The ignorant did not see the 
turmoil, but the learned did.”101

As in the narrative of the Islamist political party, monopoly capitalists are 
treated with tacit hostility because they control the source of the shopkeeper’s 
wealth: credit. Because this urgent problem truly bothers their shopkeeper 
audience, the religious orders promote murabaha (sales contract) over riba 
(interest) to offer a solution compatible with the Islamic principles. İsmail 
Hünerlice, another preacher of the influential İsmailağa Cemaati, offered 
such a solution answered in one of his 2020 hadith interpretation sessions, 
which was viewed ninety-eight thousand times:

Why is interest a sin? Let me put it this way: . . . Ninety-five kuruş of every 
lira is deposited [in savings accounts] for interest today. We say, “Down with 
America.” Very well, but you take your money to [the Americans] anyway. . . . 

What does our religion demand? Our religion asks .  .  . the intelligent 
person .  .  . to [use] .  .  . murabaha.  .  .  . America did this. They called it “risk 
economy.” It allows the owners of capital to lend money to those who do busi-
ness. . . . The Americans did this in the land of the infidels. . . . But the Muslims 
do not understand. [The Americans] turned the sin into a good deed. What 
Islam wants is this: I give you 100,000 liras . . . we now have 120,000 liras. You 
get ten and I get ten. . . . What if we do not make a profit? . . . [In this scenario] 
there is a loss of 3,000 liras. Islam tells us that the entrepreneur’s entire year 
was ruined while the capital owner lost 3,000 liras. However, the interest 
dictates . . . that the capital owner should still receive his 5,000 liras. The man 
has lost his entire year, he has failed. There is no malicious intent here. The 
other says: “I do not care. . . . Do what is necessary and pay the 5,000 lira.” 
This is where interest becomes a sin.102

In this description of murabaha, the anti-interest sentiment has more to 
do with small business owners’ conflict of interest with monopoly capital 
than with an all-encompassing rejection of interest as a practice. The speaker 
acknowledges the inevitability of the credit mechanism, although he also 
shares the resentment of small business owners about the interest they pay. 
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Small businessmen are portrayed as the main victims of the infidels’ financial 
system. Finance capital should bear the risk, not them. Unlike craftsmen or 
workers, their labor is precious. If their efforts do not pay off, that is Allah’s 
will, so finance capital should not punish them for their failure.

They feel exploited and are looking for a spiritually viable solution to their 
problems. Their religious order defines their status vis-à-vis their workers: 
they are the benefactor of the poor. Their religious order defines their rela-
tionship with other shopkeepers: they will compete with an opportunistic 
mindset, begging Allah to favor them over their competitors. Their religious 
order defines the tension with the prodigal child: as a victim of an economic 
system based on the religiously prohibited riba, they will use the religiously 
accepted murabaha to circumvent the prohibition.

Toxiphobia

The religious orders do not make a substantial effort to expand their follower 
base among the working class or to appeal to them with a proletariat-friendly 
narrative, but rather target the shopkeepers as their ideal clientele or follow-
ers. Nonetheless, they still frame the actions and beliefs of the working class 
effectively because their narrative provides norms and guidance about the 
moral order of their urban community.

When my assistants and I first checked the frequency distribution of 
the codes applied to the excerpts, our first observation was the considerable 
effort the religious orders make to explain the world. As shown in table 3 
and further elaborated in appendix B, the OCM themes I have grouped 
under the theme Social Theory rank after the religious themes in terms 
of the number of excerpts used. In addition, two-thirds of these codes 
belong to the natural sciences and humanities (OCM 810): 204 excerpts  
(14.5 percent) in these videos refer to science (OCM 815) to explain natural 
and social phenomena.

The preachers generally accept the epistemological legitimacy of science, 
but they also discuss potential paradoxes in scientific reasoning to show the 
epistemological superiority of their narrative. Their cosmological narra-
tive contains possible answers to the believers’ problems in their lives. The 
preacher derives his authority from the scope of his narrative.

For instance, in a recording dated 1971 and viewed 156,000 times, Kotku, 
the sheikh of Erbakan, related the inability to fight desire (nefs) to the domi-
nation of a materialistic or technical, and thus inadequate, understanding 
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of the cosmos. Kotku had a particular form of knowledge that let him make 
better use of scientific data than the scientist to explain the cosmos. This 
knowledge shows the believer the way to fight nefs:

Man does not sin suddenly. . . . First they make you not pray. They say, “Do 
not pray. Later you can repent your sins. Allah will forgive you.” .  .  . They 
can slowly, step by step, tempt you to sin. . . . Then you become the enemy of 
religion, of preachers, of elders. . . . Swords [against our desires—nefs] are the 
keys to heaven. . . . You must have the knowledge to wage [this] war. What 
you call “technique” cannot be useful without the knowledge. If you have 
good knowledge, you can master the technique. To defeat the seduction of 

Table 3  Topics by OCM subjects

OCM topic Frequency Share of total

Religiona 923 64%
Social Theoryb 433 30%
Normsc 315 22%
Toxicityd 303 21%
Relationse 272 19%
Sex & Reproductionf 193 13%
Politicsg 166 12%
Public & Everyday Activitiesh 141 10%
Stratificationi 107   7%
Economyj   55   4%
Productionk   44   3%
Spacel   13   1%

Source: Courtesy of the author.
a 770 Religious Beliefs, 780 Religious Practices, 790 Ecclesiastical Organizations.
b 530 Art, 140 Human Biology, 150 Behavior Processes and Personality, 160 Demography, 170 History 
and Culture Change, 180 Total Culture, 800 Numbers and Measures, 810 Sciences and Humanities.
c 670 Law, 680 Offenses and Sanctions, 690 Justice.
d 250 Food Processing, 260 Food Consumption, 270 Drink and Drugs, 290 Clothing, 300 Adornment, 
730 Social Problems, 750 Sickness, 760 Death.
e 200 Communication, 570 Interpersonal Relations, 580 Marriage, 590 Family, 600 Kinship, 620 
Community.
f 830 Sex, 840 Reproduction, 860 Socialization, 870 Education, 880 Adolescence, Adulthood, and Old 
Age, 890 Gender Roles and Issues.
g 630 Territorial Organization, 640 Government Institutions, 650 Government Activities, 660 Political 
Behavior, 720 War, 740 Health and Welfare.
h 520 Recreation, 540 Commercialized Entertainment.
i 550 Naming, Prestige and Status Mobility, 560 Social Stratification.
j 420 Property, 430 Exchange and Transfers, 440 Marketing, 450 Finance.
k 460 Labor, 470 Business and Industrial Organization.
l 340 Structures, 350 Equipment and Maintenance of Buildings, 360 Settlements, 370 Energy and Power.
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your soul, you must know the methods by which your soul can be seduced, 
like the tricks of the enemy.103

The distinction Kotku made between technique and knowledge assigns the 
religious leader spiritual hegemony over proper life practices. Technically, 
it is possible for any Muslim to repent their sins at any time, provided they 
promise not to commit the same sin again. Kotku acknowledged this but 
pointed out the inevitable consequence of this behavior: the gradual but cer-
tain exit from the religion. A religious leader acts like a sword, transforming 
his knowledge of the cosmos into a guide that can help believers in their 
struggle against their desires in the daily practice of life.

The task of the religious leader is thus never finished. The narrative is never 
complete. What religious leaders produce is not epistemic but phronetic 
knowledge. Thus, the videos we analyzed covered a wide range of topics, such 
as cryptocurrencies,104 online gaming,105 and menstrual pads.106 The speakers 
claimed the authority to regulate every aspect of social life, as it is their task 
to curb desire, which, according to them and in line with Lacan’s perspective, 
is an insatiable motive.

The object of desire is other humans. Desire is associated with sin. Thus, the 
relationship among community members may be toxic. In fact, the connec-
tion in the narrative between purity and spiritual salvation is much weaker 
or less direct than one may expect. Rather, what brings these community 
members together is their shared toxiphobia, instigated by themselves and 
by aliens. The narrative defines the relevant objects, activities, and cure of 
the toxiphobia.

Objects.  Among the excerpts, 21 percent touched upon spiritually toxic sub-
stances and practices that could harm the spiritual purity of the Muslims, 
including food processing and consumption, drinks and drugs, clothing and  
adornment, social problems, and sickness and death. These substances  
and practices were treated not as metaphorical or figurative but as literal 
objects. For instance, Ahmet Mahmut Ünlü dedicated an entire twenty-
seven-minute video to the question of how quickly a man should perform 
ablution between two prayers: 

You do not have to perform the full ablution [gusül] between two prayers. . . . 
The man is already so tired after sexual intercourse [muamele] that he would 
not even have the strength to perform the regular ablution. .  .  . [However,] 
Angel Gabriel comes to the funeral of those who have not died dirty. . . . Then 
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why do we cleanse the deceased? . . . To eliminate the risk that the deceased 
did not perform a full ablution before his death. And when someone dies, the 
body ejaculates. It is very difficult for the soul to leave the body. Therefore, 
the body releases itself.107

This video was viewed over 1.8 million times between 2020 and 2023. For 
the sake of clarity of the references here, Muslim men are expected to shower 
after sexual intercourse, which is called gusül. All Muslims are expected to per-
form the regular ablution (abdest) before their daily prayers. The scenario dis-
cussed here is that a man has sexual intercourse before he goes to bed but fails 
to perform gusül, then wakes up and performs it before the morning prayer.

Mahmut Ünlü draws a fine line, as Kotku underlined many decades ago, 
between the path to the denial of religion and the path to the true creed. The line 
touches upon the most private activities with an astonishing level of detail. It is 
not just to perform the ablution. It is about its time, its actual practice, the events 
preceding and succeeding it. It is about the possibility of death in the middle of 
the night and then the risk of denial by Angel Gabriel at the funeral.

Probably because its corporeal nature opens various possibilities of 
toxicity, sexuality was explicitly addressed in 13 percent of the excerpts we 
analyzed. Men want to know more about the religious prescriptions on sexu-
ality, probably to extend their sexual hegemony over women, and women 
see their husbands as a potential threat to their spiritual purity. These ten-
sions between devout partners can be the subject of intense negotiation  
over religious norms. In a 2011 video viewed by 280,000 people, Salafist 
leader Abdullah Yolcu addressed an email from a woman whose husband 
urged her to have anal sex. The woman asked Yolcu for his religious opinion.108 
Her husband was a religious-order follower with a good record of religious 
practices. In a thirty-minute video, Yolcu called anal sex a sin:

If you observe the three restrictions [nifas, hayz, and dubur: sex after 
childbirth, sex during menstruation, and anal sex], you can have sex with 
your wife in any position you want. . . . In the meantime, I would like to 
make a comment here. Sometimes we get questions: some women do not 
let their husbands touch them from behind. This is also wrong. The man 
can move his organ on the woman’s body, let it touch the buttocks, use the 
buttocks for [vaginal] sex. There is no restriction between married cou-
ples. . . . Let us now answer another question that we are often . . . asked. . . . 
Is the woman allowed to put the man’s sexual organ in her mouth? . . . Yes. 
However, there is one condition. The man should not ejaculate into the 
woman’s mouth. Also, the pre-ejaculatory fluid comes from the penis. . . . 
Both [fluids] are dirty.109



T h e  I s l a m i s t s  a n d  t h e  Fau b ou rg e oi s i e   •  121

Yolcu’s classification of dirtiness as a pathogenic taxonomy of bodily 
fluids allows one to see Ünlü’s comment on postmortem ejaculation in 
its proper context: menstrual blood is the dirtiest, pre-ejaculatory fluid 
is less dirty, and ejaculation is again slightly less dirty than the first two. 
Saliva is a fluid that can be cleaned with ablution. Thus, sexual activity is 
primarily an actual or potential exchange of bodily fluids rather than a 
reciprocal interaction between individuals. The properties of these fluids 
and the conditions of their transfer between partners determine the risk of 
spiritual corruption.

Contagion.  The object of toxification has a contagious character. A salvation 
seeker’s efforts can be easily ruined by improper contact with the contaminant 
or the contaminator. For instance, according to Mahmud Esad Çoşan, the 
successor and son-in-law of Kotku of the Naqshbandi İskenderpaşa order, in a 
1990 video that has been viewed sixty-two thousand times, perfume as a con-
taminating or pathogenic liquid in the air is the equivalent of the visual cue 
(“showing the flesh”) as an object of the gaze: “Our Prophet says that he saw 
that most of those in Hell were women. Why? Women [tend to] deny [and not 
appreciate] the benefits of their husbands. . . . If a woman walks on the street 
wearing perfume, she will be cursed until she returns home. . . . The woman 
should not show her flesh in public [açılmak]. She should not leave the house 
without her husband’s permission. She should protect her honor.”110

The danger of contamination is not limited to women’s sartorial, sonic, 
and aromatic practices: women drivers pose a threat to religion.111 The cause 
of economic crises is women’s unchastity.112 Within this broad spectrum, 
sin is not just a personal matter. It is a threat to the entire community. In 
an interview that was viewed 136,000 times, Rukiye Genç, a representative 
of the Menzil order, another important Naqshbandi current, clearly related 
religious mandates for individuals to the moral standing of the community. 
For her, the well-being of the whole community is exposed to a spiritual 
threat as soon as the privacy of the individual’s body is compromised. The 
issue at stake is as much political as private: “As you know, Satan deceived 
our father and mother [Adam and Eve] by making them show their ady-
tum [mahrem yer]. . . . [Satan] first attacks their genitals [edep yeri]. In other 
words, he invades their privacy [mahremiyet]. . . . In a community that has 
lost its decency [edep], there is no more peace and well-being [afiyet], because 
that community becomes a plaything of Satan. So protect your private parts, 
like your heart.”113
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The internal elements of contagion risk are closely connected to the exter-
nal risk factors that similarly pose a threat to the spiritual well-being of the 
community. Abdullah Yolcu, whom I quoted above, explains the interest of 
men in anal sex with these external factors:

When we were young .  .  . there were rarely [pornographic] pictures.  
Then the magazines started popping up like mushrooms. The scum of 
European civilization. . . . Then the internet. . . . Now every woman, every 
young man . . . watch all sorts of things. . . . It’s the reflection of their filthy 
culture. . . . 

The relationship of man to man was the act of the primal tribes. . . . Where 
does AIDS come from? From anal intercourse. They had sexual intercourse 
with a species of monkey in Africa. . . . Eighty percent of the spread of AIDS 
in Europe is due to anal sex. . . . Women who do that in movies are prostitutes 
[ fahişe]. . . . [Now responding to the woman who emailed him] If he . . . insists 
on [his demand], you have the right to divorce him.114

The forbidden forms of sexual intercourse directly challenge the core of 
Yolcu’s classification of impurity, which ensures sexual homogeneity and 
solidarity within his heterosexual male group. Therefore, he must present 
these threats as alien to the dominant culture. The threat is successfully used 
to draw a line between European infidels and Muslims.

As his advice to his female follower to divorce her husband indicates, 
concern for the spiritual purity of an individual takes precedence over 
the sacred status of the family. Enforcing the principles of moral order 
to reaffirm the hierarchy between bodily fluids, aromatic substances, and 
sartorial practices is a political priority for the peace and well-being of the 
entire community.

Because the protection of the woman’s body from pollution is essential 
to overcome any danger of a spiritual pandemic, a religious leader may even 
affirm divorce. Separation has the same function as isolation amid a pan-
demic. Affirming Mary Douglas’s insightful dictum that dirt is “matter out 
of place,”115 an object could be a toxicant in one place and a safe material in 
another. This need to arrange space to avoid toxicities assigns religious lead-
ers the authority to call for broader political intervention. What makes the 
issue political is that toxicity has a contagious form. These substances and 
practices can be seen, heard, touched, or even ingested. The role of politics 
is to establish and enforce certain visual, aromatic, and acoustic boundaries 
between people to reduce the risk of contagion.
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Salvation.  With its emphasis on toxiphobia, the narrative of the religious 
orders justifies an individualist notion of salvation as the spiritual goal of 
the Muslims. In the words of Osman Nuri Topbaş, “heaven is marketed” to 
those who have the resources. Rukiye Genç confirmed this point in the inter-
view I quoted above. According to her interpretation, this world is a “game” 
with losers and winners: “When we bid for paradise (cennete talip isek), when 
we bid for the blessings of God, the book in our hand is clear. The rules in 
the book are clear. If the world is a game, the rules are in front of us. Those 
who play the game by its rules will go to the promised Heaven.”116 A collec-
tive effort to isolate individuals from each other is a must in order to reduce 
the risk of contagion, yet everyone is on his own in this game. Collaborative 
interaction between Muslim individuals is justified only if it contributes to 
the individual salvation.

Indeed, the individuality of salvation is so crucial that not only strang-
ers but also family members must negotiate the terms of their relationships 
carefully, lest they jeopardize their personal salvation. Men can and do pose 
a toxic threat to their wives. Women, in return, can spread toxicity in the 
community with their sartorial, sonic, and aromatic practices. The alien evil 
forces are waiting just outside the gates of the community.

To give order to this chaos, the narrative of the religious orders creates 
two boundaries and three actors to define the social. The actors are the indi-
vidual, the community, and the outside world. The individual is susceptible 
to contamination and can contaminate others. He or she (there is no “they” 
as a community member in this narrative) must be protected, but he or she 
is also a risk factor. Redemption is the result of individual effort and riches, 
not collective effort.

In the narrative, individuals atomize the community. The outside world 
has the opposite effect, so the community should take political measures to 
minimize potential harm from it. Formation of the community reflects a bal-
ance between the centrifugal effects that isolate individuals from each other 
for the sake of spiritual hygiene and the centripetal effects that establish the 
basis of policies in the public sphere to protect members of the community 
from the external risk of pollution. The result is a phobic community. Its 
members are afraid of the toxic properties of other members and they are also 
collectively afraid of the toxic effects of the outside world. These two types of 
fears are difficult to reconcile. Therefore, although the moral order promises 
protection from the phobias, it also generates them.
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A Phobic Community

The Islamists have sought the support of the faubourgeoisie since the 1970s. 
Promotion of nonmonopoly industrialists has been a policy priority for the 
past half century. What has been kept, modified, and quit in their discourse 
and policymaking during this period illustrates the significance of this goal 
for the Islamists. The faubourgeoisie’s interest in and later support for the 
Islamists has been conditional. Three factors turned the Islamists into a close 
ally of this social class.

First, the political cadres used every resource at their disposal to sub-
sidize small producers. If one political economic component identifies 
Turkish Islamism, it is the provision of cheap credit for small manufactur-
ers. The ideological adaptation of the movement in the 1990s was a conse-
quence of the new conditions to fulfill this promise, not a metamorphosis 
of the Islamists from an antimodernist or even anticapitalist current to a 
neoliberal one.

The second factor is the historical role of the pious business com-
munity in the dissemination of this promise along with a new business 
mindset to a growing population of small manufacturers since the 1990s. 
The pioneers of this community were mostly entrepreneurs in metro-
politan regions, not provincial cities. The core identity they shared was 
not their religious or even political perspectives but the size of their 
businesses: small and medium manufacturers in Istanbul spread a new busi-
ness narrative to the rest of the country in pursuit of a civilizing mis-
sion. This narrative framed and affirmed the toxic competition among 
these manufacturers, so the Islamist political cadres benefited from  
this campaign.

The third factor is the historical role religious orders played in the Islamist 
movement. The central function of religious orders within the movement is 
to generate a narrative the Islamist-faubourgeois alliance can use to reach 
out to the proletariat. The core of this narrative is not the promotion of 
an ascetic worldview to credit the working people’s toil and poverty but 
the formation of a dynamic set of norms as the basis of a moral commu-
nity. Although these norms are tailored for individual classes, they apply to 
everyone, so the narrative cuts across class lines or makes the class element 
invisible. The narrative is not a misrepresentation of the interests of the 
faubourgeoisie but the universalization of those interests as the hegemonic 
values of entire working-class communities.
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The next and maybe the most critical question is how the alliance 
between the Islamists and the faubourgeoisie helped both parties frame 
the perspective of the proletariat about their everyday life practices, work 
experiences, and communities in a way that helped the alliance come to 
power in 2002 and stay in power since then.
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The Faubourgeoisie and the Proletariat

Trust and Phobia

I would occasionally stop by my cousin Fazıl’s jewelry store to talk 
to him about his business and about daily living conditions in my 2007–8 
research setting, Bağcılar, a district of Istanbul in the middle of the largest 
working-class region of the country. At one of these meetings, we sat as usual 
on short stools on the narrow sidewalk in front of his store in the middle of 
the district’s central neighborhood as the day drew to a close. After the fourth 
tea, we had run out of things to talk about. In our silent cognitive fatigue, 
we stared at the cars on the busy street. Then Fazıl pointed his misbaha at a 
woman crossing the street and sucked his teeth to express displeasure at her 
clothes: her T-shirt and jeans revealed too much of her body.

Then, as if she had heard us (and maybe she had), the woman turned 
around and walked in our direction. As she approached the store’s entrance, 
Fazıl jumped from his stool and held the door open for her. After rum-
maging through some gold jewelry with the help of the now very polite 
Fazıl, she gave him a sincere, warm smile and said, “Maybe later [Belki 
sonra].” As the woman left, Fazıl looked embarrassed for a brief moment, 
perhaps because I had witnessed this scene. He overcame the discomfort, 
as indicated by a change in his posture, and whispered, “You can’t trust 
these people.”

As discussed in the previous chapter, trust is almost an alien sentiment 
for entrepreneurs like Fazıl. He did not trust other jewelry store owners. He 
had a couple of tenement projects in the neighboring district; he did not trust 
other small contractors. As the picture of a slightly younger version of him 
in a karate uniform (gi) with a black belt and clenched fists that hung on the 
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front window of the jewelry display in his shop indicated, he was not an easy 
man to tackle. He did not trust his customers.

Committed Justice and Development Party (AKP) voters shared Fazıl’s 
trust issues. In a 2020 street interview posted on a YouTube channel based in 
Antalya, a relatively liberal metropolitan city, a reporter asked random people 
on the street for their opinion of a statement about foreign policy, saying it 
had been made by the secularist main opposition leader. In the middle of 
the interview, she corrected herself per the script, told the interviewee it was 
actually President Tayyip Erdoğan of the AKP who made the statement, and 
asked the interviewee again for his opinion. Here is an excerpt from one of 
these interviews:

Reporter:  Are you happy with the AKP?
Interviewee (a man in his fifties):  Yes, of course.
Reporter:  The opposition leader Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu said yesterday 

that we should change our course toward America and Europe. How 
would you comment on that?

Interviewee:  Kılıçdaroğlu makes no sense. He says one thing today 
and something else the next day. He does not know what he’s talking 
about.

Reporter:  Do you think we should change our course toward America 
and Europe?

Interviewee:  No, no, no . . . Europe is hostile toward us. We can take 
care of ourselves. We do not need them. They are the ones who depend 
on us.

Camer aman:  [He corrects the reporter as part of the script] It was 
Erdoğan who said that, not Kılıçdaroğlu.

Reporter:  Sir, I am sorry. I am absentminded today. Yes, it was Erdoğan 
who said that we should change our course toward the West.

Interviewee:  If it was Erdoğan who said that, then that’s right.
Reporter:  Should we change our course toward America and Europe?
Interviewee:  [Now reluctantly] I do not want to talk about politics, 

but they [the Erdoğan clique] know better. We [the people] should not 
discuss these things. If Erdoğan said that, then that’s right.1

The relationship of people like Fazıl with his female customer can help 
make sense of this interview. Fazıl and others with a similar status in the 
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local community shape the social identity of working people in favor of 
the Islamists. In Cedric Johnson’s words, the working people eventually 
“equate [their] social identity with [their] political interests.”2 This equation 
turns the neighborhood into an echo chamber of the alliance between the 
Islamists and the social class Fazıl personifies, the faubourgeoisie. The nar-
rative of the alliance absolves this local elite and its favorite political cadre 
of responsibility for hardships the working people experience in these echo 
chambers. Persistent intergenerational poverty, thirteen-hour workdays, and 
unemployment are the fault of foreign powers or the secularists. Because 
those theories split opinions from the facts, the working people, like those 
under a totalitarian regime, are expected to give up their political opinions 
and adopt new and starkly contradictory ones whenever the Islamist political 
cadre changes its mind. The relationship between the proletariat and the 
faubourgeois-Islamist alliance is rooted in the domination of the proletariat 
by the alliance, not in a common past or clientelist transactions.

The Sweatshops

The first time I suspected that domination could be the right concept for 
describing the relationship between the proletariat and the faubourgeois-
Islamist alliance was during my 2007 pilot project for the yearlong partici-
pant observation I planned to conduct in 2008 at manufacturing sweatshops 
owned by the local elite. At that point, my main goal was to observe dif-
ferences in labor practices between smaller and larger manufacturing facili-
ties operating in the same supply chain. In theory, finding such enterprises 
should not have been difficult. There were literally thousands of them in 
Istanbul. However, it was not easy to get access to these sweatshops. In the 
pilot study, I conducted 107 interviews with owners of such establishments, 
and none of them accepted my request to work and conduct research, with 
one exception: what I call Center Factory, a relatively large garment plant 
employing roughly 250 workers.

The invitation looked to me like a golden ticket to a large pool of sweat-
shops. Center Factory sat atop a complex local supply chain composed of 
over four dozen smaller sweatshops employing over three thousand workers. 
I assumed it would be easy to work in a sweatshop affiliated with this larger 
facility. This proved not to be the case. The owner of Center Factory decided 
to invest in Ethiopia to cut costs and reduce his footprint in Turkey. Furious 
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with this decision, its subsidiaries turned down my request, one after another, 
even though management had warmly recommended me.

After this failure, I began working undercover at a medium-sized garment 
facility that had no long-term relationship with the Center Factory or other 
major garment factories in the district and revealed my identity a few weeks 
later. It was not until the final stages of my observations at this facility, which 
I refer to as Independent Sweatshop, that I received permission to work at 
one of Center Factory’s subsidiaries, which I call Follower Sweatshop, thanks 
to a referral from a coworker at Center Factory. I later worked in a fourth and 
much smaller facility employing fewer than ten workers, which I call Family 
Sweatshop, thanks to another recommendation from a coworker friend, a 
socialist activist, at Independent Sweatshop.

This struggle to gain access to these workplaces both before and during 
my research told me that small industrialists were trying to keep the eyes of 
outsiders like me out of their neighborhoods and workplaces, even though 
their facilities could use my unpaid labor. They would not have had this con-
cern if they had shared a religious-fraternal relationship with their workers 
or provided them satisfactory material conditions and wages.

My yearlong experience as an unskilled worker at four garment plants 
employing between ten and 250 workers only verified my initial suspicion 
during the pilot project. From the smallest, the Family Sweatshop, to the larg-
est, Center Factory, each workplace enabled the local elite, who allied with 
the Islamist movement, to dominate their workers in a complex ensemble of 
social relations that framed not only workplace dynamics but also the norms 
of the neighborhood and their workers’ perspective about their neighbor-
hood and community. My observations at one plant after another let me see 
that three dynamics lie at the center of the relationship of workers to the 
faubourgeois-Islamist alliance. These dynamics constitute three interrelated 
regimes of domination: the labor regime about work and employment condi-
tions, the gaze regime about community relations, and the hygiene regime 
about the ontological perspectives of the proletariat.

Family Sweatshop

My observations at Family Sweatshop, a small facility employing eight fam-
ily members, were the most useful in enabling me to see the impact of the 
labor regime, which is about the relationship of the workers to the Islamist-
faubourgeois alliance on the shop floor and in the local labor market. This 
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sweatshop’s struggle to survive in a chaotic market environment and its 
later success illustrated how the class position of small industrialists often 
trumped other aspects of their identity when it came to their relationship 
with their workers. When I met the owner, whom I am calling Mr. Survivor, 
he was planning to open a sweatshop with a partner. I was introduced to 
him by Cahit, one of my coworkers at Independent Sweatshop. He expressed 
interest in my project, especially when I told him that although I would be 
doing research, I wanted to work as a simple laborer. He could use an extra 
hand, he told me, at least for a few weeks.

Mr. Survivor was Kurdish. In 1996, he and his family moved from 
Diyarbakır, the unofficial capital of Turkish Kurdistan, to Istanbul after 
the Turkish military forcibly evacuated his village in order to prevent, they 
claimed, logistical support of fighters in the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), a common practice in the 1990s. Like his partner, who came from 
Diyarbakır in 1998 under similar conditions, he was an internally displaced 
person. At the age of seventeen, Mr. Survivor began working in sweatshops 
in Istanbul and soon became a foreman. He gained enough confidence to 
open one of his own in 2003. It was a failure, as was another in 2006, and 
he returned to work in the last sweatshop that had employed him. Now, in 
2008, I was witnessing Mr. Survivor’s third attempt.

Two partners rented a five-hundred-square-foot store front on the first 
floor of an apartment building for about $300 per month. They purchased 
used sewing machines and convinced their sisters and wives to work for them 
for a pittance. For an office, the partners curtained off thirty square feet on 
the shop floor of their modest operation and set up the sewing machines  
in the remaining space. There was no kitchen.

All eight family members, including the partners, operated sewing 
machines. One of them also acted as foreman, a job that entailed organizing 
and training family members as workers, four of whom had no experience at 
all. The partners had neither applied for a permit nor registered their busi-
ness, having decided they would do the tedious paperwork only after they 
completed their first order—if they had a first order. Which they did.

Initially, the partners worried the pace was too slow. After they failed 
numerous times to set up a functioning assembly line, they realized there 
were too few of them to assign each worker a specific task, as they had been 
doing. As they debated the problem during a tea break, one of the partners 
suggested they try what he had seen at another sweatshop. Instead of assign-
ing different tasks to each of the eight of them, they should assign everyone 
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the same task and then move to the next one. This was precisely the strat-
egy that Stephen Marglin described as an ingenious alternative to what 
Adam Smith had famously recommended in his imaginary pin factory.3 To 
Marglin, the Smithian assembly line was more an instrument of domination 
than a technological innovation that boosts the dexterity of the workers. 
Confirming his prediction, the plan proved a great success and the partners 
delivered their first order on time.

The new system worked better than the traditional assembly line because 
it saved time and lowered transaction costs by not having the workers move 
parts from one to the other. In a sweatshop consisting exclusively of family 
members, who had an incentive to work as fast as they could—they were all 
in this together—the partners of Family Sweatshop did not have to use a 
traditional assembly line to pressure laborers to keep things moving. Family 
solidarity gave this microscopic enterprise a chance in a business environ-
ment where only the cruelest employer won the game.

The mastermind of the strategy, Mr. Survivor, had a complex personality. 
He was an ardent supporter of the PKK—which is on the terror list of many 
countries, including Turkey and the United States—and a staunch supporter 
of its leader, Abdullah Öcalan: “If Apo [Öcalan] said this white wall is black, 
I would see it as black.” Deeply engaged politically, he was curious about my 
views on Kurdish and national politics, which I shared with him. Although 
the PKK was widely considered leftist, Mr. Survivor’s beliefs were deeply 
imbued with Sunni Islamic values.

One Friday, the men in the sweatshop, including myself, attended an 
illegal mosque for prayers. Located on the first floor of a residential build-
ing, the mosque, which occupied about three thousand square feet, had  
all the necessary ceremonial accoutrements: rugs on the floor, a mihrab 
indicating the direction of Mecca, and a pulpit. It also had public toi-
lets. But it was not registered with the Directorate of Religious Affairs, 
to prevent the authorities from choosing the imam, who would probably 
be Turkish. The imam of this underground mosque preached in Kurdish, 
which, in the eyes of the authorities, was an even more serious offense than 
the fact that the mosque was not registered. The mosque offered a safe 
haven from the racism of everyday life, a sacred space where Sunni Kurdish 
men felt part of their ethnoreligious community. In their mosque, they 
could pray with people like themselves and ignore the political or class 
differences among them.
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However, this sense of peace, serenity, and ethnic solidarity did not 
extend beyond the walls of the mosque. Mr. Survivor had launched his 
business with the assumption that one of his acquaintances would provide 
them enough orders to keep their sweatshop running. The two men had 
met a few years earlier, when Mr. Survivor was working as the foreman 
at another sweatshop. Not only was this middleman not Kurdish, their 
relationship was purely transactional. This acquaintance expected to earn 
a hefty commission for the orders he provided for Family Sweatshop. These 
expectations were not being met on either side—both the orders and the 
commissions were too small.

During summer 2009, about a year after I worked for Mr. Survivor,  
I visited him to see how things were going. Over the course of that year,  
Mr. Survivor had moved his sweatshop to a larger site in the same area. He 
now employed about twenty workers and his company was working for cli-
ents selling to foreign markets. The contracts he received paid better than 
those from the previous year. Given the growing volume of business, he could 
no longer rely on his relatives because, as he explained, “We have grown so 
much that we can no longer manage alone. We need to employ strangers 
whom we can scold when they are not performing well enough. You can’t 
shout at members of your own family.”

As Harry Braverman has discussed, the “deskilling process” assigns 
the conception part of the capitalist labor process to management and the 
execution part to workers. This separation weakens the position of work-
ers, who lose their ability to see their productive role in the overall labor 
process.4 A Smithian assembly line had to replace Marglinian teamwork 
if Mr. Survivor was to survive the market conditions. He saw himself as 
a victim of Michael Burawoy’s market despotism5 and blamed mystical 
global forces for low wages and tough work conditions. He felt he did not 
need to work with the family anymore, because he knew that Kurdish 
workers tired of discrimination in the labor force6 would keep knocking 
on his door for a job.

Soon, like thousands of others in his and other, similar neighborhoods, he 
joined the faubourgeois-Islamist alliance. The bait that trapped him was his 
aspiration to grow rich enough to overcome the hardships he had experienced 
after his family was forced to leave Diyarbakır and move to Istanbul. He 
pushed himself to work harder and harder in hopes of turning a haunting 
nightmare into a dream come true. In the meantime, he would become a 
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cog of local labor relations, perpetuating the suboptimal working and living 
conditions of his workers and many others.

Follower Sweatshop

If an entrepreneur like Mr. Survivor does well for a decade, his business 
might become a medium-sized enterprise, employing dozens or even a few 
hundred people. If that happens, perks like a fancy car, a summer house, and 
perhaps even a mistress would be within his reach. More importantly, the 
entrepreneur would enjoy high respect from his neighbors and relatives. Now 
a member of the local elite, he would feel a duty to enforce the social norms 
of the community.

Mr. Follower was one of those successful businesspeople. Until recently, 
his main customer had been Center Factory, yet he let me work at his sweat-
shop (unlike the other subsidiaries of Center Factory) because I was intro-
duced to him by Deniz, one of my coworkers at Center. Like the owner of 
Center Factory, Mr. Follower had immigrated to Istanbul from Iğdır, a small, 
impoverished town on the Armenian border. After working in various sweat-
shops for a few years, he, like Mr. Survivor, borrowed a few thousand dollars 
from relatives and opened a sweatshop in a seven-hundred-square-foot store 
in 1988 in Halkalı, one of the neighborhoods where I had spent two months 
for my 2008 research project. Together with other members of his family, 
he bought nine sewing machines to launch the new enterprise. By 1993,  
Mr. Follower and his partner had moved to a new, larger space measuring 
2,200 square feet, which had room for twenty sewing machines. By 1995, they 
had moved again and were renting five thousand square feet in the nearby 
neighborhood of İkitelli, where they had room for forty sewing machines. 
His growth was closely tied to the growth of Center Factory, and the growth 
of Center in turn depended on his capacity to make his employees work for 
longer hours and lower wages than Center.

My observations at Follower Sweatshop convinced me that relations 
between these sweatshop owners and their workers are framed not only on 
the shop floor and in the local labor market but also in the neighborhood 
through social pressure, what I call the gaze regime. Mr. Follower had vast 
knowledge about the local community: who was who and who did what. 
Given the suboptimal wages and work conditions, labor force volatility was 
high in these sweatshops. Thus, he had to be an active member of his com-
munity and engage with workers like Deniz if he wanted to have access to a 
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pool of workers large enough to let him have the upper hand over his current 
and prospective workers. This practical concern put him at the center of a 
gaze regime that fostered three interconnected practices.

First, as in Michel Foucault’s treatment of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon,7 
the disciplinary function of the gaze is embedded in the physicality of urban 
spaces8 and is reproduced by actors to produce the often violently sexualized 
other in their social landscape.9 His involvement in the social life of his work-
ers was an asset.

Second, rather than being a unidirectional exercise of power, gaze has 
a reciprocal character.10 The panopticon metaphor obscures the dialecti-
cal nature of the gaze as a relationship.11 Observations visualized with the 
panopticon metaphor are accurate but incomplete. Despite being in a weak 
position, workers, women, and members of ethnic and religious minorities 
contribute to the making of the gaze regime as well.

Third, the actions and reactions of actors in different layers of local power 
hierarchies make the gaze regime a formative process that shapes the identi-
ties of these actors. In Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s lexicon, this is referred to 
as “intercorporeal”12 or “carnal intersubjectivity.”13 Merleau-Ponty rejected 
Cartesian body-mind dualism, which regards behavior “as an external repre-
sentation of an internal state.” This process cannot be based on the assump-
tion that the other can be reduced to the actor’s thought of the other. Thus, 
Merleau-Ponty’s intercorporeal subjectivity makes the gaze a formative expe-
rience for those gazed upon.14 Agency does not depend on the contingencies 
of context for social interactions. Agency has an agenda that is shaped by this 
carnal intersubjectivity. Reaction to the gaze cannot be reduced to a prag-
matic response to the scopophobic effect of an independent mind that resists 
domination with stable subjectivity. In simpler terms, the gaze regime entails 
a distinct socialization process that demarcates deviance and conformity for 
community members.

Independent Sweatshop

The growth prospects of individual entrepreneurs are closely related to 
their success in presenting the gaze practices and the labor process as pil-
lars of the moral values of the community and identifying themselves as the 
moral guardians of the community. The owner of Independent Sweatshop, 
Mr. Independent, was not an exemplary entrepreneur in this regard. He 
had owned his business since the flourishing 1990s. In the 1980s, at the 
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age of only twenty-two, he was a foreman in a small sweatshop. In 1991, he 
opened his own sweatshop, initially with ten sewing machines. By the mid-
1990s, he owned a factory employing 180 workers with an annual turnover 
of $1.5 million.

His business grew faster than Mr. Follower’s during those years, so he was 
about to move up to a higher business league. He had an aggressive growth 
mindset. All he needed was a little bit of luck and good decisions about his 
loan portfolio. However, by 2008, when I worked on the assembly line in 
his company, Mr. Independent employed only about seventy people and had 
annual turnover of $700,000.

Unlike Mr. Follower, Mr. Independent enjoyed talking about politics, 
maybe because of his business’s decline. He blamed the downturn of his busi-
ness on the AKP’s monetary policy in the first decade of the 2000s: “The 
monetary policy has ruined us. . . . This new system has led to the exploita-
tion of my workers by foreign powers [dış güçler].” The policy he referred to  
was the International Monetary Fund–backed strong Turkish lira strategy, 
which the Islamists inherited from the secularist coalition government after 
the 2001 crisis and continued to implement well until the 2010s because 
growing global demand allowed currency appreciation without significantly 
compromising phenomenal export growth.

It surprised me that Mr. Independent did not seem to care that I had started 
to work at his sweatshop as an undercover agent. Later, I realized that our con-
versations about monetary policy and many other political subjects were not just 
talk, but were his way to make me part of his parallel struggle in the Istanbul 
Textile and Apparel Exporters Association (ITKIB). His candidate in ITKIB 
elections, Abdi Köse, wanted to turn the association into a political platform 
representing the interests of small industrialists against bigger ones.

At his request, I took part in Köse’s propaganda meetings as  
Mr. Independent’s aide. While carrying mocktails to the friends of Mr. 
Independent in large hotel halls, I eavesdropped on their conversations about 
the administration’s Turquality project, which provided subsidies for bigger 
exporting companies but left theirs no support. Köse’s supporters frequently 
interrupted his speeches with slogans, gave their own intense short speeches, 
and even read poems they wrote for him. Having a PhD in textile engineer-
ing and owning a medium-sized textile and garment facility in Istanbul, Köse 
was the perfect candidate to represent thousands of entrepreneurs against the 
bigger players in Istanbul’s chaotic textile and garment industries. The result 
was less than satisfactory. Köse received no more votes than the number of 
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participants at his meetings. Another candidate, who was not an Islamist but 
was on good terms with the government at that time, won the election. The 
small industrialists I talked to on election day had a reason not to support 
Köse: to them, entrepreneurs who complained about the Islamist govern-
ment were avoiding responsibility for the business decisions they made. They 
needed to find a leader to negotiate with the government, not to fight it.

Center Factory

Mr. Independent tried to substitute his business association politics for the 
connection Mr. Self-Made Man had with his workers. Mr. Self-Made Man 
was one of the rare success stories in Bağcılar. Working in his favor was the 
fact that he came to Istanbul a decade earlier than the other three entrepre-
neurs discussed in this chapter. Still, he started his business, which I call 
Center Factory, in 1986 with only five sewing machines in a sweatshop in 
Zeytinburnu, a district that had been in the center of the Istanbul garment 
sector well into the 1980s. He established a good reputation as a hardworking 
entrepreneur. In 1988, Mr. Self-Made Man met his future partner, who spoke 
German fluently and developed business connections in Germany. When 
they agreed to collaborate, Mr. Self-Made Man took full responsibility for 
the business side of things in Istanbul, and his partner established contacts 
in Germany.

In 1991, Mr. Self-Made Man and his partner moved the business five miles 
from Zeytinburnu to Bağcılar, the preferred district of rural migrants from  
his hometown, Iğdır. About a quarter of the workers were immigrants  
from Mr. Self-Made Man’s hometown, and 12 percent of them lived in the 
nearby neighborhood where Mr. Self-Made Man’s father and brother lived. 
Mr. Self-Made Man encouraged his fellow countrymen [hemşehris] to open 
their own sweatshops and become part of his local supply chain. This strategy 
gave Mr. Self-Made Man access to reliable labor, a privilege many sweatshop 
owners did not have, and helped his German-speaking partner find long-
term customers in Germany.

As Center Factory became the hub of a large network of supplier  
sweatshops—like the one Mr. Follower owned—the volume of orders from 
Germany grew. By 2005, Center employed four hundred workers, and its 
subsidiaries in and around Bağcılar employed over three thousand. Those 
working in subsidiary sweatshops earned wages 10–20 percent below what 
laborers were paid at Center, and they rarely received benefits.
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Given the depressed salaries paid by Center Factory’s satellite sweatshops, 
the model of expanding the number of satellites proved highly cost effective. 
Soon, the company became one of the largest clothing manufacturers in the 
country. With an annual export volume of $50 million, the factory was one of 
the five hundred largest industrial companies in Turkey for four consecutive 
years between 2001 and 2004, according to the Istanbul Chamber of Industry.

What distinguished Mr. Self-Made Man from Mr. Independent was the 
former’s capacity to find himself a position in the local politics of the neigh-
borhood as the guardian of a moral order discursively constructed by the 
religious orders, which is what I call the hygiene regime. The main motif, 
which entrepreneurs like him borrowed from those Muslim religious orders, 
was something I initially overlooked during my 2008 research: my cowork-
ers repeatedly referred to the concept of pollution in different contexts. I 
gradually became aware of a pattern that points to the old binary of sacred 
and profane.15 As mentioned in the previous chapter, the scholar who turned 
this age-old trope into a useful tool for my observations is Mary Douglas, 
who came up with the well-known formula of dirt as “matter out of place.”16 
According to this, pollution and the fear of it refer to the positions or places 
of individuals in relation to others. Boosting the toxiphobia emerging from 
this notion of dirt, local industrialists defined the symbolic boundaries of 
their community and, therefore, their respectable position in that commu-
nity. Because they saw it as an instrument to help them endure the drudgery 
and the gaze, workers would be immersed in the narrative, which ultimately 
represented the self-image of the faubourgeoisie.

Encouraged by Center Factory’s success, Mr. Self-Made Man overlooked 
the significance of this factor and made a bold move around 2005. He wanted 
to repeat what he achieved in Bağcılar in a distant part of the world, only 
at a larger scale. At about the same time that I started working there, man-
agement began downsizing the plant in Bağcılar and moving production 
to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The new factory in Addis Ababa (see figure 14) 
had the capacity to hire ten thousand workers. Center Factory had invested 
$100 million in this facility, making it the largest textile operation in East 
Africa and one of the largest industrial plants in Ethiopia. According to the 
company’s predictions, by 2013 the plant was expected to account for more 
than 60 percent of Ethiopia’s textile and clothing exports.17 Earning about 
thirty dollars per month, or 10 percent of the minimum wage in Turkey, the 
laborers wove high-quality Ethiopian cotton into cloth, destined for making 
garments for the German market.
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During a two-week pilot study in Addis Ababa in 2010, I realized that 
Center Factory’s Addis Ababa campus was not the only Turkish investment 
in that city. Turkey was at the time the largest investor in terms of the num-
ber of foreign companies in Ethiopia and the second largest, after China, in 
terms of volume of capital investment. As I learned my way around the city, 
I found the main expat hangout at the Sheraton Hotel. With an unmistak-
able colonial feel, its large, lavish lobby was filled with entrepreneurs from 
all over the world: representatives of European agribusiness companies 
looking for land to acquire, Chinese entrepreneurs looking for ways to 
sell their countrymen’s products, and of course Turkish entrepreneurs who 
owned and ran companies of all sizes. In this broader picture, Mr. Self-
Made Man looked like an agent of what I call “the second tier of globaliza-
tion.” He was in the process of incorporating relatively untouched regions 
of global capitalism into the economies of the non–North Atlantic world 
as an agent of monopoly capital.

My initial impressions in Addis Ababa persuaded me that Mr. Self-
Made Man was on his way to becoming a new member of the transnational 
bourgeoisie, yet that did not happen. In 2018, Mr. Self-Made Man’s factory 

Figure 14.  Shop floor in Center Factory’s facility in Addis Ababa. Photograph by Utku 
Balaban, May 31, 2010.
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in Addis Ababa filed for bankruptcy.18 Lack of proper infrastructure was 
one reason for the failure. For instance, transportation of finished prod-
ucts was routinely delayed because the railway the Chinese were build-
ing from Addis Ababa to Djibouti was not yet fully operational in 2010. 
However, the core issue was the human factor. According to a brief survey 
I conducted at the facility, only 5 percent of the employees had worked 
in a textile factory before. The workers I talked to were unexceptionally 
unhappy with the long work hours, even though they were much shorter 
than those of their Turkish counterparts. The Turkish administration  
had a limited understanding of the social dynamics among workers of 
Oromo, Amhara, and Tigray origin. Mr. Self-Made Man had a work-
force that had not been fully proletarianized. Unlike in Bağcılar, he did  
not have a special connection to his Ethiopian workers to facilitate the 
proletarianization process.

In fact, this factory was just a bloated subsidiary of European retailers.  
Mr. Self-Made Man was merely an actor on a much wider stage who was 
given the role of testing the feasibility of proletarianizing the urban work-
force in Addis Ababa on behalf of his European partners. As the role model 
for much smaller entrepreneurs like Mr. Survivor and an object of envy for 
others like Mr. Independent, multimillionaires like Mr. Self-Made Man 
may employ, directly or indirectly, hundreds or even thousands of workers 
in complex local supply chains. However, the source of the fortune of these 
nonmonopoly entrepreneurs is not their small capital but their exclusive 
relationship with the workers of their home country, hometown, ethnicity, 
or religion. They are only buyers of money and technology, not sellers. They 
are not “too big to fail.”

The Neighborhoods

The Iğdır Neighborhood

A factor in Mr. Self-Made Man’s success in Turkey was his privileged access 
to a sizable pocket within the vast labor pool in Bağcılar and its neighbor-
ing districts. Roughly half a mile away from Center Factory, this pocket of 
about half a square mile was called the Iğdır neighborhood because most 
of its thirty thousand residents were migrants from Iğdır, a city on the 
Armenian border, who followed the Shia-Jaferi faith and spoke the Azeri 
dialect of Turkish.
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I lived in this neighborhood for about two months during my fieldwork. 
My observations there informed my experiences at Center Factory and illu-
minated the role of the local elite. This neighborhood came close to what 
one might call an ethnoreligious ghetto. Most Iğdır migrants had moved to 
the neighborhood in the mid-1980s, when much of the building stock was 
still simple single-story houses. The new community set up informal credit 
mechanisms that enabled the relatively affluent to build apartment buildings 
and a mosque for the Shia-Jaferi faithful. Migrants from various Iğdır vil-
lages founded associations. The community was organized around a complex 
network or federation of village associations that marked kinship status at 
different levels. These associations operated under the spiritual leadership of 
the mosque community.

The formation of this network was coupled with the ideological transfor-
mation of the inchoate community. In the 1980s, the Iğdır community was 
home to many socialists who had immigrated to the city in earlier decades 
and moved to the growing neighborhood from older working-class areas of 
Istanbul. In the early 1990s, the mosque community pushed these activists 
out of the neighborhood. Young coworkers from the neighborhood told me 
about the “cleansing” of the neighborhood to eliminate the “terrorist” activi-
ties of “some alcoholics” by leaders of the community who had “high moral 
values” (maneviyatı yüksek büyüklerimiz).

On my first visit to the neighborhood, I wanted to meet one of my clos-
est friends from Center Factory, Ahmet, and enjoy a sunny Sunday away 
from the dust and stress of the shop floor. As I walked from the bus stop, 
I noticed that the street was closed to traffic and a large group of people 
had gathered. Before I could figure out what they were doing on the street, 
the sonic shock of a strong beat in the air reached my ears. The beat was 
impressive but its source was unclear. Then I saw a black mass in the middle  
of the crowd, moving slowly on the street. I later discovered that this group of  
young men dressed in black was commemorating and mourning the Holy 
Twelve Imams. The source of the rhythmic beat, which I could hear from 
almost a hundred yards away, was the pounding of these young men’s fists 
on their chests. The entire street was decorated with black flags. Another 
reason the scene was impressive was that the spectators were in complete 
silence. Apart from the symbolic power of the ritual, this silence, a rarity in 
any working-class neighborhood in Istanbul, was extraordinary.

As chairman of his village association, the father of Mr. Self-Made Man 
was a leading patron of such religious activities. For example, Shiite believers 
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celebrate Newroz, the spring festival. Although Center Factory management 
did not give its workers the day off for this important event, my Jaferi friends 
and I decided to attend. During our lunch break, we hurried to the two-acre 
field in the neighborhood to catch part of the festivities. When we arrived, 
my friends told me with great pride that the speaker was the father of the 
factory owner.

As the head of the preparatory committee, he opened the ceremony. The 
Islamist mayor followed, emphasizing brotherhood between Sunnis and 
Shiites in his speech. Among the speakers on the podium, another person 
caught my eye. I remembered seeing him a few weeks earlier in the neighbor-
hood barbershop when I stopped to get a shave and make a few observations 
around the store. Everyone in the shop paid their respects, and the man and 
the barber were obviously displeased with my presence.

At that moment, I had been unaware that I had run into the religious 
leader of the neighborhood community, Selahattin Özgündüz. He lived  
in the neighborhood. The main entrance gate of his building, located next 
to the mosque, was decorated with reliefs of flowers and geometric shapes in 
gold-colored brass to signal its occupant’s high status. Many Iğdır migrants 
saw him as the leader of the Jaferi community in the country. My Jaferi 
friends at Center Factor rarely went to the mosque, yet they undoubtedly 
accepted Özgündüz’s moral authority. Even though he did not speak, his aura 
radiated from over fifty yards away.

Despite his considerable wealth, Mr. Self-Made Man’s father chose to live 
in this poor neighborhood. As we passed his building on another Sunday, 
my coworker friends not only let me know he lived there but also told me he 
kept all the other units in the building empty. This show of wealth amazed 
them, though I would not have known this detail had they not shared it with 
me: unlike Özgündüz’s house, the building was so unassuming that it easily 
blended into the concrete jungle around it.

There was not a single liquor store in this neighborhood, eyes were every-
where, and outsiders were under close scrutiny. This was a very conservative 
and exceptionally homogeneous community in terms of the ethnic and reli-
gious background of its inhabitants. Still, even though I lived there only a 
short time, I was able to get to know quite a few people, many of whom were 
very welcoming. This rapid socialization process was the result of my worker 
friends’ introductions to the community in my absence. People were curious 
about me because my friends knew I was a researcher. Nonetheless, it was a 
challenge to find an apartment, despite all the positive recommendations 
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from my worker friends, because I was a single man and therefore a potential 
threat to the honor of the neighborhood. Thus, the extremely damp base-
ment I rented—not only from the owner but also from the cockroaches that 
enjoyed their daily morning walk on my chest—was a blessing, even if I had 
to pay twice as much as he would have charged a family desperate to live in 
this suboptimal place.

The close relationships between the Center Factory owners and the 
community went beyond religious and regional events. As the largest 
employer in the neighborhood, the owners were willing to give anyone 
from the community a chance to work in their facilities. Their eagerness to 
recruit their compatriots, I believe, was closely related to a one-day wildcat 
strike in 2003 that resulted in the firing of about sixty workers. The strike 
was initiated by the owners’ compatriots who came to the city before the 
1980s; those who had come to Istanbul more recently sided with manage-
ment. In return, these loyal workers received employment in the factory for 
themselves and their families.

Despite his concerted effort to maintain close relations with the neighbor-
hood, the owner would not recruit his entire workforce from fellow country-
men because he knew they could use their ethnic, regional, and religious 
connections to organize against their employers. After all, the 2003 wildcat 
strike was initiated by their compatriots. However, as a minority in the fac-
tory, these workers could serve as a tool for the employer’s overall strategy to 
divide and rule the workers.

In other words, the sociocultural order of the city unequally distributes 
rewards for small and medium entrepreneurs in labor-intensive industries. 
Through an alliance with the religious leader, Mr. Self-Made Man was 
able to turn the Jaferi community into a reliable labor pool for his factory.  
As he built an elaborate local network of subsidiary sweatshops using  
that labor pool, he was able to dramatically expand the scale of his pro-
duction with docile labor and minimal worker turnover and resistance.  
Mr. Self-Made Man took this for granted when he made a nine-figure 
investment in Ethiopia.

The 2004 Mukhtar Election in Yenimahalle

Most working-class neighborhoods in Bağcılar and its surrounding districts 
were more ethnically, regionally, and religiously heterogeneous than the Iğdır 
neighborhood. There, the footprint of the local elite on local politics was 
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subtler. Thus, the stories I was told by my socialist-activist friends in one of 
those neighborhoods, Yenimahalle, about the 2004 local election drew my 
attention as a case that describes that effect.

I moved to Yenimahalle in the third phase of my fieldwork, when I started 
working at Independent Sweatshop. I had relatively close ties to Yenimahalle. 
Some of my relatives lived there, and during my student days from the late 
1990s to the early years of the 2000s, I was involved in the grassroots of a 
socialist political movement that had a base in this neighborhood. The place, 
known as Solidarity House (Dayanışma Evi), functioned as the local branch 
of the Socialist Solidarity Platform (SODAP).19 Another socialist branch was  
allegedly affiliated with the illegal Revolutionary People’s Liberation Party/
Front (DHKP-C). As a student, I visited Solidarity House to tutor high 
school students for their national college entrance exams. Some of these 
young people came from conservative families and grew up with conservative 
values. Most of our young female participants wore a hijab except in school.20 
I had good access to a wide variety of interlocutors.

In 2004, the position of neighborhood head (mukhtar) had been con-
tested in an election. Mukhtars collect and manage neighborhood residents’ 
basic data and help the authorities with local social welfare actions.21 This key 
political position connected urban communities with government authori-
ties. The race was between the incumbent mukhtar and two challengers 
representing two regional groups that together made up about 9 percent of 
the neighborhood population. The contest became politicized after the two 
socialist groups offered support to each challenger. The socialists had cer-
tain conditions for their support. For example, mukhtars charged residents 
roughly two dollars for the official documents they issued. Yenimahalle had 
a population of about twenty-nine thousand in 2006, so this service brought 
in considerable revenue. Both socialist-backed candidates promised to put 
this revenue into a neighborhood fund to finance community-based services 
and help the poor. They also promised to establish a neighborhood assembly 
that would make collective decisions about the community. This town meet-
ing would directly intervene in the neighborhood’s social problems, such as 
crime and drug use.

SODAP and alleged DHKP-C supporters ran an active and systematic 
campaign. They reached almost every household and made contact with most 
of the residents. Nevertheless, the incumbent mukhtar received fifty-eight 
hundred votes, and the two candidates supported by the socialist groups 
together received about forty-nine hundred votes.
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Although the split between the socialist factions did not help either of 
them, another reason for their defeat was the support the mukhtar received 
from the local elite. The mukhtar was a major donor to the neighborhood 
mosque and a regular in the community of mostly elderly mosque-goers who 
often gathered in its courtyard. Most members of the mosque community 
supported the incumbent mukhtar unconditionally. His two socialist-backed 
opponents courted support from their compatriots in the neighborhood.

Thanks to the mukhtar’s mediation, I was able to attend these court-
yard meetings four times. The number of participants varied between one 
and two dozen people. In addition to exchanges about the history of the 
neighborhood, their lively conversations about daily happenings provided 
me interesting insights into their view of politics. Most members of the 
group were apartment building owners and fathers of sweatshop owners. 
The topics of the day focused on criminal and morally unacceptable incidents 
such as burglaries and female debauchery, the business success and failure of 
their mostly wealthy acquaintances in the neighborhood, and their personal 
health situations.

Another frequent topic of conversation was the current state of their busi-
nesses or those of their sons. Those whose sons owned sweatshops in or near 
their neighborhoods shared with the others up-to-date information about 
the availability of workers and the regularity and deadlines of their busi-
nesses’ orders. Most in this group owned several apartments, so rental income 
was important. At one meeting, group members had an intense discussion 
about what percentage of rent increase would be fair for their tenants. I felt I 
was sitting in a secret trust meeting where the base rent for a neighborhood 
of twenty-nine thousand residents was being determined.

A third major topic was politics. Tensions between the AKP and the  
secularist opposition Republican People’s Party (RPP) usually headlined  
the daily conversations, with strong support for the AKP. Bashing of the RPP 
was followed by praise of AKP policies that had saved them from oppression 
by the infidel RPP. With a certain wariness of the threats and challenges 
ahead, the mosque community was generally optimistic about the future.

This optimism was not unfounded. Just before the 2008 crisis began to 
show its effects on the domestic economy, export volumes had grown phe-
nomenally over the past five years. The AKP government had issued three 
amnesties for unregistered additions to their residential buildings, effectively 
increasing the value of their residential buildings by 20–35 percent. As dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, the AKP also developed a universal health 
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care program that allowed their sons to avoid paying benefits as their workers 
gained access to health care through this program.

The mosque frequenters I spoke to in 2008 still had strong opinions  
about the 2004 race:

UB: What do you think of the candidates running against our mukhtar in 
the 2004 election?

Mehmet (one of the men in the courtyard, over sixty years old): They 
were terrorists. If one of them had become mukhtar, we would have lost 
our neighborhood honor [mahallenin namusu], and promiscuity would 
have prevailed.

UB: Did any of your relatives or acquaintances vote for them?
Mehmet: How should I know? Of course I told everyone to vote for our 

mukhtar. I made my family members take an oath not to vote for the 
other two. We let people know what kind of people they are.

Two competing electoral strategies had been at work. The socialists ran a 
grassroots campaign with great energy and good promises, and the mosque 
community reached out via word of mouth, propagandizing that the can-
didates supported by the socialists would bring vice and debauchery to the 
neighborhood. The mosque community had the moral high ground.

The competition was not fair. The mukhtar had government-funded 
tools at his disposal. For example, the Islamist government gave him 
considerable power to guide social workers as they selected some of the 
families among the poorest 10–15 percent of the neighborhood for welfare. 
A complex social network of the mukhtar’s local allies reminded them of 
the potential consequences of their political decisions, and some of them 
must have changed their minds. Furthermore, the socialists had only two 
branches in a large neighborhood. The mosque community and its allies 
had numerous businesses, sweatshops, and apartments. As economically 
prominent members of their communities, the mukhtar’s supporters could 
participate in the social and cultural life of the workers and stage political 
discussions in public spaces like the district’s 477 male-only coffeehouses, 
roughly one every five streets.22

Members of this local elite were also active in the associations founded by 
migrants from the same hometown or village. As the funders of these associa-
tions, they had say over their activities. This was the case in the association 
of my home village in Bağcılar, which my father had established in 1998 after 
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the 1980 coup failed to kill his interest in civic life. The association became 
a success in the later decade, and other relatively well-to-do fellow villagers 
took part in the administration, donated money, and gradually added reli-
gious elements to the activities. For example, they insisted that meetings start 
with prayers. The activities were not visibly political, yet these new religious 
motifs showed who was welcome in the community and who was not.

The biography of the mukhtar explains how he gained the support of this 
local political network. He had immigrated to Istanbul in 1958 at the age of 
sixteen to work in a textile factory near Zeytinburnu, one of the first and 
most important squatter settlements in Istanbul. This district was the center 
of Istanbul’s garment industry before the 1980s and remains an important 
location for clothing sweatshops. For several years, he worked in this and 
other factories in the region, occasionally returning to his hometown, Sivas in 
central Anatolia, to work in construction. In 1972, he migrated to Germany 
as a guest worker at a factory in Stuttgart. This was within the framework of 
the special agreement between Turkey and Germany, which led to a growing 
number of Turkish migrants in Germany. The Islamist movement was par-
ticularly strong among guest workers in Germany, and this was when he first 
came into contact with the Islamists. He returned to Turkey in 1978 after he 
had saved a considerable sum of money.

In our long conversations, he emphasized several times that he had 
returned because he did not want to raise his children in a non-Muslim soci-
ety. I was convinced he was sincere in this concern, but his decision was also 
linked to promising economic prospects in Istanbul. Upon his return, he 
settled in Bağcılar, then just slightly bigger than a village outside the city lim-
its. He used his savings to acquire some cheap plots from local farmers and 
sold the land at a high profit margin to subsequent immigrants. Together, 
they turned this village into a new town. By 2008, he had been the mukhtar 
of the neighborhood for a quarter century.

The story of his first election to this office provides valuable insight  
into the foundations of local politics. In 1983, migrants from Erzincan and 
Kars in Yenimahalle had not been satisfied with the mukhtar. Bağcılar was 
not its own municipality then, and mukhtars had the power to draw legally 
binding boundaries between individual lots and determine the location of 
streets and avenues. Often, they served as de facto city planners and designed 
the street network. Everyone with savings was eager to enclose the land and 
build multistory homes, and a development-friendly mukhtar could give 
the rural-to-urban migrants and local speculators a head start over others. 
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The decision of which street in the grid would become the main artery of  
a block or neighborhood could significantly increase or decrease the value  
of properties.

The migrants from Erzincan and Kars were determined to take the lead in 
this race. It was in their best interest to act together, but each group wanted 
a compatriot to become the next mukhtar. Although or perhaps because he 
was from a different region of the country, the incumbent mukhtar earned 
the respect and trust of the community as a small construction contractor 
and land developer. He won five consecutive elections.

In 2004, circumstances were very different. The land rush was over. The 
Islamists had been in charge of the Bağcılar municipality since 1994 and had 
established a rigid pro-Sunni political milieu. Most of the Erzincan residents 
in Yenimahalle were Kurdish-Zaza and Alevi. In other words, they were 
neither Turkish nor Sunni, so they were not satisfied with the pro-Turkish-
Sunni sociopolitical transformation of their neighborhood. Kars, my family’s 
hometown, had been a stronghold of leftist politics until the 1980s, and a 
significant minority of Kars migrants had sympathy for socialist movements.

It was an epic coincidence. A quarter of a century later, the mukhtar again 
faced a challenge from these two regional groups, now working with two 
different socialist factions. They had needed someone to bring them together 
in the past; when they parted ways with the mukhtar, the support of the 
socialists was not enough for them to act together.

The mukhtar, for his part, built a new coalition based on class rather 
than the migrants’ regional or ethnic origin. His business profile made  
him the perfect candidate for slumlords, construction contractors, and small 
industrialists. Because he had succeeded in maintaining an equal distance 
from the various regional groups, he could act as a neutral actor in local 
politics. His Sunni conservatism served as a political canopy under which 
those regional groups of Sunnis could come together. This network was 
realized in the courtyard of the neighborhood mosque, the all-seeing eye of  
the neighborhood.

From my own experience, I knew that the local elite had done their best 
to keep young people away from Solidarity House. My friends were often 
called “terrorists,” and my female students complained that their families 
put immense pressure on them and warned them the community would label 
them “prostitutes” if they returned to Solidarity House.

Like the clientelist provision of social welfare, systematic police harass-
ment of patrons of local branches of socialist groups helped the local elite’s 
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ongoing smear campaign. The harassment let residents know that contact 
with socialists posed a significant risk to the poor people in our neighbor-
hood. The residents were aware that the Left was unwelcome in the eyes of 
the local elite and the government authorities.

In 2008, there were only two police stations in Bağcılar, which had a 
population of over seven hundred thousand. Despite the high population-
to-police ratio, the police officers I interviewed at these stations had no 
major complaints about their workload. Brawls were common, but they 
were not a police concern unless someone died or was stabbed. Apart from 
the occasional car theft and some trafficking in illegal narcotics, not much 
was happening.

In addition to the police stations, Bağcılar had an antiterrorism unit 
located in its central neighborhood. This had a much larger area than the two 
police stations, and it was surrounded by twenty-foot-tall barbed-wired walls 
and protected by a thick steel gate. Half a dozen armored combat and antiriot 
vehicles were in the parking lot, ready to intervene as needed. Anyone’s first 
impression would be that Bağcılar was ready to explode with riots, looting, 
and political demonstrations, but the members of the antiterrorist unit I 
spoke to had a relaxed attitude.

In fact, most working-class districts, including Bağcılar and its neighbors 
Bahçelievler and Esenler, had lower crime rates than the rest of Istanbul. 
Nevertheless, according to a 2012 research project, Bağcılar was among the 
three neighborhoods where residents felt the least safe at home.23 This dis-
crepancy between facts and the general perception indicated the effectiveness 
of the gaze regime in working-class communities. The narrative that these 
communities were a hotbed of crime was factually contestable, but it deterred 
outsider activists and heightened the residents’ fear of crime, or sceleropho-
bia. In fact, the scopophobic urban milieu turned these neighborhoods into 
sites of mass scelerophobia.

During my conversation with the representative of the antiterrorism unit, 
I noticed that my interlocutor was standing in front of a map of Bağcılar and 
its neighbors showing reported incidents and “the most important places” for 
potential criminal or “terrorist” activities. One of these places was, unsurpris-
ingly, Solidarity House. Law enforcement did not seem as concerned about 
local criminal activity as they were about our grassroots organization.

What was special about the 2004 election in Yenimahalle was that the 
mukhtar’s challengers, the socialist groups, had a firm place in the social 
context of their neighborhood. Most other neighborhoods had no trace of 
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socialist activism. In this rare case, however, the efforts of socialist activists 
over the years had earned them partial recognition from the community, and 
almost all of them were residents of the neighborhood. Therefore, it was dif-
ficult for the local elite to simply discredit the socialists’ political campaign as 
a “colonial intervention” by secularist outsiders. So they played the terrorism 
card, implicitly threatening workers with possible consequences if they sup-
ported the socialists, ranging from blacklisting in sweatshops to persecution 
by police antiterrorism teams.

Trust and Phobia

The control wielded over the proletariat by the alliance between local urban 
elites and Islamists is multifaceted and pervasive in Turkey’s working-class 
neighborhoods. The motives of the elite and the Islamists have been struc-
tured in the complex history of business and politics since the 1960s. The 
Islamist political cadre, the pious businesspeople, and the religious orders led 
non-Islamist businesspeople to define their class interests with an individual-
ist mindset. Urban development and new industrial connections to the global 
economy since the 1980s also played a role in how the local elite connected to 
the working class. Between the workers and their employers, among the busi-
nesspeople, and between the elite and the Islamists, the missing element was 
trust. In the end, the streets, shop floors, and narratives turned out to be sites 
and media of domination by the elite, the faubourgeoisie, over the workers.

Notwithstanding its unity at the phenomenological level, I fragment this 
domination in the next chapter into a matrix of three interrelated regimes 
that help me discuss how working people conceptualize and respond to 
various manifestations of the domination. Michel Foucault’s discussion  
of technologies of domination was useful for this fragmentation process. His 
technologies of power, production, and sign systems respectively correspond 
to the regimes of the gaze, labor, and hygiene in these neighborhoods. In 
my framework, the element that turns this triad into operational concepts 
is phobia. In the absence of trust, each regime produces and perpetuates a 
distinct phobia. The first is scopophobia, fear due to being under constant 
surveillance in public spaces and work environments. The second is ergopho-
bia, fear derived from work-related cognitive and physiological depletion, 
identity-related tensions among workers, and the omnipresent risk of unem-
ployment. The third is toxiphobia, fear of symbolic impurity. Composed of 
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identifiable contributions by the political cadre, the business community, 
and the religious orders—as the tripartite structure of the Islamist move-
ment discussed in chapter 3—to the discursive making of each respective 
phobia, the Islamist narrative defines measures for individuals coping with 
these phobias and responding to each of the three regimes of domination. 

Foucault also mentioned “the technology of the self ” as a fourth and 
broader epistemological canopy that individuals use to “transform them-
selves in order to achieve a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfec-
tion, or morality.”24 Within the context of my research, this last component 
refers to a moral order that emerges as a result of the interactions among the 
first three technologies. The three regimes of domination construct a moral 
order that determines the strategies the workers use to define their self in 
their neighborhood community.

Thus, internalization of the measures prescribed by the Islamist narrative 
frames the community’s self-image. Each regime draws different boundar-
ies between the gazer and the gazed, the employer and the worker, the con-
taminated and the pure. However, each boundary is permeable because the 
community is located in a city, in a country, and in a global market. In this 
respect, the work of Fredrik Barth is useful for linking that self-image of the 
community to the processes of boundary making.25 Barth’s discussion of 
ethnicity fleshes out Foucault’s “technology of the self.”

The proletariat seek symbolic protection from constant surveillance by the 
local elite of small industrialists, small construction contractors, shopkeepers, 
and slumlords. Precarious employment, tensions among workers, and the cogni-
tively and physiologically painful experience of work lead to dissonance between 
the vagaries of the labor market and the routine of the work process. The urban 
poor embrace the Islamist narrative as an instrument to cope with surveillance 
and dissonance because the narrative helps them make sense of both and grants 
them symbolic agency in their community, which they envision as a part of what 
Barth called “stratified poly-ethnic systems.”26 They are members of a phobic 
community, which is a part of a broader cosmological polyethnic system. The 
agency of the worker is defined as a constructive element of that system. Thanks 
to that agency, they are granted an identity in this system.

Barth’s focus on the relation between boundary making and identity for-
mation helps one avoid defining the ethos of the community as an essence, a 
permanent categorical object such as religious scripture or a mystified cultural 
code. Any attempt to define such a categorical essence fails to convincingly 
explain why workers adopt the Islamist narrative, describe the complexity of 
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the changing social interactions at the local level, or document the historical 
background leading to the hegemony of the local elite and its narrative. Instead 
of an essence, one should look for a relationship as the ethos. That relationship 
is between the proletariat and the faubourgeois-Islamist alliance.

Barth’s ethnic communities are embedded in a stratified relationship. 
What makes this relationship sustainable is the conviction of the members 
of communities at the bottom of the hierarchy that the conditions that 
determine their position in the hierarchy are the same conditions that define 
their community. The stratification among communities justifies the domi-
nation within individual communities. This model provides a useful vantage 
point for seeing the relationship between the processes of boundary making 
between and within communities.

The Islamist narrative as the core of the moral order motivates or urges 
workers to view their relationship with the faubourgeois-Islamist alliance as 
the ethos of their communities. The phobic individuals form a community in  
reference to the nonphobic individuals, who are a threat to the community  
as pollutants. Then the stratification among communities is no longer defined as  
a vertical hierarchy, but rather as a horizontal platform of concentric rings from 
the purest (the pious individual) to the potential pollutant (the community)  
to the pollutant (outsiders). Stratification, the foundational feature of the ethos 
of their phobic moral community, must not be dismantled with a revolution 
but be carefully preserved as the context preserving the purity of the individual.

The three regimes of domination, as the interactional, material, and  
ontological components of this moral community, are mutually productive. If 
the social and physical topography of the city had taken a different shape in the  
1970s, the current labor and hygiene regimes could not have prevailed for  
the past four decades in the same way. If Turkey’s incorporation of market des-
potism had not been as dramatic as it was in the 1980s, the political effect of the 
gaze and hygiene regimes would have been much less dramatic. If the Islamists 
had failed to recalibrate their narrative in the 1990s, the gaze and labor regimes 
would have faced stronger collective resistance by workers. Under the actual 
circumstances, however, voting for the strongest Islamist party becomes an act 
of promoting moral order, even when it undermines their social and material 
conditions. Returning to Johnson’s formulation, the workers’ social identity 
is equated with their political interests as a result of this association. The next 
chapter will look into the factors that framed the emic perspectives of my 2008 
coworkers in regard to these regimes of domination and, ultimately, the equa-
tion between their social identity and political interests.
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The Proletariat

One of Musa’s favorite activities during his thirteen-hour shifts 
in Center Factory was watching his male coworkers go to the toilet. This 
practice not only let him cope with boredom at his sewing machine, but also 
allowed him to spot freeloaders who were spending an inordinate amount 
of time in the restroom. He believed he could pass that information to man-
agement to save his job if further layoffs occurred. His ability to predict the 
timing of his coworkers with great precision was extraordinary. While I was 
working with him, he would interrupt our conversations to point out a male 
employee who was about to go to the restroom. He was invariably right:  
that employee would indeed leave his machine to go to the restroom in the 
next few minutes.

Musa’s cognitive exercise gives insight into each of the three regimes 
of domination introduced in the previous chapter. He was the eyes of the 
employer on the shop floor as part of the gaze regime. While his excuse was 
a need to save his job—and precariousness was an integral component of  
the labor regime—his other strong motivation was, I believe, to cope with the 
excruciating boredom that posed a challenge to his mental health. Another 
objective of the activity was to make observations about his male workers’ 
bathroom routines, to distinguish legitimate acts of self-purification from 
illegitimate ones. He judged whether the discharge of excrement was an act 
of purification or a source of moral pollution. Right and wrong were defined 
on the basis of the purity of the act in the eyes of Musa. The hygiene regime 
framed his perspective about the gaze and labor regimes.

In this chapter, I discuss the emic perspectives of my coworkers about 
these regimes I observed during my 2008 fieldwork. In essence a compos-
ite phenomenon, these regimes interact in such a way that my coworkers 
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accepted the Islamist narrative as an instrument to define their agency under 
those relations of domination. Musa became part of the gaze regime to cope 
with the labor regime, even though the same gaze regime challenged his own 
personal autonomy. The labor regime motivated him to look for patterns 
and meaning in the seemingly erratic behaviors of his coworkers. These pat-
terns framed his notion of morality as a form of symbolic purity, and he 
internalized the gaze, which he now believed served as a pillar of his moral 
community. Exposed to and producing this matrix, Musa was unsurprisingly 
a loyal supporter of the Islamists.

The Gaze Regime

The Punk

One day when I was discussing my observations with the owner of Follower 
Sweatshop, a medium-sized garment plant I worked at as an unskilled 
worker in 2008, he complained about “obnoxious types” (garip tipler) in 
the neighborhood. At that moment, a female worker’s T-shirt really both-
ered him. Although she was wearing a headscarf, the owner feared that her 
short sleeves could turn the whole shop floor into chaos as male workers 
competed for her attention.

A few minutes later, he had a small argument with the foreman. The fore-
man had talked with two men in their early twenties about working condi-
tions at Follower Sweatshop. They needed workers immediately, to finish a 
job within two weeks, and the conversation was cordial and encouraging. 
However, Mr. Follower’s partner refused to hire these workers because he 
knew that a male relative of one of the applicants had long hair and wore 
earrings. This applicant was related to a punk (zibidi). Both applicants lost 
the tender.

Sweatshop owners’ close monitoring of their workers’ sartorial practices, 
habits, relationships, and families surprised me time and again throughout 
my 2008 fieldwork. Their pickiness could hurt their business because they 
usually worked on contracts with tight deadlines. Gradually, it became clear 
that they knew a more tolerant view might isolate them from the community 
of sweatshop owners in their neighborhood who collectively consolidated 
the moral order of the community. The sweatshop owners’ rigid attitude 
toward their workers’ clothing practices was a show of power, as they were 
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(or pretended to be) ready to fire anyone who did not conform to the norms. 
It was a political stance, reminding their workers of their role as moral guard-
ians of the shop floor and the neighborhood.

The gaze was not limited to sartorial practices. Ethnic tensions were 
similarly reflected in the workshop. Kurdish employers were no different 
from their Turkish counterparts in their relationships with Kurdish work-
ers. As discussed in chapter 4, Mr. Survivor, a Kurdish sweatshop owner 
expelled from his hometown by the military, was not enthusiastic about 
hiring his compatriots on more favorable terms than those customary in 
the industry. Similarly, Turkish sweatshop owners adopted a functionalist 
nationalism to remind their workers of each other’s ethnic identity. The 
presence of Kurdish workers was tolerated, not cherished or overlooked. 
The employers’ attitude was reflected in or accompanied by subtle rifts 
among Turkish and Kurdish workers. In Independent and Follower 
Sweatshops, Kurdish and Turkish workers sat at different tables and rarely 
spoke to each other. Center Factory was more relaxed, but the Turkish 
workers never missed an opportunity to remind their Kurdish friends of 
their ethnic differences. Constant surveillance operated not only as a form 
of social control in public spaces but also as a form of organizational prac-
tice to keep the workforce under the discipline of the small industrialists, 
both on the shop floor and in the neighborhood.

This surveillance was possible because of the urban, industrial landscape  
of the neighborhood that emerged in the 1980s as tens of thousands of manu-
facturing sweatshops mushroomed in distant, growing corners of industrial-
izing cities. This urban-industrial transformation was materialized in new 
working-class neighborhoods of the metropolitan cities as the spatial-economic 
setting where the Islamists have thrived politically for the past three decades.

Bağcılar, the setting of my 2008 research, was one of those growth poles of 
Istanbul where sweatshops changed the structure of the national economy in 
the 1990s. At least twelve districts around Bağcılar (see map 1) went through 
a similar urban and industrial transformation after the early 1980s. These dis-
tricts can be treated as the largest working-class region of the country, with 
Bağcılar at its center. The region had a population of 6.9 million in 20231 and 
accounted for 8 percent of the total votes the Islamists received in the 2023 
presidential election.2 In 2008, Bağcılar was the largest district in this region 
(and in Istanbul), and it was the third largest in 2024 after being passed by 
nearby Küçükçekmece and Esenyurt. Apart from being representative of the 
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country’s urban political dynamics, this geographically microscopic region is 
the most important source of electoral support for the Islamists.

Like its neighbors, Bağcılar has been a stronghold for the Islamists. It 
had phenomenal growth due to rural-to-urban migration between 1980 and  
2000. As its population grew from 100,000 in 1980 to 292,000 in 1990  
and 557,000 in 2000, the Islamist parties increased their municipal election 
vote share in Bağcılar from 35 percent in 1992 to 48 percent in 2002, the year 
the Islamists first won the majority in Parliament. When the Islamists emerged 
as the first party in Istanbul and Ankara in the 1994 local elections, the stron-
gest support among Istanbul’s working-class districts came from Bağcılar  
(37 percent), a figure 50 percent higher than their vote share in Istanbul at 
large (25 percent).

The Islamists’ support base continued to grow after the 1990s to  
58 percent in 2023,3 as Bağcılar’s population rose to 740,000.4 In other words, 
the Islamists expanded their votes in this district after the rural-to-urban 
migration slowed and city-born generations joined the population. This 
detail draws attention to the physical and industrial landscape of Bağcılar 

Map 1.  Districts of Istanbul. Rectangles indicate the rough boundaries of the working-
class districts in the European part of Istanbul. The research was located in this European 
part of the city, between several features not shown on the map: the Golden Horn and the 
Büyükçekmece Lagoon and between the highways E5 (or D100) and TEM (or E80). Source: 
Maximilian Dörrbecker, Map of the Districts of Istanbul. 
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as an endogenous factor behind the success of the Islamists in working-class 
districts since the 1980s.

The Urban Landscape 

Unlike in the two decades preceding the 1980s, when squatter settlements 
characterized working-class neighborhoods, the construction of over twenty-
five thousand multistory buildings every year between 1980 and 2000 led 
to urban sprawl and created a new urban landscape in the periphery of the 
city.5 Instead of building and occupying their own dwellings, rural-to-urban 
migrants after the 1980s became tenants of the owners of these buildings in 
districts like Bağcılar. As discussed in chapter 2, this process helped these 
owners, many of whom were rural-to-urban migrants in previous decades, 
accumulate capital and emerge as the nucleus of the local elite in the  
working-class neighborhoods.

This construction frenzy led to a scopophobic physical landscape. The elite 
used the landscape features of the district to control social life. Their eyes 
were everywhere: on the street, at work, even in the home. What turned this 
practice into a regime was the participation of the nonelite in it. Narrow 
streets and sidewalks make passersby targets of the gaze of residents, shop-
keepers, and patrons of all-male coffeehouses. The almost total lack of rec-
reational public spaces also contributed to this scopophobic environment. 
Green space per person in Bağcılar in 2022 was 7.5 square feet, far less than 
the 146 square feet in New York City in 2019.6 Like in other districts in this 
part of the city, almost none of the apartment buildings in Bağcılar have  
any backyard or green space. The spaces between the rear facades of  
the buildings are, almost without exception, unused. The housing units in 
these buildings were designed to ensure a high degree of specialization of 
interior spaces in a hierarchy that reflects and constructs the patriarchal 
order within the family. Privacy is limited,7 and these dwellings have few if 
any semiprivate rooms.8 The constant search for some level of privacy turns 
curtains into an important part of social life. It is a common practice not 
only to draw the curtains all the time, but also to use curtains to visually 
isolate balconies from the neighbors (see figure 15).

The regional, ethnic, and religious composition of the population only 
boosted the scopophobic effects of this physical landscape. In the first 
decade of the 2000s, Bağcılar was still a community of first-generation 
rural-to-urban migrants. According to the 2006 Bağcılar Municipal 
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Household Survey, less than a quarter of households had lived in Bağcılar 
for more than two decades, and about 40 percent of the population had 
moved to Bağcılar less than a decade ago. The origin of migrants in rela-
tion to the city and region is an important social marker in Turkey’s 
metropolitan regions, yet Bağcılar was not a collection of regional ghet-
tos. Even the largest regional migrant groups from Eastern Anatolia 
and the Black Sea regions did not make up more than 15 percent of the 
total population in Bağcılar’s twenty-two neighborhoods. The same 
pattern applied to the Kurds, the biggest ethnic minority in the coun-
try. According to the same survey, 15 percent of respondents stated that 
Kurmanji or Zazaki, two Kurdish dialects, was spoken at home. However, 
none of the neighborhoods had a Kurdish-speaking population of more 
than 22 percent of the district’s total, and the neighborhood with the 
largest Kurdish-speaking population accounted for 13 percent of the total 
such population in Bağcılar. In other words, Bağcılar and its neighboring 
districts were predominantly minority-majority settlements in terms of 
migration and ethnic origin, and they had low dissimilarity and isolation  
index scores.9

One reason for the regional and ethnic heterogeneity was the high resi-
dential mobility between and within Istanbul’s neighborhoods. About a 
quarter of households in Bağcılar had lived in their current residence for less 
than two years, about 70 percent had spent less than a decade in their current 

Figure 15.  Balconies with curtains in Yenimahalle, Bağcılar, 2022. Source: Google Maps.
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residence as of 2006, and 44 percent had moved from elsewhere in Istanbul 
to their current residence in Bağcılar.

The Industrial Landscape 

This last piece of information relates the history of the physical landscape 
to the transformation of the industrial landscape as the second endogenous 
factor that empowered the local elite and the Islamists. In the 1960s and 
1970s, rural-to-urban migration was coupled with the expansion of large 
industrial facilities. In the 1980s, small manufacturing enterprises began to 
absorb rural-to-urban migrants as the new industrial workforce of the coun-
try. Over two thousand new ones were established every year between 1992 
and 2002 in Istanbul. According to the 1992 and 2002 industrial censuses, 
Istanbul’s industrial workforce grew from 108,030 to 719,716 in that decade. 
This accounted for roughly one-third of the growth of the entire industrial 
labor force in the country.10

These two censuses, however, provide at best a minimal estimate of the 
actual size of the growing citywide industrial complex. When I started my 
research in 2008, I had only a rough idea of the scale of industrial produc-
tion in Bağcılar. According to the 2002 national industrial census, the 2,888 
manufacturing companies employed 32,683 workers. These impressive figures 
were one reason I chose Bağcılar as a research site, but when the Bağcılar 
municipality provided me part of their 2006 household survey, I realized the 
actual numbers were much bigger. According to this local census covering 89 
percent of the population and virtually all the buildings, Bağcılar had 9,736 
industrial establishments among its fifty thousand residential buildings, and 
roughly seven thousand of them were garment sweatshops. In other words, 
on average, there were about 3.6 industrial establishments on every street and 
an industrial establishment in every fifth building—one for every seventy-
two people. The district had around thirty-two thousand commercial busi-
nesses, including grocery stores and men-only coffeehouses. That number 
represented about two-thirds of buildings in the district. Based on the 2002 
national industrial census, over 110,000 workers (about one in four adults 
under the age of sixty-five) were employed in manufacturing establishments, 
typically located on the first floor of residential buildings in Bağcılar. 

Industrial home-based workers are not included in this estimate, however, 
as they are invisible to official statistics because of the completely informal 
nature of piecework employment. I studied various piecework distribution 
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networks with two of my colleagues in 2002–3 and 2006, and observed 
Center Factory’s own distribution network in 2008, including reviewing 
their records and conducting a time-use survey among home-based work-
ers. Like all other networks employing probably hundreds of thousands of 
women in Istanbul, each of these networks hired the home-based workers 
exclusively for short-term jobs such as cleaning threads or embroidering 
almost microscopic beads on the finished garments. The average monthly 
earnings of the home-based workers we interviewed in 2006 in three differ-
ent districts of Istanbul, including Bağcılar, was 22 percent of the minimum 
wage, even though our interviewees worked an average of more than seven 
hours per day. The samples for the 2006 and 2008 projects, with sizes of 
ninety-one and twenty-eight home-based workers, respectively, were remark-
ably similar in terms of their life course–related choices. In both projects, 91 
percent of the women surveyed were married. In 2006 and 2008, the aver-
age age of the home-based workers was thirty-seven and thirty-five years, 
respectively; 89 percent and 77 percent had started working as home-based 
workers because they had childcare responsibilities or because their husbands 
did not allow them to work outside the home; 38 percent and 42 percent of 
respondents in 2006 and 2008, respectively, were previously employed in  
factories or sweatshops; and 39 percent of respondents in 2008 worked  
in the garment industry.11

Thanks to these observations, I began to realize that Bağcılar’s claustro-
phobic apartments served not only to isolate women from their local com-
munity in various ways, but also to integrate young women who used to work 
outside the home into global industrial supply chains in their new lives in 
prison after marriage and children as industrial home-based workers. In fact, 
Bağcılar, like many other working-class neighborhoods in Istanbul, was not 
just a residential area for workers. It was their factory. The urban landscape 
was the industrial landscape.

The goods produced in these sweatshops and houses, often destined for 
foreign markets, brought in considerable revenue, which expanded services 
and construction. Districts like Bağcılar would look like Loic Wacquant’s 
hyperghettoes in the United States12 if these sweatshops did not play a con-
sequential role in the local economy. Thus, sweatshop owners were key actors 
not only as major employers but also as the central actors of the local elite; 
13–18 percent of the district population had either a manufacturing business, 
a store, or an apartment to rent in 2008. This group had different interests 
than the rest of the population, many of whom moved between streets, 
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neighborhoods, and districts every few years. This minority was the concrete 
embodiment of the faubourgeoisie. The elite maintains its central position 
within the gaze regime thanks to its power over workers on the shop floor.

The Labor Regime

The Ortacı

Mazlum’s mother brought him and his siblings to Istanbul in the late 1980s 
after his father was killed in a feud in their hometown in the central Black Sea 
region. After elementary school, he began working for many years without 
receiving any social benefits. He did not have children, yet his wife refused to 
work and kept telling him she would not have married if she had known he 
would ask her to work. He had trouble sleeping at night. Sometimes he could 
not move his shoulders and legs properly while working when he thought 
about the risk of future layoffs. His anxiety reached a climax whenever the 
foreman at Center Factory measured the performance of individual sewing 
machine operators by taking a count of the pieces they completed. As he 
shared his biography and emotions, I realized why Mazlum did not open 
his mouth during the first week I worked with him. He was not a talkative 
person because he did not find much relief in talking to his coworkers.

I listened to stories similar to Mazlum’s when I assisted sewing machine 
operators, who need someone to fold the parts they finish and pass them on 
to the next operator on the assembly line. These assistants are called ortacı 
or meydancı in Turkish, a pejorative that refers to low-status workers who 
“loaf around” the shop floor. They are an integral part of what I call “the 
conveyor belt of flesh.” They also mediate the relationships between sewing 
machine operators and their employers. Operators enjoy having someone 
to yell at when stress becomes unbearable, and employers want operators to 
believe they have a high social status in the workplace. Because ortacıs are 
usually young workers who are unhappy with this treatment, they are eager 
to become the next generation of sewing machine operators.

This was a good position for my research goals because I was able to talk 
to other ortacıs and machine operators like Mazlum while working. I also 
worked in other departments at Center Factory, including quality control 
and packaging, cutting, strip printing, and machine embroidery. I likewise 
worked in the sewing and cutting departments at Independent Sweatshop. 
Work in these departments had idiosyncrasies and distinct personalities.
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In the cutting departments, for example, the main work consisted of  
placing hundreds of pieces of fabric on a ten-yard-long table before the actual 
cutting was carried out, either manually by the master cutter (makastar)  
or by a robot. This allowed or urged workers to talk for hours. In contrast, 
there was intense competition in the ironing department at Center Factory, 
as the foremen regularly counted the pieces completed by each ironer. Under 
the constraint of direct control, the ironers were mostly silent men who 
minded their own business. With the exception of sewing and final pack-
aging, there was a strict gender division of labor in each department. The 
capital-intensive strip printing, embroidery, and cutting departments were 
assigned to men, and the labor-intensive quality control department, which I 
observed the least, employed only women, as they were believed to have a lon-
ger attention span than men—an unsurprising reflection of the patriarchal 
order. Thousands of hours of work and hundreds of hours of conversation 
with my coworkers provided me valuable insights into their daily routines, 
political views, and fantasies.

At Center Factory and Independent Sweatshop, I initially concealed 
my identity as a researcher, to ensure that these workplaces would serve my  
research goals and to minimize the impact of this information on my cowork-
ers’ behaviors and narratives. However, a completely covert observation 
would have jeopardized the basic ethical principles of research; therefore, 
over the coming weeks, I gradually gave my collaborators clues about my 
objectives and eventually revealed my identity as a researcher and asked for 
their permission to use my observations while preserving their anonymity. I 
call this ethnographic strategy “gradual disclosure.” In my case, it minimized 
the potential ethical problems and the distorting effects of full disclosure  
at the beginning of the project. Because I lived in Bağcılar that year and 
became friends with some of my coworkers, I could observe their daily lives 
outside the work environment.

These experiences and observations helped me identify three intertwined 
components of labor practices that turned the work experience into a 
foundational element of politics. The first factor is toil, the drudgery and 
hardship of work. The second factor is market despotism, the taming of 
the workers with unemployment risk due to market conditions. The third 
factor is lack of trust among workers of different identity backgrounds, a 
result of the atomizing effect of the assembly line and a transmuted form 
of the male gaze on the shop floor. Under these circumstances, collective 
action is almost impossible and social solidarity among workers is weak. 
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The Islamist-faubourgeoisie alliance effectively capitalizes on the ensuing 
vulnerability of workers like Mazlum.

Toil

Toil plays an indirect but foundational role in the formation of workers’ 
political views. The capitalist industrial labor process is an overwhelming 
experience. By definition, the employer’s goal is to use the worker’s capacity, 
or labor power, to its fullest extent. However, a typical sweatshop, especially 
in labor-intensive industries, is not efficient. Indeed, productivity is of less 
concern for sweatshop owners than the availability of a large pool of workers, 
low wages, and long shifts. Sweatshops are disorderly spaces.

I made my most graphic observations of chaos on the assembly line at 
Independent Sweatshop. One day, we had a major bottleneck in the assembly 
line because a bucket of blue ribbons used by the sewing machine operators 
was missing. After a long search, the foremen discovered that the bucket 
had been sitting under a table for many hours. In another case, a young and 
healthy male coworker fainted in the middle of the day. It was common for 
female sewing machine operators to cry at their desks if they failed to keep 
up with their team members. The foremen were so confused that one of them 
ran out of the shop in the middle of our shift having a nervous breakdown. 
The desperation was so palpable that about 10 percent of the workers quit 
by the end of my first month, some to accept offers from sweatshops paying 
below minimum wage.

I was not immune to the pressure. Just like Ronald Roy in the 1950s,13 I 
thought about quitting the project altogether several times in my first month 
at the Center Factory. I felt trapped during the workday, which triggered 
strong feelings of claustrophobia. I was supervising about five machines a 
day, which meant I had to walk eight to ten miles a day and make about 
twenty-four hundred pit stops between machine operators. In the mean-
time, I also counted the changes in the sequence of sewing machines in the 
assembly lines to get a better overview of the organizational dimensions of 
the work. As the months went by, I found it increasingly difficult to count 
fifty, then thirty, and finally even ten machines. As an assistant to the sewing 
machine operators, I was sometimes tasked with counting the number of 
parts my coworkers sewed. Without a pen and a piece of paper, it was impos-
sible to add even simple numbers. I cannot emphasize enough how much 
this work-related cognitive fatigue minimized my coworkers’ engagement 
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with community developments or with politics in general. Given the cogni-
tive hardships they experienced on the shop floor, it was simply unrealistic 
to expect these workers to thoroughly contemplate the factors behind the 
oppressive and exploitative conditions in their workplaces and communities.

Despite my own transformation, I did not initially recognize the political 
significance of this effect. I tended to attribute my coworkers’ lack of interest 
in political matters, including work and employment conditions, to their lack 
of education or the power of the Islamist narrative. In other words, even I was 
mystifying the effect of the Islamism on their psyche.

Only in my final month at Center Factory did I begin to understand the 
source of the cognitive distance of my friends from all sorts of social issues. 
During a lunchbreak, I joined three of my close coworkers to go to a big 
Home Depot–like hardware store that was a couple hundred yards away 
from the factory. Our mission was to buy fishing rods. The Sazlıdere Dam 
was nearby, and they were planning to go fishing on Sundays.

As we entered the store, all of us stopped for a few seconds in utter silence 
until Cüneyt came to his senses and said, “Let’s go, we don’t have much 
time.” The soothing music, the calmness, and even the bright white lights, 
which would disturb many nonworkers, were components of a phantasma-
goric experience after all the hours of work under tremendous stress running  
a sewing machine, ironing thousands of pieces of garments, or oversee-
ing the dull routine of a machine. In the end, we did not buy the fishing  
rods. The commute to the dam was too long using public transportation, as 
was the line at the register; the price was too high for a garment worker; and 
we had to run back to the factory. The fishing rods were only an excuse for 
my coworkers to have a moment of serenity.

Market Despotism

Needless to say, there were no trade unions. Employers could fire anyone if they 
offered them severance pay; in many cases, the severance pay was not offered or 
was offered only after a considerable delay. Thus, workers were constantly con-
cerned about job security. The tension surfaced in different ways. For example, 
during a week when around a dozen workers were laid off at Center because of 
the plans to move the facility to Addis Ababa, Cüneyt and I had a quick bite  
at the cafeteria so that we could arrive in time to find a good spot in the mosque 
for Friday prayers—part of the courtyard was full of water and the cardboard 
we prayed on would not protect us from the moisture on the floor. While we 
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discussed this, Cüneyt started mumbling to himself. When I asked him to 
repeat himself, he raised his voice and said, “I have other options. If they fired 
me today, I could find a job tomorrow. I’ll be fine.”

In smaller workplaces, it was not just the jobs of my coworkers that were at 
stake, but the survival of their workplace. Aware that their sweatshop needed 
a steady stream of orders to stay in business, many felt they had to work as 
hard as they could to save both the sweatshop and their jobs. A frequent 
topic of our lunch-break conversations at Independent Sweatshop was that 
the foremen were ringing the bell a few minutes early to shorten the breaks. 
Süphan, who migrated from Bitlis, an eastern Kurdish province, to Istanbul 
in 2003, was particularly frustrated by this practice:

If we come to work on time, the foremen warn us and insult us, as if we do 
not know that they will ring the bell before our break is over. The other day I 
was on the verge of talking back to the foreman because I thought “enough is 
enough.” I said to myself, “Fuck it. I can look for a job somewhere else.” [He 
then stopped talking for a few seconds.] But if I quit, we’ll just drop dead. 
Even if I do not find a job for a few weeks, the landlord will kick us out of our 
apartment. [Another short silence.] If we don’t deliver this job, the boss will 
close the place down. In that case, I don’t know what to do.

By and large, Burawoy’s market despotism describes the nature of the rela-
tionship between the workers and the owners of the sweatshops very well.14 
My coworkers were under the constant and debilitating stress of precarity, 
while at the same time being aware that their employers’ position was not 
much different from their own.

As discussed in chapter 3, these companies had a short life span. 
According to membership data for the first decade of the 2000s, provided by 
the Istanbul Garment Exporters’ Assembly, about a quarter of the exporting 
members were replaced by new ones every year. My brief interviews with 107 
sweatshop owners during my 2007 pilot study showed that the average age 
of a sweatshop was about five years. In other words, workers knew that their 
employers were only one level above them in the global market. As Burawoy 
pointed out, this gave employers strong leverage over their workers. In the 
sweatshops where I worked in 2008, the way the foremen ensured discipline 
was primitive but sufficient. Their constant shouting and running around 
reminded them that they were in the same boat.

Even though foreign clients and the global market were mostly abstrac-
tions for my coworkers, some of them had the rare opportunity to see who 
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these outsiders were and what they looked like: unlike my other workplaces 
in 2008, Center Factory received inspectors from its long-term German 
client. During my three months at Center Factory, a one-hour inspection 
took place on the shop floor, a cursory check of working conditions. These 
inspectors returned to their headquarters to report that work practices met 
basic standards while pretending not to know that Center Factory produced 
only a fraction of the orders it received. Its subsidiaries, such as Follower 
Sweatshop, did most of the production and paid much less attention to the 
already problematic labor laws in Turkey. Nor did they seem to care that 
Center Factory workers worked at least eleven hours a day, from 8:30 a.m. to 
7:00 p.m., most days of the year and until 11:00 p.m. if overtime was worked.

The inspector was a blonde, somewhat heavyset woman with colored eyes, 
wearing sparkly sneakers and jeans. She held a cell phone in a glittery case 
and spoke to the head of the sewing department, Kemalettin Bey, through 
her translator, whose German was not very good. She picked out a few pieces 
at random and did not bother to speak to the workers. She strolled carelessly 
through the three assembly lines, which at the time had over 120 workers. My 
female coworkers were envious of this woman’s high status and commented 
on her physical appearance with negative remarks about her weight. One of 
my male coworkers agreed with his female coworkers, saying that the previ-
ous inspector, also a woman, had been much more attractive. As I moved 
from a team of female operators to a team of male operators, I could hear 
their gendered comments. Unsurprisingly, conversations among the men 
centered on their sexual fantasies, and the female employees scrutinized her 
outfit with snide remarks about her old jeans.

The child of a Kurdish father and an Azeri-Jaferi mother, Kemalettin Bey 
was from Ağrı, a small town in eastern Anatolia bordering Iğdır, the owner’s 
city. A confident man in his fifties, his body language gave the workers the 
impression that he did not bow to the authority of the inspector. Regardless of 
the minimum courtesy he was obliged to show, he adopted his usual upright 
posture to demonstrate that this was his territory and the inspector was wel-
comed as a guest: “Kemalettin Bey knows how to deal with these guys,” Selvi, 
an eighteen-year-old female sewing machine operator, told me with great pride. 
“I’m sick of these people ordering us around as if they own us.”

This was one of those moments when the volatile nature of global market 
forces served as an element of solidarity between employers and employees and 
between men and women: Selvi’s fate depended, at least in part, on this foreign 
woman’s report. Their employer could lose an important partner, and Selvi and 
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her coworkers could lose their jobs. Indeed, the precariousness of the workers’ 
employment conditions indirectly contributed to the formation of a bound-
ary between the local community, consisting of both the workers and their 
employers, and their foreign clients from an unknown world who were the 
true contingency in their lives. They were in this battle together, on this side of 
the line, in a perpetual war against the alien polluters for whom they worked.

Collective Action

In addition to ethnic and gender tensions, shop floor dynamics made collec-
tive action difficult for workers. Unsurprisingly, the assembly line pitted my 
coworkers against each other. Different versions of what Burawoy called “mak-
ing out”15 were common. Sewing machine operators would hide a few pieces 
on their lap for a while and later put the stack next to their desk as a reserve 
supply to stress and slow down the next operator on the line. In the quality 
control, ironing, and packing department at Center Factory, the ironers took 
finished pieces from the cart to the ironing board so that the same piece would 
be counted twice for that worker. Because the pieces that came from different 
workers were placed in the same cart, once the foreman unknowingly counted 
the pieces a second time and placed them back in the cart, there was no practi-
cal way to prove which worker was responsible for the shortage. Despite the 
complete lack of trust, coworkers did not report these incidents to the foremen 
because they would do the same given the opportunity. What brought them 
together was their complicity in the mischief. The practice therefore did not 
create a basis for solidarity among these workers.

In the absence of solidarity, individual and passive-aggressive acts of defi-
ance were a way for my coworkers to escape the pressure. In the words of 
Ahmet, one of my closest friends at Center Factory,

Sometimes I think to myself, “I’m not going to work today,” which is exactly 
what I did the other day. Of course, it went quite wrong. [He laughs.] [The fore-
man] yelled at me and Kemalettin Bey [the manager] called me into his office. 
It was a bad idea and he was right. I feel bad now because I skipped a day of work 
for no reason. I feel like I let them down, but I don’t know why I did it. When 
I skip a day, I feel free, like I am not dependent on anyone. I feel independent. I 
feel like I can do whatever I want. It’s not just about having a good life. Money 
is not the real issue here. Okay, we live under tough economic conditions, but 
what counts here is what I think, what I feel. What can I do? If I don’t feel like 
working this week, I go out. If I don’t have any money, I stay at home.
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He had good reasons to feel defiant. Ahmet started working as a shoe-
shine boy on the streets of his neighborhood when he was seven years old. 
He collected waste paper and sometimes stole coal from people’s basements 
to sell to a garbage collector: “When you are a kid, you do not know fear. 
You are not afraid of humiliation. . . . You can turn the world upside down.” 
After I realized he was actively thinking about his class position thanks to 
such stories, I defined the concept of surplus value to him and asked him  
to think about it:

UB: There is a concept I would like to ask you about. For example, think of 
how an employer pays for the electricity, other costs, materials, etc. And 
the machines.

Ahmet: Yes, he only pays once for the machines.
UB: Yes. And then when you add everything up, including your salary, 

there is still a gap between these costs and the price of the final product. 
Where does the rest come from?

Ahmet: Well, I’ve thought about that before. Okay, we make the 
garments, right? We do the sewing. He [the employer] sells a pair of 
jeans for a hundred dollars, so I make a hundred dollars for him. He 
pays me twenty dollars. Twenty dollars is mine. All he gives me is twenty 
dollars. Look at the money he’s making here! [He laughs.]

UB: Don’t you think that’s unfair?
Ahmet: Yes, it is.
UB: How do you deal with it then?
Ahmet: Because you have to. What else can you do? Either you accept it 

or you do not.
UB: Yes, if you’re lucky, sometimes it turns out well. But why don’t people 

get together?
Ahmet: You mean people fight for their rights?
UB: Yes, indeed.
Ahmet: Do you know why? Because nobody trusts anyone anymore. 

Nowadays, people just mind their own business. All this pointless stuff. 
Everyone over the age of fourteen is cyber-crazy now.

Ahmet was aware he was being exploited, but he also felt helpless and 
isolated. He started working in sweatshops when he was eleven years old. 
Before Center Factory, he had worked in more than ten sweatshops and 
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garment factories. Although he was not sure exactly how many jobs he had, 
he remembered his first one vividly. The shift was just too long for an eleven-
year-old. He also remembered that one of his friends had stopped coming to 
the sweatshop after his father asked the foreman not to push his son to work 
overtime and received a negative answer from the foreman. Ahmet’s father 
did not do the same for him:

You know I told you about the boy in the jeans sweatshop [Ahmet’s first 
sweatshop]. His father had this four-, five-story building. He didn’t have to 
put his kid to work. But if he was suffering from [economic] hardship, his kid 
would have had to work there. I have told you before, if I had money, I would 
defy everyone. Seriously .  .  . everyone needs a father like that, one who has 
money. You know what I mean? His dad came in and told the sweatshop boss 
that his kid was not going to work overtime. I said to myself, “Look, this man 
has money and his kid doesn’t have to work overtime.” The man just took his 
child and left. Do you see the difference between a rich man and a poor man?

Ahmet’s search for a stronger father figure in his life pointed to a gap  
he had repeatedly addressed in different ways in our conversations. Like  
Mr. Self-Made Man, his father had immigrated to Istanbul in 1974 and began 
working in sweatshops in Zeytinburnu, an older working-class neighbor-
hood and one of the city’s first major squatter districts. He later found a job 
in a textile factory with over 150 workers. He was one of the strikebreakers in 
this factory in 1979, but he was fired soon after the strike ended. Many of his 
compatriots locked up a piece of land in Bağcılar and Küçükçekmece. Others 
opened their own sweatshops, just like Mr. Self-Made Man. Ahmet’s father 
was not one of them, and this failure was a source of resentment for Ahmet. 
While it was true that he was exploited, he knew this was not everyone’s fate. 
He blamed his father for their family-size desperation.

Despite his anger, his father and he shared a passion that bound them 
together: treasure hunting. Before Armenians rushed to leave Iğdır with the 
retreat of the Soviet Union in the early 1920s, some hid their gold in their 
homes or around their villages in hopes they would get their valuables back 
when they returned to their hometown. It then became common practice for 
the Muslims who occupied these villages to search for what the Armenians 
had left behind. Few of them found these treasures, and their stories created 
myths for those who hoped to change their fate in the same way.

Ahmet believed he had found a unique place that could hide a huge treasure. 
It was not easy for him to talk to me about this subject, because secrecy was 
a must, but he showed me pictures of this place, a massive stone that seemed 
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to have very ancient manmade symbols engraved on it. After his repeated 
requests, I spoke to an archaeologist friend of mine, for whom these pre-
historic symbols did not mean a location of any specific find. Although he 
was very disappointed, he did not completely give up on the project, which 
represented a connection to his father and possible redemption from poverty.

The isolation, precariousness, lack of trust, and exploitation made it dif-
ficult for Ahmet and my other coworkers to develop the will to take collective 
action against their employers. One of the rare moments when the workers 
overcame this difficulty was the work stoppage at Center Factory in 2003  
that I mentioned in chapter 4. The workers walked off the job to demand higher 
wages. It was a poorly coordinated wildcat strike. For instance, at that time, the  
current Center Factory administration building, about thirty yards from  
the main building, was still being used for production. The workers there were 
not informed about the work stoppage. In the end, the management refused 
to negotiate with the workers. About a fifth of the workers were dismissed the 
next day. The rest resumed work. The action lasted only one day.

Despite the complete failure, the workers kept the memory of this incident 
alive. The same story was told to me by many workers, some of whom were 
not even working at Center Factory in 2003. The two most common tropes 
in different versions of the story were the workers’ lack of coordination and 
the employers’ financial power to overcome the work stoppage. The workers 
agreed their employer had enormous resources and would not hesitate to 
fire dissenting workers even if it cost the employer their severance pay. They 
also believed they were easily replaceable, as wages were slightly higher and 
payments were made without delay.

A similar incident occurred during my 2008 fieldwork at Independent 
Sweatshop. When they learned payroll would be delayed, the workers started 
discussing what to do during the tea break. One of my close friends, Cahit, a 
socialist Alevi Zaza worker I met at Solidarity House, advised them to work 
slower in the coming days to increase pressure on the employer.

Most of the workers doubted the feasibility of this idea, as they had never 
experienced or heard of the concept of slowdown. Nevertheless, the situation 
was grim. Despite all the ethnic, religious, regional, and gender differences, 
many of them agreed. After the tea break, the workers established an almost 
poetic harmony among themselves with perfect coordination. In the absence 
of a real conveyor belt, the only factor that could speed up the output of the 
assembly line was competition among the workers. So, it took a while for 
the foreman to realize he was dealing with collective resistance. He gave the 
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workers an ultimatum, which did not work. He tried to convince them their 
reaction would not put the owner of the sweatshop in a better position to be 
able to pay them, which was a very strong motivation to be obedient despite 
all the hardship they were experiencing. This time, however, the threat was 
met with uncomfortable silence. Celal, a respected worker over fifty, asked 
the foreman how they could be expected to work if they were not paid. They 
had their own debts to pay and their own mouths to feed.

That was the crux of the tension. The foreman verbally attacked Celal 
and dominated him. The last sentence of the conversation was the foreman’s 
“official statement” that he “did not give a shit [sikimde değil].” Celal was in 
no position to respond to this harsh attack. His coworkers decided they did 
not stand a chance. They silently resumed their work. The whole incident 
lasted no longer than an hour.

With a Che Guevara tattoo on his left bicep, a reputation among his com-
rades as a good fighter, and a criminal record that included stabbing his former 
father-in-law in the leg, my socialist friend Cahit was not someone the foremen 
could have easily cowed if he had intervened at this critical moment. However, 
he chose not to intervene. When I later asked Cahit why he had not sided with 
Celal, I realized I was still unable to recognize the power dynamics among my 
coworkers. Cahit believed that Celal’s case could be just another instance of  
a common tactic, that of older and respected male workers posing as mediators 
between workers and management in such tense moments and then pretending 
to represent the workers in the employer’s room to get small favors for them-
selves, such as an advance payment or a promise of tolerance for future absences. 
Having witnessed such underhanded dealings before, Cahit waited to see the 
reaction of the other workers before taking the initiative. The workers imme-
diately submitted to the foreman’s authority, so there was no reason for him to 
risk his own job just to support Celal’s possible scheme during this brief chaos.

The Hygiene Regime

The Lover

Gülizar, an ortacı at Center Factory like me, was an excellent storyteller. The 
second half of lunch breaks was her time to take the stage and tell religious 
stories to her half-dozen-strong all-female audience on the empty shop floor. 
Although the stories were made for women, I was allowed to listen to her 
while pretending to work on the sewing machines, thanks to my low status 
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as an ortacı in the hierarchy among the workers. Sometimes I had trouble 
figuring out whether she was telling these stories to call the young female 
workers to true religion or using these religious motifs to give her audience a 
legitimate reason to listen to these elegant tales.

Once, she told her audience about the assassination of the fourth caliph 
of Islam, Ali. The murderer’s lover threatened to end her relationship with 
him if he did not commit the crime. The explicitly misogynistic message of 
Gülizar’s story was that women were essentially sinners and morally corrupt. 
On the one hand, she seemed to be simply conveying a story of and about 
men. On the other hand, it was also a reminder to her female coworkers, 
especially the sewing machine operators who were above her in the shop floor 
hierarchy, that they had a lower position in the gender hierarchy.

However, the reinterpretation of Selvi, the young female coworker I 
mentioned earlier, took a completely different and surprising turn. She 
was mesmerized by the power his lover wielded over Ali’s murderer. With 
great awe in her voice, she blurted out, “You mean the murderer killed His 
Holiness Ali because of his love for his girlfriend?” While Gülizar looked 
perplexed at Selvi’s reaction, others began to laugh and one of them com-
mented, “Selvi, you didn’t get it.” After Selvi had unintentionally decon-
textualized Gülizar’s story, the storytelling session was over and everyone 
started to chat in smaller groups.

Another self-proclaimed proselytizer was İhsan Abi at Center Factory. He 
was not a follower of any religious order, yet he would not miss the opportu-
nity when a guest preacher came to the mosque in his Altınşehir neighbor-
hood, one of the newest working-class communities. While I assisted him, he 
would tell me semi-philosophical religious stories about the meaning of life 
for a worker spending most of his active life under the duress of the capitalist 
labor process. As discussed in chapter 3, the religious orders denigrate labor-
ers’ work as a waste of time that could be spent on worshipping if the worker 
did not have to work. One of his stories had the exact same message: “Do you 
know the story of the shopkeeper who never stopped complaining? Let me 
tell you his story. He complained about his loss at the end of every day. The 
other shopkeepers could not understand why he was so grumpy, because they 
knew his business was doing well. One day they asked him what was really 
going on. And he said, ‘I made money, but I lost the day.’”

The main character of the story was not a toiling worker but a shop-
keeper waiting for his customers. İhsan Abi identified with this shopkeeper 
in terms of their supposedly shared dilemma. What should worry him was 
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not that he was poor and could lose his job at any time but that he had a 
higher purpose and work stood in the way of his quest for salvation, just 
like that busy shopkeeper.

As the themes of the next three subsections, three interconnected  
processes helped Gülizar and İhsan Abi have a good audience for their  
stories. First, as a direct consequence of the labor regime, my coworkers 
were looking for any kind of material, religious or not, to beat the cognitive 
and emotional effects of the drudgery. What Gülizar and İhsan Abi offered 
emotionally empowered them in different ways and helped them cope with 
the never-ending cycle of the assembly line. Second, they looked for useful 
elements in this material to understand the meaning of the dual pressure of 
precarious work and community surveillance. The notion of purity, a key 
theme in their narratives, helped them cope with their dual vulnerabilities 
under the labor and gaze regimes. Third, my coworkers used these purity-
driven narratives to define and redefine the symbolic boundaries of their 
community. Depending on the context, anyone could be an outsider, so my 
coworkers treated the Islamists (and their stories) as a moral compass when-
ever they felt uncertain about those symbolic boundaries. 

The Drudgery

The capitalist labor process had two related effects on my coworkers’  
perspectives on the political and the social. First, capitalist toil distanced 
my coworkers from politics for the simple reason that they did not  
have the energy to engage with it. Second, my coworkers needed something 
to entertain themselves with during the long working day to withstand 
the attrition. During work, various forms of daydreaming and cognitive 
exercises helped them cope with the monotony and stress of work. The 
cognitive effort behind these fantasies was the first step to formulating 
their political opinions.

My first proper conversation with Şeyhmuz was my cue to identify this 
relationship between fantasies and political opinions. My taciturn ironing 
coworker in Center Factory was a stocky man in his late forties. While he was 
working, he avoided talking to his coworkers, including me. All my efforts 
in my early days in the interim ironing department to encourage him to join 
conversations with the other ironers failed completely. This was understand-
able, as the other crew members were teenagers living in a different world. 
Furthermore, the job was tough. Each us had to use the iron’s heat to glue 
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thousands of small polyester sheets on the fabric to protect it from the sewing 
machine’s needle.

Şeyhmuz’s silence was also, I thought, an indication of the cognitive 
effort he was putting into ironing the myriad pieces of fabric. Then, one day, 
our young coworkers talked briefly about a popular telenovela, Valley of the 
Wolves (Kurtlar Vadisi). The show was about a conservative, pious secret 
agent who infiltrated the world of crime by assuming a covert criminal iden-
tity. Islamists extensively used the conspiracy theories in this series about the 
evil plans of foreign powers against Turkey to serve current politics.16

I said a few things about the show’s characters—I was a fan in my own 
way—and he finally got involved in the conversation: “I love the show. I love 
it so much that I even enjoy watching the commercials.” I was surprised by 
his reaction. This was the first time he had opened his mouth in a week, and 
he was very excited. Despite this pleasant surprise, I wanted to provoke him 
a little:

UB: The actor does not even act like a real actor, though. I don’t understand 
why you enjoy the show so much.

Şeyhmuz: No, you don’t know anything about acting. He acts like a real 
hero saving the State from the scum. . . . 

UB: Well, I think you’re right. I mean, a guy like him would probably act 
like that in a real situation.

Şeyhmuz: It’s so good that I think about it all day when I am working 
here. I replay the cool lines in my head and imagine myself in the scenes 
of the show.

Şeyhmuz obviously enjoyed thinking about this TV show much more than 
talking to his teenage coworkers. The reflection of himself in a world full of 
danger and sin as the savior of the victims apparently entertained him during 
eleven-hour shifts facing piles of fabric waiting at his ironing board.

The Islamist narrative provided rich material for making sense of and 
coping with drudgery. Gülizar’s story about the murderer of Ali gave Selvi 
material to think about—later in the afternoon while I was assisting her, she 
shared that she was fascinated by the story. While İhsan Abi was inviting 
me to his ontological cosmos as a self-proclaimed proselytizer, the stories 
he was telling helped him present all the past decisions that brought him 
to the shop floor as a part of a bigger cosmic plan. The plot Şeyhmuz was 
attracted to demarcated the world between the good and the evil. In none 
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of these stories was Islam the core content. The murder of Ali was a story of  
betrayal. İhsan Abi was looking for an emotional redemption of his past mis-
takes. Şeyhmuz was looking for a cognitive escape from his ironing board. In 
other words, even though the Islamists were on the good side of these stories, 
my coworkers’ interest in them was not a consequence of their interest in 
Islamism. Even though the connection between their interest in these stories 
and the drudgery they experienced gradually looked obvious to me, I still 
could not understand why stories prioritizing other political actors were not 
their favorite. The appeal of the narrative was still a mystery to me.

The Purity

A Risk Society.  While I struggled with this difficulty, I found myself in 
another puzzle. Almost every day after my shift, I came to my room with a 
little story, comment, or complaint from my coworkers about their bad habits 
or lack thereof. For example, Hasan at Center Factory emphasized more than 
a dozen times during the three days we worked together that he had no bad 
habits: “I have been working at Center Factory for seven years. I do not have 
any bad habits: I don’t drink, I don’t smoke. I don’t go to a coffeeshop. I buy 
two kilograms of tea and drink it for a month.”

Ahmet, the close friend I mentioned earlier, used to drink one or two 
beers a month, but he gave up this habit after his friends and he made too 
much noise when they got drunk in the neighborhood late at night and were 
beaten up by the community. He also stopped his internet service because it  
kept him up late at night, a luxury a garment worker cannot afford. He  
used to buy a lottery ticket now and then, but he said he had given up this 
“addiction” too. In his words, he had “repented all his bad habits.” I over-
looked these comments until I figured out the centrality of spiritual purity 
as the main motif in the stories my coworkers chose to listen to and used as 
objects for contemplation during long work hours.

What helped me establish this connection was that the fear of moral pol-
lution expressed in my coworkers’ comments about their daily habits was 
often coupled with the constant fear of a future catastrophic event. Slightly 
more often than my other coworkers, Celadet in Center Factory’s packaging 
department kept our coworkers and me on our toes with all sorts of disaster 
scenarios that would be triggered by spectacular events such as the death of 
an immediate family member, an economic crisis, or an earthquake. Even 
if his scenarios did not lighten our mood, his creativity was admirable. The 
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moral of his narrative, which I agreed with, was clear. We lived in a high-risk 
world, so we should find grace in our lives: “No one knows what will hap-
pen to us tomorrow,” and “it’s not even clear if we can go home without an 
accident,” so “you should have grace that you are granted a life.”

With a similar attitude, and as an indirect consequence of the hegemonic 
despotism, my coworkers went to great lengths to express their grace and appre-
ciate the state of security they were enjoying at that moment: they had a job, 
and no one in their family had a serious health problem. My coworkers usually 
expressed their grace with a sigh and religious expressions such as yarabbi şükür 
(Thank Allah), repeated once or twice an hour. This dhikr-like practice was an 
attempt to harmonize the routine of the work process with an informal prayer 
practice. In this way, Mutlu, another good friend at Center Factory, found 
contentment in his life: “I find grace for my life. I do all this for my children. 
The majority of Turkish people are selfless people like me. Everyone thinks 
about their children. There are people who are much poorer than us. We should 
be grateful.” The irony was that Mutlu had recently sent one of his two children 
to live with his parents in his hometown because his wife had to work and 
they could not afford the cost of childcare or other expenses for their children. 
Mutlu was going to send his second child to his parents soon.

I realized gradually that many of my coworkers viewed their bodies as 
fragile objects, susceptible to various corrupting influences from the out-
side world. In fact, they perceived the precariousness of their employment 
conditions as one of the two major corrupting influences. As a structural 
component of the labor regime, unemployment was not only a material but 
also a spiritual risk. Bad habits were a sign of lack of determination to combat 
spiritual contamination.

A second corrupting influence I identified was directly related to the gaze 
regime. A worker with the right spiritual profile (not zibidi), they believed, 
had a better chance to avoid unemployment and cope with various types of 
community surveillance and pressure.

Given the significance of the gaze regime to the organization of social 
interactions in their community, this spiritual profile had to be coupled with 
visual, sonic, and aromatic cues such as sartorial practices. For this reason, 
another and even more obvious reflection of the search of my coworkers for 
spiritual purity was their effort to make sense of the hijab mandate.

Gendered Perspectives.  My coworkers’ perspective on this mandate was par-
ticularly useful for me in connecting their search for spiritual purity with 
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their standing in the community. Their perspectives differed in accordance 
with their gender and their perspective on social class. There was a visible dif-
ference between my male and female coworkers in their readings of the hijab 
mandate because the social role of the mandate was different for the sexes.

My male coworkers actively sought advice about religiously proper  
practices. One person my male coworkers at Center Factory consulted with 
was the imam of the mosque at the end of the street. He would occasionally 
come to the tea room across the street, where we usually spent our lunch 
break, and answer my coworkers’ questions in half-hour conversations.

My coworkers could not get enough of the conversations about the proper 
form of hijab. The imam taught the workers a complex taxonomy that catego-
rized types of hijab from the most desirable to the less desirable minimalist 
forms consisting of headscarf and cloak. The imam’s tone was diplomatic. 
Although burqa-like practices occupied a higher position in his taxonomy, he 
ensured that the minimalist practice did not violate core doctrine.

He chose his words carefully because the minimalist option was the com-
mon practice in Bağcılar and in my workplaces. The imam knew it would be 
a challenge for these men to convince their wives, sisters, and daughters to 
switch from the cloak-and-headscarf combination to a burqa-like style. In the 
eyes of my male coworkers, piety was in the service of purity as defined by 
the moral order, an ontological instrument that helped them fulfill the moral 
expectations of their community. It was not the end but the means of purity.

My female coworkers in hijab shared a major motivation of my male 
coworkers regarding the practice. Wearing a hijab attributed meaning to the 
scopophobic pressure under the male gaze regime and gave them a means 
to deal with this pressure. The gaze, like their potentially pollutant bodies, 
was the inevitable consequence of men’s God-created nature ( fıtrat). In this 
context, the hijab served as a protective suit that shielded them from the 
potentially defiling effect of the male gaze. Probably for this reason, roughly 
two-thirds of the female workers I worked with in 2008 wore a hijab.

Where my male and female coworkers differed was about their own role in 
the male gaze as a relationship. Adopting the hijab as a religious dress practice 
required accepting the principle that women were a potential source of moral 
pollution. This principle was not easy for my female coworkers to internalize 
because it meant recognizing a permanent character trait that affected all 
women. The principle limited the ways they could define their agency. One of 
my exchanges with Selvi and her sister Sema, who unlike Selvi did not wear 
a hijab, is illustrative in this respect:
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Selvi: Utku Abi, does your mother wear a headscarf?

UB: No, she doesn’t. What about yours?

Selvi: My mother wears a headscarf. Actually, I never wore a headscarf 
until recently. . . . I was planning to wear a headscarf only after I got 
married, but then I read this book, The Long Path After Death [Ölümden 
Sonraki Uzun Yol], which is about people’s suffering after death. Even if 
you are a believer, you will have to suffer because of your sins in this life. 
I was really worried. Women have more important tasks than men.

Sema (Selvi’s sister, who worked next to her in the same work unit, 
laughed and cheerfully joined the conversation): Yes, Utku Abi, I 
also started reading the same book, but [with a sarcastic tone] I got so 
depressed that I couldn’t finish it.

UB (to Selvi): How did your parents react?

Selvi: My father wanted us [Selvi and Sema] to wear a headscarf when 
I was thirteen, but we didn’t want to. Then when I decided to wear a 
headscarf . . .

UB: When?

Selvi: Three years ago. . . . He then changed his mind and asked us to  
wait until we were married. I don’t know why he changed his mind.  
I also started praying when I decided to wear a headscarf. But right  
now I’m depressed [and no longer praying] because I broke up with my 
lover [sevgili].

UB: Excuse me, who?

Selvi: I mean, my boyfriend [erkek arkadaş]. . . . He never prayed. Then I 
convinced him that praying is the right thing to do. Now we’ve broken 
up, but he still prays.

I cannot speculate why Selvi’s father changed his mind about the tim-
ing of the hijab for his daughters, but her defiance was her way to reclaim 
agency, just like her romantic relations with men despite the strict religious 
ban before marriage. Her reference point to justify her strategy was a book, 
which was, I assume, On the Remembrance of Death and the Hereafter (Ölüm 
ve Sonrası), Book 40 of the most important work by Ghazali, a prominent 
conservative Muslim cleric from the thirteenth century: The Revival of 
Religious Sciences.17 In other words, unlike for men (or at least some men), 
the hijab mandate for my female coworkers was not merely an instrument to 
deal with community pressure. Given the specifications superimposed by the 



T h e  Prol e ta r i at   •  181

mandate on the way they defined their agency, my female coworkers were in 
an active ontological effort to reconcile the mandate with their strategy to 
define their agency.

Class Perspectives.  This effort, unsurprisingly, motivated my female cowork-
ers to think about their relationship to other women wearing hijabs. As a 
spatial arrangement that demarcates the pure and the toxic, the hijab practice 
asked my female coworkers not only to relate their agency to their corporeal-
ity, but also to internalize the idea that women in hijab formed an imagined 
community of solidarity that was supposed to cut across class lines.

My female coworkers had to find their own way of dealing with this 
factually weak idea. The perspectives of Zeliha and Sakine, two female 
workers at Center Factory, show the differences in this regard. The first 
time I noticed the depth of these differences was in a conversation initiated 
by Zeliha:

Zeliha (with a slightly patronizing tone): Tell me your name.
UB: Utku.
Zeliha: What does that mean? I’ve never heard it before.
UB: It means “victory.”
Zeliha: Hmm, okay. So you are a revolutionary?

Since Zeliha was a worker wearing a hijab and I had just started helping her, 
this question caught me by surprise:

UB: Well, I don’t know. It depends on what you mean by “revolutionary.” 
If you mean that you are calling for progressive social change, yes, then 
maybe I am a revolutionary. But I don’t know.

Zeliha: My boyfriend is a revolutionary. That’s what I meant.
UB (still trying to understand the semantics): Alright, so. . . . Does he 

belong to a political party or something?
Zeliha: He’s a student at Akdeniz University. [With a tone of pride] He’s 

a revolutionary, an Atatürkist!

This last remark made it clear that what Zeliha had in mind was Turkey’s 
official state ideology, Atatürkism or Kemalism, not some form of socialism 
or anarchism. The followers of this ideology were proud to call themselves 
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“revolutionaries” because Atatürk’s reforms in the 1920s were instrumental 
in bringing down the ancien régime of the Ottoman Empire:

UB: I think it’s good that your friend is interested in politics.
Zeliha: I think everyone should be a revolutionary at some level.

Our conversation was interrupted for the next fifteen minutes because 
the foreman began to look past the sewing machines to monitor the pace of  
work. In response to the foreman’s presence, the workers from the previ-
ous unit sped up their work and we were in a hurry to keep up with them. 
Eventually we caught up and Zeliha continued our conversation in a 
relaxed manner:

Zeliha: Does your mother wear a headscarf?
UB: No, she doesn’t, but I am not so happy about the prejudice against 

women who wear a hijab.
Zeliha: That’s true, but I also support Atatürk’s revolutions and secularism. 

I don’t believe that women wearing a hijab should be allowed to enter 
college campuses. People should abide by the rules. [She referred to the ban 
on female university students wearing the hijab that was actively enforced 
between 1997 and 2002. The ban was formally lifted in 2013.]

As I continued to work with Zeliha in the following days, new clues about 
her past helped me realize the main reason for her seemingly contradictory posi-
tion about the ban on female students wearing hijabs. Zeliha’s father was a civil 
servant in Ağrı, an eastern province inhabited mainly by Kurds. She was of 
Turkish descent, and when I asked her whether Kurds made up the majority  
of the population of Ağrı, her answer was: “Unfortunately.” Zeliha came from 
a relatively privileged position in terms of her father’s profession and her ethnic 
background. Therefore, she was dissatisfied with her social status as a worker in 
the garment industry. She could have been one of the students who were not 
admitted to the college because of their political views (and sartorial practices).

This led to a particular form of tacit resentment against these students. 
Zeliha was aware that the problems these students and she experienced in 
everyday life had different origins. The Islamists’ active political campaign 
in those years against the banning of the hijab in certain public spaces, 
such as college campuses, and the publicity this campaign received both-
ered her because she knew she did not have much in common with these 
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students. They would fight for the civil rights of women wearing hijabs, and 
perhaps tell Zeliha’s story too, but in their version and in their own words. 
Zeliha believed she was deprived of her agency, not by the secularists, but 
by the daughters of the local elite who monitored her on the streets and in 
the sweatshops of Bağcılar. In fact, the female students who protested the 
headscarf ban were just as much outsiders as the secular women, at least 
from Zeliha’s point of view. Her Atatürkism was a telling way of using the  
secularist-Islamist binary to express a visibly class-based grievance about  
the appropriation of one of the few practices or symbols that could give her 
some space, some status in the neighborhood community.

Based on my experience, I am certain Zeliha was in the minority. For 
most of my coworkers, like Sakine, the protective function of the hijab as 
an enabler was more important. It gave them, albeit with severe restrictions, 
the logistical advantage of leaving home and joining the urban community 
without being symbolically defiled by it or defiling the community.

Sakine’s solidarity with the educated and privileged women wearing 
hijabs was thus not necessarily an expression of her political views on a just 
world in which women wearing hijabs would no longer be discriminated 
against, but rather an extension of her strategy to form an alliance with those 
privileged (faubourgeois and petty bourgeois) women. Like Zeliha, she was 
aware that many hijab-wearing female graduates and students protesting the 
headscarf ban on campus were demanding privileged permanent positions in  
the public sector and that they would get these jobs if the ban were lifted.  
In this respect, Sakine knew, these protesters had almost nothing in common 
with her.

Unlike Zeliha, however, Sakine felt no visible resentment about the 
difference in status between herself and these privileged women in hijab. 
She accepted that these students and she did not belong to the same social 
cosmos or class. As in Zeliha’s case, they were distant figures for Sakine. 
Nevertheless, or precisely because of this, these privileged women could be 
her strategic allies (but not members of her imagined community) who could 
expand her social and physical mobility. Sakine’s pragmatism reflected her 
complex identity as a pious woman and a go-getter:

Sakine: I wrote this poem for my manager, “Müdürüm” [My Manager].
UB: [I quickly read the poem, which was an encomium for Kemalettin Bey, 

the manager of the sewing section] It looks good. Why don’t you send it 
to a competition?
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Sakine: Women wearing a hijab cannot take part in such competitions.
UB: That’s a shame. Which poems do you like best?
Sakine: I don’t really read poetry. It sounds pointless. The last book I read 

was something my former boyfriend asked me to read. The author was 
a revolutionary. I did not understand anything. It was nonsensical, too 
abstract. Are you a left-wing or right-wing?

UB: I’m not interested in politics.
Sakine: I think everyone should dress how they want. Because of  

the headscarf ban, families do not let their girls go to school. Pressure 
is being exerted. Whenever I go to my friend’s family, who by the 
way is from Artvin [a relatively liberal city in the eastern Black Sea 
region], they tell me to give up the headscarf. They do not respect  
my beliefs.

Even though it sounded like a digression, the seemingly sudden shift from 
her poetry to politics was her way to express her effort to identify with 
college students wearing hijabs, like herself. Sakine was a poet, so she and 
those college students had common intellectual interests. Sakine believed 
her encomium for Kemalettin Bey would not be accepted for a poetry com-
petition because she wore a hijab, just as those college students were denied 
access to university campuses. Just like those students, who were interro-
gated at the campus gates by hardcore secularist (often female) professors 
about why they were wearing hijabs, Sakine was put under pressure by the 
parents of her friend.

The happy irony is that the complex amalgamation of Sakine’s religious-
political ideals and pragmatism, two forces in tension, helped her break 
her cocoon. I discovered this to my pleasant surprise when I visited the 
new Center Factory facility in Addis Ababa two years after my research 
in Istanbul. She was the only woman in the team of foremen who had 
been transferred from Istanbul and was head of the factory’s first sewing 
department. At full capacity, the department would employ over a thou-
sand workers. Sakine was offered this position because management had  
decided to employ only women in the sewing department after realizing 
Ethiopian workers were aware of their brief socialist past and many of them 
were not as proletarianized in their minds as workers in Turkey. Drawing 
on their experiences in Istanbul, they believed female workers would be 
more docile. As she quickly learned Amharic, Sakine began to commu-
nicate with the rapidly growing group of female workers. When I asked 
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her how it felt to be a manager herself now, reminding her of her poem for 
Kemalettin Bey, she replied in her usual cheerful voice, “Maybe one day one 
of these girls will write a poem for me too!”

The Demarcation

External Threats.  My coworkers’ social constructions regarding their reli-
gious duties, including the hijab mandate, helped them symbolically demar-
cate their community and look for a place in it. This search had an apparent 
class element. Their emotional state regarding their class position often swung 
between anger and insecurity because the immediate object of their anger was 
not the faubourgeois-Islamist local elite but outsiders, whom they did not 
know much about. The secularists were the ideal typical form of such outsid-
ers. They believed that secularists were categorically rich. Hence their anger. 
They rarely interacted with them. Hence their insecurity. To cope with these 
mixed feelings, my male coworkers often turned their encounters with those 
rich secularists into epic stories.

In one of these stories that Cüneyt, one of my closest coworkers at Center 
Factory, told us during a lunch break, he and a few friends visited Kadıköy, 
a district in the Asian part of the city. The district was a stronghold of the 
secularist petty bourgeoisie, many of whom had a strong negative opinion of 
the residents of Bağcılar, much like the opinions New England or Bay Area 
liberals have of southern Republicans in the United States. As part of their 
adventure, they entered an upscale restaurant and ordered rotisserie chicken, 
even though they were not sure they had enough money. As the waiter with 
the bow tie was about to serve the chicken, one of his friends stopped the 
waiter and broke the chicken into smaller pieces with his hands. The other 
customers stared at them with astonishment and disgust. The waiter asked 
them to leave.

For Cüneyt, this was a symbolic demonstration of power: breaking the 
chicken with his bare hands was the gesture his friend used to show his dis-
like of other privileged customers. Cüneyt and his friends believed these 
other customers saw them as dirty. So, they wanted to show them that they 
had different standards of purity. Because of their working-class background 
and Bağcılar identity, they did not mind getting their hands dirty with the 
greasy chicken—they did not define their purity by this simple gesture. As 
the protagonists, their role in this story was to show their counterparts their 
impermeable purity.
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As I watched my other coworkers affirm Cüneyt’s courage, I realized the 
story served as collective reassurance that we did not belong to Kadıköy. 
Their fear of being soiled by the alluring milieu of this and other petty bour-
geois neighborhoods was symbolically expressed as an act that disrupted life 
in this restaurant for a moment. The grease in the hands of Cüneyt’s friend 
was a dirty substance for other customers. This was a skirmish in a long war 
of mutual destruction between the pure and the toxic.

My closer coworkers’ mystification of the class status and lifestyles of 
the secularists was not unique. An anonymous survey I conducted at each 
workplace (except Family Sweatshop) documents the degree of mutual 
isolation between these petty bourgeois neighborhoods and working-class 
neighborhoods. About 30 percent of my coworkers had not visited any of 
the non-working-class neighborhoods on the list, including nearby ones 
like Bakırköy, another petty bourgeois stronghold of the secularist parties 
around six miles away. The figure rises to a whopping 69 percent if we limit 
the list to Bosporus neighborhoods. Only 9.5 percent had visited Bebek, a 
wealthy neighborhood on the Bosporus.

Thus, anger was coupled with a deep insecurity. Even though Cüneyt’s fic-
tional or real story was epic, not every encounter with secularist outsiders had 
a happy ending. Çağlar and Deniz were young, handsome men who dreamed 
of becoming fashion models. One day Çağlar came with the news that a 
modeling agency was holding an audition in Bakırköy. We talked about their 
plans all week, but later they changed their minds. Deniz explained suc-
cinctly why they had abandoned the plan: “We don’t belong there. What 
would the guy who picks the applicants say? ‘Two guys from Varosh18 are 
coming here and I’m going to make them famous’? I don’t think so. And 
even if we were successful, what would happen then? Fame corrupts people. 
Look at the artists and singers who came out of the Varosh? They all lost their 
honor, without exception!” Then, the indisputable reality sank in: “Outside 
of this workplace, we are nobody. Here we can hang out with people and kill 
time. But outside of this place, we are like pears sitting on a table.”

Shortly afterward, Deniz had a new idea. He read in a newspaper that 
Norway would take in a hundred thousand foreign workers. This could be 
his way out of poverty, insecurity, and toil. To my surprise, everyone in our 
close circle attacked the idea. Cüneyt commented that he would never apply 
because he would not “go to another country to clean their shit and wipe 
[the foreigners’] asses.” Ahmet did not miss the opportunity to irritate Deniz 
with several sentences in a row: “I would rather pick up the garbage from the 
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streets here, steal the electricity cables and sell them, . . . , survive here on bare 
bread than go to the land of infidels.” If a little sadistic, Ahmet’s parrot-like 
hyperbolic assertions were really funny. Deniz laughed at his friends’ treat-
ment, saying, “Hey, it was just an idea, okay? I didn’t say I was going for sure.”

In both cases, advancement through fame or migration was discredited 
as a source of pollution. Leaving the community would amount to “cleaning 
the shit” of the corrupt, like the petty bourgeois residents of Kadıköy and the 
Norwegians. The activity of cleaning (the feces of) the corrupt could transfer 
the pollution to the cleaner.

The Enemies Within.  My coworkers made constant efforts to define an exter-
nal common enemy to demarcate their community. The enemy was defined 
and redefined circumstantially: it could be the secularists of Kadıköy; the 
German inspector woman; the Norwegians; or the residents of their own 
neighborhood such as the Kurds, the Alevis, the leftists, the men with tattoos, 
women wearing no hijab, and so on. The demarcation process was permanent 
and context dependent. None of these efforts on the part of my cowork-
ers, however, eliminated the fact that they were heavily exploited by their 
employers. Formulating the narrative for the hygiene regime, the Islamists 
played a dual role to help my coworkers come to terms with this fact.

First, the Islamists played a mediating role for my coworkers in this active 
demarcation process whenever they felt betrayed by their employers. Islamism 
served as a reference point for defining purity amid all the dirt produced not 
only by the external enemies, but also by these employers who claimed to be 
the guardians of their moral community.

The political opinions of Murat Abi, one of my regular lunchmates at 
Center Factory, were the critical input I needed to establish this connection. 
Regardless of topic, he showed unconditional support for the AKP in almost 
any conversation, which I later realized was closely linked to the weakness 
he felt in relation to Mr. Self-Made Man. During a lunchtime conversation 
about party politics, he said, unmistakable pride in his tone, that “the coun-
try has been ruled by the Left until now. Now it should be ruled by the Right 
for a while.” This remark surprised me because Turkey had not had a strong 
left-wing government since the 1970s. What he meant by “Left” was all secu-
larist parties, including liberals or non-Islamist conservatives.

He was from Çorum, a central Anatolian city with a very conservative 
Sunni majority, so it was not surprising that he had sharp opinions even 
when the topic did not sit visibly on the right-hand side of the ideological 
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spectrum. But it was also true that he was a worker in his mid-fifties. He 
had spent enough time in various factories to understand the nature of his 
relationship with his many employers:

Mur at Abi: I also worked in Çorum. . . . [Out of a hundred workers] 
they only paid fringe benefits to twenty workers. . . . The [government] 
inspectors saw all the unused machines, of course, but they never fined 
the employer.

UB: So the government did not do what it was supposed to do.
Mur at Abi: Listen, Utku. I don’t know about your political views, but 

this government has done a very good job. It has given tax breaks to 
newly hired workers. But companies are abusing all these good measures. 
They fire people in March [income tax is paid in March in Turkey] and 
hire them back the next time. Our people are faggots [ibne]. They always 
abuse everything.

Cornered from all directions and abandoned by his employers for many 
decades, he shared with great and genuine effort at that lunch table all the 
facts about the employers’ little schemes to deceive the Islamists, who, he 
believed, were the only trustable force in his life. In this context, the contami-
nated, “the faggots,” were the employers.

Second, the Islamist narrative defined the terms of their resistance against 
their employers as an essential component of the hygiene regime. My cowork-
ers used religious symbols and rituals as a shield against their foremen, 
employers, neighbors, and government officials. Friday prayers were practi-
cally mandatory for the male workers at all my workplaces. Many of them 
took this opportunity to take an extended lunch break. Only a few skipped 
the prayer, but only a few spent more than the minimum duration at the 
ritual in the mosque. In addition, daily prayer was allowed at Center Factory. 
Sunni Muslims are required to pray five times a day, and at least three of 
these times coincide with working hours. This was an unusual practice in the 
industry at the time, but Center Factory could afford it and its owners were 
not Sunni, so they may have seen this policy as a way to increase motivation 
among Sunni workers.

The policy was a success, but in a different way than management  
envisioned: the Sunni workers did not see it as an act of kindness but as 
a concession. A longtime worker at Center Factory, Ebuzer contrasted the 
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brief work stoppage in 2003 with the company’s prayer policy as a factor that 
helped him feel strong and as a cue that let me see the connection:

I don’t want to go into details, but I have experienced a similar incident [he 
is referring to the work stoppage at Center Factory] one other time in my 
fifteen years in this business. Like these [recalcitrant Center Factory work-
ers], they got their benefits paid and were immediately .  .  . fired.  .  .  . They  
put a list of their names on the front gate so they could not come in.  
They could only go to the accountant’s office to do the paperwork. Bosses 
talk to each other and these lists sometimes become a blacklist. That would 
be your execution order, at least for a year. In fact, you cannot expect to be 
spoon-fed by your employer. [Center Factory] is a pleasant working environ-
ment. We are allowed to perform ablution and pray here.

Ebuzer felt that, by invoking the higher authority of religion, the workers 
were getting something the employer would not give them in other circum-
stances. In addition to the materiality of this reward, the time also helped 
them deal with the problem of the shopkeeper in İhsan Abi’s story: labor 
was not a redeeming activity. It was a sacrifice they had to make to live at 
the expense of their future conditions in the hereafter. Praying during work 
partially ameliorated the damage done by their own labor. My coworkers 
were listening to İhsan Abi and Gülizar because those stories helped them 
relate their dissent to their search for purity.

The Neighborhood and the Nation

The neighborhood dynamics are important for two reasons. First, the working-
class votes in big cities are crucial for the Islamists in elections. The answer to 
the question of how the Islamist AKP and its leader Erdoğan can still receive 
35–50 percent of the votes after a decade-long decline in wages, rampant cor-
ruption, and political oppression lies in the domination of the working people 
at the neighborhood level. Second, the same working-class votes are crucial for 
the Islamists to be able to claim the ideological representation of the working 
class and, indirectly, the leadership of the nation as a whole.

If it had not been for the local dynamics discussed in this chapter, 
Islamists could not have stayed in power in Turkey for multiple decades and 
their support would have declined in the 2010s as dramatically as support for 
right-wing parties had declined in the 1990s. A number of historical factors 
turned these dynamics into instruments favoring the political hegemony of 



190  •  T h e  Prol e ta r i at

the Islamists in the working-class neighborhoods of cities that had signifi-
cant manufacturing activity.

The political cadres have persistently sought the support of small produc-
ers since the 1970s and have calibrated their policymaking to deliver various  
subsidies, including cheap credit, to them since they came to power in 2002. 
The pious business community boosted the already individualist mindset 
of the small manufacturers and made them politically dependent on the 
Islamists. The religious orders framed the normative terms of their relationship 
with their workers and granted them moral superiority in their community. 
The almost chaotic nature of the relations between individual entrepreneurs 
and their customers played an independent role in the transformation of the 
urban and industrial landscape and created the social context where workers 
would see them as respectable members of their community.

The combined effect of all these factors is the political hegemony of the 
Islamists in urban working-class neighborhoods. In other words, the key 
historical message of this material is that the city, not the provinces, was the 
birthplace of Turkish Islamism. Its hegemony in the city was not produced 
in a distant past but in the current generation. Unless the conditions for this 
hegemony disappear or change, the Islamists will continue to be strong actors 
in these neighborhoods and in the nation as a whole, even if they lose power in  
coming years.

The growing hegemony of Islamists over the industrial working class 
has certainly been susceptible to numerous contingencies since the 1970s. 
Islamist clerics, including Zahid Kotku and Said Nurs-i in the early years 
of their careers, were well aware that those who controlled industrial pro-
duction would control politics. However, their strategic decision to train a 
technocratic cadre for the government bureaucracy could easily have failed 
if pro-small industrialist charismatic figures such as Necmettin Erbakan and 
Turgut Özal had not taken the lead. As in Egypt, the secularist leadership of 
the 1970s could have opted for a much slower export-led growth strategy. As 
in Tunisia, the socialists could have developed successful practices of political 
mobilization among manufacturing workers in the 1980s. As in Indonesia, 
the electoral base of the movement could have split into two or more elector-
ally relevant Islamist parties in the 1990s.

One structural advantage minimized the effect of all these contingen-
cies for the Islamists in Turkey: the competing political actors cannot or do 
not penetrate Islamists’ hegemony at the neighborhood level. The socialists’ 
political capacities in the working-class neighborhoods were irreversibly 
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damaged by state oppression after the 1980 coup and by their reluctance  
to discuss the core of their theory in the post–Cold War context. Other 
actors similarly failed to or chose not to challenge the Islamist hegemony. 
As shown in the next chapter, this was the main reason the Islamists not 
only survived the 2010s as the leading political movement of the country but 
also expanded the scope of the regimes of domination from neighborhood 
settings like Bağcılar to the nation as a whole.
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Si x

Rifts and Authoritarianism

The Concerted Lethargy

It was past 3 a.m. The cigarette smoke, the leftover food, and the empty 
tea glasses on the large coffee table told of a long night of debates over the 
economic promises of the opposition Republican People’s Party (RPP) for 
the 2018 elections, just a few months away.

We were on the top floor of party headquarters in the office of our patron, 
the vice chairman for economic policy. Our entire team, including myself, had 
been purged from academia a year earlier after protesting the 2015 killings of 
civilians by government forces in the Kurdish region. We took our unconstitu-
tional firings as signs of the further dismantlement of weak democratic institu-
tions. RPP was the only challenger to the Islamist Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) that had a sufficient electoral base to reverse that process.

Members of Parliament and deputy party leaders came by, sometimes for 
ten minutes, sometimes for over an hour, to listen to the conversation. They 
were curious because a sincere strategic and political debate was rare in the 
party at that point. The scene probably looked extraordinary to them because 
most people in the party were careerists.

Our team wanted to send a clear message to the working class. The party 
had failed to expand its voter base over the past two decades, and it was time 
to say something new. Along with a universal income support program, we 
argued for promising workers not populist measures such as a raise in mini-
mum wage but a voice in economic matters, an institutional framework to 
expand a nationwide network of workers’ cooperatives and social enterprises. 
The plan was not radical or even new. The RPP had a long history of similar 
initiatives, such as the State Industrial and Labor Investment Bank, established 



R i f t s  a n d  Au t hor i ta r i a n i s m   •  193

in 1972 in coalition with the Islamists. The context was different, so the model 
should be different, yet the basic message could be the same: give initiative to 
workers in nonmonopoly industrial (and, later, commercial) enterprises. This 
would be a direct attack on the hegemony of the faubourgeoisie at the local 
level. This structural intervention in the faubourgeois-Islamist alliance could 
destabilize the bond between the alliance and the proletariat.

Others in the room held that the recent decline in wages should sweep 
the Islamists from government, so there was no need to propose specific pro-
grams. The erosion in living standards would take care of political change. 
Unlike our team members, these people had little to lose if defeated at the 
ballot box. Some of them had successful small businesses that mainly worked 
for wealthy secularist clients or for local governments. The RPP governed 
the wealthiest cities and regions in the country and roughly a fourth of the 
municipalities. The sizable budgets gave the party leadership considerable 
control over the party apparatus and attracted small businesspeople. A leftist 
ideological and programmatic change would have jeopardized the positions 
of leadership and these entrepreneurs. Our patron’s political career depended 
on the approval of those within this complex matrix of relationships. At one 
point, he lost his temper during one of my tedious monologues: “Utku, I 
understand what you are getting at, but forget about the AKP voters. Just 
tell me, how am I supposed to explain these ideas to my own constituents?”

There was silence in response. He was right.
I had been working for about two years as an advisor to the party’s highest offi-

cials after being fired from Ankara University for protesting military operations 
in Kurdish cities. My interactions with party members in 2017–18 had convinced 
me that many rank-and-file members disapproved of the lethargy of the party. 
Yet they would not sacrifice their resources and privileges, give up their Sundays, 
or skip their long summer vacations to incite a revolt in the party. Many of them 
were convinced it was impossible to break the almost mystical bond between the 
working class and the Islamists. To them, the legacy of the Islamic imperial order 
remained: workers were uneducated, and they prioritized their interests over the 
nation’s. Even though they would call themselves “leftists” or even “revolutionar-
ies,” the first reaction of many party members to a rights-based universal income 
program like ours was “Wouldn’t this policy reward free riders?”

In the RPP’s broader narrative, redistribution was treated as a detail. 
The mission of the century-old party, most of its members believed, was to  
advance the country into the league of modern nations after defeating 
the antimodernist Islamists. Ironically, the very presence of the RPP as a 
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modernist rather than leftist party allowed the Islamists to claim the legacy 
of the entire pre-republican history; obscure the fact that they were as new or 
old a political current as the socialists, Kurdish separatists, and ultranational-
ists; and claim outsider legitimacy despite having ruled since 2002.

Our patron was aware that a hidden dimension in the narrative of Turkey’s 
supposedly social democratic main opposition party was the main obstacle to 
an ideological transformation that could challenge the Islamists’ legitimacy. 
With a Rawlsian mindset, the leadership and members would be happy if the 
living conditions of the working class improved, but only if their own living 
conditions improved faster. Growth, not redistribution, was the priority. 
Many party cadres were small businessmen, just like those in the AKP. As a 
group of small manufacturers, contractors, shopkeepers, and slumlords, the 
faubourgeoisie was therefore a potential ally of the party, or at least a social 
class to negotiate with. Our team had been asked to develop a plan to win 
the support of the faubourgeoisie, not to attack them as a class actor. From 
an organizational and ideological point of view, the RPP was a scaled-down 
version of the AKP. Its leaders shared an economic policy vision that was very 
similar to that of the Islamists, only less convincing.

We drafted a good part of the economic section of the election manifesto 
and managed to sneak some of our ideas into the text. Social entrepreneur-
ship became part of the official party line. During the election campaign, 
however, the political cadre chose to overlook these ideas. They instead 
told a fairy tale about Industry 4.0, advanced cybernetics, and high value-
added production, as if not knowing that these ideas would sound, to many 
unskilled workers, like threats to their jobs.

The RPP lost the 2018 presidential elections, like so many previous  
ones. This proved the subtext of the party’s message a failure, yet no one 
within the RPP seemed to care. In 2023, the RPP used the same narrative in 
another presidential election. It lost again.

In the early 2010s, however, there had been good reasons to believe  
the Islamists would not succeed in circumventing democratic practices and 
institutions. As a result of a series of politico-judicial operations and a con-
troversial referendum in 2010, the secularist leadership of the military, whose 
1980 coup had empowered the Islamists in the first place, was largely pacified. 
With the military out of the way, the usual electoral process could have sent 
the Islamists back into opposition.

Not only did this dialectical redemption not happen, but the Islamists also 
managed to oust or pacify their three main challengers from the political stage: 
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the secularists; the Kurdish movement; and the Gülenists, an Islamist faction 
rivaling the Erdoğan clique. The victory of the Islamists, now led exclusively 
by the Erdoğan clique, enabled them to assume an increasingly authoritarian 
position and present the faubourgeoisie as the vanguard of the Turkish nation.

In chapters 4 and 5, I defined the basic terms of the faubourgeois-Islamist 
alliance at the local level. In this chapter, I use the lessons drawn from those 
chapters to discuss the unfolding of these three rifts at the national level in 
the 2010s. Each rift debunks a different myth about Islamism in Turkey. The 
way the rift with the secularists ended illustrates that it was not existential. 
These camps could reconcile their interests under the right circumstances. The 
Islamists’ attacks on the Kurdish movement and civilians show that Islamism 
in Turkey is antidemocratic. The internal rift between Islamist factions led by 
Tayyip Erdoğan and Fethullah Gülen showed that the Islamists did not have 
an integrated and long-term agenda to move the country to a theocratic regime.

This chapter presents an alternative regarding national politics. The 
growing hegemony of the Islamists in the 2010s demands a comprehensive 
assessment of those three rifts, and the Islamist-faubourgeois alliance needs 
to be at the center of this discussion. The secularist-Islamist rift ended with 
reconciliation between the faubourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie—the 
social class composed of professionals, bureaucrats, and scholars—because 
the petty bourgeois secularists, as a beneficiary, were reluctant to interfere in 
relations between the faubourgeoisie and the proletariat in the working-class 
neighborhoods. The growing visibility of the Kurdish faubourgeoisie dis-
turbed both the Islamist and Kurdish movements for different reasons and 
facilitated the end of the peace process in the mid-2010s. Resentment among 
small industrialists against the major Gülenist business families helped the 
Erdoğan clique muster the local support of the faubourgeoisie and present 
itself as the leader of the Islamist movement.

The Secularists: From Tension to Reconciliation

A Tacit Coalition

When Necmettin Erbakan began his journey as the first leader of the young 
Islamist movement in the late 1960s, he had a modest goal. He wanted to 
represent small businessmen, then a politically and economically weak inter-
est group. In those years, the vanguards of the nation were the soldiers and 
the bureaucrats, as symbolized in the mausoleum of Kemal Atatürk, the 
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founder of the republican regime. The Turkish Men statue group in front of 
the mausoleum’s Freedom Tower consists of three men (see figure 16). The 
two standing in front are a soldier in uniform and a bureaucrat holding a 
book—the pioneers of the petty bourgeoisie. The third figure is a shepherd 
standing behind them in traditional dress, symbolizing the rural working 
class whose political support made it possible for the petty bourgeoisie to 
rule the country for most of the twentieth century. None of these figures 
exist politically today: the soldier and bureaucrat now work on the Islamists’ 
payroll, and the shepherd moved to the city.

Erdoğan offered an alternative symbolization of the nation, one embodied 
by Ahi Evran, who established the Ahi Brotherhood of Muslim craftsman 
guilds in the thirteenth century. After appeasing the bureaucrats and the  
generals, Erdoğan declared 2021 the “Year of Ahi Evran” and defined  
the shopkeeper as “the safeguard of the nation”:

Figure 16.  Vanguards of the nation. (Left) Turkish Men statue group, Atatürk Museum-Mausoleum 
(1953). Courtesy of İlker Yavuz. (Right) Statue of Ahi Evran (1171–1261) holding a piece of fabric, 
Kırşehir (1991). Source: Süleyman Alkan / Alamy Stock Photo.
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Our ancestors are renowned of their skill to establish new states in the 
world. . . . These states were established not only with the sword. Ahi Evran’s . . . 
guild organization [ahilik] established the basis of commerce and solidarity in 
this land. . . . This organization with its judges, scholars, masters, journeymen, 
and apprentices established the cadres of the state [devlet erkanı] and supported 
the sultans. . . . The shopkeeper is not just a person who buys, sells, trades. The 
shopkeeper is also the eyes, ears, voice, conscience, guardian [hami], guide [yol 
gösterici] of his neighborhood [muhit]. The ancient culture inherited from Ahi 
Evran lets the shopkeeper make predictions that are superior to those made by 
research companies, sociologists, and political scientists.1

To Erdoğan, “shopkeepers and artisans are the backbone of this coun-
try and nation.”2 The most notable success of the Islamists in the 2010s was  
that they identified the faubourgeoisie as the vanguard of the nation. As rep-
resentatives of the faubourgeoisie, the Islamists represent the entire nation. 
Today, this ideology is unchallenged, hegemonic, and supreme.

The key factor that helped the Islamists redefine Turkish nationalism was, 
ironically, the tacit support they received from the secularists. Their seeming 
conflict gave both the Islamist AKP and the secularist RPP a secure place 
at the center of party politics. This political constellation resulted from a 
tacit agreement between the faubourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie about 
the redistributive terms of national politics. As a collection of professionals, 
government officials, and scholars, the petty bourgeoisie was a beneficiary of 
the Islamists’ economic policies. Professionals and managers were the two 
major occupational groups with the highest annual average gross earnings 
between 2006 and 2022. During that time, there was no substantial change 
in the ratio of their earnings to those of other major occupational groups.3

The petty bourgeoisie was also a major beneficiary of the construction 
frenzy under AKP governments. The number of building permits increased 
from 162,000 in 2002 to 518,000 in 2009 to 995,000 in 2016. The registered 
value of these units increased from $6 billion in 2002 to $62 billion in 2016,4 
and construction as a share of Turkey’s total value added grew by 79 percent, 
from 5.3 percent in 2002 to 9.5 percent in 2017, a period during which the 
global average decreased from 6.2 percent to 5.6 percent.5 However, between 
2006 and 2022, the home ownership rate in Turkey fell from 61 percent to 
57 percent for the national population and from 59 percent to 49 percent for 
those living below the EU-defined poverty line.6 According to the OECD, 
rental price index values in Turkey increased by 369 percent between 2003 
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and 2016, while the average country value in the same dataset increased  
by 149 percent.7 The share of households that owned a second house grew by 
55 percent, from 5.8 percent in 2003 to 9 percent in 2016.8 More importantly, 
the share of those between the eightieth and the ninety-ninth percentiles  
of the wealth distribution (i.e., the nonbourgeois households who had above-
average wealth) grew by a whopping 8 percent between 2002 and 2021, with-
out any interruption except for 2009–10.9

In short, the Islamist governments treated the 19 percent of the popula-
tion who were petty bourgeoisie or faubourgeoisie well. Notwithstanding 
his constant laments and apocalyptic predictions about the country’s future 
under Islamist rule, the typical petty bourgeois secularist has been satisfied 
with the progress of his finances over the past two decades. As an RPP politi-
cian in a key party position told me privately, “Our voters want the AKP to 
rule the country and RPP to protect their interests.” This golden formula has 
shaped the basic lines of politics since 2002.

Nonetheless, the petty bourgeois secularists had some real concerns about 
the future. The current generation is doing well, but they worry their resources 
might not be enough to save their children from proletarianization, especially 
after the Islamists diminished the prestige of education as a means of class 
mobility or stability. The discrepancy between the immediate economic ben-
efits of Islamists’ policies for them and their fears for the future triggered two 
somewhat contradictory reactions in the 2010s. These reactions illustrate how 
the petty bourgeoisie defines its class interests and why the rift between the 
secularists and the Islamists did not pose a major challenge to the latter and 
may have even helped the Islamists consolidate their position in government.

The first reaction was the consolidation of a de facto coalition between the 
Islamists and the secularists, which assigned the Islamists the national gov-
ernment and the secularists the municipal governments of the richest cities. 
The second reaction was the co-optation of the mass demonstrations in 2013, 
known as the Gezi protests, by cosmopolitan secularist protesters as a bar-
gaining chip against the faubourgeois-Islamist alliance.

Negotiating the Slice of the Pie

The first reaction of the petty bourgeoisie to Islamist rule was to contribute 
to the formation of a de facto two-party system in the 2010s. This process 
began with the 2002 elections that brought the Islamists to power. Deniz 
Baykal, the leader of the RPP between 1995 and 2010, changed his party’s 
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ideology from social democracy to right-wing secularism and turned the RPP 
into an anachronistic version of the Republican Trust Party of the 1960s 
and 1970s.10 This shift spared the Islamists political pressure from the left. 
Baykal’s RPP would represent the petty bourgeois secularists and Erdoğan’s 
AKP the pious workers under the leadership of the faubourgeoisie.

After Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu replaced Baykal in 2010, he vowed to distance 
the RPP from Baykal’s hardline secularist position. The new leadership ini-
tially looked eager to end the Baykal–Erdoğan charade and mobilize the 
working class with a left-oriented political agenda. It soon became clear that 
Kılıçdaroğlu’s strategy was to move the party further to the right in order to 
appeal to pious and ultranationalist voters.

The first step in this direction was the RPP’s alliance with the ultranation-
alist Nationalist Movement Party (NMP) for the 2014 presidential elections. 
Although neither party was Islamist, their candidate was a devout Muslim 
with antirepublican family roots: Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, the former chair-
man of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation. İhsanoğlu’s candidacy was 
an unofficial declaration by the RPP that the secularist-Islamist cleavage  
was over. The experiment only helped Erdoğan become president.

This election result should have sent a strong signal to the secularists 
that the reason the working class supported the Islamists was not Islam as 
such. But the message fell on deaf ears. The 2017 constitutional referendum, 
which replaced the parliamentary system with a presidential system, further 
solidified a de facto two-party system that was no longer characterized by 
the secularist-Islamist binary. For this referendum, the NMP sided with the 
AKP and the RPP found new allies in the new ultranationalist Good Party 
and some smaller Islamist parties founded by former AKP members. In 2018, 
this alliance called itself the Nation Alliance. In turn, the AKP founded the 
People Alliance with the NMP and smaller secularist parties. Both alliances 
contained Islamist and secularist elements. In the last years of the 2010s, 
not only was the secularist-Islamist divide that had troubled the public since 
the 1990s over, but it was also becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish 
between the RPP and AKP in terms of their policymaking priorities.11

Fighting for a Bigger Slice 

The petty bourgeois secularists’ second response to the Islamists was to get 
involved in street politics. They joined and later dominated the wave of pro-
tests in the early 2010s. The peak demonstrations were in summer 2013, when 
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more than three million people rallied against the government in all but one 
of the country’s provinces.12

According to the standard narrative, the driving force behind these dem-
onstrations, which became known as the Gezi protests, was “the concern of 
the country’s secular population over the shrinking ground of their lifestyle 
as a result of government pressure.”13 As a liberating moment for the country, 
the protests represented “a new threshold for democracy, where old divid-
ing lines between authoritarian secularism and Islam are overcome and new 
forms of citizenship are rehearsed.”14 The epic echoes of this narrative are 
tantalizing, but two small problems disrupt the core of the argument.

First, the Gezi demonstrations were a peak in a broader and longer wave 
of protests. According to David Clark and Patrick Regan’s database of mass 
mobilization protests, there were more political protests between 2011 and 
2013 than in the first nine years of the AKP government, between 2002  
and 2010.15 In other words, the Gezi protests were merely one moment in a 
longer process. The secularist–Islamist tension was only one of many motives 
that drove people onto the streets. Second, the focus of these “worried secular 
people” was on “connective actions” rather than collective actions,16 and the 
Gezi protests “faded away without leaving a trace on the national political 
map of Turkey.”17 After the 2013 protests, the liberal cosmopolitan protesters 
vanished from the political scene.

In this regard, the literature’s emphasis on and tacit glorification of the 
reluctance of protesters to engage in long-term mobilization efforts and col-
lective action is revealing. Young professionals, artists, and students from 
elite schools dominated the representation of the protests with iconic images 
and performative actions that symbolized their “dashed liberal hopes.”18 The 
resulting milieu has been called “the Gezi spirit” that helped these petty 
bourgeois protesters “become subjects of their own lives.”19 The embedded 
individualism in their artistic and political performances was a form of resis-
tance against the oppressive Islamist collectivity.

One notable moment during the protests was the performance of Erdem 
Gündüz, known as the Standing Man. He stood motionless for hours in 
the public square next to Gezi Park where the protests began.20 The public 
attention his performance attracted illustrates the kind of political action 
the cosmopolitan protester was prepared to take: passive, distanced, and self-
centered. The literature helps identify the hidden power dynamics between 
the protesters, who portrayed the Gezi protests as a “middle-class revolt,”21 
and socialist workers like Ethem Sarısülük, shot in the head by police on 
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the second day of the protests in Ankara, just two hundred yards away from 
where my friends and I were standing in the crowd.22

My firsthand experience as a participant in protests in Ankara, Diyarbakır, 
and Istanbul convinced me they were as much a struggle against the govern-
ment as a contest between cosmopolitan protesters and socialists. The social-
ists vehemently tried to convince demonstrators to take the protests from 
the squares or parks they were occupying to working-class neighborhoods, 
but the petty bourgeois demonstrators were satisfied with what they had 
achieved. They would not beg workers and the poor to join their struggle. 
If they wanted to emancipate themselves, they would have to join the petty 
bourgeois protesters on their terms. They did not need or want to compro-
mise between their class agenda and that of the socialists.

Everything I saw at these protest sites was reminiscent of what I had seen 
at the Occupy Wall Street protests in Philadelphia in 2011. As a nonnative 
Philadelphian, I attended protests and led a teach-in in Dilworth Park. 
Almost exactly as in Ankara and Istanbul, the protesters were split into  
two camps. A small minority of socialist protesters invited everyone to go to 
the predominantly African American working-class neighborhoods, while 
most protesters invented a perfect tactic to justify their reticence: they were 
in no position to impose their political will on the African Americans. This 
would have amounted to taking away their agency—it would have been cul-
tural imperialism. I recall that one of those who defended this position even 
used the term white man’s burden against these mostly young and inexperi-
enced socialists. In Philadelphia and Istanbul, everyone knew that a decision 
to go to those neighborhoods would have serious consequences, including 
exposing oneself to unfiltered violence not only from law enforcement but 
also from local elites of various stripes. Two years later, in Istanbul and 
Ankara, the Turkish version of the same petty bourgeois mentality domi-
nated the protests, albeit with slightly different terminology. The universality 
of the petty bourgeois ideology surprised me once again.

Ultimately, the petty bourgeois protesters ousted the socialists from the 
collective memory of the event, both during the protests and after.23 These 
same petty bourgeois protesters, having appropriated the collective memory, 
lost interest in politics almost immediately after they ended. The people who 
had pretended to be revolutionaries on the streets quickly returned to their 
normal lives. Those who paid the price with their lives or years in prison, 
including nonsocialist human rights activists like Osman Kavala, found no 
sustained, substantial support from these so-called revolutionaries.24
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In fact, like the individualism expressed by the artistic and political per-
formances during the protests, the subsequent lethargy of the secularists 
was telling. The protest wave was not over in 2013. According to Clark and 
Regan, democratic political momentum increased after the Gezi protests: 
protests between 2014 and 2016 outnumbered those between 2011 and 2013. 
However, the petty bourgeois Gezi protesters acted as if they had lost not 
only the battle, but also the war they claimed to be fighting. They did their 
best to turn the protests into a moment of nostalgia, a relic of the past.

This sudden change of collective mood among the secularists points to the 
petty bourgeoisie’s collective motivation for participating in the 2013 protests. 
Taking advantage of the antisystemic nature of these demonstrations, the 
petty bourgeoisie used this moment as a bargaining chip to advance its class 
interests against the Islamists, rather than joining a coalition with the work-
ing class to end Islamist rule. As the divide between Islamists and secularists 
became less central to Turkish politics, this negotiation process, expressed 
in both electoral alliances and street protests, reflected the reconciliation of 
class interests between the faubourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie after the 
latter had accepted the hegemony of the former.

From the Islamists’ perspective, both their resilience to the waves of 
protest between 2011 and 2016 and the willingness of the secularist petty 
bourgeoisie to play the two-party game were crucial opportunities to claim 
the new political establishment for themselves. The waves of protest dur-
ing this period presented the Islamists with a unique challenge. They had 
no repertoire for a meaningful conversation with labor unions, chambers 
of professionals, feminists, LGBTQ people, and many other dissent-
ing groups. Moreover, up until this point, they were the ones protesting 
the establishment. Now, they were obliged to respond to these various 
demands. Perhaps most importantly, they had been playing the role of “the 
democratic and democratizing Islamist” for over a decade and it was now 
time to test their sincerity.

The Islamists failed this test because the protesters’ demands were in 
direct opposition to the moral order they wanted to establish in working-
class neighborhoods. Had they given in, the resulting political milieu could 
have sparked resistance like never before. A single image of many garment 
workers wearing hijabs protesting their employers on the streets of Bağcılar 
would have put a major dent in the political hegemony of the Islamists in 
these neighborhoods as well as on petty bourgeois secularists’ claim to rep-
resent the opposition.
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The Islamists’ success against the protesters strengthened them consider-
ably. They won against the seemingly all-powerful Turkish military. They 
continued to win at the ballot box. The only serious threat remained popu-
lar action triggered by nationwide democratic demonstrations such as the  
Gezi protests. The concerted lethargy of the petty bourgeois secularists after 
these protests helped the Islamists overcome this last barrier of fear. From that 
moment on, they felt so empowered that they believed they could do anything 
without any serious backlash from the public. In this respect, the Gezi protests 
helped the Islamists take a big leap in an authoritarian direction.

The Kurds: From Negotiation to Conflict

A Long History

A rupture with the Kurdish movement in the 2010s helped the Islamists 
further consolidate their power. Most Kurds are devout Sunnis, and Kurds 
and Islamists have a long history. Some Kurdish uprisings against the early 
republican regime had a religious character. The Islamists exploited this 
background in the 1970s to gain the support of local landowners and reli-
gious leaders in the Kurdish region as an alternative to Süleyman Demirel’s 
center-right Justice Party. Devout Kurds’ continued support of the Islamists 
was a key factor in the survival of the Islamist movement in the 1970s.25

In the 1980s, the separatist Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) initiated an 
armed resistance movement and expanded its support base. The PKK was a 
secular movement with a socialist background. In turn, the Islamist move-
ment continued to gain significant support among the devout Kurdish 
electorate. The antisocialist and racist regime had denied the existence 
of the Kurds for decades and was eager to harshly punish supporters of 
an ethnic leftist movement. Religious conservatism offered Kurds lim-
ited recognition as members of the wider Islamic community, albeit in 
an underprivileged position, and a haven from the state’s wrath. Turkish 
Kurdistan was electorally shared between the Islamists and the pro-socialist  
Kurdish movement.

The military conflict in the 1990s triggered massive outmigration of up 
to 10 percent of the country’s entire Kurdish population, from the Kurdish 
provinces to the Turkish metropolitan regions, as part of the military’s expul-
sion policy.26 This exodus continued under AKP governments after 2002, as 
the Kurdish region continued to be the poorest part of the country due to 
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the AKP’s decision to invest a third less per person in that region than it did 
in other regions.27

The Kurdish movement tacitly endorsed the transfer of power from the secu-
larist establishment to the Islamists, and the Islamists began secret negotiations 
with the PKK around 2009. These negotiations, known as the “peace process,” 
helped the Islamists pass constitutional amendments in 2010 that curtailed 
some of the military’s administrative powers and expanded the AKP’s control 
over the judiciary. The Kurdish movement boycotted that 2010 constitutional 
referendum, allowing the Islamists to pass these amendments.

The peace process benefited both parties electorally. The AKP won 49.8 
percent of the vote in the 2011 parliamentary elections, its biggest electoral 
victory to date, while the Kurdish movement expanded its voter base among 
Kurds at the expense of the Islamist movement (see table 4). This observa-
tion contradicts the common perception that Turkish voters were not satis-
fied with the negotiations. In other words, the Turkish electorate kept the 
Islamists in power despite its strong nationalist sentiments and suspicions  
of the peace process, and the Kurdish electorate split from the Islamists 
despite the success of the peace process. Thus, negotiations with the Kurdish 
movement were a give-and-take process for the Islamists. Between 2011 and 
2015, the Islamists lost a larger share of the vote among Kurdish voters than 
among Turkish voters. The decline of support for the Islamists among the 
Kurds was a major factor in the Islamists’ loss of their majority in Parliament 
in the June 2015 elections.

Erdoğan unofficially ended the peace process shortly before the June 2015 
elections because he knew the peace negotiations would no longer help him 
at the ballot box. The AKP sabotaged the coalition negotiations and abused 
a loophole in the constitution to rerun the election. Mysterious episodes of 

Table 4  Rate of change in AKP’s vote shares (2007–2015)

Vote share (rate of change from 
previous election) 2007 2011 2015 (1) 2015 (2)

Kurdish-prominent provinces 45% 41% (−10%) 25% (−39%) 35% (+41%)
Non-Kurdish provinces 49% 54% (+10%) 46% (−14%) 55% (+20%)

Source: Supreme Election Council (YSK, “Açık Veri Portalı”).
Note: According to the 1965 census, Kurdish-prominent provinces are Adıyaman, Ağrı, Batman, 
Bingöl, Bitlis, Diyarbakır, Hakkari, Kars, Mardin, Muş, Siirt, Şanlıurfa, Şırnak, Tunceli, Van (Devlet 
İstatistik Enstitüsü, Genel Nüfus Sayımı 24.10.1965. [Census of population, social and economic charac-
teristics of population]).
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violence before the second election, including a suicide attack killing 101 
peaceful demonstrators at a “Peace and Democracy” rally on October 10, 
2015, helped the AKP increase its vote share from 40.9 percent in June to 
49.5 percent in November.28

During this period between the June 2015 and October 2015 elections, 
the Islamists initiated a military operation in densely populated Kurdish 
cities. According to the Turkish Human Rights Foundation, at least 310 
civilians died in clashes between August 2015 and March 2016.29 Thousands 
of Kurdish activists were arrested and imprisoned, including many high-
ranking left-oriented leaders of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(PDP) such as Selahattin Demirtaş and Gültan Kışanak. Almost all PDP 
municipalities were appointed government trustees in place of elected may-
ors. Harassment and violence by government forces are now part of Kurds’ 
daily lives.

Albeit factually correct, this political and military history of the rela-
tionship between the Islamists and the Kurdish movements is silent about 
an actor whose changing political stance framed the positions of both par-
ties in the negotiation process: the Kurdish faubourgeoisie. Based on their 
locations and business practices, there are three distinct groups within the  
Kurdish faubourgeoisie.

The Kurdish sweatshop owners in Turkey’s metropolitan regions consti-
tute the first and numerically largest of these categories. Like many others 
in Istanbul and other major cities in the country, Mr. Survivor, one of the 
central figures in chapter 4, was a victim of internal displacement and a 
staunch supporter of the Kurdish movement. However, he was also an instru-
ment of the proletarianization of the Kurdish rural refugees who came to 
the major cities under similar circumstances. Thus, as long as the Kurdish 
movement lacked political legitimacy, he posed no substantial threat to the 
Islamist-faubourgeois alliance in the working-class neighborhoods of these 
cities, regardless of his political beliefs and ethnic identity. The rest of this 
subsection describes two others who affect the evolving relations between 
the Kurdish and Islamist movements: Kurdish exporters and entrepreneurs 
in Turkish Kurdistan.

The Kurdish Exporter.  Like the smaller Kurdish entrepreneurs in major 
Turkish cities, such as Mr. Survivor, the larger Kurdish exporters, the second 
prominent group within the Kurdish faubourgeoisie, play a crucial role in the 
economy by connecting manufacturers in Turkey with the Iraqi and Syrian 
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markets. My observations between 2012 and 2015 as a researcher, during my 
project on the industrializing cities of Anatolia and as a project expert for 
the Ministry of Family and Social Policies, provided me with insights about 
these entrepreneurs.

Gaziantep was one of the three cities I studied for that 2012–15 project. 
Near Syria, it increased its share of the country’s GDP more than any other 
city between 2004 and 2021.30 During my research in Gaziantep in 2014 
and 2015, twelve of my fifty-five interviewees mentioned the Kurdish entre-
preneurs in their city, even though I did not ask a direct question about 
that topic. My interviewees agreed that Kurdish entrepreneurs make up a 
significant part of Gaziantep’s business community and that the expanding 
trade volume with the Kurdish regions in Iraq and Syria contributed to the 
economic growth of the city. The net turnover of the companies belonging 
to my interviewees who identified themselves as Kurdish and were included 
in the Istanbul Chamber of Industry’s First and Second Top 500 Industrial 
Enterprises Lists (ISO1000) in the early 2010s accounted for roughly 10 
percent of the total net turnover of ISO1000 companies in Gaziantep, or 
approximately $760 million. Some of the interviewees did not want to reveal 
their ethnic identity, so I suspect the actual number is higher. These entrepre-
neurs had privileged access to markets in Kurdish areas in Turkey, Syria, and 
Iraq. Those with connections to the Barzani family in Iraqi Kurdistan not 
only boosted the volume of their business but also helped other businesses in 
Gaziantep succeed.

An outstanding example is Kadooğlu Holding. When I interviewed Celal 
Kadooğlu, a member of the owning family, the company’s annual net sales 
were around $152 million. Between 2003 and 2006, after the US invasion 
decimated Iraq’s infrastructure, the company refined and exported $700 
million of oil to Iraq. After starting their business just to distribute major 
Turkish brands in Iraqi Kurdistan, the family opened multiple facilities in 
Gaziantep. For instance, their cooking oil plant, the fourth largest in Turkey, 
began its operations in 2007.

Thanks to this success, Ömer Sabancı, a member of the country’s sec-
ond richest family and chairman of Tüsiad, the business association of the 
country’s largest industrialists, invited Tarkan Kadooğlu, the chairman of 
Kadooğlu Holding, to join Tüsiad in 2008. He first served on the board  
of Türkonfed, Tüsiad’s SME organization, from 2005 to 2009. He joined the 
Tüsiad board in 2013–14. He also served as Türkonfed’s deputy chairman 
from 2009 to 2015 and as chairman in 2015.31
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The Kadooğlu family was not happy with being portrayed in the media as 
“the Kurdish figurehead of Tüsiad.” In a 2013 interview, Tarkan Kadooğlu 
emphasized that the commonality of Tüsiad was not the ethnic identity of 
its members. Although he supported the peace process as a proud Kurd, he 
believed that 95 percent of Kurds would remain within Turkey if there were 
a referendum: “The Kurds are the only people who have remained loyal to  
the Turks since the Ottoman Empire. . . . If I secede from Turkey, will I be 
able to enjoy the view of . . . the Bosporus from my office?”32

Nonetheless, in his opinion, poverty was not the only reason Kurds joined 
the PKK, because “both the rich and the poor joined the armed resistance 
[dağa çıkmak].” Thus, he supported the peace process, but not just for the 
Kurdish cause. The negotiations, he knew, could also bring new investment 
opportunities: “We cannot expect people to invest in a region ravaged by 
violence. The capitalists are nervous and timid [korkak, ürkek]. Unless he 
dominates [hükmetmek], he does not feel safe, he will not invest. As soon as 
the violence in the [Kurdish] region and in the country comes to an end, it 
will be our task to make investments in the region. Not only the members of 
Tüsiad, but all of us must invest in the region.”33

Kadooğlu Holding’s Tüsiad membership embodied the bourgeoisie’s  
alternative to the Islamist and separatist answers to “the Kurdish question” 
and was an attempt to establish and utilize Türkonfed as a Trojan horse 
within the faubourgeoisie.34 In return, Kadooğlu had his own agenda: to 
dominate the Kurdish region as a member of the Kurdish bourgeoisie. 
However, just as Türkonfed, a secularist SME business association, was no 
alternative to Müsiad’s narrative and actions, neither could Tarkan Kadooğlu 
achieve his goal. He was charged as the instigator of the murder of one of his 
business partners in 2018 and sentenced to life imprisonment in 2022.35

The Businessman of Kurdistan.  The third outstanding personality of the  
Kurdish faubourgeoisie, the Kurdish businessman in Kurdistan, was  
the strongest candidate for changing the political dynamics of the Kurdish 
polity if negotiations between PKK and the Islamists came to fruition. 
According to Ayşe Seda Yüksel’s research in the early 2010s in the industrial 
park of Diyarbakır, the largest Kurdish city within Turkey, most owners 
of these businesses had moved there from rural areas in the 1970s or later. 
Some of them had been activists in the Kurdish movement in their youth.36 
Nevertheless, these businessmen had a bad reputation among the city’s inhab-
itants as greedy and unreliable rentiers. For instance, when some Kurdish 



208  •  R i f t s  a n d  Au t hor i ta r i a n i s m

businessmen, including Raif Türk, the president of the Diyarbakır Chamber 
of Industry (DISIAD) and a former activist in the movement, declared their 
support for the constitutional amendments in the 2010 referendum, Kurdish 
militants burned their construction equipment and vehicles.

This negative perception of these businessmen slowly changed when this 
group established a close relationship with the Kurdish movement in the 
early 2010s. This reconfiguration posed a new risk to the Kurdish movement: 
“We know DISIAD is actively working to support the municipality [in the 
project to renovate the old city walls of Diyarbakır]. Such developments 
are changing the negative perception of Kurds toward capitalists, who are 
now seen as a class that is necessary [for the city’s growth.  .  .  . However], 
if you create jobs within the framework of wild capitalism, you contribute 
to exploitation. This class division is one of the most important points in 
the Kurdish question. A very radical neoliberal transformation is taking 
place. The [resulting] class conflict could prove to be a major problem in the 
future.”37 The peace process was not only about the high-level negotiations to 
end the military conflict, but also about everyday life practices and economic 
relations that could change the fabric of urban Kurdish society.

I made similar observations during this time. For example, in 2014,  
after I provided training to the Diyarbakır municipality staff as an expert 
for the Ministry of Family and Social Policies project, my host asked 
whether I would like to go to a DISIAD meeting with the municipality—
I had told him about my ongoing research project. I gratefully accepted 
this offer. Because the tables were reserved for DISIAD members and PDP 
representatives, we sat in a corner of the large hall. First, Mayor Gültan 
Kışanak, who would be imprisoned in 2016 and sentenced to fourteen 
years in prison for her alleged participation in the 2014 protests against 
the Turkish invasion of the Kurdish region of Syria, spoke to the all-male 
audience, the industrialists of Diyarbakır. She emphasized that their busi-
ness success was closely linked to the success of the PDP, as no other party 
would ever seriously intend to develop the city economically. Her tone was 
warm but guarded: she implied her listeners were not the movement’s main 
interest in Diyarbakır. The body language of the businessmen was generally 
tense. No one touched their plate during the speech; many had their hands 
on their laps, not on the tables. Kışanak’s message was that PDP politicians 
did not consider these businessmen to be pioneers of the Kurdish people. 
Rather, the Kurdish movement tolerated them. After all, Kışanak was a 
socialist politician.
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After Kışanak, Altan Tan spoke to the audience. An Islamist Kurd, he had 
been a member of the central executive committee of the (Islamist) Welfare 
Party in 1990. During the peace process, the PDP included non-leftist figures 
like him in order to reach out to conservative Kurds, and he was elected as a 
PDP member of Parliament in 2011 at the height of the negotiations. Tan’s 
tone was highly critical of Kışanak. Although he did not address her directly 
in most parts of his speech, he touched on similar themes to highlight his dif-
ferences. He emphasized that it was necessary to support the industrialists if 
the Kurdish movement wanted the peace process to succeed. The Diyarbakır 
municipality should have taken additional steps beyond its normal municipal 
duties to boost the local economy.

His most notable point concerned a new tram project in the city cen-
ter, which Kışanak briefly mentioned in her speech as good news. Tan 
attacked the project: “Dear mayor presents this as a success story, but 
Bursa [one of the most industrialized cities in the country] is now pro-
ducing the cars of these trams, while we present the laying of the tracks as 
a major step forward. I would call it a success only when we start build-
ing our tram cars.” Tan offered a different vision that would encourage 
the small manufacturers in Diyarbakır. His defiant position ran counter 
to the political line of the movement, because he saw Kışanak’s position  
as unrealistic.

This exchange surprised me: by 2014, it was obvious that the peace pro-
cess was about to end. Although the people of Diyarbakır, including my 
host, were optimistic about the future because of the social and cultural 
renaissance in the city, there was every indication that the Islamists were 
not acting in good faith. Therefore, I did not expect Kurdish politicians to 
be embroiled in an internal dispute over the politics of the day, because the 
storm was coming.

Upon reflection, I should not have been surprised. A striking observation 
I had made the year before, during the Gezi protests, gave me every indica-
tion that the peace process intersected with a growing rift within the Kurdish 
movement. After participating in the protests in Ankara and Istanbul and 
being disillusioned by what I saw, I decided to attend a conference on Kurdish 
studies in Diyarbakır.

The presentations on the historiography and methodology of Kurdish 
studies were excellent, yet I was surprised that the participants paid no atten-
tion to the ongoing Gezi protests. For most if not all of them, this was a 
nonissue, a detail. When I attended a pro–Gezi Park demonstration the next 
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day, I was almost shocked to see no more than fifty protesters in this highly 
political city of more than 1.7 million. Nevertheless, a huge riot police vehicle 
was waiting in the narrow street where a few of us had gathered, pointing 
its water cannon at us. As far as I could tell from their style of dress, most 
demonstrators were teachers, professionals, and intellectuals. Almost no one 
in this small group was speaking Kurdish, and few were residents of the city. 
The Gezi protests did not take place in Diyarbakır.

In the evening, we were invited to a nice (but not fancy) restaurant, a 
meeting place for the city’s intellectuals. It was a wonderful night, and almost 
everyone was a bit tipsy within the first hour or two. The conversations were 
intellectually intense and satisfying. I sat near a PhD student from Istanbul 
and a young man who had an interesting conversation about the city’s chang-
ing cultural scene. I introduced myself and asked them about their profes-
sions. The young man (YM) replied,

YM: We [he and his family] have a local business here.
UB: What kind of business is that?
YM: We are building contractors.
UB: How nice! Is there a tender you are working on at the moment?
YM: Yes, we are working on the extension of the prison in Diyarbakır.

I was puzzled: I knew the AKP had been investing heavily to expand 
prisons and build new ones for some time, probably an indication of the 
Islamists’ intention to turn the peace process into a hell for Kurdish activists. 
The $49 million Diyarbakır Prison Project, initiated in 2012, was the biggest 
of these projects, 9 percent of the total budget.38 I had many questions about 
various issues, but the most important was how he could find a place in this 
highly politicized group that was critical of the Turkish state, the hegemonic 
and colonialist Turkish culture, and so on. But first, this question crossed my 
lips almost reflexively:

UB: How do you transport the building materials to the  
construction site? Don’t the local people protest or attack your  
vehicles?

YM (with a smile): We hang the flag on the windshield.
UB: What flag?
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YM: Well, it does not matter which flag it is, as long as the colors green, red, 
and yellow are on it [the colors of the Kurdish flag].

UB: How can the government staff allow you to do that? Aren’t they 
making your life difficult?

YM: Not at all. . . . As long as the construction keeps going, they are happy.

This was a clear indication that the Islamists were determined to end the 
peace process as early as 2013. They were in a hurry to finish these prison 
projects in order to lock up the Kurdish activists after negotiations ended. 
They did not care what flag flew over the walls of these prisons as long as these 
activists were pacified by force.

After this conversation, I wanted to ask all the questions that were 
buzzing around in my head, but the guests suddenly fell silent. All eyes 
were now on a small television in the opposite corner of the crowded res-
taurant: the police had attacked the protesters to drive them out of Gezi 
Park in Istanbul.

The loud reactions varied. Some berated the police and the Turkish state. 
Others expressed satisfaction with laughter and relaxed comments. I heard 
heated discussions between people at almost every table. One camp expressed 
frustration at the incident. The other celebrated it as a moment when the 
Turks—the nationalist/racist Turks—finally got a taste of their own medi-
cine: those Turkish protesters had found a safe haven in something like 
“White ignorance”39 for years and their protests had been tolerated for weeks, 
a privilege that had never been granted the Kurds. Those in this second camp 
had a good point: despite the supposedly transformative experience of the 
Gezi protests, we knew that most of the petty bourgeois Turkish protesters 
would return home with the same racist ideas they held about the Kurds and 
their struggle for self-determination. It was all about them. It was always 
about them.

Because most of the evening’s participants were Kurds, the division did 
not have much to do with ethnic backgrounds. The Turkish participants 
looked just as divided as the Kurdish ones. This was an almost purely ideo-
logical dispute. Perhaps that is why the division shocked the whole group. 
They were used to showing similar reflexes at such historical political events.

Then I sobered up a little and looked at the young man sitting  
across the narrow table, the builder of the prison that was to take many 
Kurdish activists hostage just a few years later. With a smile, he turned to 
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me and said: “Don’t [the Turkish protesters] deserve it? Am I not right, 
professor [hocam]?”

The Class Question of the Kurdish Movement, the Kurdish 
Question of the Islamist Movement

The changing profile of Kurdish entrepreneurs has both potentials and risks 
for the Islamist movement. Unlike in the 1990s, the new Kurdish business-
man was more like Kadooğlu than Türk. Like the members of Müsiad who 
often boarded Turgut Özal’s plane for profitable business trips to Turkic 
Central Asian countries, Kadooğlu developed a dual connection with the 
Kurdish working class and the Iraqi Kurdish elite. Kadooğlu made Turkish 
businessmen in Gaziantep richer, and he was not the only one to challenge 
the underprivileged position of Kurds in business and politics.

My Kurdish interlocutors in Gaziantep openly complained—perhaps 
due to the tolerant political milieu during the peace process—about the dis-
crimination they faced despite their contribution to economic growth. One 
of them, a mill owner and one of Gaziantep’s tax champions, said during a 
meeting with his business friends: “Erdoğan gives something with a spoon 
but takes it back with a shovel. I love Gaziantep, I made my money here, but 
[the Kurdish businessmen] cannot contribute as much as they could to the 
economy and politics here because they are uprooted, separated from their 
land, their people.”

At that meeting, all Kurdish businessmen openly spoke in favor of the 
pro-Kurdish PDP, even though the group also included ultranationalist 
NMP supporters. At that time (2014), the NMP was critical of the AKP. 
They had a common enemy despite targeting the AKP for opposing reasons, 
namely its ultranationalism and its tolerance of the Kurdish movement. 
Regardless of the reason, however, this interesting collection of middle-aged 
men was a sign that the Islamists might lose their decades-long role as media-
tors between them.

That same Kurdish businessman made clear his concern that they had not 
gotten their due share of the pie: “I have twenty-five thousand tons of flour 
stored right there [pointing his finger at the large storage area on the other 
side of the plant’s yard]. If we sell that, it will make money for the country 
[and] save [Erdoğan]. Will anyone applaud us? No . . . however, they have a lot 
of [racist] jokes about the Kurds in their pockets.” The Kurdish businessmen 
were the ones who boosted Turkish exports when the AKP was struggling 
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with competition from China and other East Asian countries. They were the 
ones who established new trade networks in Iraq and Syria. As in the case 
of Mr. Survivor, they were also the ones who kept the Kurdish working class 
under control in Turkish cities like İstanbul, İzmir, and Gaziantep.

During the peace process, the AKP was confronted with the prospects 
of a new Kurdish movement under the leadership of the Kurdish faubour-
geoisie. Such a transformation of the Kurdish movement could have posed 
an existential threat to the Islamists, as the Kurdish faubourgeoisie could 
have dissolved the ideological unity of this social class, which was originally 
based on the pro-business Islamism of Müsiad. It was not only the results at 
the ballot box but also this challenge that motivated the Islamists to end the 
peace process.

The return to war against the Kurds helped the Islamists in two ways. 
First, it silenced the Kurdish faubourgeoisie and forced them to cooperate 
with the Turkish faubourgeoisie, even though the latter still had “a lot of 
jokes about the Kurds in their pockets.” The class unity of the faubourgeoisie 
was consolidated. Second, the 2015–16 war displaced five hundred thousand 
people from the Kurdish region, according to estimates by the Migration 
Monitoring Association, many of whom left their hometowns to work in cit-
ies like Gaziantep and Istanbul.40 As the resistance was broken in Kurdistan, 
more young hands were provided for sweatshops in Turkish cities.

The new Kurdish businessmen also posed a challenge to the Kurdish 
movement. In the 1980s and even in the early 1990s, mostly landless peas-
ants formed the backbone of a movement that had relatively uniform class 
composition. In the 1990s, however, the expulsion of many Kurdish villagers 
by the Turkish military brought the Kurds and their identity to Turkish 
cities in large waves. The Kurdish movement became a nationwide politi-
cal force at this point, and the Kurdish industrial proletariat, together with 
the landless Kurdish peasantry, became an important class actor in the 
movement. Later, the Kurdish faubourgeoisie emerged as a smaller but still 
significant player. Many of them, like Mr. Survivor, were now employers of 
these Kurdish migrant workers. Others, like the Kadooğlu family, made their 
fortunes outside Turkish Kurdistan. For these entrepreneurs, being Kurdish 
was an advantage despite the discrimination they faced from their Turkish 
counterparts. At least some of them wanted Kurdish politics to succeed, but 
in their own way and with their participation in it.

The success of the peace process may not have empowered the Kurdish 
worker, but it would have given a bigger voice to the Kurdish faubourgeoisie. 
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In the meantime, although the doctrine of the Kurdish movement had 
evolved since the 1990s, the left wing of the Kurdish movement was and is 
failing to develop a narrative and strategy to politically mobilize displaced 
Kurdish workers in Turkish metropolitan regions and to reverse or at least 
slow down their assimilation.

This gap in the narrative and strategy legitimized the position of the 
Kurdish faubourgeoisie in the movement during the peace process. With  
the end of the negotiations, the Kurdish faubourgeoisie distanced itself  
from the movement, as the “domination” of the proletariat in Turkey’s 
Kurdistan, in the words of Tarkan Kadooğlu, was no longer a viable plan. 
The representative of the Kurdish faubourgeoisie, Altan Tan, left the PDP 
in 2018, and the collapse of the peace process indirectly contributed to the 
current leftist leadership regaining its supremacy. However, this consolida-
tion of power came at a high price for the same leftist leadership: Gültan 
Kışanak was not released until May 2024, having spent more than seven 
years in prison, and many other, similar cases are pending against her.

The Gülenists: From Competition to Purge

Two Rival Cliques

The Erdoğan–Gülen conflict was an internal division between the two lead-
ing cliques of the Islamist movement. The Gülenist clique has had a tense 
relationship with the dominant faction of the Islamists since the 1970s, and 
the rift culminated in the failed 2016 coup attempt. The conflict put an end 
to the narrative that Islamism is an antisystemic movement. The secular-
ist version of the narrative had long portrayed Islamism as an unbreakable 
entity acting out of a single motivation: to establish a theocratic regime in 
the country. However, the Erdoğan and Gülen cliques started fighting each 
other right after they pacified the secularist cadres of the Turkish military, 
so it became clear that the Islamists’ supposed antisystemic unity to change 
the secular regime was an illusion.

Born in 1938 in Erzurum, a very conservative city in northeastern Turkey, 
Gülen was an imam on the government payroll until the 1980s.41 He was a 
follower of the Nurcu Yeni Asya (New Asia) group, a Sunni religious circle 
inspired by the Kurdish cleric Said Nurs-i.42 In the 1970s, Gülen distanced 
himself from this group and built a support base in Izmir, the country’s 
third largest city and the metropolitan stronghold of secularism in western 
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Anatolia. In 1974, his followers opened the first college exam preparation 
center for high school students as a strategic move to raise a new generation 
of highly educated Gülenists.43

Gülen kept his distance from the Islamist party in the 1970s. The strategic 
value of this became clear when the Nurcu groups failed to dethrone Erbakan 
at the National Salvation Party congresses in 1974 and 1977.44 Erbakan was 
extending his influence at the expense of the religious orders within the 
party. Rather than the clerics, the political cadres would play the leading 
role in Erbakan’s party, and Gülen did not want to be part of that.

Gülen’s strategy was a bloated version of the tactics of other religious 
orders: like Zahid Kotku, Erbakan’s spiritual leader, Gülen’s goal was to 
get his young and educated followers into key positions in the government 
bureaucracy. Erbakan offered Kotku the amalgamation of this strategy 
within the bureaucracy with a mass movement that would be strong at the 
ballot box.

The difference between Gülen and other clerics like Kotku was his effort 
to create an ideology tailored for those bureaucrats without an appeal to the 
proletariat or the faubourgeoisie. He called these bureaucrats members of 
“the golden generation” (altın nesil) who were destined to bring Turkey back 
to the glorified position of the imperial era.45

The extraordinary success of Gülen’s strategy has led to curiosity and 
accusations for many decades. He was and is commonly accused of work-
ing for the United States.46 In a 1999 interview, Mehmet Kutlular, a leader 
of the Nurcu Yeni Asya group, claimed that state authorities had selected 
Gülen to establish links with pious groups at the expense of the Welfare 
Party, and Gülen admitted to Kutlular that the state had helped him build 
an international private school network in over 170 countries. These alle-
gations may have some merit. Gülen publicly called on Erbakan to resign 
after the military memorandum of February 28, 1997, against the Islamist 
Welfare Party. He had good relations with most important political fig-
ures, such as Demirel, Çiller, Alparslan Türkeş, and Bülent Ecevit, but not 
with Erbakan.47

Nonetheless, the Gülen movement has been and remains highly secre-
tive about its relations with domestic bureaucratic cliques and political 
movements and foreign governments, so there is little beyond individual 
testimonies and indirect evidence of these connections. But a discussion 
that puts exclusive emphasis on these connections would be misleading 
about how Gülen’s Islamism differed from Erbakan’s (and, later, Erdoğan’s) 
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Islamism. The goal of Erbakan’s Islamism was to promote and ally with the 
small industrialists. The spoils system in government bureaucracy was an 
instrument for this purpose. Gülen had a diametrically opposed goal: the 
Gülen supporters in the economic sphere would extend the position of his 
supporters in the government bureaucracy at the expense of their secularist 
(and Islamist) rivals.

On one level, the confrontation between Erdoğan and Gülen was a strug-
gle between class and cadre movements in Turkish politics. Erdoğan’s (and 
Erbakan’s) was a class movement representing the interests of the faubour-
geoisie within the state apparatus. Gülen’s was a cadre movement aiming to 
control the state apparatus on behalf of the cadre.

On another level, the Gülenist cadre resembled the secularist bureaucrats, 
whom they had helped the Erdoğan clique oust from power in the early 
2010s, more than the Erdoğan clique itself, in terms of its relationship with 
and vision for smaller and larger industrial capital. Even though the Gülenist 
cadre wanted Gülenist capital to replace the older (secularist) big capital, it 
did not want or offer any structural change in the relationship between big 
and small industrial capital in favor of the latter. In this respect, the Gülenist 
cadre looked like an Islamist current within the petty bourgeoisie that had 
already established a political economic regime in favor of big capital in the 
1960s. From this perspective, the confrontation between Erdoğan and Gülen 
was another round of the redistribution struggle between the faubourgeoi-
sie and the petty bourgeoisie, only in a purer form because the Islamism-
secularism tension was largely irrelevant to the relationship between the 
Erdoğan and Gülen cliques.

Given their different goals and raisons d’être, it is not surprising that 
Erdoğan’s and Gülen’s cliques began plotting against each other immediately 
after the resignation of the entire high command (except for the head of the 
gendarme) in July 2011, which marked the end of secularist leadership of  
the Turkish military. Initial skirmishes as the cliques appointed their sup-
porters to key positions in the security bureaucracy were quickly followed 
by police raids on the homes of high-ranking bureaucrats and the sons of 
ministers. These were part of a large-scale embezzlement operation allegedly 
initiated by Gülenist prosecutors and police chiefs immediately after the 2013 
Gezi protests, possibly to exploit protesters’ discontent with the government. 
In the same year, numerous wiretapped telephone conversations and videos 
of important political figures, including Erdoğan, were leaked, allegedly from 
the Gülenist police. In one of these, Erdoğan asked his son Bilal during a raid 
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to move a sum of money from their house to a safe place. Bilal had difficulty 
finding a truck large enough to stack the money.

However, none of these actions fundamentally affected Erdoğan’s popular 
support. He lost the June 2015 elections but regained those votes just a few 
months later. The Gülenists’ handicap was similar to that of the Kurdish 
movement in two respects. First, perhaps because the complex and corrupt 
spoils system they had established over the years gave them considerable 
power in the government bureaucracy, they tended to see the Erdoğan clique 
as a mere cadre sitting on a critical structural hole in the vast network of 
Ankara’s politics. They overlooked the potential impact of growing tensions 
within the faubourgeoisie in various parts of the country, including Denizli, 
Gaziantep, and Kayseri, where I studied in those years. In the meantime, 
Erdoğan had won the support of the lower echelons of the faubourgeoisie 
against the richer Gülenists by turning tensions in their supply chain rela-
tions into a political conflict long before the coup attempt. Second, the 
Gülenists expected the petty bourgeois secularists to support them in their 
fight against the Erdoğan clique as their “common enemy.” They overlooked 
the fact that the petty bourgeois secularists had already accepted their 
fate as representatives of a politically weakening social class; ironically, the 
Gülenists had been involved in this process until they came into conflict with 
the Erdoğan clique. The petty bourgeois secularists wanted (and still want) 
to negotiate the interests of their social class with the Erdoğan clique, not to 
overthrow the clique.

In a way, the Gülenists’ theoretical blindness to the role of class relations 
in politics brought about their political downfall. When the 2016 coup 
attempt took place, the Gülenists had few allies among the petty bourgeois 
secularists, much less in faubourgeois business circles or, by proxy, in the 
working-class neighborhoods. On the night of the coup, the streets were 
filled with Erdoğan supporters, not Gülenists.

The Gülenist Businesspeople

Along with the unconstitutional dismissal of over 125,000 public employees 
from mostly tenured positions because of their alleged connections to the 
Gülenists,48 the most important consequence of the failed coup in the eco-
nomic sphere was the seizures of the businesses of suspected Gülenists. Over 
the years, these businesspeople had expanded their influence within their 
industries and began to act as an independent force in the Turkish economy.
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The Gülen-affiliated business association Tuskon had forty-three thou-
sand members, and the corresponding figures for Türkonfed, Müsiad, and 
Tüsiad were eleven thousand, sixty-five hundred, and six hundred, respec-
tively. In 2009, Tuskon was represented by forty-five companies in the 
Istanbul Chamber of Industry’s list of the five hundred largest industrial 
companies (ISO500), while Islamist Müsiad was represented by thirty-one. 
Of the thirty-nine companies on the 2019 ISO500 list that are commonly 
considered Islamist, twenty-one (54 percent) either were Tuskon members 
or were confiscated by the government after the 2016 coup attempt for 
alleged links to the Gülenists.49 Although enterprises affiliated with these 
Islamist organizations were a minority within the league of big industrialists, 
Gülenist capital was the majority within this minority.

It is impossible to determine the exact size of the Gülenist-linked business 
community because it is very secretive, but the figures on the seizures of busi-
nesses allegedly linked to Gülen after the failed coup attempt in 2016 give an 
idea of its economic and regional composition. First, the scale of the seizures 
was massive: 985 companies allegedly affiliated with Gülen were seized in 
2016 following the coup attempt. The total net revenue and total assets of 
these companies amounted to $8.14 billion and $16.4 billion, respectively, 
in 2017. This was probably the largest confiscation in the country since 1915, 
when the property of hundreds of thousands of Armenians was confiscated 
or looted in various violent ways.

Second, thirteen of these 985 companies made it onto the ISO1000 list. 
The net sales and total assets of these thirteen companies amounted to $2.6 
billion and $2.1 billion, respectively, representing about one-third of the total 
net sales and 13 percent of the total assets of the seized companies.

Third, for the remaining 972 companies, average net sales and assets were 
$5.9 million and $15 million, respectively. Some of the businesses seized  
were small cafés and local restaurants. It is clear that the main target was the 
largest Gülenist businesses, but some small Gülenist businesses were also tar-
geted, possibly to spread fear among those businessmen. If Tuskon’s member-
ship figures are a minimum for the size of the Gülenist business community, 
most small Gülenist entrepreneurs were spared this wave of confiscation.

Fourth, all the confiscated businesses that made it to the ISO1000 list 
were in five cities: Istanbul, Izmir, Denizli, Gaziantep, and Kayseri. Kayseri 
and Istanbul shared first place, with four companies. As luck would have 
it, I had completed my research in Denizli, Gaziantep, and Kayseri about a 
year before the 2016 coup attempt. When I started this project around 2012,  
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I did not realize that my research topic, the politics of local supply chains, was 
closely linked to one of the most critical political tensions in the country. In 
fact, what I saw before my eyes was a struggle between the businessmen at the 
top and those at the bottom, a tension that would tip the political balance in 
one direction or the other.50

Two Stages of the Conflict

The Prelude.  Relations between Gülen and Erdoğan did not take up much 
space in my 2012 and 2013 interviews. Neither my interviewees nor I raised 
this issue in our conversations. As with the Kurdish issue, I avoided ask-
ing about the relationship between Gülen and Erdoğan in order to focus 
on relationships in local supply chains, as discussed in chapter 3. Moreover, 
I assumed that my interviewees would be reluctant to talk about this topic 
because small business owners, whether Gülenists or not, are rarely transpar-
ent about their politics. Furthermore, like many others, I could not see any 
close connection between my interviewees’ business practices and the grow-
ing Gülen-Erdoğan tensions. At the time, those tensions seemed more like 
a struggle between political cliques for the spoils of cushy political offices in 
Ankara than one of the defining issues of local business relations in Denizli, 
Gaziantep, and Kayseri.

However, the situation changed over the next two years. At the end of 
my research project, thirty-four of my 147 interviewees brought up their 
relations with the Gülenists or the impact of the Gülen-Erdoğan con-
flict on their businesses and local economies. The comments on Gülen in 
these interviews were characterized by opposing positions and emotions.  
Some interviewees expressed gratitude for the economic benefits of their 
association with the Gülenists, even though they were not followers or 
members of this clandestine network. A manufacturer of marble products 
in Denizli, for example, was very grateful to the Gülenists for their support:

[The Gülenists] have helped my business a lot. They have helped me find con-
tacts in overseas markets. We have to work together as local businessmen, 
but we do not have that culture here. The Cemaat [Gülenists] have helped us 
learn how to work together. I have attended many of their meetings. I traveled 
with them to Macedonia. I don’t want you to get the wrong impression: I am 
not a Gülenist. I once told them that I drank rakı [a Turkish liquor] and that 
I didn’t want anyone to interfere in my lifestyle. They told me, “It does not 
matter to us. Just do not come to the meetings after drinking rakı.”
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Supporting the Gülenists was not just about business contacts in foreign 
markets. That businessman believed close ties with the Gülenists also helped 
him in his dealings with the government bureaucracy and business cham-
bers: “Once, the president of the Chamber of Commerce asked us about 
our expectations of the chamber. I said: ‘Just don’t ask for money.’ He made 
sure our previous contributions to the chamber were returned. If he was not 
close to the Gülenists, he would not do us this favor.” When he applied for a 
regional investment grant, a representative who helped applicants with their 
documents emphasized that his connections to the Gülenists would ensure 
the success of his application. He received the grant and felt even more grate-
ful toward them.51

One reason this entrepreneur had such a high opinion of the Gülenists, at 
least until pressure from the Erdoğan clique led him to cut his relations with 
them, was the simple structure of his local supply chain. His main input was 
marble, and his output was various marble products. His biggest tensions 
were with the owners of marble quarries, and his dream was to find a new 
quarry one day and purchase that land for himself. He had a relationship 
with Gülenist bureaucrats, not Gülenist businesspeople.

In many other industries, however, supply chain relationships were more 
complex, and the prominent pro-Gülen families had much more control 
over their local suppliers. Two, the Nakıboğlu family in Gaziantep and 
the Boydak family in Kayseri were particularly close to the Gülenists. The 
Boydak family was more aggressive than the Nakıboğlu family in its expan-
sion strategy. They were constantly trying to buy up their biggest competitors 
in the Kayseri furniture industry. Many local suppliers I spoke to in those 
years did not seem to object to this hierarchical relationship. Some of them 
saw it as something they could not change. Others believed they were treated 
better than other suppliers to these families because of their explicit support 
for the Gülenists. However, others felt the large Gülenist companies in their 
city exploited their local suppliers and saw their aggressive growth strategy as 
an effort to increase their influence over small manufacturers.

The representatives of other large companies in the city were also not 
happy with this strategy. One of them was one of the largest denim produc-
ers in the world, working for global brands such as Levi’s and Wrangler. The 
Boydaks posed no threat to their business because they operated a highly 
integrated facility that reduced their dependence on the local supply chain. 
Nevertheless, they were concerned about the Boydaks’ strategy. As my 
interlocutor put it: “Kayseri is in a dangerous position. If Boydaks collapse, 
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the whole city will collapse. We need to diversify the customer profile of 
Boydak’s local subsidiaries.”

The Boydaks would take this criticism as a compliment, as the repre-
sentative of Merkez Metal, the flagship of the Boydak Group, commented 
when I asked about their predictions for the economic future of Kayseri: 
“I don’t think Boydak and Kayseri will grow at different rates. They will 
probably have similar growth patterns in the future.” Behind these modest 
sentences was a lot of pride and joy at the power the family held. Boydak’s 
destiny was Kayseri’s.

This connection seemed intuitive to my interlocutor, given the size dif-
ference between the Boydak Group and its subsidiaries. In addition to the 
manufacturing industry, like the Ülker Group, whose owner Murat Ülker is 
the third richest person in the country, the Boydak Group had a significant 
stake in Anadolu Finans, the Gülen-backed Islamic bank. The five companies 
owned by the Boydak family in the ISO500 had net turnover of $1.23 billion 
in 2016 and an export volume of $281 million. These companies directly 
employed 7,143 people.52

The Boydaks’ strategy, I was told several times, was to achieve economic 
hegemony over Kayseri through methods ranging from buying up key local 
competitors to building an exceptionally large local supply chain. They also 
helped marginalize the professionals in the management of their subsidiaries. 
As many of my interviewees argued (and sometimes defended), professionals  
were not valued in Kayseri, and the Boydak family fostered this culture.  
As the small machine parts manufacturer put it: “All who work for the 
Boydaks are robots. They work for the minimum wage. For example, we 
cannot convince the interns to come here because they all want to work at 
Boydak, even though they cannot use their skills there: they just package 
the products.” An indirect but perhaps intended consequence of the Boydak 
family’s efforts to promote anti-intellectualism and anti-technocratism was 
to limit their subsidiaries’ independent access to global markets and main-
tain their dependence on the Boydaks. The professionals employed by those 
smaller manufacturing companies could have disrupted this relationship.

At least some small subsidiaries were aware of this strategy or outcome and 
were critical of it. For example, a small manufacturer of industrial chemicals, 
who was born and raised in Germany and came to Turkey in his thirties as 
a chemical engineer to open a business, said, “If [Boydak’s main furniture 
company] İstikbal coughs, its subsidiaries will get sick.” He produced a spe-
cial compound used in PVC window frames and cable coating. Boydak’s 
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HES Kablo offered to buy his entire capacity, but he declined the offer in 
order to keep his independence. Nonetheless, he was content to have a busi-
ness relationship with HES Kablo, which helped him find other customers. 
Furthermore, he was still selling specialized, high-value-added, low-volume 
inputs like flame retardants to HES Kablo.

However, this relationship was exceptional. Eight of the ten members 
of the local branch of the Plastic Producers Association in Kayseri worked 
almost exclusively for Boydak. According to this interviewee, the Boydak 
family kept competition among its subsidiaries alive with a long-term strat-
egy: it gradually increased its demand to enable the subsidiary to invest in 
new equipment and thus expand its debt stock. This deepened the subsid-
iary’s dependence on the Boydaks because it lacked the connections to find 
other customers, especially in foreign markets.

Another factor that perpetuated this dependency was the pressure the 
Boydaks exerted on their subsidiaries to tailor their product range to their 
specific requirements, as expressed by a machine parts manufacturer:

Yes, the Boydaks are really big. Seventy, maybe eighty percent of all small 
producers in Kayseri work for them in one way or another. But don’t let 
that fool you. The biggest obstacle to the growth of Kayseri is the Boydaks 
themselves.  .  .  . The Boydaks prevented a major investment in a car factory 
by [South Korean] Hyundai because they feared they would have lost their 
workers to this new plant.  .  .  . They helped some [of their subsidiaries] and 
ruined all the others. First, they push their subsidiaries to invest in a machine, 
then they change their product line and push them again to invest in the 
machine. The old machines that are still fully functional are then thrown 
away. Most of the time they are bought with leasing, so the money spent on 
them is usually completely lost. They want to enslave everyone here. But good 
things happen too: they have lost half of their old capacity. I stopped buying 
Koç products [the epitome of secularist capital] after the Gezi protests. Now, 
I no longer work for the Boydaks.

Despite his angry stance, this manufacturer of machine parts gave small 
scholarships to two students who were supported by the Gülenists until 
2014.53 It was interesting how he linked the Boydaks, who were considered 
devout Gülenists, to the Koç family, who he believed headed the Masonic 
Lodge in Turkey. Politics and business did indeed go hand in hand.

The experience of a small furniture producer, Cemal, is another good 
example of how these business conditions have created hostility among 
small producers toward the Boydaks. Cemal worked almost exclusively for 
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the Boydaks between 2001 and 2013, having received his first contract in 
1997 thanks to his nephew, who worked as head of the planning depart-
ment in one of the Boydak companies. He appreciated the Boydaks’ success 
in changing the image of Kayseri’s furniture industry outside the city. The 
auxiliary industry (yan sanayii) had developed over the previous two decades 
after the Boydaks pushed their subsidiaries to adopt new technologies, which 
improved the city’s production capacity.

However, the same process concentrated wealth in the hands of the 
Boydaks. Like the small manufacturer of industrial chemicals that sold 
calcid products to the Boydaks, Cemal believed the lack of connections to 
customers beyond the city limits was the main reason local producers were 
dependent on the Boydaks. His solution to this problem was to establish a 
large, year-round fair in Kayseri like the one in İnegöl, a city near Istanbul 
with a large furniture industry:

The money and power have become concentrated in the hands of a few. 
Growth has not been distributed fairly. We can now go to other cities, but 
the big companies are doing everything they can to prevent us from doing 
so. If I were allocated a space at the trade fair, customers could find me at any 
time. However, the big companies would not like this idea because I would 
not serve them if I learned about the birds and bees. In turn, they would not 
find new subsidiaries. Besides, Kayseri would grow faster than İnegöl if the 
Organized Industrial District issued letters of credit for small producers like 
me. . . . The small producers are grumbling now, and I don’t know how much 
longer the big companies can hold us back.

When I conducted this interview, I thought the idea of a year-round trade 
fair just reflected Cemal’s personal opinion, but I later realized that small 
producers were actively working to convince the Kayseri business community 
to take a step in this direction. As Cemal said, one opponent of the idea was 
the Boydak family.

This issue was raised at a meeting of the Kayseri Chamber of Industry 
(Kayso) in 2015, which I attended by invitation to make observations about 
relations between local industrialists. Kayso had met with the chairman of 
the Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges of Turkey (TOBB), 
Rifat Hisarcıklıoğlu, about the fair idea in recent months, though the head 
of Kayso, Mustafa Boydak, had not attended due to his busy schedule. Many 
details were discussed at this meeting, including the size of the rooms and 
the allocation method for the space. Mustafa Boydak was a gentle person 
who was careful to use the finest words and expressions, but his tone became 
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a little more aggressive when this issue came up on the chamber’s agenda: 
“Some here in Kayseri, who have nothing to do with trade, keep pushing 
the idea of setting up a fair. Do not worry: we will take care of it. . . . There 
used to be an abundance of money in the world. That is no longer the case. 
That’s why we have to calculate carefully before we take an irreversible step. 
Please be aware that we, the businesspeople, are the ones footing the bill. I 
am taking care of this project.”

The Clash.  The plan to establish this year-round fair did not come to frui-
tion, even after Mustafa Boydak was sentenced to seven and a half years in 
prison for his involvement in what the government now called the Gülenist 
Terrorist Organization. After being on the run for many months after the 
verdict, he was caught in a safe house in Istanbul in June 2023.54 At the height 
of the conflict between Gülen and Erdoğan, the outcome was difficult to 
predict for my non-Gülenist interlocutors. They were happy to have Erdoğan 
on their side, as one of the major big bag makers in Gaziantep pointed out: “I 
was very worried about the clash because the Gülenist members were so self-
confident that they restricted their business relations with the non-Gülenist 
businessmen. I began to believe that we would not be given room to survive 
economically. However, after December 17 [the police raids on the safehouses 
of Erdoğan supporters], the situation has changed fundamentally. Nobody 
wants to be associated with the Cemaat [Gülenists] anymore. Even though I 
am not voting for Erdoğan, I am relieved.” He had every reason to be worried, 
because many of their suppliers were on the side of the big Gülenist business 
families and the Gülen movement until 2013, such as the two thousand small 
manufacturers working for the Boydaks in Kayseri. In contrast to the politi-
cal milieu surrounding the 2008 ITKIB elections in Istanbul discussed in 
chapter 4, the growing tensions between Gülen and Erdoğan helped those at 
the bottom turn their dispute with their Gülenist clients into a political rift 
and improve their position in this unequal relationship.

The story of Mehmed, a small furniture manufacturer, is instructive in 
this regard. He ran against the Boydak representative for the chair of the 
Kayseri Chamber of Industry’s Furniture Commission in the early 2010s. 
The Boydak representative was confident because 70 percent of the member 
companies in this commission were their subsidiaries. Mehmed told him 
that unlike them, he had nothing to lose, and the Boydak representative said 
he “should get the votes if he puts his money on the line” (resti çekiyorsan 
sandıktan çıkacaksın).
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The election ended in a draw. The next step was a decision by lot, which 
Mehmed won. Boydak’s representative went to court: the judge decided to 
draw a second lot, which Mehmed won again. Mehmed succeeded in mobi-
lizing an ideologically diverse coalition of ultranationalist NMP, Islamist 
AKP, and secularist RPP small furniture manufacturers against the Boydaks.  
To Mehmed:

The Boydaks know how much their subsidiary earns. They control him. The 
subsidiary buys his car and his house, has a decent life, but he also lives in 
despair because everything he enjoys depends on the Boydaks’ will. He does 
not like the Boydaks. The result of this election was the result of this dis-
enchantment with the Boydaks, a reflection of this dissatisfaction. . . . They 
are aggressive when their subsidiaries no longer want to work with them, 
but they become even more aggressive when new competitors emerge that 
produce the same inputs for their subsidiaries. For example, they took down 
Big Mattress [a pseudonym for one of the local competitors of the Boydaks] 
because Big Mattress had a large synthetic sponge plant. Big Mattress is now 
an ordinary company.

When I asked him about the politics of Big Mattress’s owners, he said: 
“They are leftists. Last year, they served alcoholic drinks at a cocktail party 
in Gaziantep. They even served champagne at this party.” This was an inter-
esting observation because Cemal was one of Mehmed’s supporters in that 
election and he had his own observations about Boydak and Big Mattress: 
“Big Mattress was in decline until last year, when the Boydaks lost favorite 
status in the eyes of the government. Now Big Mattress is growing rapidly in 
Kayseri thanks to the public tenders they were granted recently.”

The openly Gülenist businessmen in Kayseri were closer to this second 
approach. The pro-Gülenist owners of a large steel door manufacturer com-
mented that the local businessmen were acting hypocritically. First, as I was 
warned several times by other Gülenist businessmen, they argued that it 
would be wrong to associate the Boydaks closely with the Gülenists. They 
supported, probably for strategic reasons, several religious orders in the 
city. Moreover, I was told more than once, some family members, such as 
Mustafa Boydak, were not spiritually connected to the Gülenists. Second 
and more importantly, they believed that the Gülenists’ efforts had contrib-
uted greatly to local growth, but the businessmen who benefited from this 
growth remained silent while tension was boiling up in the city. They saw  
this as a redistributive struggle among the big industrialist families, not a 
political feud in Ankara. The steel door producers saw the Boydaks not as 
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instigators of tensions but merely as their victims, heroes with unadulterated 
values: “We call ourselves democrats. Despite our differences, we can talk 
to each other today, can’t we? But now we are being called by name, and we 
cannot accept this injustice.”

Because of these tangled connections and relationships, the political 
milieu in Kayseri was very tense in 2014. I was told on several occasions 
that family members were having heated arguments about which side they 
should have taken in the dispute between Gülen and Erdoğan. At a dinner 
I attended in 2014 as an expert for a Ministry of Family and Social Policy 
project, the participants at my table, top-level local bureaucrats and medium-
sized industrialists, spontaneously opened the subject, which I believe was a 
sign of the intensity of the tensions. After a brief conversation, they agreed 
that Gülenists and Erdoğan supporters were as close as bark to a tree, and 
they quickly changed the subject with a visible sense of unease.

Just a few months later, in late August, two of my interlocutors indepen-
dently told me about rumors that Erdoğan was planning a major police oper-
ation against Gülenist businessmen in Kayseri. This operation apparently 
waited until the failed 2016 coup attempt, but more and more people began 
to tell me stories of people forced by Gülenist bureaucrats at the Ministry of 
Finance to donate to Gülenist NGOs.

The tense situation also affected the city’s political milieu. Before the 
clash, the Gülen-supporting business association GESIAD had around two 
hundred members, compared to thirty Erdoğan-supporting Müsiad mem-
bers. GESIAD lost most of its members between 2013 and 2016. Another 
indication of declining Gülenist support was the sale of the Gülenist newspa-
per Zaman. An interviewee told me that the number of newspapers delivered 
to his gated community, where mainly local industrialists lived, was forty 
before 2013; the number dropped to two in 2014.

The Erdoğan clique also took steps to defame Gülen-supporting business 
circles, including the Boydak family. The family had been given a building on 
Erciyes Mountain, next to which was a large “Boydak” sign that was visible 
to the entire city. This sign, a symbol of the family’s power, was removed in 
2014, and the building was taken away from the family.

Nevertheless, the Boydak Family was still hopeful about the future of 
their political and economic position. At that Kayso meeting in August 2015, 
Mustafa Boydak took about ten minutes to explain his views on the June 
2015 elections:
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Our president [Erdoğan] has done a very important service for our  
country. . . . The economy is being managed very successfully. . . . [However], 
it would not be the end of the world if we had a coalition government. . . . We 
would also like to thank Prime Minister Davutoğlu for his efforts. He has a 
huge burden on his shoulders. He is working both to lead the government 
under difficult circumstances and to form a new coalition. Also, the hope 
that the AKP might win the next round of elections just excites me. . . . The 
candidates will be visiting us next month, and we wish them the best of luck.

Notwithstanding his compliments about Erdoğan, Boydak’s emphasis on 
the merits of coalition governments indicated how much the Boydak family 
hoped Erdoğan would lose at least some of his power in the coming months, 
giving the family some relief from the pressures since 2013. However, the 
developments that followed did not meet their expectations. In addition to 
the confiscation of their business empire, family members were imprisoned 
after the failed 2016 coup attempt, as mentioned above, and seven of them 
were still in prison as of July 2024.55

The Gülen-Erdoğan conflict was not just about the loyalists occupying 
important positions in the government bureaucracy. It was not just about 
state power as such. It was also about a score that the upper and lower ech-
elons of the faubourgeoisie wanted to settle. Similarly, it was about the aspira-
tions of the upper echelons of the faubourgeoisie to replace or join the biggest 
business families, who had made their fortunes as comprador industrialists, 
particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, with the help of a new state under the 
rule of the Gülenist bureaucrats.

The Boydaks were big industrialists, but not monopoly capitalists. 
Ultimately, the country’s largest industrialist families were mostly a product 
of the 1960 coup. In an alternate universe, if the vision of Kemal Kurdaş, the 
finance minister of the junta’s first cabinet in 1960, or even that of Erbakan 
had prevailed among junta members, these families would have had a differ-
ent economic history.

In fact, the 1960 coup and the 2016 coup attempt are morphologically 
similar from the perspective of class relations. The 1960 coup enabled the 
rise of the comprador industrialists to the center of the Turkish economy, 
and the failed 2016 coup had the potential to bring the richest Gülenist 
faubourgeoisie into a new class position. The final leap from the upper ech-
elons of the faubourgeoisie to the lower echelons of the bourgeoisie requires 
political action in the world of monopoly capitalism. Ironically, a key factor 
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that prevented this group from achieving its goals and led to the downfall of 
the Gülenists was resistance from the lower ranks of the faubourgeoisie, the 
Gülenist businessmen’s own suppliers.

As already mentioned, with the exception of Istanbul and Izmir, all of 
the allegedly Gülenist large-scale enterprises the Erdoğan clique confiscated 
after the failed 2016 coup attempt are in Denizli, Gaziantep, and Kayseri, my 
research setting between 2012 and 2015. Not all, but many suppliers in these 
cities resented the power of Gülenist businesses and argued that their cities 
and individual businesses would be better off if the Gülenists went out of 
business. This happened after the coup attempt. The Gülenist small business 
owners I talked to, however, argued the Gülenist industrial conglomerates 
had turned their cities into growth poles.

The GDP growth of Denizli and Kayseri between 2016 and 2022 was 
slower than that of the country as a whole. The manufacturing and industrial 
sectors of these cities grew at about the same pace as the Turkish economy. 
Gaziantep’s GDP has grown much faster than Turkey’s. However, the influ-
ence of the Nakıboğlu family, who allegedly owned the biggest Gülenist indus-
trial enterprise in Gaziantep, on the city’s economy was more limited than that 
of the Boydak family in Kayseri. The Nakıboğlu family, the new owners of  
the decades-old petrochemical company Pil-Sa, or with its new name, 
Nak-Sa, focused on industrial chemicals.56 Unlike the furniture industry, in 
which the Boydak family thrived in Kayseri, the Nakıboğlu family did not 
need to establish an extensive local supply chain for this raw-materials-based 
industry. Rather, Nak-Sa developed a highly vertical structure, taking on 
even the most labor-intensive processes, such as big bag weaving, at its gigan-
tic campus in the city. The city ranked third in GDP growth between 2016 
and 2022, but so did Kilis and Mardin, two neighbors of Gaziantep, both of 
which share a border with Syria. It seems Gaziantep has grown faster than 
the country (as it did before 2016), not because of (or despite) the Gülenists 
but because the city borders a war-torn country in need of the most basic 
industrial products.57

In other words, data since 2016 do not support the claims of either the 
Gülenists or the Erdoğanists that they have been the reason for the growth 
of their cities. Seizure of the allegedly Gülenist big businesses did not col-
lapse the local economies of Denizli and Kayseri, and the post-Gülenist new 
business environment has not allowed these cities to flourish, at least so far. 
The struggle has not benefited local business circles in these cities, but it has 
helped the Erdoğan clique consolidate its power in national politics.
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The Utter Failure

In the Islamists’ struggle with the secularists, the faubourgeoisie acted as 
gatekeepers and cut the non-Islamists’ links to the working class. In the 
struggle between the Kurds and the Islamists, the faubourgeoisie’s posi-
tion led to a crack in the ideological unity of both movements. The struggle 
between the factions of the Islamist movement led by Gülen and Erdoğan 
was an extrapolation of the split within the higher and lower ranks of the 
faubourgeoisie at the level of national politics. The struggle also contrasted 
the political aspirations of the Islamist petty bourgeois Gülenist bureaucrats 
and the Islamist pro-faubourgeois Erdoğan clique.

What appears to an outside observer today as a strongman regime in 
Turkey under the leadership of Erdoğan is the result of the changing con-
ditions of the alliance between the Islamists and the faubourgeoisie since 
the 1970s. Any discussion that reduces the particularities of these political 
struggles to a history of the Erdoğan clique or Erdoğan himself overlooks 
the historical significance of the transformation of the state along the class 
interests of the faubourgeoisie.

The surprise that many experienced after the 2023 elections in Turkey clearly 
shows, in my opinion, the limitations of perspectives that avoid a class analysis 
of politics or use a simplified version of it. Many expected Erdoğan to lose in 
the 2023 elections because they believed that the depreciating Turkish currency 
would lead to discontent among voters. Indeed, life became more difficult for 
many before the elections, mainly as a result of Erdoğan’s persistent policy of 
lowering interest rates. Some commentators called this policy irrational58 and 
said the markets would teach Erdoğan a valuable lesson.59 The opposition in 
Turkey quickly bought the story: Erdoğan was an uneducated man. He could 
not understand the political implications of his economic policies. He pushed 
down interest rates in the country because Islam banned interest.

However, the situation looked different to me even a year before this elec-
tion.60 No one bothered to check the data, which told me that Turkey was 
going through the impoverishment of the working class, not an economic 
crisis. Employment was booming in the new sweatshops. The Erdoğan clique 
had an effective and straightforward plan. At the center of its strategy was 
something the Islamists had been trying to deliver to the faubourgeoisie since 
Erbakan’s time in the 1970s: low interest rates. In other words, the unortho-
dox policy decision that the opposition believed would end Erdoğan’s politi-
cal career was at the very core of his 2023 electoral strategy.
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The equation was simple. Erdoğan’s seemingly irrational interest rate 
policy contributed to the erosion of wages. The monthly minimum wage 
fell by 31 percent from $430 in 2016 to $295 in 2022.61 The reduction in 
wages enabled a boom in the number of new sweatshops and medium-sized 
factories. As the last stage of a trend uninterrupted since 2012, the annual 
net growth in the number of new manufacturing companies reached 17,967  
in 2022, the highest since 1999. Between the 2019 municipal election,  
when the Islamists lost Istanbul and Ankara, and the 2023 presidential 
election, the population of manufacturing SMEs grew by 16 percent, from 
403,000 to 466,000.62 This boom was associated with the largest expansion 
in job creation in the AKP period and probably in modern Turkish history: 
1.35 million, 1.04 million, and 1.41 million jobs were created in 2020, 2021, 
and 2022, respectively. The total corresponded to 14.4 percent of the people 
covered by the social security system in 2022.63

With this strategy, Erdoğan economically satisfied the faubourgeoisie and 
politically cornered the working class. The faubourgeoisie had cheap credit 
and a devalued currency, and the working class had jobs, even if their wages 
fell by a third. Families who were able to find new jobs for their unemployed 
members were able to offset some of the fall in wages. While they knew they  
were being collectively exploited, in the absence of political alternatives  
they forced themselves to see this situation as a result of the vagaries of global 
markets rather than the Islamists’ decades-long strategy to impoverish the 
working class. As long as impoverishment was not accompanied by any direct 
political action by the opposition to reach the working class, it would not 
have much impact on the voting behavior of workers enclosed by the thick 
walls of the echo chambers in their neighborhoods.

My story, however, fell on deaf ears. The same people who explained 
the rise of Islamism by way of a mystical centuries-old bond between the 
Islamists and the subaltern masses—a textbook example of cultural essential-
ism deeply rooted in Orientalism—now hoped the “falling wages = falling 
support” formula, the most vulgar form of economic reductionism, would 
bring democracy back to the country. The 2023 elections dealt a severe blow 
to both cultural essentialism, which idealizes the Islamist movement as repre-
senting the underprivileged, and economic reductionism, which portrays the 
political success of the Islamist movement as the result of economic growth.

Both views deny the possibility that the Islamist movement is pursuing a 
class agenda that has its own utopia and nostalgia. The 2023 election was an 
important step for the Islamists’ goal of transforming the whole country into 



R i f t s  a n d  Au t hor i ta r i a n i s m   •  231

a “great Bağcılar,” their utopia, which was nostalgically frozen in its political 
heyday in the 1990s when the Islamists were widely recognized as the voice of 
the subaltern. Indeed, Islamism has been the most class-conscious movement 
in the country’s recent political history. The hard-to-see detail here is that the  
class interests the Islamists seek to protect and advance are not those of  
the proletariat, the bourgeoisie, or the petty bourgeoisie, but those of the 
social class I call the faubourgeoisie.

The faubourgeoisie’s growing role in the Turkish economy since the 1990s 
has framed politics in a variety of ways. The turbulent 2010s was the stage for 
this class to settle its score with the bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie, 
recalibrate power dynamics among its members, and consolidate its domina-
tion over the proletariat. Each of the three rifts discussed in this chapter 
corresponds to these changes in class relations. Taking the form of reconcili-
ation, conflict, and purge, the relations of the Islamists to the secularists, the 
Kurds, and rival Islamist cliques resulted in a new political establishment 
and complex power network under the leadership of the Erdoğan clique. A 
thirteenth-century guildsman weaving fabric is now the personification of 
the nation, rather than an early-twentieth-century bureaucrat preparing a 
five-year development plan.

As discussed in chapter 3, this political and economic transformation did 
not help the country prosper. The Islamists’ economic policies have failed 
to deliver growth, and this failure has continued for so long that this simply 
cannot be the result of a strategic miscalculation, incompetence, or cronyism. 
Figure 17 compares Turkey’s per capita income with four units: the world, 
the countries of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), upper-middle-
income countries, and Muslim-majority countries. Turkey’s per capita income 
slowly grew by 76 percent with respect to the upper-middle-income countries 
between 1960 and 2005. Per capita income caught up with the world about 
when the Islamists came to power. Except for the 1970s, when petrodollars 
began to flow to the oil-rich Muslim-majority countries and the figures for 
the MENA region and those countries shifted, Turkey’s per capita income 
grew faster than them until the first decade of the 2000s.

There was no sustained relative decline in per capita income in Turkey  
in the postwar period until the end of the 1990s. Ironically, the Islamists 
came to power under extremely favorable conditions. Global growth rates 
were high in the first decade of their rule. The European Union did its best to 
support the Islamists and initiated EU accession negotiations with Turkey in 
2004. This geopolitical move boosted foreign direct investment to a pace the 
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country had never experienced. In addition, the Middle East was destabilized 
by various military conflicts, including the US invasion of Iraq. This opened 
new business opportunities for Turkish entrepreneurs.

However, the decline in Turkey’s relative per capita income has been 
uninterrupted since the Islamists came to power. The most dramatic and 
important trend concerns Turkey’s income group: the upper-middle-income 
countries. When the AKP came to power in November 2002, the ratio 
between Turkey’s per capita income and this group of countries was at its 
highest level since 1979. The difference was a factor of 2.5, and the trend had 
been positive since the 1960s. The decline began in 2005, just three years 
after the Islamists came to power, and it has not stopped. Turkey’s GDP per 
capita fell below that of upper-middle-income countries in 2020 for the first 
time since 1960.

This last piece of information also shows that one cannot attribute this 
utter failure of the Islamists to their neoliberal policies. Turkey adopted and 
implemented a neoliberal agenda after the 1980 military coup. Even though 
per capita income dropped by 40 percent in just four years after the coup and 
several financial crises destabilized the economy, the two decades between 

Figure 17.  Relative GDP per capita of Turkey (1960–2022). Calculated by the author 
using World Bank country indicators.
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1980 and 2000 were not a period of relative decline in per capita income. 
Under Islamist rule, there is only a straight downward trend. The unilinear 
nature of this trend supports the argument that the Islamists have not been 
unhappy with this consequence of their economic policies.

This is why I call the Islamists’ economic strategy “sustainable decline.” 
The strategy pursues two overarching goals. The first is to subsidize the fau-
bourgeoisie with public resources as a shield against domestic and foreign big 
business in finance, trade, and manufacturing. This ensures that the number 
of these entrepreneurs grows, as does their collective dependence on these 
funds provided by the Islamists. The second is to use public policy to raise 
new generations of sweatshop workers with poor public education. Coupled 
with intolerance of labor unions and clientelist welfare measures, this strat-
egy makes the younger generations dependent on the faubourgeoisie in dif-
ferent ways, necessary because the Islamists cannot maintain their political 
hegemony in a country where these younger generations have other options 
and can develop a collective will against the faubourgeoisie. So, the working 
class should be impoverished, even if this policy means the impoverishment 
of the entire country.

The Erdoğan clique’s victory over the secularists, the Kurdish movement, 
and the Gülenists turned sustainable decline into Turkey’s unofficial eco-
nomic doctrine. Just like my coworkers in Bağcılar, the country has been 
systematically impoverished with this policy mindset. The class dimension 
of the history of Turkish Islamism invites reconsideration of the relationship 
between economic growth and political support for parties in government. 
Under certain conditions of class relations, such as those in Turkey, political 
movements could opt for employment over growth if economic decline at 
a certain pace could help them muster the support of the proletariat. That 
calculation of the Islamists helped them corner or appease their rivals in 
the 2010s with a remarkable outcome: continued support of the proletariat 
despite the slow but sure impoverishment of the country.
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Sev en

The Theory

A Grounded Theory about the Middle Class

My research since the late 1990s has falsified more than once my 
initial propositions about the rise of the Islamist movement in Turkey. I was 
surprised to see that the industrialization-Islamization connection pertained 
not only to Turkey but to the Muslim-majority world (MMW) at large. 
Islamists’ persistent efforts to connect to small producers since the 1970s 
were astonishing. During my fieldwork, I expected to see pious businessmen 
with a collaborative spirit in the industrializing towns of the country, and 
religious orders delivering appealing and positive messages to the proletariat. 
I expected the workers to be much more pious and religiously dedicated.

I was proven wrong many times, and each failure provided input to  
the three arguments I have advanced in this book. First, the more industri-
alized a Muslim-majority country is, the more visibly it goes through the 
Islamization process, by which I mean the growing use of religious motifs 
in politics. Second, instead of tension between Islamists and secularists, the 
alliance between Islamists and nonmonopoly industrialists, who are the core 
of a social class I call the faubourgeoisie, is at the center of the Islamization of  
politics in Turkey. Third, the raison d’être of the alliance of the faubour-
geoisie with the Islamists is not to wage a war against modernism, establish 
a theological political order, or advance the interests of the subaltern masses, 
but to intensify the exploitation of the proletariat in capitalist labor process.

I suspect this social class plays a similar role in other countries. The 
Islamization-industrialization connection pertains to the MMW at large, 
and two-thirds of this meta-region’s population1 lives in countries similar 
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to Turkey in the ways discussed in chapter 1. Relatively recent globalization 
studies document the rise of a new global middle class as a new component 
of the global class structure.2 Furthermore, a smaller number of studies point 
to the significance of the middle class in the politics of the MMW,3 yet these 
contributions fall short of defining this actor within a general theory of class 
formation. In this chapter, I discuss how my observations about Turkey can 
serve such a theory and lay the groundwork for a research framework for 
other country contexts.

The Marxist framework has good potential for developing this theory, 
given that the research material points to domination in the local dynamics 
of the capitalist labor process as the key factor behind the continued political 
success of the Turkish Islamists. I use Marx’s Capital to formulate a three-
layered typology of major class actors in terms of their position, function, and 
motives in capital accumulation.

Marx’s model offers an integrated theory of capital accumulation and class 
formation. Each volume of Capital defines the proletariat, the landowners, 
and the bourgeoisie—the three main social classes of a bourgeois society—in 
relation to the production, circulation, and appropriation of surplus value as 
the constitutive processes of capital accumulation. The connection between 
capital accumulation and class formation in his model turns the major concep-
tual innovation of this book, the faubourgeoisie, into an operational category 
for further research in Turkey and elsewhere.

This chapter advances and presents the book’s fourth argument: There  
is a middle stratum in wealth distribution that is categorically different  
from the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. One can empirically identify this 
stratum with a simple quantitative metric. There are different social classes 
in this middle stratum of wealth distribution. These social classes differ from 
each other, not in terms of the metric but in the function they serve in what 
Marx calls “the circulation of surplus value.” In other words, the factor that 
identifies the middle stratum is their position in the wealth distribution, and  
the factor that identifies the social classes within that middle stratum is their 
function in the circulation process. Based on Marx’s analysis, the circula-
tion process is composed of three interconnected metamorphoses of capital. 
Each social class in the middle stratum—the faubourgeoisie, the petty bour-
geoisie, and the technocracy—plays a function in one of these. This book 
focuses on the faubourgeoisie and its relationship to the petty bourgeoisie, 
the bourgeoisie, and the proletariat. By serving their functions in one of the 
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metamorphoses of capital, those social classes help the bourgeoisie recuperate 
what Marxists call “the surplus profit,” an essential component of capital 
accumulation, or simply economic growth. The middle classes are, in fact, 
“circulation classes.”

The monopolization of capacities by members of the circulation classes 
is the process that yields them above-average wealth. Thus, the revenue of 
the circulation classes is rent, not wages or interest. The circulation classes 
are rentier classes. For the members of these social classes to remain in this 
wealth stratum, they must preserve the capacity that lets them serve their 
function in the circulation process from what Marxists call “the deskilling 
process,” the destruction of a capacity, usually via the routinization of  
that capacity.

The key component of the deskilling process is the separation of 
conception from execution. The process is inherently epistemic, like  
the capacities the circulation classes strive to monopolize. Each of the 
three circulation classes produces, promotes, and uses a different form of 
knowledge: episteme, techne, and phronesis. They work to prevent others 
from the legitimate and practical use of these forms of knowledge and to 
epistemologically demote the other two forms of knowledge. The circula-
tion classes are epistemic classes.

The circulation classes work to muster the political support of the  
proletariat for use as a bargaining chip against the bourgeoisie and to 
advance their epistemic turf vis-à-vis the other two circulation classes. 
Most politics in bourgeois society today is an outcome of this dual struggle 
among these social classes. Thus, there is a structural relationship between 
the redistributive and epistemic aspects of class relations. For instance, the 
rift between secularists and Islamists in Turkey has never been just about 
lifestyle, nor has it been only about the redistributive elements of the rela-
tionship between the faubourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie. Secularism 
and Islamism refer to different capacities that favor these two social classes 
in the circulation process. The victory of one over the other in the epistemic 
field points to the potential proletarianization of one class actor in favor 
of the other.

Each component of this fourth argument is informed by the research 
material I presented in previous chapters to substantiate the book’s other 
three arguments. I flesh out this last argument in the following sections in 
relation to the first three arguments. For an analysis that substantiates the 
discussion about rent in this chapter, see appendix C.
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The First Argument and the Appropriation Process

The first argument of this book, the connection between Islamization and 
industrialization, is related to the two major redistributive consequences 
of post–Cold War globalization. First, the wealth of billionaires expanded 
immensely. In a sense, the world is in an advanced stage of monopoly capi-
talism ruled by a microscopic transnational elite, the bourgeoisie. Second, 
growing economic interconnectivity boosted a new global middle class, par-
ticularly outside the North Atlantic region. The relationships of this new 
global middle class to other social classes have framed major political shifts 
in this period, such as the rise of Islamism in the MMW and the emergence 
of authoritarian movements in various parts of the world.

This new global middle class is part of the middle stratum in the wealth 
distribution. Unlike the poorest stratum, the proletariat, which comprises 
approximately 85 percent of the world population and has a smaller share 
of global wealth than if it were distributed equally, members of the middle 
stratum can save enough wealth to pass their privileges on to their children. 
Nonetheless, even the wealthiest members of this stratum, approximately 
15 percent of the world population (and 12–31 percent of the population in 
individual countries for 2021), are much poorer than those on the other tail 
of the spectrum. Five to eight thousand individuals in a few thousand fami-
lies owned roughly 6 percent ($26 trillion) of total global wealth in 2021.4 To 
put the wealth of this small population in perspective, the average wealth of  
the top 1 percent of the global population was six ten-thousandths of the 
average wealth of the superelite that year.5 Unlike nonmonopoly entrepre-
neurs, the magnitude of their wealth lets this global elite move their capital 
freely across corporations, industries, and countries. Competition is not a 
threat to their status in the wealth distribution. It is an instrument they use 
to dominate everyone else, including nonmonopoly entrepreneurs.

Marx’s critical contribution is about the kind of revenue the middle stra-
tum earns. The proletariat in the bottom 85 percent produces most of the 
value and receives a share so small that their offspring find themselves under 
the same duress of wage labor. The bourgeoisie, the microscopically small 
global elite, and the middle stratum just below them appropriate the rest.

Marx dedicated at least half of the third volume of Capital, parts 5–7, to 
identifying the revenue sources of the nonproletarian social classes. This pro-
vides a simple metric for distinguishing these three wealth strata. According 
to his trinity formula (in chapter 48), the proletariat receives a portion of the 
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value it produces in the form of wages. The bourgeoisie appropriates the rest 
of this value in the form of interest as the revenue of capital. Any arrears left 
to those in the middle stratum above the prevailing wage are a third form of 
revenue, rent.6 The rent the members of this middle stratum receive enables 
them to accumulate above-average wealth.

In other words, the revenue of the middle stratum could be, in theory, 
as small as the average wage of the proletariat. In practice, it is much bigger 
because of the gap between the value the members of the middle stratum pro-
duce and the revenue they receive. Examples materialize the idea: a slumlord 
is of course a rentier. So is a physician if their occupational organization can 
put an effective limit on the number of new graduates in their country. The 
ensuing monopoly of physicians in their occupational field delinks the value 
of the service provided from its price and helps the bourgeoisie recuperate a 
substantial and growing portion of the wages of the proletariat. The physi-
cians receive some portion of this recuperated value as their share in the form 
of rent. A tenured scholar has job security and saves above-average wealth 
over their life span because they produce knowledge that increases what 
Marx called the intensity of labor or reduces wages by justifying the existing 
class structure. A corporate executive receives bonuses much larger than their 
typical predecessor in the 1950s if they find new suppliers of manufactured 
goods in countries with a small GDP per capita. A sweatshop owner could 
receive much more revenue than a factory foreman’s wages if they can keep 
unions and socialists out of the neighborhood. In all cases, these personas 
expand the surplus value.7

In these examples, a technical, cultural, or legal boundary facilitates  
the progressive exploitation of the proletariat. Those who draw or maintain 
those boundaries help the bourgeoisie accumulate capital at a growing rate 
in the form of surplus profits, and they receive much more revenue than they 
would if there were no such boundaries. The difference between their revenue 
and the value of what they produce (if they produce anything at all) is rent, 
which is a portion of the surplus profit. Those in the middle stratum are 
members of rentier classes.

Because the total revenue of the middle stratum can theoretically range 
from the average wage to the total amount of surplus profits, the social classes 
in the middle stratum seek alliances with political movements as they wage 
two simultaneous fights. First, they work to suppress the proletariat to gener-
ate surplus profits for the bourgeoisie. Second, they fight the bourgeoisie to 
expand their share of the surplus profits produced by the proletariat.
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This proposition shows why Islamism in Turkey has neither become a 
working-class movement nor exclusively represented the interests of the bour-
geoisie since the 1970s. As I argued in chapter 2 on the history of the Islamist 
movement and in chapter 3 on the relationship between the Islamists and the 
faubourgeoisie, the movement emerged as a third option after the Islamists 
had won the support of nonmonopoly entrepreneurs, a segment of the middle 
stratum of the wealth distribution. Islamism is a class movement that both 
defines and represents the interests of nonmonopoly entrepreneurs. On the 
one hand, the Islamists negotiate their interests vis-à-vis monopoly capital 
and shape state and security policies to suppress and reproduce the proletariat. 
On the other hand, the Islamists reinforce the competitive tendencies of the 
individual nonmonopoly entrpreneurs and make themselves an indispensable 
mediator for the faubourgeoisie in its relations with other social classes.

The link between Islamization and industrialization is the result of the 
relative strength of nonmonopoly entrepreneurs in the production relations 
of their countries and the idiosyncratic historical conditions of the alliances 
they have formed with the political actors leading the process of Islamization. 
As I argued in chapter 1, the success of Turkish Islamism is no exception. 
That chapter not only demonstrates the similarities between Turkey and the 
overwhelming majority of Muslim-majority countries but also shows what 
to look for in the relationship between Islamization and industrialization  
in the Turkish context. On a broader level, the link between Islamization  
and industrialization illustrates the political consequences of an alliance 
between Islamists and nonmonopoly entrepreneurs, who are playing an 
increasingly important role in production relations in the post–Cold war era.

The Second Argument and the Circulation Process

Marx’s analysis of the circulation process in the second volume of Capital 
helps distinguish these nonmonopoly entrepreneurs, the faubourgeoisie, 
from the two other social classes in the middle stratum of wealth distribu-
tion. In this volume, Marx described three metamorphoses of capital as 
moments in the circulation of capital. Money capital transforms into pro-
ductive capital, which transforms into commodity capital, which—at the end 
of this metamorphic cycle—transforms back into money capital, together 
with the surplus value attached to it. This underlines the role of the circu-
lation process in class formation. Every metamorphosis is a social relation 
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rather than a purely technical connection between different forms of capital. 
Different social classes play distinct roles in these three metamorphoses. In 
other words, the middle stratum of the wealth distribution hosts three dis-
tinct circulation classes that serve functions in particular metamorphoses. 
This is illustrated in figure 18.

The raison d’être of the petty bourgeoisie is the metamorphosis of com-
modity capital into money capital. A second circulation class takes part in 
the metamorphosis of money capital into productive capital by overseeing 
and expanding the investment of the bourgeoisie. I call this managerial class 
technocracy, following Nicos Poulantzas, who used the same term for profes-
sional managers,8 and Alvin Gouldner, who carefully distinguished between 
technical intelligentsia and intellectuals.9 The last and, for the purposes of 
this book, most important social class, the faubourgeoisie, takes part in the 
metamorphosis of productive capital into commodity capital by overseeing 
the capitalist labor process on behalf of the bourgeoisie and, in non–North 
Atlantic countries, on behalf of global corporations. Each class played crucial 
roles in the expansion of wage labor and market relations.

The petty bourgeoisie creates and maintains the commodity markets. 
Members of this class spread new consumer trends through what Jacques 
Lacan called “the purification of desire.”10 They define what desire should 
mean with various intellectual products that appeal to different segments  
of the working class. Similarly, bureaucrats and state officials create and  
direct the political institutions that structure national and supranational 
markets. The petty bourgeoisie has historically been the actor behind the for-
mation of nation-states in both high- and low-income regions of the world.

Members of the technocracy design social and sometimes material tech-
nologies to build horizontal supply chains and vertical corporate structures. 

• Money
Capital

Technocracy

• Productive
Capital

Faubourgeoisie

• Commodity
Capital

Petty
Bourgeoisie

• Money
Capital

Technocracy

Figure 18.  Social classes originating from the circulation process. Courtesy of the author. 
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Of the three social classes, they work most closely with members of the 
bourgeoisie. As the predecessors of the technocracy, previous generations 
of corporate managers had been highly paid administrative workers, hired 
to develop and administer the deskilling process at the corporate level. 
However, the successors of these managers became the core of the emergent 
technocracy as they began to play a critical role in the formation and expan-
sion of the transnational operations of corporate capital.

High-income countries now host the battleground of these two 
classes. The petty bourgeoisie has lost most of its status in recent decades 
as the technocracy has invented creative methods to isolate the skills of  
the petty bourgeoisie within contractual arrangements so that they  
cannot lay claim to the outcome of their own work. The strategies pur-
sued by the technocracy to undermine the status of the petty bourgeoisie 
include the commercial pressure on the mom-and-pop shops; the prolifera-
tion of contract work among petty bourgeois content creators; the gradual 
expansion of the influence of business schools and other career-oriented 
disciplines, such as criminology or social work, within academia at  
the expense of the humanities and social sciences; the gradual transforma-
tion of the sciences into STEM fields and subfields of medicine; the resur-
gence of nonacademic research centers that indirectly exploit the resources 
of academia; and the replacement of tenured government bureaucrats with 
freelancer professional experts.

The last and, for the purposes of this book, most important circulation 
class is what I have called the faubourgeoisie. The term comes from the 
French historian Henri Pirenne, one of the most influential exponents of 
the Annales school. He discussed the impact of the rejuvenation of Roman 
roads around the eleventh century on socioeconomic relations in Europe, 
after the Islamic Empire had cut the northern Mediterranean off from the 
rest of the known world. This process, Pirenne argued, was the main reason 
for the dissolution of the Roman order. During this period, the expansion  
of cities gave rise to new groups of merchants and artisans on the outskirts of  
flourishing cities, in places he called faubourgs or forisburgus. Unlike their 
counterparts within the city walls, they were rootless, but they played an 
important role in a “real industrial revolution” that transformed rural indus-
tries into urban ones. According to Pirenne, these merchants and artisans 
gradually merged with their counterparts within the city as the guild system 
slowly lost its importance in the new era.11 Their emergence was linked to 
growing economic interdependence in the northern Mediterranean, which 
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is now called Europe. This historical moment serves as a good analogy for 
naming this social class.

Small industrial producers played a significant role in other periods as 
well. In the sixteenth century, they triggered what some historians call 
“protoindustrialization” in northwestern Europe.12 Similarly, such produc-
ers played an important role at the height of the Industrial Revolution. In 
the first volume of Capital, Marx distinguished the formal subsumption of 
labor, a relationship between small producers in the countryside and urban 
merchants (like the Verlagsystem), from the real subsumption of labor, which 
took its ideal typical form in the factory system. Historians have underpinned 
Marx’s emphasis.13 According to Bythell,14 the putting-out system competed 
effectively with the emerging factory system well into the second half of the 
nineteenth century. This lasted until the share of consumer goods, such as 
readymade clothing, in British exports dropped in favor of intermediate 
products such as fabrics, followed by the mushrooming of similar small-scale 
manufacturing practices in the colonies of the British Empire.

Unlike the technocracy, a significant portion of today’s faubourgeoisie 
operates in global faubourgs as it conducts business outside the metaphoric 
or sometimes actual walls that surround the cities or the richer nation-states. 
The members of this social class not only made post–Cold War globalization 
possible but also facilitated new cross-country redistributive dynamics 
that favored regions other than the North Atlantic. In the North Atlantic, 
franchisees have a similar class character. Like their counterparts in poorer 
countries, they are on the periphery of the vertical corporate structures yet 
play an essential role as a buffer against unionization.

As discussed in chapters 2 and 6, this interpretation shows the histori-
cal significance of the tension between Islamists and secularists in recent 
Turkish history. As discussed in chapter 2, the founding cadres of the 
Republican regime produced what Erdem Damar15 called an “Orientalist 
fantasy” about the Islamists to justify regime change in the first decades  
of their rule and to differentiate their project, which they defined as a  
“civilizing mission,” from the socialist agenda of the Left between the 
coups of 1960 and 1980. The secularist cadres have allied themselves with 
the Islamists against the socialists at every critical juncture throughout the 
entire history of the republic.

This tacit alliance has been at the heart of the Islamist–secularist divide 
since the 1980s, as discussed in chapter 6. By squeezing the socialists and 
the entire spectrum of non-Islamist liberals and conservatives out of party 
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politics, the Islamists and the secularists established a new hegemonic bloc 
that not only denies all other political actors any space but is also the scene 
of repeated skirmishes between these camps over the redistributive terms of 
the relationship between the two classes they represent, the faubourgeoisie 
and the petty bourgeoisie.

In this complex relationship between classes, represented by the 
Islamist-secularist divide, the petty bourgeoisie had the upper hand after 
the Second World War, but the faubourgeoisie has expanded its influence 
on policymaking at the expense of the petty bourgeoisie since the 1980s. 
This decisive change in politics is closely related to the political economic 
role of secularism in Turkey.

As in the nineteenth century, postcolonial state formation under the 
guidance of the petty bourgeoisie continued to incorporate Turkey into  
the capitalist world economy during the twentieth century. Secularism in 
different forms and to different degrees has been on the political economic 
agenda of the petty bourgeoisie because proletarianization of the rural-to-
urban migrant population and the expansion of market relations required 
a state ideology broader than regional and identity-related particularities.

As this dual process of proletarianization and market making was  
completed, the petty bourgeoisie’s function became less central to the  
global accumulation process, unlike the faubourgeoisie’s key position  
in global supply chains, as discussed in chapters 3–5. In Turkey, this transfor-
mation corresponded to the demotion of secularism to a secondary principle 
and the secularist petty bourgeoisie to a secondary class actor. Meanwhile, 
the faubourgeoisie expanded its influence over politics and the economy 
thanks to its successful alliance with the Islamists.

The Third Argument and the Production Process 

The notion of multiple middle classes is not alien to Marxist theory. Two 
eminent Marxist theorists, Poulantzas and Erik O. Wright, identified three 
middle-class actors in parallel with this discussion. In Poulantzas’s frame-
work, these actors are a new petty bourgeoisie, nonmonopoly capital and the 
managerial technocracy.16 In Wright’s, they are semiautonomous workers, 
small employers, and managers and supervisors.17 In other words, albeit with 
a slightly different lexicon, both thinkers refer to the same class actors to flesh 
out the notion of middle class with a Marxist perspective.
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However, neither they nor others have related these actors to the cir-
culation process, which made it difficult to relate the role of these social 
classes in the labor process to their political motives. Even the wealthiest 
members of the circulation classes are not completely immune to the pro-
cesses the first volume of Capital relays about the proletariat, what Harry 
Braverman has simply called “the deskilling process.”18 The core component 
of the deskilling process is the separation of conception and execution. 
In other words, the deskilling process is epistemic in nature. If they are 
to save themselves from proletarianization, the circulation classes need to 
produce a specific kind of knowledge that is difficult to alienate from them 
and minimally accessible to others. This knowledge assigns them a privi-
leged position in the labor process, which they typically use to intensify the 
exploitation of the proletariat.

The monopolization of a certain form of knowledge as an instrument 
against monopoly capital is the main motive of the circulation classes. It frames 
their relationship to the labor process. The knowledge they produce, use, and 
promote leads to the desired result to the degree it frames the historical condi-
tions of the circulation process. The petty bourgeoisie draws boundaries across 
countries and professions. The technocracy structures organizations that pierce 
those boundaries. The faubourgeoisie turns these boundary-making processes 
into corporeal contingencies in the everyday life practices of the proletariat. 
This conceptual clarification reveals the nature of the rift among different 
circulation classes in general and the tension between the Islamists and the 
secularists in the Turkish case in two respects.

First, my research material repeatedly illustrates the contrast between the 
Islamist and secularist narratives. Well before concepts such as posttruth pol-
itics gained currency in the North Atlantic, observers of Turkey found them-
selves amid an epistemic war in the 1990s. For the secularists, the republican 
regime had saved the country. For the Islamists, the reforms of the twentieth 
century had ruined it. For the former, women should reject religious dogma. 
For the latter, dogma was salvation. For the former, what would save work-
ers from their drudgery was some form of developmentalism. For the lat-
ter, those policies had excluded a large mass from core economic activities 
in the 1970s. As discussed in chapters 2 and 6, these differences demarcate  
the epistemic turfs of the faubourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie. The 
themes that justify the rift are about “civilizational” differences, so the public 
is told that the rift is more important and older than banal problems such as 
unemployment, low wages, and long working hours.
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Second, my research material on the religious orders and my cowork-
ers in the industrial workplaces in Bağcılar in chapters 3–5 shows that the 
Islamist-faubourgeoisie alliance produces and promotes a particular form 
of knowledge that cannot be categorically separated from the knower. In 
chapter 3, I argued that the leader of a religious order has exclusive spiritual 
access to knowledge that matters for them and their followers. Secularists 
reject the legitimacy that this form of knowledge confers on religious lead-
ers. In chapter 4, I observed how the faubourgeois members of working-
class communities use their knowledge of local urban dynamics to shape the 
politics of poorer residents. In chapter 5, I discussed the specific practices or 
technologies that enable this urban elite to utilize this knowledge.

Undergirding its cosmological undertones, the goal of this knowledge is 
not to present universal principles that can, in theory, be communicated, 
for instance by an academic, to anyone with proper training, but to explain 
the individual’s relationship to the cosmos, starting with their immediate 
environs including their body and their community. Within this framework, 
the knowledge that grants privileges to the sweatshop owner is similar to the 
knowledge of the religious leader. Instead of a credential documented with 
a diploma, their knowledge of the local social context, inalienable due to its 
local character, is the source of their wealth and prestige.

In other words, the circulation classes produce distinct forms of knowl-
edge and challenge the legitimacy of others. The typical petty bourgeois is 
a firm supporter of credentialism, which lets occupational groups such as 
teachers, scholars, physicians, lawyers, and engineers have their specific ter-
ritories.19 In the case of corporate executives, the ideal typical representative 
of the technocracy, it could be a cultural milieu that favors highly exclusive 
social networks and helps the members of these networks keep certain forms 
of business practices to themselves.20 In the case of the faubourgeoisie, the 
knowledge it produces and promotes is by definition local and nonprogram-
matic. For instance, the answer to a mystery I left unresolved in chapters 3 
and 4—why the Just Order manifesto of the Islamists was discarded only a 
few years after its dissemination in the 1990s—lies in this local and nonpro-
grammatic nature: the Just Order was too doctrinal for the faubourgeoisie. 
Thus, the petty bourgeois scholar typically fails to consider the knowledge 
this social class produces as a legitimate object of study.

In reference to Bent Flyvbjerg’s reading of the related concepts,21 I 
believe that Aristotle’s distinction between the three forms of knowledge 
in his Nicomachean Ethics matches the conceptual triad surprisingly well: 
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Aristotle distinguishes between episteme, techne, and phronesis. Episteme 
is about establishing universal principles that claim to explain the universe 
and tend to overlook unfitting phenomena as exceptions. Techne is a form 
of knowledge that can be obtained by uncovering the layers of a spatially 
and temporally limited phenomenon such as a machine or an organization. 
Phronesis is a form of knowledge that is tied to the knower and justified  
in reference to a specific trait or capacity of the knower, such as virtue.  
These forms of knowledge respectively refer to the petty bourgeoisie, the 
technocracy, and the faubourgeoisie. The circulation classes strive to domi-
nate the production of and access to these salient forms of knowledge, to 
degrade the status of other forms relative to their own, and to make their role 
in the labor process unavoidable.

Broader Implications

The discussion of redistributive dynamics provided a metric for distinguish-
ing the middle stratum of the wealth distribution from the proletariat and  
the bourgeoisie: they are rentiers. The discussion of the function they serve  
in the circulation process identified three groups within that middle stratum: 
they are circulation classes. The discussion of their capacities indicates what they 
do in the labor process: the circulation classes are knowledge-producers, and 
their raison d’être is knowledge production, so they are epistemic classes. This 
three-layered discussion of the class identity of those in the middle of the con-
temporary stratification structure links the theoretical construct of this book, 
which I have presented in this final chapter, to its three objectives.

The first objective was to offer a historical and ethnographic answer to 
the question of how the Islamists have been so powerful in Turkey since the 
1990s but not before. My answer offers an alternative to two narratives that 
dominate political discussion in Turkey. The first and intellectually more 
influential one is the grand narrative, according to which the modernist 
republican elites of the twentieth century have been in a century-long tension 
with pious antimodernist masses due to the split of values between these two 
camps. The Islamists are here represented as the guardians of the masses. This 
is a form of cultural essentialism that equates the motives of the elites and the 
masses with their stance on religion. This narrative faces two problems. First, 
popular support for the Islamists is relatively new, which challenges the idea 
that the pious masses have an intrinsic political lean toward the Islamists. 
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Second, the local conditions of support for the Islamists have not been closely 
studied by the proponents of this narrative. The narrative presupposes some 
form of social solidarity among local community members without provid-
ing empirical and historical evidence other than factually problematic and 
sometimes even irrelevant bits and pieces such as election results and the 
narratives of various tropes of elites. I dealt with some of these problematic 
assertions in previous chapters.

The other prevailing narrative focuses on redistributive dynamics and 
portrays the Islamists as clientelist providers of resources like means-tested 
social assistance for the poor and as facilitators of the neoliberal reforms 
that coincided with a brief period of economic growth in the first few years 
of their one-party government. This economic reductionism faces two prob-
lems. First, the Islamists mustered the support of a growing section of the 
urban working class before they controlled central government in 2002, so  
this account, like the first narrative, suffers from a chronological error. 
Second, after coming to power, the Islamists have received considerable 
support from the proletariat, despite the economic ups and downs, the 
corruption scandals, and their complete disinterest in the actual welfare of 
workers and their families. Per capita income in Turkey declined 32 percent 
between 2013 and 2020. Moreover, this trend was opposite to the averages 
of lower, middle, and upper middle-income countries. Only nineteen of the 
217 countries in the World Bank database shrank economically more than 
Turkey between 2014 and 2022, including Yemen, Afghanistan, Libya, 
Syria, and South Sudan, each the site of an armed conflict. Turkey had not 
had such a long and steep decline in this metric since 1960. Nonetheless, 
the Islamists passed constitutional amendments that eliminated the last 
vestiges of democratic institutions in 2017 and won the presidential elec-
tions in 2018 and 2023.

What makes these narratives examples of cultural essentialism and eco-
nomic reductionism is their failure to provide a holistic perspective on the 
conditions of popular support for the Islamist movement. The economic 
reductionist narrative fails to explain why a significant portion of the prole-
tariat continues to support the Islamists despite the economic ups and downs. 
The cultural essentialist narrative does not explain why the election results 
are receptive to these ups and downs. This failure is related to the assumption 
that tension takes place between the pious and the secularists, not between 
social classes. The failure thus is misrecognizing the actor behind this recep-
tivity. The class reaction is not from the proletariat but from another actor, 
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the faubourgeoisie. This social class emerged from within the circulation of 
surplus value. Its relationship with the proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie 
has determined the broad contours of politics since the 1980s.

The second objective of this book was to provide a basis for further 
research about contemporary authoritarianism in other countries. The 
Turkish case is not exceptional but rather an example of global trends that 
may apply to other countries. For instance, the parallels between China and 
Turkey are remarkable. China and Turkey passed new constitutions in 1982 
and 1983, under Deng Xiaoping and Turgut Özal respectively, that brought 
about a neoliberal transformation. Both countries went through a massive 
rural-to-urban migration in the following decade. Small producers expanded 
their share of manufacturing outputs in both countries in roughly the same 
period. Turkey and China respectively became a negotiating EU candi-
date in 2004 and a WTO member in 2001. The proportions in metrics on  
the growth of the industrial labor force and small and medium-sized manu-
facturing enterprises are very close.22

More importantly, as Yue Gong’s Manufacturing Towns in China vividly 
illustrates,23 relations at the local level in Turkey and China are astonish-
ingly similar. As the equivalent of the neighborhood sweatshops in the out-
skirts of the major metropolitan cities of Turkey such as Bağcılar, town and 
village enterprises served as the nuclei of similar establishments in semi-
urban regions of China. Like his Islamist counterparts, the entrepreneurial 
bureaucrat replaced the cadres of the revolutionary period and emerged as 
a new actor promoting this local urban and industrial growth.24 One of 
these entrepreneurial bureaucrats, Xi Jinping, is now the paramount leader 
of the country.25

There are interesting parallels between Turkey and the United States as 
well. Empirically rich studies such as Thomas Frank’s What’s the Matter with 
Kansas?26 and Arlie R. Hochschild’s Strangers in Their Own Land27 point to 
the shift of the European American proletariat to the right in response to the 
outsourcing of manufacturing activities. Even though industrial relations 
in the United States have been, in many respects, diametrically opposed to 
those in Turkey, the same global transformation may have brought about 
new local elites (or empowered older local elites) in the United States with a 
similarly racist, xenophobic, homophobic, and nationalist agenda: business 
owners accounted for one-fourth of the prosecuted January 6 insurrection-
ists. The second largest occupational category, 17 percent, of prosecuted 
insurrectionists was blue-collar workers.28
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Common to the spectacular changes in the politics of these countries is 
the change in the conditions of the appropriation of surplus value across the 
globe. Redistributive dynamics favored some of those in the middle stra-
tum in some regions of the world and penalized others in other regions. The 
nature and extent of the favor or penalty framed the modalities of political 
participation by members of these classes in individual countries.

The processes are identified, yet the key actors behind those processes are 
sporadically documented without a significant effort to identify their class 
position. This failure means that observations about similar phenomena in 
different countries are compiled, but without the tools needed to establish 
connections among them. If growing authoritarianism is a legitimate politi-
cal concern, these observations do not offer a vantage point to formulate an 
effective way to cope with it.

However, earlier Marxist and anarchist thinkers such as Theodor Geiger, 
Luigi Salvatorelli, Daniel Guerin, and Erich Fromm, who were baffled by 
mass support for European fascist movements in the 1930s, expressly pointed 
to the role of the middle classes in this political phenomenon.29 Antonio 
Gramsci called the urban middle classes an ally of the bureaucratic military 
class.30 Franz Neumann, whose work was widely celebrated in the United 
States, attributed the rise of Nazism in Germany to the growth of a middle 
stratum that developed grievances due to the growing income of organized 
labor and, thus, began to support the fascist movement.31 

In other words, this is not the first time there has been a connection 
between authoritarianism and the antidemocratic aspirations of the middle 
classes, reflecting their desire to maintain hegemony over knowledge pro-
duction and thereby appropriate privileges in the labor process. However, 
the growing body of historical experience now allows for a new perspective 
on the relationship between capital accumulation and class formation that 
could broaden our understanding not only of fascism or Islamism, but also  
of other ideological positions of the circulation classes such as developmen-
talism or secularism. 

The material in this book suggests that the dual and correlated slowdown 
of the Pacific economy and rural-to-urban migration in East Asia will alter 
the key parameters of the post–Cold War era. On the one hand, this slow-
down could encourage a new wave of industrialization outside the North 
Atlantic, this time not by North Atlantic–based capital but by Turkish or 
Chinese capital, as in the Ethiopian case, in this second tier of globalization. 
On the other hand, the faubourgeoisie in the North Atlantic now has more 
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to offer the bourgeoisie and wants to recalibrate its relationship with this 
ruling class, as East Asia slowly loses its former appeal as a large container 
for cheap labor. The ongoing protectionism debate in the United States, for 
instance, is a sign of this growing influence of the faubourgeoisie on US poli-
tics. The encroachment of authoritarianism from countries like Turkey to 
countries like the United States is a result of this political shift.

This new global environment will present challenges and opportunities 
for Islamists and other pro-faubourgeois movements in countries like Turkey. 
By allying with a promising political actor, the faubourgeoisie in the North 
Atlantic could turn protectionist ideas into a (selective) policy package and 
indirectly undermine the critical role of the faubourgeoisie in countries like 
Turkey and China. This would cause the Islamists in Turkey to reconsider 
their class alliances, possibly take an even more authoritarian direction,  
and perhaps even agree to a transfer of power with the secularists, who,  
they trust, would in turn do their best to keep the Islamist-secularist tension 
as the central theme of Turkish politics for the sake of their tacit alliance with 
the Islamists. The geopolitical vacuum amid and due to the reconfiguration 
of the global economy, which we can trace back to the 2008 recession, has 
benefited and continues to benefit the faubourgeoisie in different ways. In 
the case of Turkey, the European Union’s waning interest in Turkey and the 
victory of the Islamists in Syria give the faubourgeoisie-Islamist alliance every 
reason to be optimistic about the next decade.

This is a grim picture, for it underscores that the political representatives 
and allies of the circulation classes will not do much in the coming decades to 
salvage what is left of twentieth-century bourgeois democracy. As a journey 
to deeper authoritarianism, the last half century has shown that the circula-
tion classes are competing with each other to be the bourgeoisie’s preferred 
agent of global plunder, rather than offering a “New Deal” that prevents the 
conflicts and rifts between social classes from taking us back to the 1930s. 

The burden of stopping this apocalyptic scenario therefore once again lies 
on the shoulders of the socialists. There is great potential to turn this authori-
tarian backlash into an opportunity to build a global movement fighting 
for a democratic postcapitalist world order. As the material in this book has 
illustrated more than once, the proletariat resists capitalist exploitation in 
different ways, even in circumstances like those in Bağcılar. Moreover, the 
socialists have an invisible but remarkable support base in many nation-states. 
For instance, a presidential candidate who called himself a socialist received 
the support of 28 percent of Democratic delegates in the 2020 primaries in 
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the United States. The 2023 elections in Turkey also showed that around  
10 percent of voters see themselves as socialists or communists.32

This potential has so far remained untapped in many countries. In others, 
where movements calling themselves socialist have achieved electoral success 
in the past quarter of a century, those in power have not developed and imple-
mented a comprehensive anticapitalist strategy. Instead, they have offered a 
flimsy anti-imperialist narrative combined with limited redistributive efforts 
similar to those of the Islamists in Turkey. Leaders like Lula da Silva and 
Nicolás Maduro use this narrative and these policies not only to legitimize 
themselves among the socialists, but also to justify their collaboration with 
explicitly antisocialist leaders like Erdoğan. This is a failure, which warrants 
a debate on the key class actors, the dynamics of capital accumulation, and 
the socialist narrative in the post–Cold War era. This book has addressed 
these three issues.
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Methodology for Analysis of the Religious 
Orders’ Online Content

This project focused on ten Naqshbandi and seven Salafi groups or leaders and  
on ten local groups in Bağcılar, including the local mufti’s office. I selected these 
groups and leaders with the assistance of three resources: Verse and Slogan (Ayet ve 
Slogan), by Ruşen Çakır; Sects in Turkey: History and Culture (Türkiye’ de Tarikatlar: 
Tarih ve Kültür), edited by Semih Ceyhan and published by the Directorate for 
Religious Affairs; and another report by the Directorate for Religious Affairs that 
was drafted and leaked in 2019.1 From these three sources and others,2 we identified 
forty-six active and prominent Sunni sects or sect representatives. Furthermore, we 
identified fifty-eight outlets on YouTube and Facebook. I focused on the outlets of 
seventeen groups and leaders. Ten of these groups and leaders are theologically closer 
to the Naqshbandis, and seven of them are regarded as Salafi.

After we filtered the initial pool of 1,318 videos on YouTube and Facebook  
according to their length, number of views, titles, and broad content, we coded sixty-
three videos. Their total duration was 2,909 minutes. The average year of release of 
the videos was 2016, but most of the videos were produced more recently. We coded 
1,434 paragraphs or excerpts from the transcripts.

For the codebook, I used the Outline of Cultural Materials (OCM) classification 
system. The OCM system was developed in the 1940s to aid ethnographic clas-
sification of human behavior, social life and customs, material culture, and human-
ecological environments.3 I started with a limited list of preestablished OCM 
codes.4 We used 271 of 743 codes from sixty-seven themes of the OCM classification 
system, grouped these codes into twelve themes, and narrowed down the code list.5 
My assistants worked on fifty-four OCM codes in those twelve categories: religion, 
social theory, toxicity, norms, relations, sex and reproduction, public and everyday 
activities, politics, stratification, economy, production, and space. We exclusively 
used the definitions in the OCM in order to minimize the multiple coding of indi-
vidual excerpts. One of the most appealing features of this classification system is 
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its global character. For coding purposes, we used Dedoose, a computer-assisted 
qualitative data analysis software.6

My assistants coded the selected videos in a multistep reading process that  
began with mutual agreement on paragraphs that served as excerpts, blind read-
ing of the excerpts, and consensus building on the excerpts to which they assigned  
different tags.

We conducted the content analysis in five steps. First, we gave priority to video 
recordings of the content in the sample available online. We used audio transcrip-
tion services provided by Trint.7 Each team member was assigned to be the first 
reader for individual texts in the initial excerpting process. The first readers shared 
the excerpts (i.e., the units of content analysis) with the second readers for their 
approval or objections. I intervened as the tiebreaker on less than 10 percent of the 
cases, when readers could not resolve their disagreements.

The second step was the blind coding process, in which each reader read the texts 
independently of the other. In the third step, the first reader read the blind-coded 
text, marked their disagreements with the second reader, and attached memos to 
describe the nature of the disagreement as necessary. In the fourth step, the second 
reader went over the first reader’s disagreements and memos to reevaluate their origi-
nal assessment. In the last step, I acted as the tiebreaker in less than 5 percent of the 
analyzed excerpts. Each copy of codes for each turn was saved to perform tests for 
interrater reliability.8

Because I prioritized content that had dialogues between sect representatives 
and followers, the reading process followed the basic methodological guidelines of 
conversation analysis, a method for assessing the content in dialogues. The research 
team went beyond the presence (or absence) of a particular code in its list to assess 
and document the linguistic and discursive choices and strategies in these conversa-
tions, such as observable regularities in the talk of participants (i.e., preferences); the 
sequence of the conversation pairs; repairs of problems with speaking, hearing, or 
understanding; and turn construction among the participants.9

Qualitative content analysis requires the simultaneous occurrence of observation 
and analysis.10 As my team compiled the coded transcripts, I worked on the manifest 
content by examining the frequency and location of the codes.11 Simultaneously, I 
wrote memos on the coded transcripts to discuss further with my team members. 
We used this secondary material to assess the latent content and connect the sub-
jects of this project to a broader theoretical framework.
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Thematic Distribution of the Codes

Table 5  Thematic distribution of the OCM codes

Number of codes applied Percentage of total codes applied

Theme Topic OCM subject Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi

Gaze Norms 670 Law 72 6 24 42 1.3 1 0.8 2.4
680 Offenses and 

Sanctions
356 31 202 123 6.6 5.2 6.6 7

690 Justice 10 2 1 7 0.2 0.3 0 0.4
Norms—Misc. 

Applied
5 0 5 0 0.1 0 0.2 0

Total 443 39 232 172 8.2 6.5 7.6 9.7

Public &  
Everyday 
Activities

520 Recreation 55 17 23 15 1 2.8 0.7 0.8
540 Commercialized 

Entertainment
7 0 3 4 0.1 0 0.1 0.2

Public & Everyday 
Activities—Misc. 
Applied

3 0 0 3 0.1 0 0 0.2

Total 246 30 142 74 4.5 5 4.6 4.2

Relations 200 Communication 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
570 Interpersonal 

Relations
142 11 74 57 2.6 1.8 2.4 3.2

580 Marriage 23 1 22 0 0.4 0.2 0.7 0
590 Family 104 10 72 22 1.9 1.7 2.3 1.2
600 Kinship 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
620 Community 60 5 32 23 1.1 0.8 1 1.3
Relations—Misc. 

Applied
1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0

Total 330 27 201 102 6.1 4.5 6.5 5.8

(continued)
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Table 5  (continued)

Number of codes applied Percentage of total codes applied

Theme Topic OCM subject Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi

Sex & 
Reproduction

830 Sex 77 5 25 47 1.4 0.8 0.8 2.7
840 Reproduction 9 3 1 5 0.2 0.5 0 0.3
860 Socialization 84 10 35 39 1.5 1.7 1.1 2.2
870 Education 67 7 39 21 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.2
880 Adolescence, 

Adulthood, and 
Old Age

5 0 2 3 0.1 0 0.1 0.2

890 Gender Roles 
and Issues

62 0 47 15 1.1 0 1.5 0.8

Sex & 
Reproduction—
Misc. Applied

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 304 25 149 130 5.6 4.2 4.9 7.4

Space 340 Structures 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
350 Equipment and 

Maintenance of 
Buildings

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

360 Settlements 5 0 4 1 0.1 0 0.1 0.1
370 Energy and 

Power
2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0.1

Space—Misc. 
Applied

2 0 2 0 0 0 0.1 0

Total 10 0 7 3 0.2 0 0.2 0.2

Stratification 550 Naming, 
Prestige and 
Status Mobility

30 3 16 11 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.6

560 Social 
Stratification

71 0 68 3 1.3 0 2.2 0.2

Stratification—
Misc. Applied

2 0 1 1 0 0 0 0.1

Total 103 3 85 15 1.9 0.5 2.8 0.8

Gaze 
total

1,436 124 816 496 26.4 20.8 26.6 28.1

Hygiene Religion 770 Religious 
Beliefs

1,210 142 693 375 22.3 23.8 22.6 21.2

780 Religious 
Practices

852 87 623 142 15.7 14.6 20.3 8

790 Ecclesiastical 
Organization

590 57 290 243 10.9 9.5 9.4 13.8

Religion—Misc. 
Applied

2 0 2 0 0 0 0.1 0

Total 2,654 286 1,608 760 48.9 47.9 52.4 43.1
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Table 5  (continued)

Number of codes applied Percentage of total codes applied

Theme Topic OCM subject Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi

Social Theory  530 Art 6 3 2 1 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.1
140 Human Biology 3 1 1 1 0.1 0.2 0 0.1
150 Behavior 

Processes and 
Personality

58 15 16 27 1.1 2.5 0.5 1.5

160 Demography 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
170 History and 

Culture Change
58 6 38 14 1.1 1 1.2 0.8

180 Total Culture 162 22 96 44 3 3.7 3.1 2.5
800 Numbers and 

Measures
17 1 13 3 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.2

810 Sciences and 
Humanities

279 30 95 154 5.1 5 3.1 8.7

Social Theory—
Misc. Applied

1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0.1

Total 585 78 262 245 10.8 13.1 8.5 13.9

Toxicity 250 Food Processing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
260 Food 

Consumption
26 1 23 2 0.5 0.2 0.7 0.1

270 Drink and 
Drugs

34 3 21 10 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.6

290 Clothing 38 8 14 16 0.7 1.3 0.5 0.9
300 Adornment 9 0 8 1 0.2 0 0.3 0.1
730 Social Problems 60 12 32 16 1.1 2 1 0.9
750 Sickness 115 13 75 27 2.1 2.2 2.4 1.5
760 Death 125 16 86 23 2.3 2.7 2.8 1.3
Toxicity—Misc. 

Applied
7 0 6 1 0.1 0 0.2 0.1

Total 414 53 265 96 7.6 8.9 8.6 5.4

Hygiene 
total

3,653 417 2,135 1,101 67.2 69.8 69.5 62.4

Labor Economy 420 Property 20 1 15 4 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.2
430 Exchange and 

Transfers
38 20 8 10 0.7 3.4 0.3 0.6

440 Marketing 1 1 0 0 0 0.2 0 0
450 Finance 23 0 17 6 0.4 0 0.6 0.3
Economy—Misc. 

Applied
10 0 8 2 0.2 0 0.3 0.1

Total 92 22 48 22 1.7 3.7 1.6 1.2

(continued)
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Table 5  (continued)

Number of codes applied Percentage of total codes applied

Theme Topic OCM subject Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi Total Bağcılar Naqshi Salafi

Politics 630 Territorial 
Organization

2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0.1

640 Government 
Institutions

59 10 4 45 1.1 1.7 0.1 2.5

650 Government 
Activities

8 0 2 6 0.1 0 0.1 0.3

660 Political 
Behavior

68 9 1 58 1.3 1.5 0 3.3

720 War 11 1 6 4 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2
740 Health and 

Welfare
28 4 24 0 0.5 0.7 0.8 0

Politics—Misc. 
Applied

27 0 7 20 0.5 0 0.2 1.1

Total 203 24 44 135 3.7 4 1.4 7.6

Production 460 Labor 44 9 27 8 0.8 1.5 0.9 0.5
470 Business and 

Industrial 
Organization

4 1 0 3 0.1 0.2 0 0.2

Production—Misc. 
Applied

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 48 10 27 11 0.9 1.7 0.9 0.6

Labor 
total

343 56 119 168 6.3 9.4 3.9 9.5

Grand 
total

5,432 597 3,070 1,765 100 100 100 100
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The Expanded Reproduction and Rent

Introduction

Marx’s presentation of the conditions of equilibrium between departments of 
production helps identify the source of revenue for middle classes. In the final 
chapter of the second volume of Capital, Marx identified two departments of pro-
duction: Department I produces constant capital, which does not produce value, 
and Department II produces the means of consumption for variable capital, which 
produces value.1 However, the dead labor embodied in capital is treated the same as 
the labor power in market exchanges. Thus, these two departments have divergent 
growth patterns, and there is an incompatibility between simple reproduction and 
expanded reproduction.

Below, I argue that these two departments can exchange a portion of their output, 
which they cannot exchange with each other, with the output of a third department 
of production. The output of this third department raises the rate of surplus value 
in the first two departments and allows expanded reproduction. This exchange is 
unequal: the exchanged output of the first two departments is undervalued and 
the exchanged output of the third is overvalued. The value transferred to the third 
department as a result of this unequal exchange is equal to the total rent.

The Model

Marx defines two subdivisions within Department II.2 These subdivisions produce 
and exchange necessary means of subsistence for the proletariat and luxury items for 
the bourgeoisie. I treat the second subdivision as a third department of production 
and, following Bukharin’s presentation of the equilibrium condition,3 define β  as 
the coefficient of the share of the investment of the surplus value.
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:  c Constant capital
:  v Variable capital

:  s Surplus value
β :   The investment coefficient

β β β β β β β β β1 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 3+ + = + + = + + = 1c v s c v s c v s

Under the condition of simple reproduction, surplus value is dedicated to the 
consumption of the bourgeoisie. This is closer to Marx’s discussion of the two sub-
divisions of Department II.

1 1 1 1 2 3 = + + = + + DI c v s c c c

2 2 2 1 2 3 = + + = + + DII c v s v v v

3 3 3 1 2 3 = + + = + + DIII c v s s s s

1 2 3 1 1 + = + E c c v s→

Under the condition of expanded reproduction, Department III produces a spe-
cific portion of the surplus value with a specific function, as I elaborate below:

β β β1 1 1 1 2 3 1 1 2 2 3 3 = + + = + + + + + c c cDI c v s c c c s s s

β β β2 2 2 1 2 3 1 1 2 2 3 3 = + + = + +  + + + v v vDII c v s v v v s s s

β β β3 3 3 1 1 2 2 3 3 = + + = + + s s sDIII c v s s s s

I simplify the condition of the growth of the surplus value in Department I as 
follows:

β β β> 1 1 2 2 3 3 = + + ( + + ) = + c c cDI s s s2 3 1 1c c v s

However, if 1E  holds,

2 2 2 3 3 2 3 1 1 1 1 1 +  + + + = +  + + c c v sE s s c c v s sβ β β β→ > >2 3 1 1c c v s

Then, the following two conditions may satisfy the equilibrium.
First, Department II may have a decline in its organic composition of capital. In 

other words,

β β
→∞

2 2
 

lim ( + ) = 1 vn sn
n
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Accordingly, Department I can continue to grow its organic composition of capi-
tal. This condition looked both intuitive and possible to Marx, because its repercus-
sions for Department II apparently did not bother him very much:

Nothing is altered in the relation between vsI  and cII  if a section of the constant 
capital in department II is reproduced there—as in agriculture for example, with the 
employment of homegrown seed.4

Second, Department I may exchange its surplus value, which corresponds to the 
total new demand for constant capital, for a portion of the surplus value produced 
in Department III for Department I. In other words,

1 1 2 2 3 3 1 1+ + c c c ss s s sβ β β β→

The first assumption is that this (unequal) exchange violates the principle of  
value identity in exchanges. The second and third assumptions are that the value  
of the total output of constant capital has a bigger magnitude and grows faster than 
the surplus value produced in Department III for Department I. Then,

β β β
β

→ ∞ → ∞ → ∞

∧
′ ′∧ > ∧ >

> >

1 1 2 2 3 3

1 1

2 3 1 1
   

 ( ) = + +   ( ) 
 ( ) =  ( )  ( )  ( )  ( ) 

( )
= lim  = 0 =  lim ( + ) = lim  ( + )

( )

cn n cn n cn n

sn n

n n n

f n s s s g n
g n s f n g n f n g n

g n
f n n n n nc c v s

The price of production of the surplus value produced in Department III 
for Department I approaches zero in relation to the surplus value produced in 
Department I and the expanded reproduction approaches the equilibrium condi-
tion for Department I in subsequent turnover periods.

Rate of Surplus Value

Department I took part in this unequal exchange because the surplus value produced  
in Department III for Department I increases the value of the output of Department I. 
The fourth assumption is that the surplus value produced in Department III has a special 
quality, which is to increase the rate of surplus value in Departments I and II and, there-
fore, to compensate this loss of value in the consecutive turnover period. For the sake of 
simplicity, assume that Department I does not expand its labor force. In other words,

1 1 11 11  0   0v s v vβ = ∧ ∈ ∧ > 
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Then,

1
11 11 11 = + +

tInputDI c v s

1 11 11      /
tDIRate of surplus value s v=

1 11 21 31 1 1 11 2 1 21 3 1 31        
tOutput c c cDI c c c s s sβ β β= + + + + +

21 1 2 2 3 3 1 1 11 11 11 1 1 11    
tc c c s Input ss s s s DI c v s sβ β β β β+ + → = > = + + +

2 1 1 11 11    (1 ) /
tDI sRate of surplus value s vβ= +

2 11 21 31 1 1 11 2 1 21 3 1 31 1 2 12 2 2 22 3 2 32         
tOutput c c c c c cDI c c c s s s s s sβ β β β β β= + + + + + + + +

Both the rate of surplus value and the output have grown in two consecutive 
turnover periods.

1 1 11 11 11 11(1 ) / /s s v s vβ+ >

2 1t tOutput OutputDI DI>

The Growth Function

Now, I denote the rate of surplus value of Department I and its growth coefficient 
to formulate a general expression of the growth of Department I:

1 :        k Rate of surplus value of Department I

1:            s Growth coefficient of the rate of surplus value of Department I′

The surplus value produced in Department III is used as an (overvalued) input 
in Department I. Unlike the new constant capital, which typically increases the 
productivity of labor, the surplus value produced in Department III increases  
the intensity of labor or extends the duration of the working day.

Except for the first turnover period, when Department I does not exchange its 
surplus value with Department III, the rate of surplus value of Department I is mea-
sured by the ratio of the surplus value in its output to the variable capital in its input:

1 1 11 2 1 21 3 1 31 1 2 12 2 2 22 3 2 32 12 11 + + + + + = c c c c c cs s s s s s s sβ β β β β β ′

2 11 21 31 12 11 =  = + + + 
tOutputDI c c c s s′>
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Both the magnitude of the surplus value and the rate of surplus value are byprod-
ucts of the growth coefficient. Thus, I define the change in the rate of surplus value 
as follows:

11 11 11= /k s v

β
′ ′11 12 11 11 12 11

12
11 12 11 1 2 11

+ + 
=  = 

+ + v

s s s s s s
k

v v v s

β
β β β

′ ′ ′ ′ ′ ′ ′

′ ′ ′ ′
′

 12  13  12  14  12  13  12
14

1 1
1 2 1 3  12 1 4  12  13  12

 11

1 + + (1 + ) + [1 + + (1 + )]
= 

 +
 

 + (1 + ) + [1 + + (1 + )]v
v v v

s s s s s s s
k

s s s s
s

Now, I assign infinitesimal values to the figures for the first turnover period for the 
sake of the simplification of the general expression:

4
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Now, I can define the rate of surplus value as follows:
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The first condition for expanded reproduction is now redundant, because the 
mutual demand of Department I and Department II is tied to the growth coef-
ficient. Then, this growth function of Department I represents the change in the 
rate of surplus value:
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Discussion

This is not a complete analytical treatment of expanded reproduction, which requires 
the specification of the effects of the changes in the intensity of labor, the duration 
of the working day, and the productivity of labor both for individual departments of  
production and expanded reproduction. Nonetheless, these steps support the  
following conclusions.

First, the origin of rent is not the control or ownership of a scarce resource. 
Scarcity is a social construction in bourgeois society. I define the maximum magni-
tude of rent as the magnitude of the value emerging from within the disequilibrium 
between Departments I and II: no departmental disequilibrium, no rent. Any 
object, practice, or symbol that raises the rate of surplus value with the effect of 
shrinking the disequilibrium can be defined or innovated as a scarce resource and 
generate rent according to this magnitude. Just as value entails both the necessary 
means for the proletariat and the surplus value in it, rent can be embedded in those 
objects, practices, and symbols that appear as constant capital or variable capital and 
also serve as means of production or means of consumption. The disequilibrium 
indirectly facilitates the expanded reproduction.

Second, following Marx’s trinity formula in the third volume of Capital, if inter-
est and wages define the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, rent defines a third social 
class, or, more properly, three circulation classes.5 Interest is the revenue due to the 
monopoly over the dead labor accumulated in the past. Wages are paid for both  
the reproduction of this dead labor and the production of the surplus value now. 
Rent is the revenue paid for an increasing rate of surplus value to facilitate the 
growth of the dead labor in the future.

Instead of an archaic form, rent is the revenue accrued to those who participate 
in increasing the intensity of labor and extending the duration of the working day. 
For this purpose, the circulation classes produce and implement technologies that 
range from the design of new forms of fixed capital such as machinery and com-
munications to the formation of institutions and organizations such as nation-states 
and transnational corporations and to the invention of traditions, such as those 
I discuss in this book with regard to Islamism. Essential for the expanded repro-
duction, these technologies underlie the gaze, labor, and purity regimes. The prole-
tariat produces value. The bourgeoisie funnels that value that cannot be exchanged 
between Departments I and II to Department III. The circulation classes use this 
value, which now takes the form of rent, to develop these technologies for the inten-
sification of the exploitation of the proletariat.
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