Chapter 1¢

‘No Job for q Grown Man -
| Transformations in Laboyr aI.ld
Masculinity among Kyrdjgp,
Migrants in Londop

Sarah J. Keeler

|ntroduction

The interstices of gender and migration are now bein
analyses which can shed light on the reformation o
the twenty-first century global economy (Piper 2007, Tastsoglou and Dobrowolsky
2006; Willis apd Yeoh 2000). However, such work tends to equate gender with
female migration, often obscuring the presence of men. As both Joanna Herbert
and Ali Ahmad argue in this volume, the cultural and economic (re)construction of
masculinities, as migrants and refugees become enmeshed within new localities and
transnational systems, remains neglected: part of a wider neglect of masculinity as a
domain of analysis within social science (Gutman 1997). Transnational migration has
generally created conditions in which identities — those of gender, ethnicity, class,
nation, religion — are destabilised, rendering locatedness problematic (Appadurai
1996; Hall 1996). In what follows, I outline the complexity of such interstices using
a case study to highlight the changing ways in which certain identity markers (those
of gender) are foregrounded as a kind of response to the simultaneous invisibility of
others (those of ethnicity and ‘nation’).

The case study looks at Kurdish migrants from Turkey, many of whom arrived
in London as refugees in the early 1990s, during the height of conflict between
members of the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) and the Turkish state. It focuses
on self-perceptions of masculinity and their relation to labour trends which rf:search
Participants have seen as diminishing their ethnic identity as they experience 2
process of being subsumed into the local ‘Turkish speaking’ economy and into
Productive roles traditionally attributed to women — namely those of sewing
™d food preparation. The research is based on my more than three years Ofch:"Sz
z?lf{tacts with Kurdish diasporans in London and elsewhere. Th tl; Cil:zite;r?l?ces a:d
i de;’;teff‘“e}vs with six men, varying in age from 27 to 46l,labou; thf: y fase e ih
mey 2 mlgrau?n, gender, identity, labour and the ch? engieons with people in the
Com[:“gflged With these issues, on informal group g during and since the

Unity, and on participant observation which took place

& more thoroughly mined for
f identities and inequalities in

| S—
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(jendering Migratlon

k in 2004-2005. | draw ‘f" the cxpc'rlcmfc of my Php roeae
n identity discourse within the Kurdish dlas!)(')ra, much of h

that situate differences of gcndcrt, political ideology, ac
clements in the shaping of ‘authentic’ Kufdis};n ge,
pulali(m is not yet well-established relativ:s’;;

other UK immigrant populations, and r‘v'f"""i“-‘f largely ‘”V'S'PIC in terms of the ethy;,

monitoring and overall demographic delincations prevalent in contemporary Briyy;,

(Griffiths 2002), it represents a particularly pertinent example of how such compj,
ional and local realities.

realities play out, drawing on . :
A conversation | had near the outsct of my PhD fieldwork was the initial impegyq
for this piece. | was speaking with Hasan,' a 39 year old community worker who

has lived in London for the last seventeen years, and has thus witnessed the map

transitions which have taken place in identity formations — ethnic, genderedy
political, social — at the community level within this relatively ‘new’ Kurdish’
migrant population in London. Seeking to understand the relationship between the
growing commodification of ‘ethnic’ identity in the global cityscape of London
the development and uscs of ethnic nationalist discourses transnationally, and thei;-
implications for the placement of Kurdish migrants within local political economy, |

wanted to know about labour practices. Hasan told me:

172

time of my fieldwor
into transformations [
centred upon narratives thal
and social class a8 constitutive
Because this particular Kurdish po

The important thing is, most men, when they came from Kurdistan — at first they came
alone, as young single men, like me ... even if they went back and married or brought
family later — most of the men took jobs in clothing factories or restaurants. We wﬁr
cooking, sewing ... There were a lot owned by Turks when | arrived. See that hote] ther ;
flCI‘()SS the street? It used to be a small factory where we sewed, it’s where | had my fi ¥
job. We had to take the jobs that were here because we couldn’t speak the langua e
f:nnugl? ... although people didn’t like working for Turks. But more im]')c)rtantlg o
jobs, like sewing and cooking that men didn’t do, that — in Kurdistan, this . (\jw: s
women. So it was a big challenge to being a man. The men who came ar;d d'dlsh i o
felt threatened, it even caused embarrassment at first. We had to che . Osej?bs
about being a man, you know? (Hasan). ‘ ESIRGHEY MR

L:;dflcst?::z ]TI]I].WhICh ti}e traditional relationships between specific gender and
the multiple chaalll:;sm ?rc? falrl|1y (.:|ear|){ delimited, this was significant. I was struck by
within Hasan’s descﬁe:ito t F integrity of Kurdish masculinity that were embedded
adopted country andpb mt]ho Kurdish men’s experience of job-seeking in their newly
forms of Pl‘Oduc‘:tivit i’ c; [)arallcl drawn between material, social and symbolic
to further explore hgw ﬁ:rm n:'ale/female’gKurdish identity, the nation. I wanted
in Turkey were challenged ba Ive assumptions of gender within Kurdish society
this generated in the local L ydmlgr.amry experience, and what sorts of responses
interstices of ethnicity, gend :rn 03 dle.‘(.)I.lI‘SCS of *Kurdish community’ in exile. The
positioning enabled o; SonaH and politics as identity markers, and the relative social

onscribed by these in the context of a local ‘ethnic’ poiitical

economy dominated by Turki
e y Turkish entrepreneurs are thus the underlying themes of this

I All names h
s have been chy an
been changed to protect the anonymity of participants
€ c .
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‘No Job for a Grown Map’
| seck to recentre the construction of masculinity with: "
Her¢ only an assumed but unknown quantity wj i e themes
ki nol‘ y an assumed bul \ . ity within Kurdigh societ ;
hich 1 1 e rescarc goes, but which remains generally und Fukin
o o e Gen der Studies — a field of enquiry in which ‘gender’ o?t:attend(‘id "
ore By mous with ‘women’.” In addressing this theme within mn g
¥ L dies of gcndt?l’ gf;ncrally, .and fol Im:v'ing from Hasan’s observa{i(c;: :]h:ta tta
i’ ihe way e think 'dz(,lut bjmg a man involves a process of negotiation wz
o direct enquiry towards un erstanding the construction of both masculin;ties
e Cemininities in rclatlof} tol one anothc'r, an,d the “different ways that masculinities
e perfom‘c d or c,‘,aacd. in specific settings’ (Cornwall and Lindisfarne 1994, 38),
o ne point of view of the current v?lume, one of the fundamental shifts in setting
P nfluences such’ pf:rfor!nanccs is t’hat of migration and the transformations
in gender refations within this context. Therefore, although my discussion deals
fically with men’s place within migration, it considers changing masculinity
e e alongsi dt; changing (and re-embedded) ideas about femininity. That such
o roles were v ewed by‘many as damaging social standing, and that engaging in
female pursuits such as sewing added insult to injury, is implied by a comment from

Anwar who told me:

You should have seen the scandal when family at home found out my cousin was working
in a factory, making women’s clothing. Everyone thought we came to Europe for a better
jife. and Faoud had told them that he owned a shop. Wallahe, it caused so much gossip and
he was really embarrassed, [laughs] all that time he had been sewing women’s knickers. It
was so terrible, people thought it brought a lot of shame to our family (Anwar).

London’s Kurdish Community — Ethnic Unity and Internal Diversity

Kurdish populations in London are, like all diaspora groups, marked by a significant
internal diversity (Werbner 2004) in religion, social class, language, region of origin,
migratory experience and other factors. My reference to ‘Kurdish diaspora’ is based
predominantly on self-ascription by interviewees, and includes those from all these
diverse backgrounds and the four states which encompass Kurdistan (Turkey, Iran,
Iraq and Syria), but within this chapter | am dealing specifically with groups from
Turkey.’ The north-east London borough of Hackney is home to a sizable Kwdi§h
population originating mainly from rural, largely underdeveloped and con_ﬂlf:t
ridden south-eastern regions of the country. The enforced cultural and linguistic
assimilation of Kurds by the Turkish state, and the concentration of both Turks and
Kurds in the borough have created a particular complex of economic relations. Today

-_—.—-_—_'——-—

2 Ironically, this view, though often taken up by feminist scholars and those wnt'h a "1-11('“;
“plicit focus on women’s studies, serves to perpetuate an epistemological sySteIT 'E.“;,' l:,e
men and masculinity arc ‘unmarked categories’ (Mooers 2003), the norm against whic
Measure ‘pathologies’ including that of women and femininity. + are made with 8
full My use of terms such as ‘Kurdish community’ or ‘Kurd'.Sh du%spor& ories, and thus

awareness of their potential to reify what are inherently fluid social categories.

elosg
over the above differences as well as age and gender
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Gendering Migration
re the traditional ‘female’ laboyr 5 ctivie
185

.« estimated to be approximately 10,000 (g
Council 19772). loss 1990s, when tensions between the ethnically basge
nun;bersdd:l;;n%;ﬁona Turkish military led to armed conflict, and ::
ep\li(enn?:l large scale refugee crisis. The ﬁght;ng.]?et::ir; I;iK gutel:]muas and thg
Turkish army violently cleared t‘hous.ands of vi ilg1 . ;(;(l:l ~€ast Kurdig
region. The subsequent forced migration of many I ousands t(: urds ﬁo.m these
agricultural regions (Griffiths 2002) res.ultefi fndarge :tU”{t.efoOf. Semmi-skilleg
refugee populations arriving in London with limited oppo }lnL les for msert{on into
the mainstream economic infrastructure. Many had previously been engaged in work
as farm labourers (Hackney Council 1999b), and few had received opportunitie

for higher education, either because of their socioeconomic status, or because the
. rupted the possibility for people to engage in such pursyitg.

ict in the region disrup . ot
sl ” e to other Kurdish minorities, many of whop

However London has long been hom ;
arrived from Iraq and Iran in earlier decades, starting as early as the 1960s (Griffiths

2002). Unlike fellow-Kurds from Turkey, these individuals have often tended to be
more urbanised, middle class and thus more highly educated. Their socioeconomic
backgrounds and migratory experiences have gener.ally enabled th.em to settle in
more affluent neighbourhoods of west London, including Hammersmith, Fulham and
Ealing where many became business OWners am_:l o{hers en'tered professions. While
many Kurds cite diasporic displacement as facilitating a wider consciousness about
the depth and diversity of Kurdish culture and experience throughout the homeland
(cf. Alinia 2004), this has not necessarily mitigated against the inevitable tensions of
social class and political ideology which arise in such a complex diasporic landscape.
Elsewhere in this volume, Herbert highlights the ways in which categorizations
centring on ethnicity can overwrite tensions and divergences of class and migratory
experience/aspirations (cf. Gardner 1995).

One of the key tropes within these contestations over defining an essential nature
of Kurdish identity and experience has pivoted on the ascription of gender roles
and behaviours. Kurds from middle-class backgrounds have been more active in
defining bourgeois masculinities in which the emancipation of women is an aim if
not always a reality of community life in the UK. Others from rural backgrounds have
at times tended to maintain a system in which ‘the family-as-microcosm of culture’
(Appadurai 1996, 45) ensures a focus on fixed gender roles for both men and women.
This seemingly dichotomised situation is complicated by the local mobilisation of
nationalist discourses, specifically that of the PKK, whose ideological underpinnings
advocate an egalitarian gender system based on Marxist-feminist theories. Thus the
relationship between local economic realities and transnational political processes €2
make for ex'ceedingly fluid and often contentious constructions of identity, gendered
anq gtherwm?. It is precisely this complexity, and its attendant uncertainties, that
facrhtate the I.rr}position of fixed readings of masculine identity vis a vi
ideals of ‘trgdltlonal’ Kurdish culture, seen as under threat both from the conditi(')ﬂs
lf;f :On(f:;tctmmdthe h(])melam‘i of.Kurdistan and from the uncertainties of belongﬁ
ambis ; to ern global city like London. That the men with whom I spoke y

alent even at an individual level with respect to their desires to maintain fixé

174
the Kurdish population in Hackney, whe

arly to mid
list/Kemalist

¢ feminine
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‘No Job for a Grown Map’

ne hand, while also wishing to empy A
onder ol 32;5};:: is evident in their narratives, Ac¢ the change Wrought by
£ atory P rom Allen, 1 observe that ‘questions of samene

Follo¥! vaporate in the face of personal, particular hist
difference and the parti_cular histories are shap
e due ender. Despite the particularities borne of the internal divers;
questlonjl coherent ethnic or cu]ture'll ‘groups’ like the Kurds however. attem‘ti/ of
ppose sver with essentialist readings persist. The amorphous condi,tions vf ShFo
gloss hl-snal migration, for example,_can lead toreactive constructions of amomol]itthl'n

sqatli(:1 the face of situations w?nch activel;i serve to destabilise absolutes (H;:lcl
ty often these essentla!ls.t cons.tructlon's are propounded by social angd
tors witha vested and privileged interest in maintaining the status quo; those
d economic elites, men, the state (Cornwall and Lindisfarne 1994). Thus
4ch the emergence of diaspora !1as generated substantial debates and intemai
a]th{f;icgtS over what constitutes ‘Kurdishness’ for this globally dispersed population
-wnﬂi side can be seen in attempts to stabilise a uniform ‘Kurdish identity’, whic};
::Sorks largely for the claims of (Kurdish) nat.ionalist interests (Keeler 2007). A key
ctice within this process involves the creation of essential Kurdish masculine and
ferninine ideals, and indeed we can observe here as in other cases the ways in which
i(masculinised) power is consistently associated with those who have control over
resources and who have an interest in naturalising and perpetuating that control’
(Comwall and Lindisfarne 1994, 21). I will return to the ways in which tangible
rpresentations of these gendered ideals play out in the local political economy of
London’s Kurdish diaspora, and how notions of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ become
complementary dimensions of an ‘essential national character’. For example 35 year
old Anwar, a restaurant manager who arrived in London at the age of 23 and is
single, described his ideal partner as follows:

ss{difference and ‘we/
ories’ (] 994, 97); both
ed partly by contingent

jitical an

Tome, I would like a nice Kurdish girl. She should be educated, but ... sweet, I like a girl
who is sweet and soft — a little bit happy to please the man, to make me feel like the man
and I'm special. I would love to meet such a girl who could support me. And of course she
would need to speak Kurdish. Some girls in Europe do not you know, but it is important,
for me, if you want to have children (Anwar).

3}"&‘]’;:7’5 nan'ati.ve. characterises an ideal of Kurdish fem_ininity which, althougl}

fepresgﬁsd within increasingly competing discourses, remains pervasive asa w?ﬁ'n?c
i Ing tl?e nation and as an aspiration for men like Anwar. Nationalist, ethr

ggn df"red ideals intersect in the course of contestations over power and ldent!ty,

capa:,fghm such ideologies women, whether in social or biological re?roduc;:);z
'%, are often positioned as the sacrosanct embodiment of the nation, WA

Men . ’
e cast as her protectors (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992; Allen 1994; Yuval

i iti - itimise
Such - Conditions of migration and diaspora may in fact serve to leg

re : g e - from
bis g cations as the heightened importance of identity, which SIS

S dislogat; : hich
at N : i tenance W
Underiie - 'on from homeland, and symbolic forms of identity ma::ure’ totion of

i, ;
Uthne; ,idg lalces an onus on migrants to uphold an‘d ey terial example
ntity, and nation in gendered terms (Ignacio 2005). A ma
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176 Gendering Migration

of this can be observed in the prevalence of Kurdish women in traditiony) Nitiop
"

dress within the popular iconography of Kurdish dinsporic spacey i Londe,
gracing everything from the paintings Whi‘_-"h adorn ',l"’ walls of Kurdigh cmnmunith
organisations, to the decorative rugs found in many Kurdish homes (alyo g Herbey,

this volume). o L

Kurdish refugees from Turkey, llllllkt'.huﬂll‘l Kurds urlgm:'ntmg from |y
Irag, are predominantly adherents of Alevism (followers of Ali), and ther jy litg
consensus as {o whether this group constitutes a Mu.shm sect in cither beljey, o
practices. Alevis, although sometimes seen as a secl n! Slli'&.l Islam, also incurpg,mw
pre-Islamic dimensions into their religion, and engage in .s:ncml behaviours ang forms
of worship that differ significantly from orthodox Sunni Islam which is pregen, in
religious communities in Turkey (Shankland 1993). Several of these, including joing
worship between men and women —— in a cemevi (or ‘meeting house’) rather thy,
a mosque — and lack of prescription on the wearing of the headscarf or hijup 1,
women, have important implications for gender relations. For these and other (often
politically motivated) reasons, Alevis have often been vilified by the Turkish state
as well as by Turkish Sunni populations in migrant receiving countries where large
numbers of Alevi Kurds also reside (Mandel 1995). As such, Kurdish migrants ang
refugees in London are rarely more than culturally conscribed Muslims. Indeed their
relations with other Muslim populations in the migratory context are occasionally
fraught with tension and conflict, like their interactions with ethnic Turks in

an ang

Hackney.
However, from an external viewpoint, especially given their placement within

the sort of immigrant ‘Little Istanbul’ atmosphere of east London — filled with
shops, cafes, and community services where Turkish is often an unofficial lingua
franca — Kurds are viewed generically as ‘Middle Easterners’ and as Muslims.
Here 1 want to provide a sense of the many layers and interstices which both inform
and restrict the processes of identification for Kurds in London. Gender, religion,
geography, ethnicity and class distinctions traverse, overlap, and contradict one
another. Despite their relative attitudes of gender equality vis a vis some more
orthodox Muslim populations, Kurdish society in the particular region of origin is
still very often patriarchal in character (Mojab 2002), and marked by clear ‘male/
female’ divisions of labour. This is clearly indicated by Hasan’s remarks, which
opened the discussion, while another interviewee told me

Sure, it was a big comedown when you leave home and — we thought we would b¢
improving — then to end up sewing women’s clothes or making bread all day [laughs]-
These are the mum’s jobs! (Hasan).

The reconfiguration of this gendered labour, and the subordination of particular
ethnicised masculinities to dominant forms of masculine power (eg. Kurdish versus
Turkish) draw on and interact with processes of gender construction located 1
regional, global and local political economies. In a social system in which inequalities
are predicated largely on (internally and externally) constructed identity marker>
and when those inequalities are tied up with latent or real conflicts, it is nO great SteP

. , . inancé
o suggest that ‘women are used in defining boundaries, and asserting the dom'"
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‘No Job for g Grown Mant

ver other men throqgh the Protection of «t
som¢ r,?en (:next, women’s b0d1e§ become the sites 0
38)- n this Zoother struggles are ltterglly and symbo)
eligious anhose who remind us of this gendered ele
)7), but t look their impact on men; the)_/ alsg ex
end to.ovefto serve as thie ‘protectf)l'.S’- of thfs National/feminine ideal. In termg of
imPer:ﬂ;Zicial interactions and activities, this inclyq
veryda

play of ‘appropriate’
ics and behaviours of ‘our’ masculine ideal. Muyr,
c

' at, one of the first to
cha’aﬂef';“the earliest of the refugee movements in 1993 and now 3 community
jve wit

icader, believes that:
c ; 5

177
heir’ Women’ (Allen 1994,
Ver whic Nationa], ethnic,

ically waged (YuvaI-Davis
ment in Nationaljst thinking
Perience Culturally coercive

tely, the culture that we come from, well ther
Unfortuna |y’ss citizens, for sure. This is accepted, By
are sccondl-c ; urds are doing a lot, they are the first to
and acwl?‘lllying for example. Compared to other groy
}[loizzrar; the most critical (Murat).

u

€ is a lot of inequality . .
twe know we need to cha
speak out against such thi
ps like Arabs in Iraq or ot

nge this
ngs, like
hers, the

nt indicates the ambivalence and competing loyalties for a r.nu'ltip]-y
i statemeou — recognising the systematic domination of women within his
Sumrdm}:teiiun% he is then quick to distance Kurdish cultural norms from those
cu]tural ac ’

i s cultural groups; implicit within this is an identification with liberal
of contiguou ) )
western ideals of human rights.

’ ! loyment in Britain
Men’s Labour, ‘Women’s Work’ and Employ

E don has long been a point of settlement .for labourers fromldwersuf; ;::ﬁrr?:gt
25 London ickly became embedded in the dense loca man o
i Wh00(‘;](1)1'l Ah):nad this volume). At the height‘ o_f the Kurdis r:s n%all
P (EadeIZ 19,908 Hacimey was still home to a thr_wln_s_zv, econtcl)]m;/ugstanﬁa]
!nguxt l'nlth:ogzzt);on spe::iﬁcally in thetextileindustries.Thlsre!legon rt?m ity, social
:Lr:;;: (ff annual m,igrant arrivals who, for reasons of hec:::::l;o rzz;h of Hackney
networks and language and infrastructural resources, ¢ oloitable labour pool for the
as their home. Such populations have long formed an; ;p a service-based economy.
industrial economy in the area, onl:y :gcen;(l)); irfsp(l:;z ide);able nopulation. of T”-rk;f,l;
The bor s also notable at the time rkish Cypriots in
national(s),u \%};1:: eiln the early 1980s, followed the Sememenitc:ly ;E:iin migration pattern
€ast London borough during the 1950s and 19698- A tYPl By o infrastl_'quUfes
by then been established, and local economic, S:)(:taleaSt it is unsurprising thhat
had begup 1o develop accordingly. In this reSP;‘;d a better grasp of TurklshrLi:I]:
Kurdish Migrants from Turkey, many of Whom, ilationist policies of the Tu
of thejr native Kurdish as a result of the assimila

4\

sain in the
in Britain in t
" months In d
These debates have become increasingly salient m-re;e;:)m) which have prompte
POKe of seyer) high profile cases of ‘honour killings’ (McVieg
Kurdigp,

- on the
ion and action 0
reflection a
OMmunity leaders and women’s right groups to call for
pOSitiQn Y

: ish society.
Women and patriarchal power in Kurdish
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178 area. Here, they could access legal, health, houg

te in the iz
state. also ch°5ﬁwxf:es in a familiar Janguage, and shop and socialige as &
i se
and educationa

uppress a distinct and h el
. . had to furthel’ deny Ol'.s , ard f()u

However, in s0 doing. twh;)i{ch had been, through its often virulent repregsjon by t
ethnocultural identity heir initial flight from the Kurdish hOmeIand:

- or impetus for t : )
Turkish military; major Impeé Turkey carried a ‘self esteem propjep,: bot};

. Kurds from .
As Hasan e?::,f];i’t?n?:ziﬂic demands of the market in the UK and also harbourin
conscious 0

‘ t cultural inequality in their homel,
p . esolved notions abou nd,
internalised and unr

. ashamed or — they were — ¢, .
— . were because maybe they were T¢ — afraig
They hid slach:;l et;wgo o't survive, W ouldn’t find a Jol"), You needed to speak lurkish ang
for e:::?wu went to school in Turkey you were brainwashed (Hasan),
anyway if' 3

However, just as the refugees were arr iving in growing numbers and in neeg of
'ork thc:: domestic manufacturing sector began to c!ry up. and Increasingly moye
work., The available work, as interviewees have pointeg out

ards offshore manufacture ‘ ‘ :
i:?:s generally in small textile factories, and increasingly towards the late 1990s, in

cafes and kebab shops at the heart of the ‘Turkish speaking community’ i’n Hackney
and throughout the east end. In such estabhsl'nmerllts, employees were .subjfact to long
hours, poor job security, often systemic demg.rz'xtlon, and were left with virtually no
chance to develop further skills or opportunities. Forty-one-year-old Karzan who
arrived as a single asylum seeker in 1995 describes the labour conditions at the time
both in terms of the physical demands and of the diminished social and political
positioning of Kurds in this context:

We worked in the — well yes, they were like a sweatshop. People couldn’t speak a word
of English. some had never been outside their villages. But you could get work in the
factories because you spoke Turkish and so did the owners. It was not good work though,
they made us work long hours and usually people didn’t know their rights so they were
sometimes paid illegally. And if you had political views [PKK support] ... well, you
couldn’t have political views! Later some people took jobs in cafes and kebab shops,
when the factories started to leave. But for a man to be doing this ... it’s not productive.
What can it contribute to society? (Karzan).

Thus, unskilled and vulnerable to the changing contours of the British asylum
system, such Kurdish arrivals in Hackney experienced multiple disadvantages;
subject not only to a hegemonic political economy of white domination, but also
to T‘u_rki_sh entrepreneurial elites who were happy to exploit their vulnerable social
positioning, Mflﬂy Kurds | spoke with saw Turks as demonstrating a greater racist
bent than white Europeans. Kurdish migrants were daily confronted with the
hegcmomF C(!fndiliops of their own oppression by the Turkish state, through its
;?P{Odllﬂlon In social interactions with Turkish migrants in the UK. Further, the
mmﬁ;h;ﬁ“tagg‘o:_’cﬁl Pfocédl{res o.f _categorisation, of distinct and in some TeSPf’C:Z
a single *Turkish guc cthnic ldenutlgs — those of ethnic Turks and Kurds — .
their subordinatic. pea'ku)g Community’ (Ahmet 2005) was often seen 10 rt:prod“_,c

P nation within the nationalist categorisati f who is and is not 2
the nation’ in Turkey itself, As K § RIS I : sume

. arzan explained, local policies continue 10 as
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178 Gendering Migration

state. also chose to locate in the area. Here, they could access legal, health, hous;
and educational services in a familiar language, and shop and socialige as w:;|
However, in so doing. they had to further deny or suppress a distinct and harq fough;
ethnocultural identity which had been, through its often virulent repression by the
Turkish military, a major impetus for their initial flight from the Kurdish homelangs
As Hasan explains, many Kurds from Turkey carried a ‘self esteem problem’, both.
conscious of the deterministic demands of the market in the UK and also harbouring
internalised and unresolved notions about cultural inequality in their homeland.

They hid who they were because maybe they were ashamed or — they were — afraid
for example they couldn’t survive. wouldn't find a job. You needed to speak Turkish ang
anyway if you went to school in Turkey you were brainwashed (Hasan).

However, just as the refugees were arriving in growing numbers and in need of
work, the domestic manufacturing sector began to dry up and increasingly move
towards offshore manufacture The available work, as interviewees have pointed out,
was generally in small textile factories, and increasingly towards the late 1990s, in
cafes and kebab shops at the heart of the ‘Turkish speaking community’ in Hackney
and throughout the east end. In such establishments, employees were subject to long
hours, poor job security, often systemic denigration, and were left with virtually no
chance to develop further skills or opportunities. Forty-one-year-old Karzan who
arrived as a single asylum seeker in 1995 describes the labour conditions at the time
both in terms of the physical demands and of the diminished social and political
positioning of Kurds in this context:

We worked in the — well yes, they were like a sweatshop. People couldn’t speak a word
of English, some had never been outside their villages. But you could get work in the
factories because you spoke Turkish and so did the owners. It was not good work though,
they made us work long hours and usually people didn’t know their rights so they were
sometimes paid illegally. And if you had political views [PKK support] ... well, you
couldn’t have political views! Later some people took jobs in cafes and kebab shops,
when the factories started to leave. But for a man to be doing this ... it’s not productive.
What can it contribute to society? (Karzan).

Thus, unskilled and vulnerable to the changing contours of the British asylum
system, such Kurdish arrivals in Hackney experienced multiple disadvantages;
subject not only to a hegemonic political economy of white domination, but also
to Turkish entrepreneurial elites who were happy to exploit their vulnerable social
positioning. Many Kurds I spoke with saw Turks as demonstrating a greater racist
bent than white Europeans. Kurdish migrants were daily confronted with the
hegemonic conditions of their own oppression by the Turkish state, through its
reproduction in social interactions with Turkish migrants in the UK. Further, the
elision, through local procedures of categorisation, of distinct and in some reSP?CtS
mutually antagonistic ethnic identities — those of ethnic Turks and Kurds — in®
a single *Turkish Speaking Community’ (Ahmet 2005) was often seen to reproduce
their subordination within the nationalist categorisations of who is and i not 0

the nation’ in Turkey itself. As Karzan explained, local policies continue t0 assume
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d Kurds are culturally synonymous, as the 179

n i e ’ # . y ‘d »
Turk$ ﬂr 4. Thus the racialised capitalism’ describeq b;) thml;':jd:sfand the idea
'S Volume) i

of lao dgl; from a simplq black/?vhitc. dichotomy, instead taking as i ref
S:Z complexity of ethnic ;(‘:k:ltlgnﬁ In the homeland. Displaceq b}; {;ce;f’T_Ce point
an[agonisms. between !ur -s-‘.".] Kurd.'., In the local context, the dynam| : ;nce of
ression of ethnic minorities seems for the men [ encountered (g have been r\::;li
s

0

.- sendered tErmMS-

: his ‘Turkish speaking’ urb i
Nonetheless, thi sh speaking’ urban milieu also affo

. ; : rded "
nga livelihood in a context which was otherwise econo Opportunities

for earn! mically Challenging

for the arriving Kurdish rcft_igcc-"'« many of whom came from semi-skilled village
backgrounds' Often the earliest migrants found work ( Frcquently illegal, and this

subject 10 considcr‘a.blc exp_loitation) in li.w small factories manufacturing garments
and textiles for British retailers. By the time of the main refugee influx of Kurds in
the 1990s, the Turkish population in Hackney were sufficiently established to be
in positions of ownership and supervision within these industrial ventures, Despite
the hegemonic system which this engendered with respect to cultural ly contiguous
but often mutually antagonistic groups, it also brought about an informal process
of integration and social change, as Kurds from small villages were exposed to the
multiethnic city through the microcosmic spaces of their workplaces. Employed by
Turks, they also came into contact with Vietnamese, Bangladeshi, Caribbean and
other co-workers, and began to develop a greater sense of diversity and tolerance.
This also meant, in practical terms, that English was the only shared language by
which the various employees could communicate. For example, when Murat arrived,
he worked in a textile factory run by Turks. He explained to me how interactions
between various ethnic groups working alongside one another created both
bridges and barriers, and helped in creating the ‘ethnic’ economy and multicultural
environment of Hackney as we know it today:

You see, when we first came ... | didn’t speak English and even though | didn’t want to be
working again (for Turks), having them tell me what to do, degrade my identity ....| could
getno job someplace else. So it was bad in one way because it means you can’t cstab_hsh
yourself. | was — you’re speaking Turkish all the time! But then, also we learned thm‘gs-
from cach other, there were many other people — Chinese, Victnumcsg, and 'Banglad'c‘.shl
people working in the factory, Can you imagine, if you come from a .wllugc in Ku‘rdnsu:z
- Ihad never seen a black person before. So we had to all learn English then so wr, E(?uds
speak 1o cach other, And at lunch times ... you learned about others” culturcs..c‘:trlur Illr; b
of food and things ... so in this way we learned — we came (o know multicultura
[MUl‘alJ,
ithi stabilisi 0Cesses

perience speaks to the positive potential within de;tab;l;;:l;ﬁg%r i
Y transnational movement of people, ideas and goo 'Siist o g i
by Turkish factory owners who in Kurds’ own essentiali O ers came
to ’elhinka:z as coercive (and often demonised)‘Op,
M0tion of 4 ‘Z':hidenuues, in some ways rfpt:gﬁ'.fg?s s narative

S eXperien, 'an underclass offmnlorlly la : d.n.mde possibleidc
W othgrs ce allowed for a partial liberation, and T P s’ 8

- However, this partial identification with ‘0

Murag’y oy
Mought 1
Xploiteq
plﬂyed ap

L
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o .. ideologies which It 1mplied, aITy over int
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a reassertion of di
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Endey
ke thoge

, but ingge
gk $
fferential gender markers, and a distinction made between gt(e)zg

. : European women. The identification of empl|
Kurdish wo'f’e't‘hea';:;;sg:i homl:and conversely may have led to anpi:c);:rassas
antagoms}; Hliﬁcation with the host society and with qther minorities, g Mura;d
sense Oftls ;:monsu'ate. Thus if the daily engagement "w_lth wage labour ip 5 lélrgeiS
;zginl::e;:ost society reproduces hierarchies and inequalities entrenched in g 8loba)
system (Mandel 1995; Sassen 199,6)’ the refe'rence potnts extend far beyong an
obvious first/third world, black/white conception of things. Indeed, Kurdish pe,
tend to narrate their experiences of dlscfnmmahon in the UK in terms not of racism
but of language, as their comments testify.

Ethnicity and Gender in the Symbolic Economy

The decline of manufacturing industry and the rise of a service-based economy hag
involved a transformation in the placement and significance of migrant labour withip
the global city (Sassen 1999). The aestheticisation of identity (be it ethnic, gendereq
or otherwise), and the place of the body — now product as much as producer —
within that, has become commodified as a package-able (Zukin 1995) source of
‘authenticity for sale’. When people come to dine in a Turkish or Kurdish restaurant,
they do so not only to sample the lovingly reproduced traditional fare, but also to
view and experience the process by which it is created and the atmospheric features
which lend it cultural ‘weight’. The cultural, social and economic encounters which
take place in these spaces can serve as highly condensed moments of identification
of or with particular ‘others’. As demonstrated by Kurdish men’s narratives of labour
and migration in the multicultural context of the global city, these processes of
encounter, identification, and ‘othering’ can be emancipatory or humiliating in equal
measure (Lees 2004). The demeaning aspects of their experience are simultaneously
expressed in ethnic and gendered terms; through their insertion into the local ethnic
economy of Turkish speakers, the men experience an erasure of their Kurdish identity
which recalls their disempowerment in the homeland. Further, the ‘domestic’ types
of labour in which they engage destabilizes their relationship to notions of acceptable
Kurdish masculinity. Ahmad (this volume) looks at the conceptual renegotiations

which take place as the demands for patriarchal control among Pakistani men are

confounded by the blurring of private and public spheres. For Kurdish men in
Hackney this loss of contr

' ol, though not expressed in terms of patriarchal powet
may be experienced through being cast in female productive roles, or sometime®
more directly, through harassing behaviour from white female customers which (¢
men interpret as being inappropriately sexual.
expSr‘;::czortlghose Kurdish migrants who come to the UK with some sl ;nlg
infrastructL;re Zre i‘re cha'llenges in acquiring livelihoods in London’s econnt:arly
Fal 5 b s U {0 a variety of factors including language barriers and what

€ persistence of structurally embedded discriminatory practic®
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6.ycar-0|d Mustafa, who has been in Longq 18]

y 1] n si
rkey. However, since he lacks language ski| SInce 1999, traineq as
a

aff in Tu i . Is : .
d in the UK, he now works in a café in east Li:‘c’i:l:s E{“a“ﬁcatiOns e
. fe tOld me th.
is

gnl"‘::,fjob-‘;ccking,:
u"P‘:riuIICﬁ-‘i
wunlb‘d (o find work [in cducution]lbul it is difficult, If [ spoke th

would be casier, but when you are trymg to find work ... I had to earrf ali:ﬂ ing, |
casy 1o Jearn the language, there is no time, there is stress. | tried for ¢ s AL
iob with some lca'whlng o put no one could help and finally [ had to ta:’o l31/ears to find a
e what I'm domg. .:n‘umctlmcs‘[ fc'cl ashamed ... but what could | dooe[ th;ZJOh I don’t
amily. Now | won’t improve [English language]. There is no time and' th to feed m
working welve, sometimes fourteen hours ... (Mustafa). ' e work — [ am

guage better it

Mustaffl thmlfs .hls erpployers are essentlajlly fa.ir and honest (‘not like
s | heard of”) sometimes, working late nights in the café, he describ
¢ to uncomfortable situations and even racist abuse. M;ny m?:n ITS
kebab shops and cafes indicated that they find the work f:speci‘:lfll0
as their establishments keep late hours when few other businessei
are open, their workplaces are sites for illicit, potentially unsafe, and sometimes
violent behaviour from customers leaving clubs and bars late at night under the
influence of alcohol and drugs. It is evident from several of the men’s narratives that
they may at times feel that this exposure compromises their capacity for a ‘correct’
lifestyle that maintains their integrity as Kurds and as men.
'Ichty—sevcn-year-old Ali, who came to the UK when he was only twelve in
1992, has grown up in London and worked in a kebab shop (often alongside his
father) nearly all of that time. Speaking about the kinds of indirect sexual harassment

he has experienced when serving customers, he said:

Although
some bOSSE
peing subject
work nights 1N
degrading because,

In the past | saw ... sometimes girls or women would come in — you know, if they had
oo much to drink or if they came from the club. They want to have a laugh or show pff
{0 their friends ... they would be very rude, very sexual remarks sometimes ... wearing
very little clothes or acting in an inappropriate way — and also aggress_ivc, being very
suggestible! 1 think they thought “he doesn’t understand what we’re saying, we can say
what we want” ... You know, like thinking we’re just Muslims or some stupid Turks ﬂ“?
trying to take the piss, to embarrass me. But actually it was emparrassmg, [ usually didn’t
know what to do so 1 just did pretend not to understand ... (AlD).

ative ideas about ‘appropriate’ female

Ali’s narrative indi i
e indicates how, when his norm .. and gend

i ’ TRV en er
behaviour are confronted with new possibilities, he reasserts .eth; ](I:(::disﬁ men
Slereotypes: those of wanton westerm women Versus dlsc].plmed racist attitudes
ivmierable to feminine ‘corruption’. It also indicates how Se: l;::::iler ethnicity an
N the domi ole intersections O ’

inant culture make the multiple ssion. Such

Class far f; : inance/oppre
rom straightforward systems of dominance’’ not as forma
" v divisions of labour [tural an

ealities ca| f, : lyse
call for an *attempt to describe and analys - ctory CU
a'::: :‘f‘“c ideal types but in their actually occurring and contradictor?
rical manifestations’ (Gutman 1997 391) e being f0
’ o . qentities DEIE
In these social interactions ‘there is 8 multiplicity of o en 1996 184).
feproduced in these decentred Spaces of the econo
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182 usly shifted, fore-grounded or sy,

. ontinuo din;

ity and gender are © : - Ordinage
an!d:thﬂtl; :)yne another in a given context. Ali also indicated that for hjp, ‘
relative

i thi inalisation of ‘decentred’ y
: ;i his system of margina ed’ prody..
ctively participate In't A : ed’ produg,
Kunis afurthe); sevaluiﬂg them; he spoke of his !)ehef that.l(urdlsrh'socmty in Londg
ép?zl(j;ed‘ and ‘outdated’, and that an emphasis on €arning a Ilvn?g' at the expeps
:)Sf self-improvement has prevented him and many peers from gaining educationy
qualifications which might lift them from these degraded and marginaliseq socha
positions.

more and spent time studying, instead of having to work wi, my
Id have a proper job now. instead of stuck in this kitchen, Waiting
own man. 1'd still like to go to university one day (Ali)

If | had gone to school
father in the shop, I cou
on people. This is no job foragr

The productive roles that Kurds play in this conte.xt are .given no place in the
hegemonic gendered and ethnicised narratives of white British, Turkish or Kurdish

society. Being valued by neither the British political economic mainstream nor the
Turkish or Kurdish views of «traditional’ masculinity, Kurds are potentially subject
to racist and sexist pejoratives and to the very real risks associated with work in late
night establishments (Parker 1994). Like many migrant labourers who work on the
margins, invisible within dominant economic, social and political narratives, these
men experience feelings of exclusion and oppression in which they must ‘regularly
cross a perilous divide separating two different worlds’, and where ‘the characteristic
economic relations between ‘First’ and ‘Third’ worlds are linguistically, socially, and
culturally reproduced’ (Mandel 1996, 151). The multiple experiences of devaluation
and the impenetrability of spheres of privilege and disempowerment are vividly
illustrated in Anwar’s remark

I have to tell people | am a Turk if I want to get a job, because still they or the Persians or
Arabs control things ... we just serve the kebabs. And also, British people, they don’tknow
the difference. They come in and they just want a taste of Ali Baba, right? (Anwar).

The implied messages in these narratives about the hazards associated with
work in the catering industry also serve to reveal the complex relations between
local conditions of economic exploitation and more diffuse yet no less powerful
Orientalist inscriptions of cultural otherness which facilitate these local inequalities.
Resea.rch has shown how the commodification of ‘ethnic’ cuisine and the ‘cultural
experience-for-sale’ that comes alongside this can threaten the sense of cultural
integrity many minority employees struggle to maintain in the context of cultural
dislocations (Harbottle 2000). The subtle play of sexual politics and vestiges Of
colonial domination tied up in such seemingly innocuous relations as those between
ztlz;f; :nd customers in Asian take-away restaurants in Britain, as described by Parker
fee] a:’t?:?l;fj:eg? ltjght :)n Kurdish men’s narratives, and the emban’assmf?nt ";y
society at large. Karwa?lti: ; uStqmers _and R the ey of their RGOS
escribed situations in which he was

- shocked by girls and the way they behave in public ... everything seX. [ wanted 10

tell them * s , \
aren’t you ashamed?” but in the end [ just smile, I don’t want t0 lose my J°
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am not like some
I my wife, we gel
1o take advantage

are ot worth it. My daughlcrs would not behave fike 1his [
nd thehy  looking for some quick fl{n. on the side of [in uddiliuﬁ'lu
gurdish % _ but then some of the [British] women — gJs they want

150 expressed feeﬁimgsf ofs' l::l;lsg“ealfhamed for myself and for them'

He hot P arker (199. ) refer: cqupt.ers acrpss the counter” in catering work
ate men’s notions of gendered divisions of labour in potentially product;
inteff"%Jut also reinforce culturally conscribed ideas about gender Zrl' -Ujuve
ways: ceptability of normative female behaviours in British or Ku;dlf:h ;Llll‘arly
th‘;1 :: viewed through the prism of gender, the ‘perilous divide’ (Maﬁdelolct;gg)'
;itwee" spaces of ‘mir!orlltydl'abotl;lr and exp:oilive European domination encompass
,mnsnationa‘ realities inclu rllng0 ese popular cu!ture tropes, and all the *loops that
o together fantasies about the Other, the conveniences and seductions of travel, the
ecoNOMIIcS of g]oba.] trade, and the brutal mobility fantasies that dominate gender
politics’ (Appadural I99§, 39; cf. Bowman 1996) globally. As refugees with few
ractical resources allowing them to manoeuvre through exploitive systems in the
UK, Kurdish men in this employment sector face a ‘situation where impotence [is|
sructured into the social situation by political and economic forces’ (Bowman 1996,
93), and which they often feel powerless to change if they want to maintain their

tenuous place in London’s global market and local ethnic economies.

Men who engage in such livelihoods are not only vulnerable to sometimes racist
abuse from aggressive or drunken late night customers from the dominant white
population in London (cf. Parker 1994), but also to a sense of being subordinated to
rcist/nationalist Turkish discourses recalling traumatic experiences in the homeland,
which may involves a painful denial of their ethnicity. Kurds too, especially those
from urban or middle-class backgrounds, also often view such labour as embodying
all that is ‘backward’ and best left behind in their culture and its relative positioning
within London’s multicultural spaces (cf. Caglar 1998). Such ideas are embedded
within the discourses of perceived differences of religion, class and gender within
Kurdish migrant populations in London. For example, when opportunities arise for
contact between the various ‘sub-groups’, and when discussions about the nature
of Kurdish identity, social progress and the like arises (which is almost inevitably
the case in such diasporic spaces), a frequently dismissive insult of others' opinions
runs along the lines of ‘go work in a kebab shop’ or ‘he should be selling doner
somFPlaCe’. This equates such work with low educational levels and with.tflle more
m‘:“ma' insults levelled at men who engage in ‘women’s work‘ '(Mor\{arlc:‘l 100;‘:);
Withi: Suggests the complexity of class differences and the .SIgmﬁcar-lce‘O dif:rz;led

-y ;hls_, s debates centring around women’s rights set pl‘OgrfSS‘Vhe“:mid dle-
e Kfra(;““ peasants’ from uneducated backgrounds. Nonetl;]e!zzs:;lt:’ il
tgraded sSavocahs‘e thit bellef in 'gc?ndfer em.anC|pﬂt'°'?' SLtliconsl as well. )

us tlIlr'eces of fema]e.’ productivity in their own esgn:i‘ o ial relations ohich

chfu‘acte;ise ﬂtly i phy.swaIl Iabour, oy ge:ography. o lt |° ut them in situations

Where the - 1s form. of livelihood for Kurd|§h men regu Zry\h?hile Sominant white

Britigh Y Teel ethnically, sexually and socially degr.ade - at the expense
Ociety valorises the labour activities of white, middle-class men

cl
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Conclusions — Gender, Ethnicity and Mobility

e backgrounds in local economies of difference
al a tricky crossroads, tending to chal.lenge _ethnic essentialism
der essentialism. Their encounters with various cultural others
ecen complicated by Kurdish politi‘cal interests in loca]
and transnational scommunity’ disc':ourses (Keeler 2007). Within their nationalist
discourses, the female remains an unportan.t marl'<er o_f pure and- recover_ed ethnic
identity, upon whose bodies and images national identity is inscribed. Th!s_ has the
ool effect of making men both more empowered as brokers of r?olltlcal and
discursive control, and conversely, as everyday spcial actors, less so by virtue of their
invisibility within discursive structures. In seeking to remain loyal to what they see
as  devalued ethnocultural identity, and to reclaim their collective if not individual
cthnic integrity, Kurdish men frequently seem to fall back on archetypal notions of
cssential female characteristics in their narratives. This is evident in the ways they
describe their encounters with non-Kurdish women in public spaces, as well as the
ways in which they more broadly define their labour experiences (often vis a vis
these western women), as ‘embarrassing’ or shameful’ by virtue of their ‘female’
connotations. As Kurdish culture becomes more institutionalised in the migratory
context of London, it resists invisibilisation and repression within state systems in
the UK, and within a hegemonic *Turkish’ discourse which elides difference withina
monolithic framework of Turkish nationalism. However, this process is paradoxical
in its potential for liberation or continued oppression, for it also serves to reaffim
potentially coercive forms of identity discourse in gendered terms. Thus the notion
f)f‘l(urdish femininity as rooted in and protected by ‘tradition’ has gained momentum
in some quarters, which in many respects runs counter to the transformative notions
of Kurdish masculinity hinted at by my interviewees.

. Ku'rdish refugees face considerable challenges as they struggle to reclaim aspects
::f. ll‘lcnr c:ullurc which they see as having been degraded by British and Turkish
tmories, s onfon s s o i colure i ey s S
notions of gender, and inty ¥ t0 otlotis of ethnic ‘purity”, natlopal sl

: cgration into new homelands. Appadurai observes that

e role of Kurdish men from refuge

has placed them
but to reinforce gen
in the urban milicu has b

. deterritorialized communities

ot . and displace " b they MY
enjoy the fruits of new kinds of e placed populations, however much they

arning and new dispositions of capital and technolog
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an’
. desires and fantasies of these

1o ple » out l.ht d _ ‘ _SILS of these new ethnoscy ' 1%
pave . the family-as-microcosm of culture (1996, 45) pes, while iving ¢
ue =7 ()
ain extent, these ethnoscapes and the economic ¢
103 corporate the sublimated sexual politics of the
P :te\" of commodified identities, alongside the ¢
conte? Lol -
the curdish women. Elsewhere the .raCl’flllzcd nature of this political ec,
an led how white women and minority men, compa NOmy has

ratively
weald . . . , iy ’Sadvam-
rY of their respective forms of othemess, are pitted against one another ir:l fclf t?ly
altle

vi -have-nf)ts' (hooks 1995). The tf:nsion§; between 'acccpling even embrac|
. +ions of a post-modernity which both dissipates gender differenc "

modifies an essentialist version of ethnicity, and maintaining cult;r:l”icr;s. and
come face of this are daily realities for Kurdish men whose participation in ch‘my
terrogate their notiops of gender and labour. In the context of'mig;::ic:my
(often forced.and Uaumafic as with the c‘ase‘of. n:;any Kurds arriving from Turkey), the
o aracterisation of cef-tam labour func_tlons as women’s work’ —— while also largely
fiuenced by normative gender roles in Kurdistan — is a means for disenfranchised
Kurdish men with |lmlte.d oppor.tumtles m'London’s complex political economic
landscape, to react to their exclusion and objectification.

For their part, the men I interviewed remain ambivalent about their newly acquired
roles in British society. Although women emerge in these discursive spaces only
arely, and then in dichotomised terms as corrupt western aggressors or as idealised
hearers of Kurdish identity (with little account of the dynamic realities that exist
in the margins of such oppositional discourses), several of the men | interviewed
pointed out the unforeseen advantages and new forms of social capital that emerged
in these spaces of critical encounter in a global city. Hasan and Murat for example
both discussed the transformations which resulted from their labour experiences,
affecting both their thinking about being men and being Kurdish in positive terms. Ali,
despite what he sees as negative aspects of his social positioning within Kurdish and
wider society in London, aspires to a greater sense of achievement and integration.
This suggests that although men in a wider context continue to be perpetrators and
beneficiaries of women’s subordination (sec Ahmad, this volume). and despite
their relative disempowerment vis & vis the dominant culture, the intersection of
ethnicity, class and gender within the complexity of the global city can also serve 10
productively interrogate men’s complicity in such systems.

dystcfms of which they are
hommant western gaze iy,
aracterisation of western

serves to in
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