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Introduction
Mehmet Erman Erol and  
Çağatay Edgücan Şahin

But the bourgeoisie defends its interests with all the power placed 
at its disposal by wealth and the might of the State. (Friedrich 
Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England)

In the aftermath of the Soma mining disaster in Turkey where 
301 workers died in 2014, the then Turkish Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan cited nineteenth-century Britain to prove that these 
accidents are ‘usual’. ‘I went back to British history’ he said, ‘some 
204 people died there after a mine collapsed in 1838. In 1866, 361 
miners died in Britain. In an explosion in 1894, 290 people died 
there’ (Hurriyet Daily News, 2014). These anachronistic comments 
were shocking; but the comparison with the ‘savage capitalism’ of 
nineteenth-century Britain also exposed the modus operandi of 
Turkish capitalism in the twenty-first century. 

This ‘savage capitalism’ of nineteenth-century Britain was most 
famously analysed by Friedrich Engels in The Condition of the 
Working Class in England, originally published in 1845. Having been 
completed on the 200th anniversary of Engels’ birth, and in the 
context of President Erdoğan’s comments, this book project takes 
its inspiration from Engels, and specifically his above-mentioned 
work, as the title of this book suggests. Written in the heyday of the 
industrial revolution, young Engels’ impressive study and his docu-
mentation of the condition of the English working class reflected the 
brutal exploitation of labour in Victorian England. He was appalled 
by widespread child labour, low wages, miserable conditions, poor 
health, death rates and environmental destruction, as well as the 
English bourgeoisie.
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Looking at the condition of the working class in Turkey in the 
twenty-first century, we share a similar sentiment, which led us to 
edit this volume. We wanted to document and analyse the condition 
of the working class in Turkey in the twenty-first century, as we 
are appalled by widespread ‘work murders’, low wages, miserable 
conditions, widespread precarity and insecurity, commodification, 
extractivism, systematic violation of labour rights, and practices of 
gendered division of labour. The developments since the Covid-19 
pandemic have so far proven that this condition will be worsened as 
the pandemic is seen as an economic ‘opportunity’ by the capitalists 
and the state; and that Turkey could seek to ‘capitalise on a possible 
shake-up of global supply chains’ (Pitel, 2020) through its cheap 
labour.

Turkey’s political economy since the twentieth century has never 
been truly pro-labour, as the country embraced capitalist devel-
opment which relied on the exploitation of labour. However, as 
capitalism developed, so did class struggle. The labour movement 
intensified its struggle against the bourgeoisie and the capitalist state 
during the 1960s and 1970s. This period was also marked by import-
substitution industrialisation and development planning which 
entailed certain improvements on the condition of labour. However, 
this condition unsettled Turkish capitalists and the state; and their 
response was the transition to neoliberalism in 1980 via a brutal 
military coup which aimed to ‘put an end to class-based politics’ 
(Yalman, 2009). Hence, the last four decades which were marked by 
neoliberalism dismantled the gains of labour and paved the way for 
the above-mentioned condition of the working class in Turkey in the 
twenty-first century. Against this background, the aim of this volume 
is to make sense of 40 years of neoliberal restructuring of labour; 
with an extensive framework that deals with various aspects of this 
restructuring. 

A significant part of this neoliberal restructuring of labour was 
carried out under the AKP (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi – Justice and 
Development Party), in power since 2002. Much like the contem-
porary ‘authoritarian populist’ parties and ‘strongman’ leaders that 
benefited from the discontent following the 2008 global financial 
crisis; Turkey’s AKP and its leader Erdoğan capitalised on the 
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discontent and the legitimacy crisis that was caused by the country’s 
‘lost decade’ of the 1990s and the infamous 2001 crisis (Madra & 
Yılmaz, 2019). However, like most of these leaders and parties, the 
AKP decisively implemented the neoliberal framework in the last 
two decades.

In conventional analyses which dismiss the significance of class 
relations, the AKP period is generally assessed in terms of a rupture 
from the earlier periods of Turkey’s political economy. Some other 
accounts also make a distinction within the AKP era; i.e. the ‘good 
AKP years’ (2002–07 or pre-2011) and the later ‘authoritarian 
turn’, ‘democratic backsliding’ and ‘bad economic management’ 
(cf. Erol, 2019; cf. Tansel, 2018). However, we contend that, as far 
as the restructuring and management of labour is considered, there 
has been a direct continuity with earlier periods (since the 1980s) 
in terms of neoliberal authoritarianism, attempts at labour market 
flexibilisation, deunionisation, insecurity, precarity, privatisation, 
commodification, financialisation and restructuring in many sectors. 
Hence, while recognising the pecularities of the condition of Turkey’s 
working class under AKP rule, the aim of this volume is to make sense 
of 40 years of neoliberal restructuring of labour in its totality and 
continuity. It is important to emphasise, however, that the AKP gov-
ernments managed to be more decisive and overcome the legitimacy 
issues that previous governments faced, through various containment 
mechanisms and populist cushions (Akçay, 2018) such as financial 
‘inclusion’, neoliberal social assistance strategies or identity-based 
politics, as well as promoting pro-government unionisation. 

Nevertheless, in recent years, Turkey’s political economy under 
the AKP has become crisis-ridden and this ‘successful’ management 
of contradictory capitalist social relations became increasingly 
difficult. Concomitantly, this was complemented by an unprec-
edented authoritarianism beyond the already authoritarian political 
economy of Turkey. This arguably reflects the weakening hegemony 
of the AKP (as seen in local elections in 2019 and frequent ‘currency 
crises’) and the tensions between the ruling classes and the AKP. 
Against the background of this crisis-ridden condition and Erdoğan’s 
authoritarian-Islamist ‘one-man rule’, there are calls for a return to 
the ‘good AKP years’ (i.e. 2002–07) or the post-2001 rule-based 



The Condition of the Working Class in Turkey

4

neoliberal market framework rather than the ‘statist’ or ‘crony’ 
political economy of recent years. However, we contend that this 
state-market dichotomy is a false one and that it explicitly removes 
the notion of class from the analysis. Therefore, class-based analyses 
are of vital importance in the debates in the context of Turkey’s crisis-
ridden political economy. 

The contributors to this volume do not share an overarching 
common theoretical framework. However, relying on a broadly 
Marxist and critical political economy tradition, the overarch-
ing concept that they share and prioritise is ‘class’, and particularly 
‘labour’. All chapters develop a labour-centred perspective, and 
labour and class struggle understood as the constitutive category of 
capitalist social relations. Hence, various aspects of the ‘condition 
of the working class’ are researched and analysed thoroughly from 
the standpoint of labour (see Burnham et al., 2008, pp. 330–1 for 
‘working class standpoint research’), with rich empirical data and 
fieldworks/interviews for most of the chapters. 

structure of the book

The book is organised in three parts. These parts reflect the general 
characteristics and the condition of labour in the contemporary 
political economy of Turkey. Part I focuses on the restructuring of state 
and labour since the 1980s. Divided into two sections, the chapters 
in this part deal with various aspects of neoliberal restructuring since 
the military dictatorship of the 1980s to the AKP years. 

This part starts with Mehmet Erman Erol’s chapter on neoliberalism 
and the AKP. Drawing upon critical International Political Economy 
(IPE) and state theory, the chapter first discusses the meaning of neo-
liberalism and its emergence in the late 1970s as a response to both 
crisis-ridden capitalism and class-based democratic demands. It then 
provides a trajectory of neoliberalism in Turkey from the 1980s to the 
2000s and its crisis-prone nature. The chapter argues that the AKP 
era since 2002 represents a continuity with earlier periods in terms 
of the broad objectives; i.e. putting labour in its place. However, it 
also takes the AKP’s peculiarities into account and discusses the 
conditions which provided a significant degree of legitimacy to the 
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AKP and Erdoğan and the restructuring of class relations. Against 
conventional accounts, this chapter holds the argument that authori-
tarianism is not a recent development in Turkey, but it is intrinsic to 
neoliberalism. Its intensification in recent years does not necessarily 
represent a shift from neoliberalism but reflects its crisis-ridden 
condition.

The second chapter in this part is Kerem Gökten’s Turkey’s Labour 
Markets Under Neoliberalism: An Overview. Through a rigorous 
analysis of the main indicators of labour markets such as wages, 
unemployment, labour force participation, women and youth, 
informality, dynamics of sectoral transformation, Gökten reveals the 
general condition of labour in Turkey. The chapter also examines the 
main pillars of the labour policies implemented by the governments 
and the main dynamics of transformation in labour relations, as well 
as recent agendas of further restructuring in the late AKP era. Thus, 
this chapter provides a critical framework for the political economy 
of labour market restructuring since the 1980s to the AKP period. 

In the next chapter, Commodification and Changing Labour in 
Turkey: The Working Class in the Public Sector, Koray Yılmaz focuses 
on the transformation of labour in the public sector. He emphasises 
the importance of the concept of ‘commodification’ to understand 
neoliberal transformation. The main argument of the chapter is 
that these commodification tendencies invigorated a structural 
transformation in the characteristics of public labour and that 
this transformation in Turkey has been accelerating ever since the 
1980s. The chapter first focuses on the commodification process and 
structural transformation of Turkish public labour at a conceptual 
level, drawing upon Marx and his Capital. The chapter then continues 
with a look at the historical background and the practices related 
to this transformation process within this conceptual framework. 
The chapter concludes with the impact of the recent political and 
economic developments (such as the state of emergency and crisis) 
on the transformation of the public labour. 

Sebiha Kablay’s Neoliberal Transformation of Turkey’s Health Sector 
and Its Effects on the Health Labour Force focuses on neoliberal 
transformation in the health sector as part of a wider restructuring in 
public employment and health policies. She argues that healthcare is 
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one of the most significant fields in which attempts have been made 
to activate market mechanisms in neoliberal Turkey. In addition, the 
systematic changes in public labourers’ working regime started first 
in the public healthcare sector. The chapter starts with the develop-
ment of neoliberal health policies in Turkey, and then continues to 
the discussion of changing employment models and various aspects 
related to the conditions of the health labour force, based on the data 
obtained from various field researches, including that of the author. 
As the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has significant effects 
on the healthcare workers, Kablay briefly documents its impact on 
Turkey’s healthcare workers with a postscript and argues that the 
existing problems of the healthcare workers has worsened with the 
pandemic. 

The second section of this part (Gender, Migration and Rural 
Aspects of Neoliberal Restructuring) starts with Demet Özmen 
Yılmaz’s chapter titled Between Neoliberalism and Conservatism: 
Recent Developments and New Agendas in Female Labour Policies in 
Turkey. Özmen-Yılmaz focuses on gender and female labour policies 
in late Turkey mainly under the AKP governments from the per-
spective of paid and unpaid labour. Following a presentation of the 
general condition of female labour in Turkey, the chapter addresses 
recent labour policies in three sections: (1) flexible employment and 
informality, (2) demographic opportunity and protection of family, 
and (3) poverty and social policies. She argues that the dominant 
patriarchal structure and the gender-based division of labour in 
Turkey cause lower female participation in the labour force and 
employment. In relation to this dominant structure and conserva-
tive agendas of the AKP, women are considered to be responsible for 
housework and care.

In Chapter 6, Coşku Çelik’s The Making of the Rural Proletariat 
in Neoliberal Turkey analyses the formation of the rural proletariat 
in neoliberal Turkey through proletarianisation of small-scale 
agricultural producers, feminisation of agricultural labour, and 
reproduction of ethnic structure of the country in the rural labour 
markets. The chapter theoretically draws upon Marxist approaches 
to agrarian change under neoliberalism. Çelik argues that neolib-
eralisation in the countryside is marked by the 2001 crisis and the 
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subsequent AKP rule and led to impoverishment, dispossession and 
therefore proletarianisation of small-scale agricultural producers. 
Although this led to migration to big cities for wage work, she argues 
that neoliberal transformation in the countryside of Turkey does not 
merely indicate de-agrarianisation. The main transformation has 
been the elimination of the smallholder-based agrarian structure, 
and increasing dominance of agribusiness firms. She highlights that 
the composition of rural labour is characterised by sexual division 
of labour and ethnic discrimination (i.e. Kurdish and Syrian) which, 
alongside extractivism, have important impacts in terms of the 
reproduction of the AKP’s hegemony and lack of resistance to it.

This part of the book ends with Ertan Erol’s Burden or a Saviour in 
the Time of Economic Crisis? AKP’s ‘Open-Door Migration Policy’ and 
Its Impact on Labour Market Restructuring in Turkey. Erol analyses 
the AKP’s controversial ‘open-door’ migration policy and its meaning 
for the capitalist relations of production in Turkey. He argues that 
the integration of migrants (mostly Syrian) into the country had a 
‘positive’ effect in alleviating and holding off the inevitable disrup-
tion of the AKP’s growth model, which, among other things, relies 
on cheap labour for competitiveness. He further argues that Turkey’s 
open-door policy should not be seen as an ideological choice or a 
rupture from previous policies, but a perfect fit in the existing accu-
mulation model and a quick – but critical and temporal – fix to the 
deepening economic crisis. Without this perspective, he argues that it 
is not possible to understand fully why the AKP government cannot 
give up on the open-door migration policy even though it generates 
substantial electoral opposition and discontent.

Part II of the book is entitled Containment; that is, specific strate-
gies and mechanisms that aim to manage and contain contradictions 
stemming from labour market restructuring. In this regard, one of the 
most important techniques of the AKP governments has been imple-
menting a ‘neoliberal social policy regime’. In this context, Denizcan 
Kutlu’s chapter Social Assistance as a Non-Wage Income for the Poor 
in Turkey: Work and Subsistence Patterns of Social Assistance Recip-
ient Households sheds light on this phenomenon in Turkey, based 
on the field research he conducted in Ankara. Kutlu discusses social 
assistance recipient households and social assistance as a policy tool 
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in labour market structure and policies. He locates labour market, 
wages and cash needs of the household at the centre of the analysis. 
Thus, the author assesses the formation of the new poverty as part of 
the relations among labour market, wages and cash with both quali-
tative and quantitative data.

One of the most important impacts of the neoliberal labour 
restructuring has been the global rise of precarity. In Chapter 9, A 
View of Precarisation from Turkey: Urban-Rural Dynamics and Inter-
generational Precarity, Elif Hacısalihoğlu examines the precarity 
experiences of the working class in the context of Turkey. She argues 
that the concept has remained Western-oriented so far and the unique 
and immanent features of late capitalist countries are eschewed. Then 
she discusses the extensive fieldwork she conducted and reveals that 
urban-rural dynamics and intergenerationality are defining charac-
teristics of precarity amongst the working class in Turkey. As such, 
the intergenerational transmission of precarity on the one hand has 
an impact on the life cycles of the new generations, and on the other 
it functions as an adaptation strategy in the context of the transmit-
ted experience. Also, the lack of formal and secure labour relations 
of precarious workers make them more dependent on employers, 
serving as a containment mechanism. 

In the following chapter, one of the most salient characteristics of 
the labour regime under the AKP governments is discussed by an 
experienced labour lawyer, Murat Özveri. In his chapter, When the 
Law Is Not Enough: ‘Work Accidents’, Profit Maximisation and the 
Unwritten Rules of Workers’ Health and Safety in New Turkey, Özveri 
draws upon Engels’ concept of ‘social murder’, and prefers the concept 
of ‘work murder’ to the term ‘work accident’. Through his detailed 
analysis of the legal framework and its practical implementations 
(i.e. court cases) in the context of ‘work murders’ and occupational 
diseases, he reveals that under neoliberal conditions which prioritise 
profit maximisation, legal principles and framework are ignored by 
the authorities and capitalists. Long judicial processes and ‘unwritten 
rules’ are also crucial in terms of subordinating workers’ health 
and safety to capital accumulation imperatives. Finally, against this 
background, the chapter analyses the political economy of the major 
Soma Coal Mine Disaster.
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The last chapter in this part is Yeliz Sarıöz Gökten’s fresh analysis of 
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on Turkey’s political economy, 
and specifically the working class. In Are We All in the Same Boat? 
Covid-19 and the Working Class in Turkey, Gökten first analyses the 
condition of global political economy under the pandemic. She then 
argues that, despite claims that Covid-19 is class-blind, the pandemic 
has different implications for different classes. As the existing ine-
qualities made sure, the working class is negatively affected globally. 
In the Turkish case, the state and capitalists assessed the situation as 
an opportunity, and various disciplining and control mechanisms are 
already being implemented, with the health of workers again subor-
dinated to the capital accumulation and crisis-resolution processes. 
Hence, the pandemic has made the condition of the working class in 
Turkey worse.

The third and last part of the book focuses on Resistance; that is, dif-
ferent cases of labour struggles against the neoliberal restructuring of 
labour. The first chapter in this part is Berna Güler and Erhan Acar’s 
Reconsidering Workers’ Self-Management in Turkey: From Resistance 
to Workers’ Self-Management Possibilities/Constraints. Their chapter 
first introduces the conceptual framework and the meaning of 
workers’ self-management. With historical references and the impact 
of broader resistances such as Gezi, the chapter discusses a recent 
prominent factory occupation: the case of Kazova Textile Corpora-
tion Workers’ Self-Management. The authors analyse the case based 
on qualitative data obtained through a number of semi-structured 
in-depth interviews. The chapter concludes with some remarks on 
the differences and similarities with earlier workers’ self-manage-
ment practices in Turkey, constraints (i.e. limits to solidarity) and 
future possibilities both in this case and for workers’ self-manage-
ment in Turkey more broadly. 

In the last chapter of the book, Organised Workers’ Struggles Under 
Neoliberalism: Unions, Capital and the State in Turkey, Çağatay 
Edgücan Şahin focuses primarily on organised labour struggles within 
a broader political-economic context. He starts with an overview of 
union movement and the material condition of the working class in 
neoliberal Turkey. The chapter points out that there are macro-level 
dynamics which directly affect the trade union movement in Turkey 
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such as union-political party relationships, employers’ union busting 
strategies and government’s strategy of postponement of strikes with 
the aim of achieving deunionisation. Hence, the chapter analyses the 
relationships between the state and the unions, capital and the unions 
and finally the working class and the unions mostly based on major 
worker movements and actions in the neoliberal era. 

Conventional (and partly critical) approaches to Turkey’s political 
economy generally focus on popular dichotomies of democracy and 
authoritarianism, secularism and Islamism, and state and market. 
As demonstrated in the structure of the book, however, this volume 
offers a very different perspective. It has a direct and comprehensive 
focus on the ‘condition of the working class’ in Turkey in the last four 
decades of neoliberalism; from the military dictatorship of the 1980s 
to the AKP years. It centralises and prioritises the category of labour 
and class struggle. In this context, the contributors to this volume 
offer a wide array of subjects pertinent to the ‘condition of labour’ 
in Turkey; from gender dynamics to refugee workers, from agrarian 
labour relations to workers’ health and safety, from the politics of 
labour restructuring to factory occupations, and from precarity to 
organised labour. This breadth of coverage and rigorous empirical 
analysis are provided by researchers whose work has long focused 
on the issue of labour in Turkey. Within this framework and beyond 
the popular dichotomies, this book enables a full grasp of the polit-
ical economy of Turkey; a rising regional capitalist power, and a 
country consistently listed in the ten worst countries in the world for 
working people. 
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