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ABSTRACT

TRANSNATIONAL AGENCY OR ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT?
EXPERIENCES OF KYRGYZ DOMESTIC WORKERS IN TURKEY

Gaipova, Arailym
M.S., Department of Sociology

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Fatma Umut Bespinar

August 2022, 240 pages

The thesis investigates the conditions shaping the possibilities and limitations of the
transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey. Transnational agency,
following the relational framework, is understood as a capacity of an actor to unify
different social worlds by transposing different schemas and resources from one world
to another and developing temporal orientations encompassing various interactions
across these worlds. The objective is to show how social worlds are connected and
how this connection is embodied in relations transcending national boundaries and
transforming according to the experiences of Kyrgyz women during migration and
employment as live-in domestic workers in Turkey. By using semi-structured in-depth
interviews with 17 Kyrgyz domestic workers in Ankara as a primary source of data,
three social worlds of Kyrgyz women are delineated: family and kinship relations in
Kyrgyzstan, migrant networks developed during labor migration in the post-Soviet
space and Turkey, and employment relations in the reproductive labor market in
Ankara. Consequently, the study demonstrates how past, present, and future are
connected in the minds and practices of Kyrgyz domestic workers, who thereby link

social worlds by schematizing the past interactions to solve the present problems and

v



build plans for the future in accordance to present experiences. Nevertheless, the
findings shed light on how the agency is contingent on political, economic, and cultural
structures in Kyrgyzstan and Turkey. As a result, the study concludes that Kyrgyz
women become economically empowered through labor migration and employment

as domestic workers in Turkey while still acting within the structural constraints.

Keywords: Transnational agency, Social worlds, Migrant domestic work,

Kyrgyzstan, Turkey



0z

ULUSOTESI FAILLIK VEYA EKONOMIK GUCLENME? TURKIYE 'DEKI
KIRGIZ EV ISCILERININ DENEYIMLERI

Gaipova, Arailym
Yiiksek Lisans, Sosyoloji Boliimii

Tez Yoneticisi: Prof. Dr. Fatma Umut Bespinar

Agustos 2022, 240 sayfa

Bu tez, Kirgiz ev is¢ilerinin Tirkiye'deki ulusétesi failliklerinin olanaklarimi ve
sinirhiliklarint  sekillendiren kosullar1 aragtirmaktadir. Ulusdtesi faillik, iliskisel
cergeveye uygun olarak, bir aktoriin, farkli semalar1 ve kaynaklari bir diinyadan
digerine aktararak ve bu diinyalar arasindaki c¢esitli etkilesimleri kapsayan zamansal
yonelimler gelistirerek farkli sosyal diinyalar1 birlestirme kapasitesi olarak tanimlanir.
Bu nedenle tezin amaci, bu farkli sosyal diinyalarin nasil baglantili oldugunu ve bu
baglantinin, Kirgiz kadinlarin Tiirkiye ye ev iscisi olarak go¢ etme ve is tecriibelerine
gore ulusal smirlart asan ve degisen iligkilerde nasil somutlagtigini gostermektir.
Ankara’daki 17 Kirgiz ev iscisi ile birincil veri kaynagi olarak yar1 yapilandirilmis
derinlemesine goriismeler kullanilarak, Kirgiz kadmlarinin {i¢ sosyal diinyasi
betimlenmistir: Kirgizistan daki aile ve akrabalik iliskileri, Sovyet sonras1 alandaki ve
Tiirkiye'deki emek gocli sirasinda gelisen gogmen aglart ve Ankara’da isgiicii
piyasasindaki istihdam iligkileri. Sonug olarak, ¢alisma, mevcut sorunlari ¢6zmek ve
simdiki deneyimlere goére gelecek planlari insa etmek igin gecmis etkilesimleri
semalastirarak sosyal diinyalar1 birbirine baglayan Kirgiz ev iscilerinin zihinlerinde ve

eylemlerinde gec¢misin, simdiki zamanin ve gelecegin nasil baglantili oldugunu
vi



gostermektedir. Bulgular, failligin, Kirgizistan ve Tiirkiye deki siyasi, ekonomik ve
kiiltiirel yapilara nasil bagli olduguna 151k tutmaktadir. Sonug olarak ¢alisma, yapisal
kisitlamalar iginde hareket etseler de, Kirgiz kadinlarinin Tiirkiye'de emek gogii ile ev

is¢isi olarak ekonomik agidan gii¢clendiklerini gdstermektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ulusotesi faillik, Sosyal diinyalar, Go¢men ev is¢iligi,

Kirgizistan, Tiirkiye
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

“I graduated from an auto-road institute - with an honors degree, of course - but I
became a domestic worker like this”, says Yellow!, a 54-year-old nanny from
Kyrgyzstan, and laughs ever so lightly as if reflecting on her own predicament as a
foreign domestic worker in Turkey. On a rainy Ankara day, there were plenty of stories
this woman had generously shared with me, stories of her past, of her present, and
imaginaries of her future — one so close, she could almost grab it with her bare hands,

her eyes sparkling brighter each time she talked about it.

With another impressive working woman, Blue, I got a rare glimpse of the interior
scene where such stories take shape. Surrounded by the comfort of a place she has
called her “home” in Ankara for over ten years now, a three-bedroom apartment where
she cares for an elderly woman whom she duly addresses as “ene”, meaning mother in
Kyrgyz, she glanced at her own life through her own words as we spoke. Each
cherished memory and every recollection of the past was complemented by vigorous

commentaries on the political and economic hardships of Kyrgyzstan.

Both women, so different and yet so similar, offered me a peek behind-the-scenes of
the lives and minds of Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey; graciously agreeing to
share their experiences and feelings with me, they provided a great palette of
“explorables” and ‘““analyzables”. The burning questions of “Why are there so many
Central Asian women in Turkey doing the care work?”, “How do they come to be
foreign domestic workers?”, “Where are they heading hereafter?” — all the curiosities
that would tease my mind whenever I would come across a Central Asian woman

strolling along the walkway in Ankara or someone would say, “Oh, I know someone

! Colors as pseudonyms are used to protect the participants’ anonymity
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from the “stans” — my aunt’s bakici” - were, at last, heard and answered. And in light
of these responses, with some layering of the globalized labor trends, one could peer
into the realities of the invisible work of Kyrgyz care workers in Turkey, their family-
style employment that was yet keeping them from being with their own families, their
perceptions and plans that reconciled with their transnational experience as foreign
domestic workers, and how they make and remake their social worlds in accordance

with the multitude of relations they nourish and maintain across nation-borders.
1.1. Main concerns of the study

Turkey has become a popular alternative for Kyrgyz domestic workers who previously
dominated the service and domestic work sectors in Russia and Kazakhstan (Bashirov,
2018; Urinboyev, 2018; Sharifzoda, 2019). Indeed, the third-largest group of migrants
from Kyrgyzstan is in Turkey, with 30.000 people, respectively (The State Migration
Service (SMS) under the Government of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2018). Responding to
the rise in demand for care work and flexibilization of the visa regimes for post-Soviet
countries in Turkey (Eder, 2015; Rittersberger-Tili¢, 2015), Kyrgyz migrants, like
other Central Asian women, predominantly occupied positions caring for young and
elderly or working as housekeepers and maids, coresiding with the care-receiver and

employing families (Celik, 2005, 2011; Atatimur, 2008).

While official statistics about Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey are scarce, we can
get a rough estimate from sources like the Ministry of Family, Labor, and Social
Services (MoFLSS) (2018), which reports that 13.452 Kyrgyz nationals hold a valid
working permit. This compares sharply to Kazakhstan (1.799), Uzbekistan (3.969),
Turkmenistan (5.547), and Tajikistan (6.26) from the same region (MoFLSS, 2018).
Kyrgyz nationals, therefore, comprise the highest proportion of work permit holders
in Turkey, only outnumbered by Syrian citizens - 34.570 nationals in 2018 (MoFLSS,
2018). Nevertheless, due to the informal character of their job and lack of regulations
concerning the protection of the rights of these workers, Kyrgyz women usually do
not register as domestic workers if they stay less than 90 days, with only a few of them
acquiring work permits, and majority opting for residence permits instead if they stay
for longer periods (Icduygu, 2013; Yildirim et al., 2017). Therefore, while some

Kyrgyz women work in Turkey seasonally, responding to the rise in the labor demand



in the service and tourism sectors (Levina, 2018; Sharifzoda, 2019), the less registered
and more circular migrant work around the year in the domestic sphere remains one of

the biggest sources of income for Kyrgyz women (Budaychieva, 2018, 2020).

The quantitative assessment of activities of KDW in Turkey has been discussed in the
literature in light of the informal nature of domestic work, while the precariousness
and vulnerability they face as migrant domestic workers employed in the unregulated
private space of homes of employing families dominate the discussions on the matter
(Zeytinoglu et al., 1999; Erdogdu & Toksdz 2013; Eder, 2015; Diindar & Ozer, 2015;
Yildirim et al., 2017). On the other hand, the qualitative investigation of female
Kyrgyz domestic workers or KDW in Turkey as a separate group, accounting for the
social and cultural factors that are specific to Kyrgyzstan, and locating this group as a
distinct segment of the migrant domestic labor market in Turkey co-existing and
competing with other ethnic niches, like Uzbek and Turkmen workers, is called-for in
the intersectional study of women, paid domestic work, migration, and
transnationalism. This type of research has not been undertaken in the literature before,
with the majority of the texts dedicated to an indiscriminate pool of post-Soviet
migrant domestic workers in Turkey (¢elik, 2005, 2011; Atatimur, 2008; Eder, 2015),
with the exception of studies on Moldovan (Kaska, 2006) and Georgian (Dincer, 2014)
women as live-in domestic workers. As a result, the study of Kyrgyz workers would
contribute to a better grasp of formulations of migrant domestic work in Turkey,
particularly addressing why Turkey attracts increasingly more female domestic

workers from Kyrgyzstan and what factors account for this dynamic.
1.2.Research question and objective

At the heart of the current study are Kyrgyz female domestic workers, their pre-
migration interactions within the Kyrgyz structures, and their experiences as labor
migrants in Turkey. The goal is to frame KDW as transnational migrants or
transmigrants by drawing the focus to the multitude of cross-border relations they
continuously maintain and transform in the course of their migration, the effects of
which consequently linger beyond their migration experience. Therefore, while this
thesis is about KDW, the unit of analysis is the interactions they have with various

actors across national borders, pertaining to different networks of relations centered



around certain interests, i.e., social worlds (Crossley, 2011). As a result, it investigates
how these social worlds are connected and the possibilities of agency taking shape in

these relational terms in light of the transnational experiences of KDW.

The main research question of the thesis is: What are the conditions that shape the
limitations and possibilities of the transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic workers
in Turkey? I use the definition developed by Koengeter & Wendy (2015) about the
transnational agency being “[gained] through the translation of capital (be it social,
economic, or cultural) to other different social worlds by making use of schemas that
emerge in transnational social fields” (p.11). Following this conceptualization,
corollary questions in the thesis are: How does the transnational agency of KDW in
Turkey arise in the different cross-border relations with various actors?
Correspondingly, how do these diverse relations constitute separate social worlds, and
how do they intertwine in the experiences of work and living of these women in
Turkey? What form of agency emerges as a result of simultaneous embeddedness in
these social worlds, and how do corresponding positions of KDW within these worlds
reconcile? Since KDW develop a multitude of cross-border relations with a variety of
actors from different countries, it is in maintaining these relations as migrants and
transforming them in accordance with their experience as domestic workers in Turkey
that I put forward the transnational character of their agency. In other words, I ask how
the corresponding relations in social worlds change as a result of the migration and
work experiences of the Kyrgyz women in Turkey and how these relations shape the

transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic workers.

Correspondingly, the agency of KDW is defined in relational terms as the capability
of these actors to bridge transnational relations, transcending spatial and temporal
boundaries of respective networks of relations in different countries. To demonstrate
this, I set out to identify and investigate the relations of KDW with different actors,
situating each relation in the context where it first took shape and temporally locating
it within the experiences of the actors. Interactions with various actors across borders,
like family members, recruiters, and fellow migrants in and from Kyrgyzstan, as well
as migrant enterprises, employers, and care-receivers in Turkey, therefore, are
discussed within the social world framework per Crossley (2011) to show how these

social worlds are connected and how this connection is embodied in the interactions

4



of KDW. In other words, in mapping out different social worlds common to the KDW
in Ankara, it is the goal of the thesis to investigate the possibilities and limitations of
the transnational agency, including the impact of structural constraints on the capacity

of KDW to gain or exercise the said agency.
1.3.Research design and methods

The thesis focuses on how KDW came to be in Ankara, work in this sector, and what
kind of factors made it possible. Therefore, the questions were designed according to
themes of pre-migration dynamics and post-mobility experiences of KDW grouped
into four sections: backstory, the experience of migration to Ankara and Turkey,
occupational experience as domestic workers, and private life in Turkey, which
includes leisure time and future plans. Twenty questions constructed as a checklist for
narrative responses of the respondents thus ineluctably allow for the tracing of the
trajectory and decision-making that these women undertake, responding to the
structural determinants as well as family dynamics and personal motivations

throughout the course of their lives.

An pen-ended semi-structured interview technique has been used in this study which
offered a way for participants to selectively share important aspects of processes and
experiences they have, consequently allowing the researcher to access the
subjectivities of the respondents. The interviews were conducted in August of 2020
in Ankara with a total of seventeen Kyrgyz domestic workers, and additional
interviews were held with the owners of four Kyrgyz businesses in the city: two cafés,
one cargo shipment office, and one industrial export company. One Kyrgyz
recruitment agent and one Kyrgyz journalist based in Turkey and reporting on the
female Kyrgyz labor migration were also interviewed. Snowball sampling is used in
the study, and the selection criteria were for the respondents to be Kyrgyz women with
experience in performing paid domestic work in Turkey. Fieldwork was conducted in
the city center and Kyrgyz cafes in Ankara to expand and diversify the pool of potential
respondents. The interviews lasted for 1.5 hours on average, taking place in cafes, tea

shops, and houses where KDW worked as live-in care workers.

The face-to-face character of the research was central to the current study because the

questions in the interview required a level of intimacy and trust to be established
5



between the researcher and the participants, an aspect of interaction less attainable via
other modes of communication. Moreover, since the data gathering process coincided
with a period of the COVID-19 pandemic, conducting interviews in another city / other
cities was impossible due to travel restrictions. The impact of COVID-19 on KDW
and their work, however, is not included in the findings since it fell outside the scope

of the current study.

The interviews were held in a mix of Russian, Kazakh, and Kyrgyz languages with an
occasional mix of Turkish words to refer to the experiences in Turkey. I definitely
benefited from the knowledge of these languages, while the cultural and historical
similarities of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan created a more inviting interview
environment for the participants. All of the participants consented to the translation of

their responses by the researcher for use in the data analysis.
1.4. Brief background and literature review

Kyrgyz women were disproportionally impacted by the restructuring of the Kyrgyz
economy after the fall of the Soviet Union, being subjected to “poverty shock”
(Kuehnast, 2003) induced by massive lay-offs due to privatization and closure of many
workplaces, whereby women were first to lose their jobs they occupied mainly in
healthcare, education, and burcaucratic offices (Dudwick et al., 2003). Dissolution of
the social support system which put the social burden of caring for young and elderly
in the household on the women (Lapidus, 2000) and discriminatory hiring practices,
deskilling, and casualization of their training and education (Zavadskaya, 2000;
Einhorn, 2000) further decreased their chances in finding formal employment. Many
women thus ventured into the informal labor market in Kyrgyzstan before migrating
to neighboring Russia and Kazakhstan for seasonal work in the trade and service
sectors (FIDH, 2016). Consequently, Kyrgyz migrants entering international labor
migration were highly skilled and educated women with a Soviet background whose
migration routes diversified after the 1990s to include far-away destinations like the
United States and South Korea (Thieme, 2008; ADB, 2019). This corresponds to the
observation of post-Soviet domestic workers in Turkey; their numbers saw a steady
rise after the dissolution of the USSR (Celik, 2005, 2011; Atatimur, 2008; Ferry, 2013;

Eder, 2015). There was a specific demand for paid domestic work in Turkish



households due to the disinclination of Turkish domestic workers to provide “live-in”
services, 1.e., coresiding with employing families and care-receivers (Akalin, 2007).
This can be explained by Turkish women in this sector being largely comprised of
rural migrants who had their own families to take care of, bargaining with the
patriarchal constructs to seek employment outside of the confines of the house
(Ozyegin, 2001). As a result, KDW responded to this particular demand in the
reproductive care sector in Turkey, mobilizing their own networks and resources in
this process, opening a space for discussion about their particular experiences as

Kyrgyz women, international migrants, and live-in domestic workers.

Therefore, in questioning the transnational agency of KDW, the thesis emphasizes the
intertwinement of different aspects of the experience of KDW in Kyrgyzstan and
Turkey. I employ the concept of “social worlds”, defined by Crossley (2011) as
“networks of interaction demarcated by their participants’ mutual involvement in
specifiable sets of activities” (138), to understand how these relations take shape in
different temporal and geographical settings find continuance in transnational
experiences of KDW. Transnational agency, following Koengeter and Wendy (2015),
then comes about through the transposition of schemas and resources from one social
world to another, where Sewell’s (1992) and Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998)
conceptualizations of the agency are used to operationalize this process. Schemas are
defined as principles and scenarios of actions dialogically developed in response to
social circumstances, while tangible objects like money, technological devices, and
physical locations constitute non-human resources (Sewell, 1992), and this definition
is used in the current study. On the other hand, as schemas are acquired in past
experiences and recalled during or transposed onto new interactions, there is a
temporal element to the agency, which also includes orientation toward present and
future (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). As a result, the possibility for the transnational
agency is discussed in line with the capacity of KDW to develop ways to respond to
the situations within the interactive processes as “knowledgeable” actors transposing

schemas and resources across different social worlds.

In contrast, the concept of economic empowerment is introduced to question the
limitations of transnational agency in light of the structural constraints imposed by

political, socio-cultural, and economic institutions in Kyrgyzstan and Turkey.
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Particularly, the definition of Kabeer (1999) of women’s empowerment is used to
designate a process by which the abilities and capacities of the actors to make strategic
choices about their lives and achieve desired outcomes are enhanced. Notably, this
takes place in the context where women have been denied this possibility and have
limited power and restricted choices (Kabeer, 1999). In other words, women’s
empowerment is inseparable from these constraints, arising in response to them in
areas such as education, employment, politics, and culture (Moghadam & Senftova,
2005). Women’s empowerment is thus a multidimensional process, where Bayissa and
colleagues (2018) identify its six distinct dimensions: economic, familial,
psychological, legal, political, and socio-cultural dimensions. Consequently, these
dimensions constitute indicators of women’s empowerment and agency that are
preconditioned by enabling resources, like formal legal frameworks, informal
institutions of social norms, ethnicity and religion, and individual characteristics
ranging from age, marital status, and education to media consumption and friendships
(Bayer, 2018). These resources thereby comprise “building blocks” of personal and
social change whereby women gain power, meaningful choices, and control over their
lives (Hunt & Samman, 2016). Hunt and Samman (2016) address the role of the labor
market and social norms as wider structural conditions determining women’s
individual and collective lived experiences (18). In this light, women’s access to
income and control over assets is seen as central to women’s empowerment and gender
equality (de Haan, 2017); whereby despite the aforementioned multidimensionality of
empowerment, Kabeer (2011) puts forward the significance of economic pathways in
contributing to developing goals and transforming social and political aspects of
women’s lives. Therefore, the improvement of women’s economic position is
necessary, although not the sole or sufficient, condition for the overall empowerment

of women (Bayissa et al., 2018).
1.5. Assumptions

Stemming from the literature on the internationalization of reproductive labor, Kyrgyz
migration, and conditions of migrant domestic work in Turkey, I had several
assumptions about the profile and the background of the respondents and their
experiences. Firstly, I assumed that KDW in Turkey are educated and have professions
according to their specializations in secondary specialized or vocation schools and
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universities. This is because most women were observed to be middle-aged women
with a Soviet background, which was underscored by high educational attainment
levels and professionalization before the fall of the USSR. Thus, while having the
skills and qualifications, Kyrgyz migrant women could not find work in their own
fields in Kyrgyzstan due to limited employment opportunities in post-Soviet
Kyrgyzstan in light of the restructuring of the economy and ensuing closure of

workplaces and casualization of labor.

Before coming to Turkey, KDW would have experienced post-Soviet intraregional
migration, specifically to Russia and Kazakhstan, due to the geographical proximity,
shared Soviet history, and knowledge of Russia. This was indeed a dominant path
Kyrgyz women followed before arriving in Turkey found in the study, further
supplemented by an additional step of internal migration from rural villages to Bishkek
to enter the informal labor market in the capital. In comparison with low wages in
Kyrgyzstan and the high cost of living expenses in Russia and Kazakhstan, Turkey
thus would become an attractive alternative due to the live-in conditions of domestic
work that effectively free the migrant women from the costs of rent, utilities, and food.
Moreover, owing to the 90-day visa-free regime, mobility to Turkey would be easier,
and KDW would be able to come to Turkey via extended kinship networks in Ankara.
Hence, female relatives were expected to facilitate the migration of other female kin
to be recruited in the same line of work, enabling a form of family reunification.
However, due to the same migration policy in Turkey and the high costs associated
with work permits, KDW were not going to possess work permits and opt for residence
permits instead, where they register their address only. While this was confirmed in
the study, the assumption of Kyrgyz women not using Turkish private firms for
recruitment purposes in Turkey held true to a certain extent. KDW in the study
reported equally negative and positive experiences with these firms and emphasized
their importance in the early months after arrival before migrants could accumulate
enough connections in the city to find work through word-of-the-mouth and referrals

in these networks.

In terms of work, older Kyrgyz women would be employed in elder care more than
their younger counterparts, who usually were nannies and housekeepers. Kyrgyz

women were assumed to be preferred by employers for elder care because of their
9



proximity in age with the elderly care-receiver, thus a generational likeness.
Furthermore, in comparison with other popular ethnic groups like Middle Eastern,
African, or South East Asian and specifically Filipina domestic workers, older Kyrgyz
women were chosen for elder care because of their cultural, linguistic, and perhaps
religious similarities with Turkey. The latter would also constitute reasons for
preferring Turkey over other destinations by KDW. The findings confirmed these
assumptions, though the religious aspect was not emphasized by the majority of
respondents. Kyrgyz women then would learn Turkish in Turkey and would be able to
understand it, which was confirmed in the findings. In contrast, the assumption that
KDW earn and send remittances in USD currency was only partially true, whereby
KDW were earning their salaries in Turkish lira at the time of the interview due to
high conversion rates. As expected, women used private money transfer methods
through Western Union and other similar companies instead of Turkish or Kyrgyz

banks.

Lastly, the study confirmed that Kyrgyz women send remittances to their children,
parents, and birth family, financing celebrations like weddings of their children and
investing in assets like a house, which respectively constituted primary motivations
for migration. Thus, motherhood was a very important factor in their labor migration,
while most of the KDW were either widowed or divorced during their migration. This
assumption held true to an extent, whereby only two of the women in the study were

single at the time of the interview.
1.6. Findings

In narrative responses of KDW, kinship relations take center stage, instilling cultural
values and assigning gender roles to the respondents as daughters, wives, daughters-
in-law, and mothers. These positions in family and gender structure in Kyrgyzstan
heavily inform the decisions KDW make regarding their employment and migration.
Particularly, providing for children becomes the main motivation for women in the
study who are predominantly single mothers, either divorced or widowed, taking on
the responsibility of the breadwinner in the family and supporting their children’s
living, education, wedding celebrations, and house purchases. On the other hand,

immediate birth family and relatives enable KDW to migrate by taking over the care
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of their children, while other relatives working as domestic workers in Turkey
facilitate the migration of the respondents by inviting KDW to join them in Ankara
and work as domestic workers. Notably, the impact family has on informing the choice
of destination is complemented by the live-in conditions that differentiate Turkey from
other popular destinations, like Russia and Kazakhstan, and particularly the
comparably lower costs of living in Ankara that involves living rent-free and without

paying utilities in the employer’s house.

The relatives of KDW, who are usually female members of the family, like sisters,
sister-in-law, and even mothers, become a part of the co-ethnic migrant group in the
city that KDW spend time with on the weekends and days off. Furthermore, this group
populated by other Kyrgyz migrants, including domestic workers, business owners,
and recruiters, offers ways for KDW to find work, diversify their income, and meet
their need to send cargo and money back home. Specifically, in terms of employment,
KDW employ these informal ways of finding work more than the services of
recruitment firms in either Kyrgyzstan or Turkey. This is due to the precarious nature
of the domestic work, confined within the boundaries of the private space of houses

KDW share with the employing families and care-receivers and thus unregulated.

Consequently, finding work through referrals of former employees at the house,
vouching for the good work conditions and well-treatment, has become a preferred
way to using firms’ services that usually do not have any experience of domestic work
themselves. Domestic work thence is filled with contradictions and nuances of
professional employment that require familial emotions, whereby KDW navigate a
multitude of relations within the household where they are employed. Especially in
elder care, the differentiation between care-receivers and their children who meet the
costs of care and act as employers constitutes an important part of the emotional labor
that KDW perform at their job. Moreover, the fulfillment of physical tasks and
responsibilities is contingent on this emotional attachment to the care-receivers the
physical space of the house where they work. Similarly, the working conditions are
determined by the personal connection KDW have at the job, and the importance of a
good relationship with care-receivers and employers is expressed as a guarantee of job

security, fair compensation, and well-treatment in many testimonies in the study.
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Accordingly, each of the aforementioned experiences corresponds to a separate social

world, namely that of family relations, migrant networks, and domestic work relations.
1.7. Arguments

The thesis argues that KDW are transnational agents by virtue of maintaining a
multitude of social relations in different countries, primarily with their family and
friends in Kyrgyzstan and with migrants and employers in Turkey. These relations
constituting distinct social worlds and positions KDW occupy within them do not
cease to exist upon exiting the country or quitting a job, and there is a continuation of
these experiences during and after their mobility and employment as domestic
workers. Moreover, the dynamics in the social worlds of family and migrant network
transform when Kyrgyz women become live-in domestic workers in Turkey, whereby
KDW become more economically empowered and thus able to assume the role of the
breadwinner not only within their own family, where they are single mothers to their
kids but also for the larger birth family, including parents and siblings. KDW support
them financially and contribute to their ritualistic expenditures, like weddings and
funerals, and strategic investments in houses and cars. This, in turn, translates into
higher social status, honor, and respect awarded to the KDW in the home country,

enhancing their position in the kinship network.

Conversely, the interactions in the social world of current employment of KDW are
affected by the preceding experiences of Kyrgyz women as mothers and daughters-in-
law in their families and as migrants venturing into the informal labor market in
Kyrgyzstan and post-Soviet space. The ensuing deskilling and casualization of the
labor of KDW, who are highly educated and skilled professionals with employment
history from Soviet times, frames the employment experiences of Kyrgyz women as
domestic workers in Turkey. As a result, KDW employ their education and
professional training as teachers and accountants as well as experience of performing
responsibilities of daughter-in-law underscored by very heavy unpaid domestic and
care workload, and migration experience and development of relevant networks to
meet various needs, and support and sustain their labor migration in Turkey. On the
other hand, domestic work allows KDW to imagine their future in a particular way,

sometimes incorporating elements of the experience in Turkey into their plans of
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return migration, i.e., what they will do once they go back to Kyrgyzstan, how they
will overcome the economic hardships that pushed them into labor migration in the
first place, and how will they be able to secure their well-being upon return. Thus,
beyond the utilization of past experiences in the present, KDW project their present
experiences to the future, embodying the connection between different social worlds
and experiences transcending territorial boundaries of nation-states. It is in the
navigation of such transnational relations, schematizing the past and imagining the
future in light of the present experiences, that a possibility for the transnational agency
of KDW in Turkey takes shape. Consequently, the study demonstrates how past,
present, and future and thereby experiences in different social worlds are connected in

the minds and practices of Kyrgyz domestic workers.

Moreover, the findings shed light on how the agency is contingent on political,
economic, social, and cultural structures in Kyrgyzstan and Turkey. The thesis thereby
identifies the limitation of the transnational agency framework in that it overlooks the
structural constraints determining the extent to which KDW are able to gain and
subsequently exercise their agency. The factors like access to education and labor
market opportunities, cultural values, gender norms, and family dynamics in
Kyrgyzstan condition the experiences of KDW, leading to their empowerment gained
by means of becoming domestic workers in Turkey. The expansion of economic power
Kyrgyz women have through labor migration hence takes place within and develops
in response to the structures in Kyrgyzstan. On the other hand, the legal framework
and labor market characteristics in Turkey impact the extent of empowerment of KDW
in a different way, contributing to the different strategies that the respondents develop
to overcome these restrictions and procure their remittance-sending ability. In making
decisions about their earnings especially, KDW act within the traditional structures of
Kyrgyzstan, fulfilling their responsibilities as mothers, wives, and daughters-in-law
while reconciling this with their bread-winning role, respectively. Therefore, the
gender inequalities might deepen during labor migration of KDW in Turkey because
the KDW make their decisions according to the gendered cultural expectations of
providing for the family and financing lavish life-cycle celebrations, leading to
potential overburden and strengthening of discriminatory gender norms. In other
words, rather than having a transformative impact upon social worlds that are in turn

embedded within the national structures of Kyrgyzstan and Turkey, the experiences of
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KDW are restricted by the structural context that frames their transnational lives. Thus,
the transnational agency of KDW is not a fixed achievement that can be understood in
absolute terms of either having or not having an agency, whereby the thesis identifies
only the extent to which the respondents were empowered in light of the existing
structures. As a result, the study concludes that Kyrgyz women become economically
empowered through labor migration and employment as domestic workers in Turkey

while still acting within the structural constraints as transmigrants.
1.8. Significance

This thesis comes at a time when the sheer size of the migrant domestic worker
population of Kyrgyz in Ankara has reached a level that it requires a separate analysis
of this group, contextualizing their migration in particular dynamics that start in
Kyrgyzstan and become transnational with time, with a wider set of relations and
formation of corresponding social worlds through their continuous relations with
actors in these fields. On the other hand, the discussions on Kyrgyz domestic workers
have been subsumed under the larger group of post-Soviet workers, obscuring the
peculiar dynamics this group experiences vis-a-vis other post-Soviet ethnic groups.
Therefore, the current analysis fills the gap of focus on Kyrgyz domestic workers as a
specific group within the migrant pool in Turkey by overcoming the generalizations
made in relation to post-Soviet domestic workers and by accounting for the specific
dynamics rooted in the structural background of Kyrgyzstan. I believe that this will
allow for further studies of dynamics in the domestic labor market in Turkey,
underscored by inter-group competition between these ethnic groups, which changes
over time and thus requires continuous analytical engagement. Moreover, the present
thesis contributes to the body of scholarly work in Turkey and the larger literature on
migrant domestic work in general by addressing the transnational experience of
Kyrgyz domestic workers, filling the gap in the literature by questioning their
transnational agency. The dynamics of how they build their temporal orientations and
what makes them and their experience transnational have been overlooked in the
description of the migration and work conditions of migrant domestic workers in
Turkey. While work on the transnationalization of migrant domestic workers, with a
specific focus on migrant communities and transnational families, has been previously

carried out in scholarly work, the exploration of this in the Turkish context and
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accounting for the structural effects of Kyrgyzstan has not taken place. In other words,
this work can be seen as a continuation of the critique of the victimization of migrant
domestic workers in the international labor markets, opening a space for the discussion
of reflective ways these women become actors actively navigating their relations by
virtue of their transnational experiences. Overall, the current work enriches the study
of migrant domestic labor by contextualizing the transnational experiences of a
specific group of Kyrgyz workers and tracing their transnational agency across the

multiplicity of their relations and interactions with other actors.
1.9. Outline

The thesis is organized into seven chapters. The first chapter introduces the research
question and elucidates need for particular focus on Kyrgyz domestic workers in
Turkey and the applicability of the concept of transnational agency to the experiences
of KDW. It provides a brief overview of research methods, background, literature, and
theory used in the thesis, followed by notes on the assumptions, findings, arguments,

and significance of the research.

The literature and theory used in the thesis to frame and analyze the research are
discussed in the second chapter. Particularly, the issue of migrant domestic work is
discussed in line with international literature and studies in Turkey. As a result, it
outlines macro-level dynamics framing labor migration of KDW to Turkey and work
conditions that the domestic work entails. This is followed by an overview of two main
theoretical frameworks used in the thesis: transnational agency per Koengeter and
Wendy (2015), emphasizing relational understanding of agency and social worlds, and
women’s economic empowerment, as defined by Kabeer (1999), offering a discussion

of structural constraints on the agency.

The third chapter concerns the methodology of the thesis, the guiding approaches, and
the methods employed to address the research question. This chapter also breaks down
the design of the research, i.e., how and why certain questions were devised. It
provides a description of the research group and fieldwork observations, including a

note on the reflexivity of the researcher and ethical considerations.
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Background chapter offers the context within which the current migratory labor
experiences of the respondents were made possible. It addresses the factors that
facilitate labor migration of Kyrgyz women, trends of migration, changes that took
place over the years, and the emergence of Turkey as an alternative destination to intra-

regional post-Soviet migration.

The fifth chapter presents findings in relation to the common social worlds identified
in the experiences of KDW. Accordingly, it is divided into three subchapters, mainly
family and kinship, migrant networks, and domestic work. These sections demonstrate
how composite relations in three social worlds find continence in the migration
experience of KDW and highlight important dynamics in each social world that are

constitutive of empowerment and agency of KDW.

The sixth chapter builds toward the main arguments of the thesis by discussing the
findings in light of the theoretical background. It elucidates the possibilities of
transnational agency of KDW by emphasizing the connection and continuation of
social worlds in minds and practices of KDW. Economic empowerment, discussed in
in the conclusion, supplements the conceptual shortcomings of the agency framework
by addressing the structural conditions as enabling and delimiting factors in the

process of KDW acquiring and exercising a particular form of agency.

The last chapter, the conclusion, ties the thesis together, from the inception of the
research question and data collection to the findings and final arguments. This chapter

also includes a brief discussion of possible avenues for future research.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This chapter provides a brief review of concepts and theories developed in the field of
migrant domestic work, in line with discussions in the international literature and
studies conducted in Turkey. Existing scholarly work is used to frame the current
thesis and affords significance to the research as a study of transnational experiences
of migrant domestic workers in Turkey. Theories on transnational agency and
economic empowerment of women are then presented to identify important analytical
tools to design the research, drawing attention to specific concepts used to analyze the

data.
2.1. Outsourcing domestic work globally

Domestic work, either informal or professional, has always been a part of the social
reproduction of individuals, it sustains the lifestyles that correspond to different
classes, cultures, and ethnicities, but uniformly, domestic work is inseparable from
everyday life. With time, the outsourcing of domestic tasks and responsibilities
became more accessible, especially with the globalizing tendencies allowing for
cheaper and easier travel, mobilizing millions of unemployed or underpaid citizens
from all corners of the world to find a source of income in other countries. Nowadays,
domestic work is one of the most prominent jobs for labor migrants, reaching 11
million of the total number of 67 million migrant workers worldwide (ILO, 2020), and

the majority of these migrant domestic workers are women (ILO, 2018).

Thus, this rapid growth in the numbers of migrant domestic workers internationally
occurs in the context of the feminization of migration (Castles & Miller, 1993),
whereby increasingly more women become labor migrants in response to the

decreasing levels of quality of life in the home countries and rising demand for
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reproductive labor in developed countries. The latter, specifically, ensues as a result
of the crisis of social reproduction, which Fraser (2014) links to the crisis of global
capital. According to the author, the restructuring of welfare states in the market
economy accompanied by cuts in public services has resulted in the marketization of
care, which is defined as reproductive processes associated with unpaid domestic work
performed by women in the private sphere of the households. This outsourcing of
reproductive labor to formal institutions like nursing homes and daycares expanded to
the private sphere by the hiring of live-in domestic workers who are usually comprised
of migrant women from developing countries. Factors such as the rapid demographic
aging of societies, gendered transformation of labor markets, and family structures
further incentivize the employment of migrant domestic workers in these receiving
countries (Galotti, 2015). Thus, Fraser (2014) concludes that reproductive labor has
become one of the “fictitious commodities” (Polanyi, 1944), the marketization of
which has led to the “crisis of care”, subordinating reproduction to production,
exhausting social capacities, and creating redistribution of care work on a global scale

in the contemporary world of financialized capitalism.

The commodification of reproductive labor was first discussed in Hochschild’s
pioneering 1983 work The Managed Heart, where the author contends women perform
emotional labor on a daily basis, either privately at home or professionally in the
service industry. Contemporarily, such professions like flight attendants and waiters
have become largely reliant on the “performance” of certain positive and pleasant
emotions by women who occupy these positions disproportionately more than men.
On the other hand, domestic responsibilities of caring for the house and household
members are increasingly outsourced to female migrants who provide low-wage
services as live-in domestic workers. The constitution of this migrant pool of workers
represents a racialized division of reproductive labor, which Glenn (1992) defines as
the social and legal construction of racial-ethnic womanhood in the relations of paid
domestic work, enforcing and justifying the “suitedness” of women of certain
background for the performance of paid reproductive labor. Moreover, the movements
of these domestic workers across borders are explained by with proliferation of the
service sector with the development of global cities, which created more low-paid
positions for the immigrants, and female migrants in particular, according to Sassen

(1984). Expanding on the theories of Sassen (1984) and Glenn (1992), subsequently,
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Parrefias (2001) developed a concept of the international division of reproductive labor
to describe how reproductive labor increasingly moves along highly gendered and
racialized lines from poor to rich countries. As a result, the emotional resources of
poor countries are extracted by richer ones, and traditionally female preoccupations
with family, housekeeping, and sex are outsourced to the female population of these

poor countries (Hochschild, 2002).

Indeed, 82% of female migrant domestic workers are employed in high-income
countries (UN, 2016), with the majority of the domestic workers worldwide
concentrating in the Arab states, North America, and northern southern and Western
Europe (ILO, 2015). On the other hand, the sending countries are usually comprised
of developing countries characterized by economic stagnation, unemployment, and
increasing working-age population where geographical proximity and likeness in
language and culture with the receiving countries contribute to certain migration
routes. Consequently, intra-regional migration among Asian and Latin American
countries, as well as migration of Latin American domestic workers to Spain and
francophone African countries to France, is prevalent (ILO, 2018). Meanwhile, some
groups, like Filipina domestic workers, become a source of inter-continental migration
worldwide owing to their relatively high education levels and knowledge of English
(Parrenas 2001; ILO 2013). The other major international groups of domestic workers

are Eastern European and South American women (Lutz, 2011; ILO, 2013).

Increasingly, these migrant women who come from economically disadvantaged
families in developing countries are characterized by motivation to support their
families and provide for their own children and other relatives (Parrenas, 2001). This
has given rise to the development of “global care chains”, according to Ehrenreich and
Hochschild (2002), whereby the international movement of reproductive labor of
women has created a chain effect of transference of the domestic roles of migrating
women to other females in the household. Parrefias (2015) also observes this in her
study of Filipina domestic workers and conceptualizes it as a three-tier transfer of
reproductive labor in globalization between (1) middle-class women in receiving
nations, (2) migrant domestic workers, and (3) Third World women who are too poor
to migrate. Accordingly, labor becomes a commodity of class-privileged women, each

group outsourcing the reproductive activities to the following one, i.e., the first to the
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second and the second to the third. Parrefas (2015), therefore, confirms the
distinguishing function gender has on structural causes of independent migration.
Nevertheless, according to Isaksen and colleagues (2008), this redistribution of care in
sending and receiving countries has led to the disembedding of the relationship
between migrant mothers and their children as well as relationships of family and
community by weakening and rupturing the socio-emotional commons, which are
defined by the authors as “a group of people whose actions express a principle of
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“generalized reciprocity” ” (p.4). With increasing numbers of women leaving for work
abroad, the relationships of family and community are distorted, whereby enormous
burdens of caring for the left-behind children are carried by other female members of
the family of the migrant, and motherhood of the migrants falls under criticism. Most
notably, the emotional commons are deserted by the mass emigration of the female
population of the sending countries to the detriment of the communities in general
(Isaksen et al., 2008). Therefore, issues of transnational mothering emerge as one of
the important dimensions of the experiences of migrant domestic workers.
Specifically, Gorfinkiel (2015) argues that the one-dimensional construction of these
migrants as solely workers in legislation and public perception contributes to the
constriction of their social rights. In light of this, their right to family life requires a
specific focus on account of a very paradoxical nature of their employment whereby

migrant domestic workers leave their families behind to support them, in the process,

becoming distanced and dissociated from them.

This observation finds continuance in the discussion of Kontos (2015), who argues for
the non-existence of the aforementioned right to the family of migrant domestic
workers. The author contends that the cause of the erosion of socio-emotional
commons is the radical defamilialization of migrants as the requirement of familial
logic of domestic work. Accordingly, structural conditions of the live-in domestic
work require the “freeing” of the worker from caring for their own family due to their
continuous presence in the private sphere of the employing household and
performance of tasks associated with the female member of the family (Kontos, 2015).
In other words, geographical distance from their own families becomes a precondition
for performing paid domestic work for the employing family (Kontos, 2015, p. 321).
Moreover, in the face of this absence of the right to family, migrant domestic workers

develop imagined families or quazi-families with co-ethnic domestic workers in the
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receiving countries, “satisfying the deep need for sociability, face to face interaction,
and emotional relations as well as for experiencing one’s self as a human with a need
for support, compassion and emotional care” (Kontos, 2015, p. 328). Therefore, they
experience multiple and fragmented family relations with three different groups,
transnationally with their real families, at work with their employers due to the
familialization of work, and with the community of fellow migrant workers who
experience the same problems of transnational mothering and debilitating ties with
their real families (Kontos, 2015). As a result, Kontos (2015) reports further problems
of migrants experiencing a decrease of morally justified expectations of being cared
for in old age by their own families, what they call the “existential care problem of old
age”. Thus, while migrant communities provide the workers with a sense of identity
and meaning-sharing due to defamilialization during labor migration and employment
as domestic workers, they do not provide solutions to the insecurities of the future
because they do not assume responsibility for caring for each other when they are

older, where this cultural obligation is still reserved to the real family and kin.

On the other hand, evoking sentiments of family in employment relations has been
largely used by employers to maximize the output of migrant domestic workers
(Anderson 2000; Parennas 2001). The tasks and responsibilities involved in the
performance of paid domestic work become very contentious as a result, requiring
more emotional labor from the domestic workers in the private sphere of the
household. For example, in viewing the particularities of Filipina and Indonesian
migrant domestic work in Taiwan, Lan (2006) discusses boundary-making between
the employer and the migrant domestic worker that, in return, determines the scope of
the responsibilities that migrants perform in the household. Both parties hence employ
several tactics in negotiating and exercising a certain extent of boundaries, where the
less familial the relation, the more contractual and thus limited and defined in nature
the tasks performed by the migrant domestic workers become. The most common
observation that Lan reports is how women in the family or madams, especially those
who work away from home, want their live-in nannies to relate to their children as
their own and perform the “genuine” type of motherhood, which they see as the best
fit for the care of their children. However, this type of care work required from the
migrant workers comes at a high cost for the employees who invest their emotions into

the performance of care, growing attached to the children while away from their own.
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Thus, subscribing to the thesis of emotional labor, domestic work requires social
qualifications such as patience and empathy on top of the physical aspects of the tasks,
where Lutz identifies six aspects of domestic work: “competencies, work ethic,
avoidance of role diffusion through boundary demarcation, time management and a
sense of responsibility” (2011, p. 74). Moreover, migrant domestic workers are
advertised in the reproductive labor market accordingly, where Lan (2006) observes
the racialized ways the Indonesian and Filipina domestic workers are constructed as
subservient and free-willing, respectively, to fit varying demands from the employers
and match the respective needs of the families. Therefore, the commercialization of
domestic work exists side by side, increasing levels of emotional work. Nevertheless,
the proximity of domestic tasks to “private relations and everyday competencies”,
however emotionally demanding they might be, makes the meritocratic assessment of
these responsibilities hard (Lutz, 2011, p. 8). This, in turn, affects the
professionalization and organization of domestic work whereby, especially in the case
of live-in domestic work, the contractual designation of tasks is less effective.
Increasingly, there is a conflation of tasks, where, as a result familialization of work
and emotional demands on the migrant domestic worker that accompany it, the
division between tasks of “object-related” kind, like cooking, cleaning, washing,
ironing, etc., and “person-related” nature centering around responding to the needs of
people in the family, i.e., caring about persons, has been blurred, and the physical and
emotional aspects of the labor have intertwined. This vagueness in defining and
measuring what constitutes domestic work hence adds to the limitations and
precariousness entailed in migrant domestic work by means of being utilized in

excluding domestic work from formal regularization.

As a result, already disadvantaged migrant domestic workers pushed by structural
forces of their home countries to seek employment outside of their territories for
survival are further exploited in the receiving country, gravitating toward irregular
employment because most labor migrants do not possess the proper paperwork or fail
to procure the legalization after arrival (Yilmaz & Ledwith, 2017). Thus, the problem
of informality in this sector ensues vulnerability and volatility for these women, with
ILO (2018) reporting that “the jobs in this sector are notoriously unpredictable and
casual, with few rights” (p. 192). Some of the major problems for these workers

concern the lack of access to social security, where 90 % do not have coverage, low
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wages, estimates suggesting they earn less than half of the average wage in a given
country, pay discrimination, and limited bargaining power (ILO, 2018). For live-in
domestic workers, the situation worsens with longer work hours and little to no daily
or weekly rest. In all these, women are disproportionately affected in comparison with
their male counterparts in the informal economy, being vulnerable to violence and
harassment at work, sometimes limited in their mobility and confined to the houses
where they work, enduring forced labor conditions, unable to benefit from maternity
protection laws, and under a heightened threat of human sex trafficking in bigger cities.
There have been some attempts to combat these problems at an international level,
most notably with ILO’s Domestic Workers Convention No. 189 in 2011, basic labor
rights for domestic workers were extended, and specific protection mechanisms for
migrants and women and girls were outlined. Since then, 30 countries have ratified the
Convention; the latest country to ratify is Mexico, where it will be enforced in July

2021.
2.2. Migrant domestic work in Turkey

The same problems concerning female migrant domestic work have plagued the labor
market in Turkey, and as of 2020, the country has not ratified the ILO’s Domestic
Workers Convention No 189. While ILO (2020) reports that 75% of all domestic
workers worldwide are informal, “informality and a lack of social protection had
indeed been a perennial feature in Turkey’s political economy from the start” (Eder
2015, p. 141). Consequently, in 2020, the Presidency of Migration Management
(PMM) reported there are more than 4.6 million foreign nationals present in Turkish
territory, and 70.652 of them are irregular migrants. The irregular migrants in 2019
comprised a total of 454.662 people, the highest on record in the number of irregular
migrants captured in years (PMM, 2020). This growing concern in the country has
been addressed by various literature on irregular migration and informal labor
migrants, in particular, calling for better working conditions and protection of rights
by these migrants in Turkey (Erdogdu et al., 2012, i¢gduygu & Aksel, 2012, Diindar &
Ozer, 2015).

The numbers of domestic workers in Turkey specifically are hard to assess, and the

estimates are based on the registrations of migrants with either residence or work
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permits. Work permits are required by The Law Concerning Work Permits for
Foreigners for anyone employed in the Turkish labor market; otherwise, these persons
are considered irregular migrants (No. 4817, 2012). Thus, there are several patterns
among migrant domestic workers that have developed in response to the existing legal
framework in Turkey and its changes over time (Erdogdu & Tokso6z, 2013, Icduygu,
2013, Yildirim et al., 2017). Most migrant domestic workers come to Turkey from
countries with visa-free access, and the majority of them are from post-Soviet
countries, benefiting from the 90-day visa-free stay within 180 days period enforced
by the Law of Residence and Travel for Foreigners (No 5683, 2012). They
subsequently overstay their visas to find work or to work as illegal migrants, while
upon finding a job, the option of legalizing their stay and employment is restricted by
the requirements of the work permit. Applying for a work permit for domestic workers
is initiated by the employers in Turkey, which in turn subjects them to increased costs
and responsibilities, disincentivizing employers to recruit migrants demanding work
permits. Indeed, according to the law, the employers have to pay the monthly insurance
premiums to the state set according to the minimum wage and obligating the employers
to pay such minimum (Akkan & Serim 2019, p. 14). Thus, the regularization of
migrant domestic workers in Turkey “on the ground” has not been substantial,
especially in light of the high supply of migrants ready to work without work permits
or on a short-term basis, leading to the ease with which employers can substitute their

workers (Eder, 2015).

Furthermore, migrant domestic workers in Turkey are employed in the privacy of the
middle and upper-middle class Turkish homes, mostly on a live-in basis, coresiding
with the employing family, which adds to the less visible and hence less regulated
nature of their employment (Erdogdu & Toksoz, 2013). There are no inspections in
place ensuring protection of rights of foreign domestic workers, their work conditions,
or whether the employers provide work permits for them (Diindar & Ozer, 2015).
Domestic workers in Turkey perform a variety of tasks ranging from cleaning and
cooking to caring for the young and elderly (Zeytinoglu et al., 1999). The unregulated
character of their work extends to their responsibilities which include all the
housework associated with a woman, or a housewife, very rarely their job being
designated to the performance of a particular position (Akalin, 2007). The length of

their working hours is also subsequently very inconsistent and lacks proper provisions
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in accordance with the regulations in place (Oztiirk, 2017). Moreover, migrant
domestic workers use the services of recruitment agencies in the sending countries and
in Turkey to find work and arrive in the country, though most of the encounters with
such firms result in negative experiences for the migrants, like a violation of rights,
high fee rates, and fraud (Yildirim et al., 2017). Consequently, migrant networks,
especially relatives and acquaintances who have already migrated to Turkey for work,
become the more prevalent medium of both acquiring knowledge about the migration
possibility and finding work in Turkey (Celik, 2011). As a result, the unregulated and
informal nature of the employment of migrant domestic workers can be seen to
permeate every level of their lives, from pre-migration to regularization, and how their

tasks are organized and performed at the job.

Akalin (2007) observes the transformation of the reproductive labor sector in Turkey
that has come about as a result of the introduction of foreign labor force, whereby a
new division of labor, not a competition, was created and the boundary between the
Turkish live-out domestic worker and the live-in migrant worker was drawn. The main
difference in responsibilities between local and foreign domestic workers is that hard
labor like cleaning the rugs, washing the walls, the windows, etc. is performed by
Turkish domestic workers, while the tasks of everyday housekeeping, like cooking,
light cleaning, ironing, doing the dishes are undertaken by the migrant live-in worker.
However, while the latter performs relatively easier chores around the house as part of
their job description, this group is also burdened by the absence of any feasible hours
off work by virtue of their live-in status. This is further deepened by treatment of the
migrant women as family, which entails being a housewife with conflated
responsibilities (Akalin, 2007). In other words, it is the families employing live-in
domestic work that are observed to invite intimacy and feelings of being “part of the
family” to evoke a certain performance of tasks in the house. Moreover, it is the
capacity to transform into the desired version of the “housewife” that Turkish families
look for in their prospective domestic workers. This includes such things as availability
at all hours of the day, anticipation of needs, taking the initiative in doing chores,
caring about the house and the family or what employers refer to as “treating it like
their own home”. Thus, the employers search for the capacity to become what the
family is looking for: “wanting the person they hire to become the kind of person they

feel they are in need of” (Akalin, 2007, p. 222).
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Another small-scale ethnographic study by Akkan and Serim (2019) portrays relations
between elderly care-takers and care-receivers in Turkey, whereby workers are shown
to reciprocate the familial sentiments, e.g., by calling the elderly people under their
care “Mom”. The workers, therefore, take pride in their work and their role as “an eye
or an arm to the care receiver in need” (Akkan & Serim, 2019, p. 24). This can be
viewed as strategic responsiveness of the care-takers in order to establish good
relations with the employers and secure their position vis-a-vis competitive migrant
labor market conditions and informality of work which makes the hiring and firing
practices easier for the employers. Meanwhile, employers treat the domestic worker
as a family to overcome the compromised privacy of the household realm, to re-
establish the boundary of public and private by constructing the family member out of
a domestic worker, restoring the integrity of the household. Thus, the authors argue
that this rhetoric of fictive family is employed to induce the feeling of security and

safety for both sides of the relationship (Akkan & Serim, 2019).

In these qualitative and large-scale quantitative studies in Turkey, the large proportion
is comprised of post-Soviet women who stand out in the group of domestic workers
owing to the growing numbers of female migrants from this region. They arrive in
Turkey in search of better alternatives for income generation than in the restructuring
economies of newly independent states after the fall of the USSR. In general, the
domestic work sector in the Turkish labor market has appealed to post-Soviet women
attracting more migrants in recent years due to the flexibilization of the visa regimes
and the growing “care deficit” in Turkey (Eder, 2015; Rittersberger-Tilig, 2015). Big
cities like Istanbul, Ankara, [zmir, and Antalya host large numbers of foreign domestic
workers meeting the rising demand for elderly and child care in the bustling
metropolises (Eder, 2015). Therefore, Turkey emerged as an alternative to the
dominant intra-regional migration routes of post-Soviet migrant women, and
especially Central Asian female migrants, to Russia and Kazakhstan (Pismennaya et
al., 2014; Bashirov, 2018). Further factors like relatively higher wages for the
corresponding skills, the lesser extent of securitization of labor migration by the
Turkish government, and geographical proximity allowing cheap airfare contribute to
the growing preference of Turkey over Russia by post-Soviet female migrants
(Bashirov, 2018). On the other hand, loss of income due to workplace closures after

the dissolution of the Soviet Union, low salaries, and high costs of living in the new
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market economy of the post-Soviet countries constitute the economic incentive for
women from this region to join the foreign labor force in the reproductive sector in
Turkey (Celik, 2005; Atatimur, 2008). Celik (2005), in her thesis about experiences of
post-Soviet domestic workers in Ankara and Istanbul, finds that the well-being of the
family specifically constitutes a priority for these migrant women, their future plans
depending on the economic prospects of their families, accordingly. Paying off debts
and providing basic necessities for the maintenance of their families are among the
main motivators of labor migration for post-Soviet women who stay in Turkey until
these immediate needs are fulfilled (Celik, 2005). Atatimur (2008) also addresses the
experiences of this new group growing in numbers and presence in the Turkish
reproductive labor sector. Her study questions the effects of the macrostructures on the
lives of post-Soviet domestic workers, meso-level dynamics such as recruitment
processes and transmigrant communities, and motivations, future plans, and values of
migrant domestic workers, comprising a micro-level analysis. This comprehensive
research thereby sheds light on multiple factors affecting the experiences of post-
Soviet domestic workers, such as impact of the post-Soviet economy in providing
incentives for migration, the dynamics with left-behind family members, interaction
with intermediary agencies, and migrant community, and the constitution of
employing families in Turkey. Specifically, the role of the migrant networks in
framing migration of post-Soviet women who follow a chain migration, relocating to
cities in Turkey where they have friends or family members employed as domestic
workers (Atatimur 2008) is further analyzed by Celik (2011). The author thus argues
that social networks maintained by post-Soviet domestic workers employed in Turkey
provide economic and noneconomic advantages for female immigrants before and
after migration (Celik, 2011). While translating into economic capital by providing job
opportunities pre-migration and during, social networks also offer psychological and
emotional support through a sense of belonging once the migrants return. This is an
important finding in light of the irregular nature of migration and employment reported
for post-Soviet women, who accordingly generate alternative ways of finding work,
dealing with visa and resident permit issues, and sending remittances to their home

countries (Atatimur, 2008; Celik 2005, 2011).

Consequently, Post-Soviet women in Turkey have been observed to experience

“violence of uncertainty”, which Eder (2015) describes as the intensification of the
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existing vulnerabilities of the foreign domestic workers in Turkey. Specifically, in
Istanbul, post-Soviet domestic workers caring for young and elderly endure increased
regularization by police, exploitation and racialization by employment offices, and
precarious work conditions with no protection (Eder, 2015). This is the result of a “race
to the neoliberal bottom” in which foreign domestic workers compete amongst
themselves, working for increasingly lower wages and with expanding informality
(Eder, 2015). This observation is premised upon earlier studies of post-Soviet women
in the reproductive labor sector in Turkey, whereby Atatimur (2008) notes a
geographical shift in the profile of the foreign domestic workers in Turkey in the 2000s
and subsequent prevalence of women from Caucasus and Turkic countries from
previously dominant Eastern European group. This shift within the reproductive labor
supply among migrants corresponds to further discrimination and racialization of
Central Asian and Caucasian women by the local police and recruitment agencies in
Turkey, intensifying the vulnerabilities and uncertainties experienced by this group
(Eder, 2015). This is in line with the reproductive labor market dynamics in Taipei, as
discussed by Lan (2006), where Filipina and Indonesian women are categorized and
marketed according to the stereotypes associated with their nationalities, like freedom-
seeking and obedient, respectively. Furthermore, in combination with the nation-state
policies of the sending countries, this creates an overt competition between different
ethnic groups, shaping their realities as migrant domestic workers in the global city
(Lan, 2006). As a result, it is important to address the particularities of experience of
a specific ethnic or national group of domestic workers in the study of paid foreign
reproductive labor in Turkey to fully account for the possibilities of inter-group
competition between women from different countries and among post-Soviet women,

in particular.

Nevertheless, the research on groups of migrant domestic workers with a specific
national background has been limited in Turkey. Though studies on post-Soviet
women in this sector have been ample, given the diversity of linguistic, cultural,
historical, and political specifications, the countries of the former USSR require a
separate focus in the study of female migrants employed as domestic workers in
Turkey. Singular studies of Moldovan (Kaska, 2006) and Georgian domestic workers
(Ferry, 2013; Dincer, 2014) have been conducted in Turkey; however, the same cannot

be said for citizens of Central Asian countries with Turkic routes and religious
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similarities with Turkey. Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and Turkmen women have been subsumed
under the umbrella category of post-Soviet women in existing studies of domestic
workers in Turkey, overlooking important factors particular to these national groups
framing their experiences in Turkey. On the other hand, there are significant
differences between these groups of Central Asian women and their corresponding
sending nation-states that require in-depth analysis to construct a comprehensive
picture of the reproductive labor market in Turkey. Kyrgyzstan, in particular, stands
out as one of the top countries whose citizens arrive in Turkey in search of employment
and a group which is most visible in the capital city, Ankara, owing to numerous
Kyrgyz cafes and small-scale businesses sending cargo and remittances to the post-
Soviet region. The focus on Kyrgyz domestic workers and discerning particularities
pertaining to one group is essential to understanding larger dynamics of migrant
domestic work because in this sector, participants of the work relation “do gender”
and “do ethnicity” in a specific way, according to Lutz (2011). By “doing ethnicity”,
employers prefer certain “otherness” in the domestic worker they hire based on their
ethnic difference while reflecting the lifestyle of the household, i.e., not “too other”.
So, “doing gender takes on a new form of doing ethnicity” (Lutz, 2011, p. 189) in live-
in domestic work in Turkey, and focusing on a Kyrgyz population engaged in this
sector in Ankara provides ample opportunities to observe the specific dynamics of

their relations as transnational actors.

The transnational realities underscored by the intertwining of multiplicity of relations
maintained by foreign domestic workers across borders and through time is an
important dimension of the experiences of Kyrgyz women in Turkey. Specifically, it
is necessary to look beyond layers of vulnerability (Icduygu & Aksel, 2012; Icduygu,
2013; Diindar & Ozer, 2015; Eder, 2015) and expand the analysis of the dynamics of
migration, employment and working conditions, transnational community and
recruitment activities (Zeytinoglu et al., 1999; Celik, 2005; Atatimur, 2008; Erdogdu
& Toksoz, 2013; Oztiirk, 2017; Yildirim et al., 2017), and situate these interactions
within a larger context of cross-border relations and how they are simultaneously
experienced by foreign domestic workers as transmigrants, instead. Consequently, the
analysis of how Kyrgyz domestic workers reconcile the multiplicity of relations and
corresponding positions in different contexts, e.g., as women, domestic workers, and

migrants, contributes to the understanding of the dynamics of paid foreign
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reproductive labor in Turkey. Building upon existing studies on foreign domestic work
and post-Soviet domestic workers in Turkey, in particular, it is possible to move
beyond “personal tragedies and biographies” (Rittersberger-Tilig, 2015, p. 82) to
discuss the possibilities and limitations of transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic

workers in Turkey.
2.3. Transnational agency

Transnational approach, as developed by Basch and colleagues (1994), emphasizes the
fluidity of the multiple lived experiences stretched across the national boundaries,
transcending national experience, offering an opportunity to overcome methodological
nationalism and territorial limitation (Wimmer & Glick-Schiller, 2002). Experiences
of foreign domestic workers in Turkey correspond to this embeddedness in networks
of relationships connecting them to more than one nation-state, which plays out on a
more extensive level with the developments in telecommunications and transportation
in recent years. Therefore, the transnational perspective that frames the data beyond
the nation-state as a unit of analysis is necessary to carry the discussion past the
predominant foci on assimilation and regularization of migrants in the host countries,
addressing instead the multitude of relations that correspond to the social landscape of
migrant reproductive labor in Turkey. Moreover, transnational framework allows the
conceptualization of migrant domestic workers as actors who actively participate in
shaping, reshaping, and perpetuating social constructs of gender and global dynamics
of labor movement as they constitute the focal point of the multitude of cross-border
relations (Koengeter and Wendy, 2015). Consequently, this thesis follows the
definition of transnational agency as the transposition of economic, social, and cultural
capital acquired in one social world to a different social world by use of schemas and
resources, as developed by Koengeter and Wendy (2015). The authors thereby propose
to view transmigrants not as victims of economic globalization or neoliberal
governmentality but as actors actively navigating the world characterized by social
inequality and power relations (Koengeter and Wendy, 2015, p. 1). The agency, in this
instance, is thus approached not as concrete characteristic that is reapplied in
individual instances of hardship and struggle or decision making per se; it is
conceptualized as a dynamic process that exists within the relations and is thus

relational in its nature and fluid in character. I use this concept of relational agency to
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understand the different relations experienced by Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey

and how these interactions influence their life trajectories in return.

Koengeter and Wendy (2015) use the concept of social worlds defined by Crossley
(2011) as “networks of interaction demarcated by their participants’ mutual
involvement in specifiable sets of activities” (p. 138). In other words, social worlds
are comprised of interactions among actors whose activities are centered around
specific objects, resources, and interests they have in common. Social worlds can
hence be different in size and character, ranging from formations of kinship and family
to smaller groups of work colleagues, sports teams, and social groups like book clubs.
This view of social worlds is heavily influenced by earlier iterations of the concept,
primarily by symbolic interactionists, like Strauss (1978) and Unruh (1980),
designating social organizations producing and perpetuating cultural meanings and
practices without necessarily having a physical presence or boundaries. Crossley
(2011) further argues that agency emerges in these social worlds as a result of the
dispositions and skills that actors develop within the specified context of interactions.
Hence, social worlds are useful in understanding the transnational agency that occurs
within cross-border interactions of transmigrants, which vary across time and space,
both geographic and social (Crossley, 2011, p. 3). As a result, it accounts for the
multitude of possible social worlds that Kyrgyz domestic workers maintain and

different positions these women occupy within corresponding networks.

The cultural meanings, dispositions, and skills produced and reproduced in the social
worlds are thus integral for understanding the transnational agency, particularly how
these patterns of actions and other resources are transposed across different social
world and nation-state settings. The knowledge and ability to apply these conventions
informing social life to the new context corresponds to Sewell’s (1992) definition of
agency. Sewell’s designation of schemas as informal and “not always conscious”
principles of actions and “rules of life”, including assumptions, metaphors, and habits
as well as non-human resources as tangible objects like money and social networks, is
then used to understand the process by which different social worlds are connected.
Transmigrants transpose the said schemas and resources from one world, which
originate within the boundaries of a particular nation-state, to another geographical

setting and with a different temporal orientation (Koengeter & Wendy, 2015).
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Temporality is a necessary conceptualization of agency, according to Emirbayer and
Mische (1998), who view it as a “temporally embedded process of social engagement”
informed by the past, oriented toward the future and considering the present situations
(p. 963). In incorporating these temporal orientations in their approach to agency,
authors emphasize the importance of situating social action within the flow of time,
thereby addressing the multiple characteristics of the agency that arise in different
structural contexts in a comprehensive and holistic manner. Specifically, iterational,
practical-evaluative, and projective elements of the agency constitute “a chordal triad”
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 972), whereby one of the three dimensions might be
predominant over others, and action would thereby be directed more toward either
past, present, or future depending on the situation. Accordingly, the capacity of the
actors for choice, transformative impact, and inventiveness depends on the internal
structure of the triad and the temporal orientation of the actors. Emirbayer and Mische
also argue that schemas thus come about as schematization of social experience
through the recursive implementation of relational patterns from the past, while
contextualization of the social situation is necessary to make judgments and deliberate
upon demands and contingencies of the present. Orientation toward the future, on the
other hand, represents a creative reconstructive dimension of the agency, whereby
actors can exploratively distance themselves from the structures of thought and action
constraining their social identities and institutions by imagining possible alternative
future trajectories. Thereby, Emirbayer and Mische call for integration of the
projectivity and future expectations into the research of social reproduction and change
to understand how these expectations are structured and articulated and how they

might influence the action of social actors.

In the relational conceptualization of the human agency, the structure is thus seen as
part and parcel of the agency, “shaping people’s practices” while also being constituted
and reproduced by them (Sewell, 1992, p. 4). Emirbayer and Mische (1998)
particularly draw attention to the transformative impact agency can have upon the
structures through projectivity, while the reproduction of structural contexts is
purported to be no less agentic due to the iterational aspect of the agentic action, which
ensures the stability of the social interactions. Similarly, the structure is enacted by
humans through social interaction, according to Sewell (1992), by use of schemas and

resources, which constitute the dual elements of structure and “mutually imply and
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sustain each other over time” (13). Crossley (2011) situates this process of production,
reproduction, and possible transformation of the structure in social relationships and
networks that, in turn, allow for the emergence of the agency. Correspondingly,
Crossley (2011) concludes that structures arise within specific social worlds, i.e.,
social worlds manifest structures, becoming contexts of the said world, while also
being generated through interaction of actors in the corresponding worlds. The
relational understanding of the agency thus views structure from its enabling impact
on actors, generating avenues for agentic action, i.e., either in reproducing or
transforming the structural context, every person is enacting their agency through
social interactions and therefore has the capacity to transform the structure. On the
other hand, to address the constraining effect of the structure and varying degrees of
maneuverability that actors gain around these restrictions respectively, the
interactionist understanding of human agency needs to be complemented by theories

of economic empowerment.
2.4. Economic empowerment

The concept of empowerment is particularly applicable to the situations concerning
groups and individuals lacking the choices and power to make choices in a given
structural context, and Kabeer (1999) defines women’s empowerment in line with this
understanding as the process of change by means of which women expand the ability
to make life choices in areas where this ability has been denied to them. The framing
of empowerment in terms of expansion of the ability, in particular, offers important
avenues for the analysis of the transnational agency of KDW in Turkey because it
offers a contextual understanding of the processes that lead to the attainment of ability,
knowledge, and resources in various economic, political, psychological, and socio-
cultural spheres (Bayissa et al., 2018). Accordingly, using an empowerment
framework addresses gender-specific constraints in these structures, which Kabeer
(2009) defines as “social norms, values and beliefs which define differences between
women and men in different societies” (12), producing and reproducing gender
inequalities by assigning lower value to feminine traits and activities in contrast to
masculine ones. Accordingly, different institutions play different roles in the
perpetuation of gender specific constraints, whereby family and kinship ascribe

conventional gender roles and public economic, political, and civil spheres bear these
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gender constraints (Kabeer, 2009). Therefore, Kabeer (2009) puts forward that ability
of women to have and control economic resources needs to be situated within these
structures and challenge the corresponding marginal position of women in the
economy, state, and society at large in order to be viewed as empowering women to
use these resources to make strategic life choices, achieve equality of terms with men,

and bring about desired outcomes regarding their situation.

Economic empowerment, specifically, is regarded as the main vehicle for achieving
empowerment in other dimensions such as psychology, family life, politics and
legislation, and socio-cultural life (Kabeer, 2009; Kabeer, 2011; Hunt & Samman,
2016). Kabeer (2011) conducted a study with women in Egypt, Ghana, and Bangladesh
to study the positive impact that improvements in women’s economic position would
have on other economic, social, and political experiences. Specifically, access to
education and formal paid employment positively affected the outcomes in relation to
the indicators measuring decision-making roles, political participation, and negotiation

power in the household, interpersonal relations, and market situations (Kabeer, 2011).

Similar indicators are identified in studies by Bayissa and colleagues (2018), who
question this centrality or precedence of the economic resources in the
multidimensional process of women’s empowerment. Therefore, the authors develop
a framework incorporating six dimensions of empowerment with corresponding
indicators like decision-making power (familial dimension), self-esteem
(psychological), asset ownership and income-earning (economic), knowledge of legal
rights (legal), political participation (political), and perceptions about gender and
equality (socio-cultural) (Bayissa et al., 2018). Moreover, preconditions in the form of
resources like individual characteristics of age, education, marriage, etc. and formal
and informal institutions providing legal rights and social norms, as well as gender
training, are included to explain how empowerment indicators determine outcomes in
the process of empowerment (Bayissa et al., 2018). The outcomes, correspondingly,
can be negative or positive effects on the women’s well-being, specifically ranging
between greater autonomy through decision-making, investments in health and
education, and higher social status and societal rejection caused by the disobedience
of traditional gender roles as well as increase in the workload and emotional stress,

violence, and time poverty. Bayissa and colleagues (2018) then conclude that
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empowerment in the economic dimension and income-generation of women acts as a
double-edged sword in the women’s lives, leading to longer working hours,
overburden, and busyness of women, putting negative pressure on them in terms of the
time spent with the family. Therefore, while economic empowerment of women has
positive effects on their autonomy and decision-making, the negative effects might
cancel this out, thereby being weakly related to the other five dimensions of

empowerment (Bayissa. et al., 2018).

Same indicators of empowerment were also designed by Moghadam and Senftova
(2005), specifically, socio-demographic, bodily integrity and health, literacy and
educational attainment, economic participation and rights, political participation and
rights, and cultural participation and rights. Most notably, the conceptualization of
cultural empowerment of women as the right to participate in cultural life and pursue
cultural development opens a space to view processes by which women can define,
participate in and enjoy the cultural practices, institutions, and products. Thereby,
women-owned and controlled media, scientific, literary, and artistic production is
protected and encouraged. Moghadam and Senftova (2005) thus view women’s
empowerment in relation to the development goals of reducing gender inequality and
use the indicators to determine the extent to which women’s empowerment has been

achieved, and gender inequality is minimized.

Therefore, women’s empowerment cannot be separated from the structural constraints
arising in response to them in areas such as education, employment, politics, and
culture (Moghadam & Senftova, 2005). These structural constraints thereby comprise
“building blocks” of personal and social change whereby women gain power,
meaningful choices, and control over their lives (Hunt & Samman, 2016). Hunt and
Samman (2016) identify ten factors, which are divided into six direct factors:
education, skills development and training, access to quality, decent paid work,
address unpaid care and work burdens, access to property, assets and financial
services, collective action and leadership, social protection, and four underlying
factors: labor market characteristics, fiscal policy, legal, regulatory and policy
framework, gender norms and discriminatory social norms. These structural
conditions, in turn, have the potential to either enable or constrain women’s economic

empowerment. Specifically, the role of labor market and social norms as wider
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structural conditions determining women’s individual and collective lived experiences
of women are interrelated, whereby processes of norm change are driven by changes
in economic well-being while women’s labor market outcomes are affected by social
norms governing gender conventions (Hunt & Samman, 2016). Authors then argue
that women’s empowerment takes place over psychological, political, social, and
economic domains that are mutually reinforcing and interlinked. Consequently, the
interventions designed to increase women’s empowerment must address multitude of
its aspects and go beyond the individual focus on these domains (Hunt & Samman,

2016).

Lastly, de Haan (2017) argues that economic empowerment does not necessarily
presuppose gender equality. On the contrary, globalization and trade liberalization can
have adverse effects on gender equality because women’s ability to benefit
economically from gains of growth is structurally precondition by and constrained in
comparison with their male counterparts. Moreover, “gendered constraints may
actually be reinforced under rapid socio-economic change” (de Haan, 2017, p. 19). On
the other hand, there is evidence of the interaction between education and labor force
participation having an impact on growth. Thereby, de Haan (2017) also decenters
economic empowerment in directly contributing to economic growth or benefiting
from it. Nevertheless, Kabeer (2011) puts forward the significance of economic
pathways in contributing to developing goals and transforming social and political
aspects of women'’s lives. Therefore, improvement of women’s economic position is
necessary, although not the sole or sufficient, condition for the overall empowerment

of women (Bayissa et al., 2018).
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

3.1. Approaches

Feminist standpoint theory informs the design of the current thesis. The knowledge
produced in the study is partial, subjective, and embedded in the social setting and
respective power relations (Harding & Hintikka, 2004). Feminist research allows to
see and challenge the hegemonic norm; particularly, the marginalized position of
Kyrgyz domestic workers in contemporary Turkey paves the way for the epistemic
privilege, whereby, according to Sandra Harding, “Starting off research from women’s
lives will generate less partial and distorted accounts not only of women’s lives but
also of men’s lives and of the whole social order” (1993, p. 56). Thus, this study of
Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey carries with it a potential to address the issues of
interstate relations, the construction of a migrant in this setting, the articulation of

labor, and the value of domestic work.

The site of knowledge production is also underscored by power relations between the
participants; especially the central position of the researcher in the design of questions,
collection of the data and its interpretation is challenged by the feminist methodology
(Freeman, 2019). The interviews have become the main tool to “hear” the
subjectivities of respondents, granting them the ownership of the story and involving
them in knowledge production (Waller, 2005). The narrative interviews capture the
life histories and stories fully, encouraging a partnership between the researcher and
interviewee (Pederson, 2013). The personal, professional, and structural position of
the researcher frames the knowledge production, thereby reflective practices becoming
the means to emphasize its situated nature (Naples, 2017). The researcher’s own
relationship to the subject, respondents, and matters of objectivity constitute parts of

the reflectivity necessary in the feminist studies, whereby leaning in and deep
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engagement with the respondents and their narratives is an important part of the

interaction in the research (Hoskins & White, 2013).

Rejecting strict objectivity of the researcher, feminist methodology promotes fostering
of the mutual relationship between the participants of the interview, inviting emotions
as well as truthfulness and vulnerability of both interviewer and interviewee into the
construction of data (Emerald & Carpenter, 2015). Feminist methodology thus allows
to produce “emotionally sensed knowledge”, i.e., a deeply empathetic engagement
with the respondent, giving insight to the interpretation of the data (Emerald &
Carpenter, 2015, p. 749). The researcher becomes attuned with the interviewee,
interpreting not only the narratives but also pauses and interruptions involved in the
interview process (Ellis & Rawicki, 2022). As a result, the feminist study is
compassionate research with explicit consideration of ethics, prioritizing the wellbeing
of the interviewees and managing the research relationship “with more care and
concern than we usually consider to be the norm in qualitative studies” (Ellis &

Rawicki, 2022, p. 92).
3.2. Methods and sampling

The study adopts the method of semi-structured in-depth interviews so as to encourage
the respondent to tell their life stories, choosing which aspects of their experiences to
give importance to, conceal, or reveal, on their own terms. The interview questions
have been designed as a checklist consisting of four sections, with four to six questions
in each, in the expectation of the chronological telling of the story by the respondents.
Hence, the prepared list of questions is supplementary to the free-flowing nature of the
life-stories, only utilized as a follow-up blueprint for story-building in interactions
with more reserved respondents. Still, the interviews are more reliant on the extent of

the willingness to share possessed by the interviewees.

As to the sampling, owing to the nature of the study and its predicaments, no particular

criteria were applied for choosing the respondents apart from the country of origin

(Kyrgyzstan) and occupation — past or present (domestic work). Snowball sampling

was the aim; first contacts were established through friendly networks in the city, and

there were subsequent referrals following each interview. The contacts were

continuously established throughout Spring 2019 until Summer 2020 through these
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referrals. Alternatively, to diversify the sample, attending the places of congregation
of the Kyrgyz diaspora in the city, such as certain cafes and coffeehouses in Ankara
was carried out. All but two pilot interviews in Spring 2018 were conducted in August
2020. Ankara was chosen as the place of the study, due to the convenience of reaching
the respondents and was reserved for Ankara only to establish the city choice and city

life as a factor in the domestic workers’ experience.

To enrich the pool of respondents, further in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted with other Kyrgyz migrant actors who interact with Kyrgyz domestic
workers. These include local Kyrgyz enterprises represented by café owners, money
transfer and cargo shipment providers, and a recruitment agency worker. A Kyrgyz
journalist with over a decade of experience reporting on the Kyrgyz labor migration
and particularly Kyrgyz domestic work issues in various news outlets, like the Kyrgyz
news website, “Azattyq”, was also interviewed as part of the study and served as a
source of expertise on the issue. These respondents were contacted as potential
gatekeepers to reach out to the wider network of domestic workers, while interviewing
them separately on their own area of expertise and operations would provide an
additional source of data for the issue at hand. These respondents were sampled
purposefully, according to their occupation and involvement in this field, and due to
the limited nature of the contacts, the sample was also derived from snowball
sampling, where respondents gave references to each other owing to the close-knit

character of the network.
3.3. Research design

To answer the research question “How does the transnational agency of Kyrgyz
domestic workers in Turkey arise in the different cross-border relations with various
actors?” we first identify the possible actors who the research group have cross-border
relations. To achieve this, the main approach was to establish a biography of the
participants, i.e., life stories, involving their experiences and perceptions. The twenty

interview questions, with four sections, therefore, followed the below script:

I. Backstory, exploring the education family, employment, and migration background

of the respondent.
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II. Experience of migration to Ankara/Turkey, addressing the pre-migration factors,
such as motivations and recruitment, in the country of origin; way of arriving to
Ankara/Turkey; the entrance to the labor market; and respective expectations from the

migration

III. Current occupational experience, particularly about entailed physical and
emotional labor; regularization of work and residence; and negotiation/decision-

making power at work

IV. Private life, concerning leisure activities, solidarity/support among colleagues and
community activism; also involving questions about future aspirations and overall

assessment of experience in Turkey.

These also comprise the categories the data collected was codified through,
constituting various points in a spectrum of experiences of labor migration and work
as a foreign domestic worker in lives of the participants. Each theme, hence, is
connected via common thread of reproductive labor migration of Kyrgyz women to
Turkey, effectively influencing each other and situated within the holistic context. This

is the primary source of data.

Each of these sections, consequently, elicits the dynamics of the relations with
different actors along with meanings and values associated with these relations.
Particularly, the backstory offers a view of structures in the sending country that
condition the migration and involves actors like family and kinship networks while
also shedding light on the role of the government in impacting the labor force
participation and migration patterns of Kyrgyz women. This is complemented by how
these structures interact with various dynamics in the receiving country, like how its
migration policies and demographic composition affect the labor market and result in
the demand for migrant domestic labor, uncovered in the migration experience section.
Furthermore, the migrant networks and recruitment agencies arise as the main actors
in the process of migration. On the other hand, employers and care-receivers as actors
involved in the work experience of Kyrgyz domestic workers are included in the
investigation of the dimensions of physical and emotional labor associated with this
job. As a result, three separate social worlds of family, migration, and domestic work

are constructed through the narrative responses of Kyrgyz domestic workers, whereby
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the underlying question was “What kind of relations lead to the labor migration of
Kyrgyz women to Turkey and their employment as domestic workers?” in pre-
migration section, with “What are the dynamics of domestic work and everyday

experiences as a migrant worker in Ankara” guiding the post-migration inquiry.

In this study, the domestic work will be referred to as activities in accordance with
Article 1 of the ILO Domestic Workers Convention (2011, No. 189), i.e., work
performed in or for a household or households, where a domestic worker is a person
engaged in domestic work within an employment relationship and is performing the
domestic work on a non-sporadic occupational basis. Under the scope of the research
design, any house and care work, such as cooking, cleaning, caring for pets, young,
and elderly, is included in the identification of domestic work; and while there is a
qualitative difference between the job titles of a housekeeper and a care-worker, as the
study shows, the tasks and responsibilities of different job descriptions often overlap
in practice. A term of care-worker was employed mostly during the interviews, to elicit
more positive emotions from respondents and more informal, that is, less academic
and less legal, addressing of the subjects than the term migrant domestic worker

implies.

Overall manner of questioning the respondents in all groups was envisioned in
accordance with the methodological note of Wamsiedel (2017) in their study of
informality in healthcare. The method of inquiry of the delicate subjects and “open
secrets” proposed by the author couples positionality and the rapport built with the
respondents to derive more forthcoming answers about intimate issues from the
participants, whereby a particular emphasis is drawn toward the opportunity the posing
of the questions about issues as though you have no expertise in it brings to the
investigation, because the respondent then assumes the role of the expert and sheds
their own opinion about the issue and reflects their own experiences more, and
becomes more responsive. This is a particular method I tried to employ in my
interviews especially in asking about the situation in the countries of origin or the

opinions about or knowledge of migration of other domestic workers to Turkey.

The duration of the interviews with domestic workers was designed to last 90 minutes

on average. The interviews were conducted at the places proposed and preferred by
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interviewees; alternatively, options of conducting them at cafes in the city or in the
house of the researcher were offered as options to choose from, though the latter was

never preferred.

The interviews with local business owners and the expert were designed to be 40-60
minutes long. The method of data collection from this pool is also through a semi-
structured interview, investigating their motivations to open their business and their
interactions with the local groups of Kyrgyz domestic workers. The purpose of
conducting the interviews with an expert was to gain an insider insight into the
situation, as the expert has been in Turkey and involved with the issue of Kyrgyz
domestic workers for more than a decade. Considering I had a limited number of
respondents, and there was a huge gap in the up-to-date statistics or analysis of the

issue, the expert figured as my alternative route to this information.

The interviews were face-to-face with all three groups, where the local businesses and
experts serve as a source of supplementary data, not the primary. Therefore, with the
primary data source, the domestic workers, the mode of interviews were designed to
be more flexible according to their preferences, e.g., voice recording can be on or off,
official names can be disclosed or not, also, in some cases, due to their fear of
prosecution or subsequent fraudulent use of it, the signatures in the informed consent
form were also not required, although requested, in which case verbal consent was to

be accepted as a confirmation of voluntary participation.

All the interviews were conducted in the language of preference of the interviewees,
but the assumption was that all of them understood Russian, due to post/Soviet
heritage. The questions were prepared in Russian, Turkish, and English, with the
language of answers being left for the determination of the respondent. The informed

consent and debriefing forms will accordingly also be prepared in Russian.

The study did not involve any items/procedures that may have jeopardized the physical
and/or psychological well-being of the participants or could have been distressing for
them. The respondents were continuously consulted on carrying on of the interview
overall, while their non-verbal signals of discomfort with a particular question resulted
in the immediate withdrawal of the question. Such were the proceedings for certain

clauses in the informed consent form as well, whereby more than a half of the
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respondents opted out of voice recording, while still others turned down signing for a
form for personal reasons. All in all, all precautions for preservation of the physical
and psychological well-being are taken, with due preparation for the possibility of

unexpected negative responses to the questions asked from the participant.
3.4. Demographic characteristics of respondents

The interviews were conducted with 17 Kyrgyz female domestic care workers who
were born in and have the citizenship in Kyrgyzstan. The sample was gathered through
references and visits to local Kyrgyz cafes. The interviewees were contacted via
WhatsApp application and/or phone calls, and conducted in public places like cafes
with an exception of two interviews that were carried out in the houses of the

respondents where they lived and worked.

The demographic information and primary commonalities, like previous migration and

how many years they have been in Turkey are provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Description of participant Kyrgyz domestic workers in Ankara

No |Name Age |Education and |Marital | Childr | Previous |Occupation |Years
specialization Status |en migration in
Turkey
1 |Blue Late |Secondary Widowe |2 - Care-taker of|19
50s |specialized dat 37 elderly
education,
accountant,
agriculture
specialist
2 | Yellow Mid | Secondary Divorce |1 Russia Child  care-| 12
50s |specialized d in 30s taker
education,
accountant
3 | White Mid | Secondary Divorce |2 Russia Care-taker of|5
40s |specialized din 20s elderly
education,
accountant
4 |Teal Mid |Secondary Divorce |4 Russia Care-taker of|5
60s |specialized d elderly
education,
agriculture
5 |Gray Early | Higher education, | Divorce |3 Russia Formerly 5
50s |translation d in 30s care-taker of
elderly, now a
business
owner
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Table 1. (continued)

No |Name Age |Education Marital Childr | Previous |Occupation |Yearsin
and Status en migration Turkey
specializatio
n

6 |Brown Early | Higher Divorced in|2 - Care-taker of |5

50s |education, 30s elderly
librarian

7 | Green Early | Secondary Divorced in|1 Russia Care-taker of |4

50s |specialized 30s elderly
education,
culinary/cook

8 |Red Late |Higher Divorced in|1 Russia Care-taker of |1

20s | education 20s elderly
(distant
learning),
economist

9 |Pink Late |Higher Widowed in|1 Russia Care-taker of |5

40s | education, 30s elderly
law

10 |Purple Mid |Secondary Single - Russia Formerly 4

30s |education housekeeper,
now
unemployed

11 |Magenta |50s |Higher Widowed in|2 Kazakhsta | Care-taker of |5
education, 30s, now n elderly
teacher married to a

Turkish man
12 | Azure Mid | Secondary Divorced in|2 - Care-taker of |11
50s |education 20s elderly and|circular
housekeeper | migrat.
13 |Ivory Early | Higher Single - - Care-taker of|5
40s | education, elderly circular
philology migrat.

14 |Coral Early | Secondary Divorced in|1 Kazakhsta | Formerly 3-4

30s |education 20s n housekeeper,
now
unemployed
15 |Khaki Mid |Secondary Married 3 Russia Care-taker of |2
40s | education elderly
16 |Cyan Late |Higher Married 2 - Housekeeper |3
20s | education circular
(distant migrat.
learning),
teacher
17 |Fuchsia |Mid |Secondary Divorced 1 - Care-taker of |2
40s | education the elderly

Notably, majority of the respondents refrained from giving their exact age, referring

to the approximation, like 40s and 50s, so for consistency, the ages for the whole of

participant pool have been denoted in this way. Whether the respondent had a valid

residence and if they were following a particular religion were excluded from the
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demographic data as it constituted sensitive and intimate information that not every

participant was giving away freely.

Second source of data is the network of local businesses, such as cafes, recruitment
agencies, money transferring and cargo shipment services. There were five
participants in the study, two of whom were café owners who also dealt with money
transfer and cargo shipment, one director of operations specifically specializing in the
latter, one recruitment agency worker and one head of the industrial export-import
company. All of the respondents were Kyrgyz, the criteria with which the sample was
restricted to account for Kyrgyz or Kyrgyz businesses specifically. This group was
contacted through the established primary contacts as well, via snowball sampling,
through references, whereby these respondents have already proven themselves to be
potential gate-keepers to larger groups of domestic workers in the pilot study as well.
The interviews were conducted at the offices of the respondents which also provided
an ample observation opportunity of the hub of activities of the local diaspora in

general, and of Kyrgyz domestic workers, in particular.

Last group is the small number of experts, among which a local Kyrgyz journalist, a
professor, and a chairman of a society were identified and contacted, and all of whom
have been involved with the topic of or directly participating in the issues of Kyrgyz
domestic workers in Ankara or in Turkey in general. These experts were named and
referred to by the local business owners, whereby the assumption was that this group
would provide an objective assessment of the migration situation as well as more
insight into the situation in the home-country, Kyrgyzstan. However, only one person,
a Kyrgyz journalist residing in Istanbul and writing for local Kyrgyz and Turkish
media, responded to the interview request. The face-to-face interview with the expert
proved to be less feasible in light of the COVID19 pandemic; so, the conversation took

place via a phone call due to the travel restrictions at the time of the interview.
3.5. Field observations and notes

There were three important changes to my research that were shaped by my fieldwork
experience and data collection opportunities. First, my initial research interest was in
human trafficking of Central Asian domestic workers. However, my first two pilot

interviews — Blue and Yellow - led me to completely revise my focus because not only
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did they not suffer from such criminal enterprise, but they also reported the absence of
any women they knew who were victims of trafficking in Ankara, which made the

access to this group unfeasible for me.

Moreover, while my initial questions were mostly about the work experience of KDW,
the life story type of narration of the respondents in the pilot interviews, particularly
how they would start from their childhood, encompassing their adolescence, marriage
and private life, led me to restructure my research analysis, accordingly. I thus
included sections about education and occupational background, family history,
marriage and experiences of traditional family structures in Central Asian societies
while experiences of migration and migrant networks were important and inseparable
aspects of their work experience in Ankara. This subsequently led me to integrate
interview questions on pre-migration phase and connect them to the migration

experiences and post-migration transformation of goals and aspirations.

Lastly, while I planned on interviewing a Central Asian pool of domestic workers in
Ankara, very dispersed as well as inaccessible nature of some of the national groups
conditioned the development of a sole focus on Kyrgyz group in my research. The
pilot interviewees both had addressed their friends and colleagues in Ankara as a
diverse group of Central Asian women, not just of the same descent as them. For a
year after the first two interviews, I tried to get in touch with local Central Asian
domestic workers, but all the references made were within the Kyrgyz group. The
limited number of contacts I established with some Uzbek and Tatar women in the city
that I met in the neighborhood markets and on the street were unresponsive to my
interview requests. Thus, this substantially reframed my research, narrowing it from
Central Asian region to Kyrgyzstan in particular. Notably, I did interview one Uzbek
woman, however since she was the only non-Kyrgyz in the pool of respondents, I had

to exclude her data from the analysis.

Meanwhile, within the group of Kyrgyz domestic workers, major constriction of the
data collection was the unwillingness of the women whose contacts were obtained to
participate in the study. Overall, while I had 42 contact numbers of potential
interviewees, only 17 of them responded; majority of them were women I met in the

local cafes, not contacts referred to by other participants. Therefore, snowball
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sampling, while accounting for the most numbers obtained was not an effective
method to reach out to the respondents. I have come to a conclusion that there is a need
for an intermediary person who would talk on your behalf to the potential respondent,
vouch for your character and the study itself, i.e., someone the respondents know
closely and trust. This person, otherwise a gatekeeper, will ensure the responsiveness
of or at least a time to explain yourself to the respondents-to-be. And the connection
with such a person is the very least from which you can start the data collection,
whereby relying on one fails you, and some gatekeepers also do not provide any
responsive connections at all. This relative low rate of responsiveness can be
explained, according to the opinions of the gatekeeper/business owners and some
testimonials of some domestic workers themselves, by the limited time these women
have on their off-days that they prefer to spend with their friends, away from woes and
troubles of work and association with it, while at work, having little to no time to

themselves, spending the spare minute connecting to their families and friends.

Therefore, connecting with the responsive respondents proved particularly difficult in
the field, e.g., on the streets, near the neighborhood markets, local cafes, etc. Yet this
was the more productive way of reaching the responsive pool in comparison with the
phone connections, i.e., calling or messaging, introducing yourself and the study
through an interviewee’s reference. This is the reason why my data collection took
three summers, each with intensive connection-establishing attempts. In the beginning,
such phone connections proving unsuccessful led me to an increased field presence in
the Spring-Summer of 2020. On the other hand, my first two pilot interviews were
apparently outliers having been so responsive during my first summer of data
collection in 2018. One of these two women especially (Yellow), referred to me by the
local Kyrgyz business owner in Ankara. He was willing and responsive to participate
in my study because they were activists in the community together, supporting and
organizing the local diaspora of migrant and students alike. These two pilot interviews
while leading me to develop better questions for later interviews, also notably led me
to higher expectations of responsiveness and cooperation from the potential
interviewees, along with the image of the increased presence in the community events

and organizations.
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Interviews were conducted in a place of preference of the participants, in most cases
being carried out in the cafes, especially the local Kyrgyz café near Giivenpark, Alatoo
cafe. Interviews lasted for 2 hours on average, varying from 50 minutes to over three
hours, with the length of duration depending on the place they were conducted and the
nature of the relationship with the interviewees. For example, the sessions with the
respondents who had been contacted prior to the interview date were longer, for the
relationship with these women was rooted in meetings, correspondence, and
occasional participation in their daily rhythms that preceded the scheduled interview
in August 2020. This was reflected in the choice of location of the interview, where
participants with whom there was a prolonged relationship preferred to hold meetings
in their homes, where they worked as live-in care-workers for the elderly. This had an
impact on the length of the interviews, with those carried out at home being
significantly longer, and those conducted in public places being shorter. Among such
public places, Kyrgyz women usually preferred to meet in the familiar surroundings
of the Kyrgyz cafes, which also provided a safe and comfortable space for long
interviews. While these sessions ranged from 2.5 to 3 hours in duration, the shortest
interviews were approximately an hour long. The shorter interviews were conducted
in common cafes that serve pastry and tea in the city center and the respondents were
not in as much contact prior to the interview with the researcher. Moreover, the
interviewees who were reached out to on the location, i.e., Kyrgyz cafes, were also
characterized by a more forbearing manner of responding, keeping the answers and

thus the duration short.

As a result, the flow of the interviews differed from longer to shorter interviews, with
the former developing in a form of a voluntary story-telling in an uninterrupted manner
while the latter was based on questions from the semi-structured script. All in all,
however, both types of responses were in a form of a life story, covering the points
from childhood to the current envisioning of the future. The interviewees were rather
forthcoming on all the (follow-up) questions, with no apparent signs of distress or
discomfort expressed in the course of the interview. All the sessions were preceded by
the debriefing on the matters of the research, introduction and signing of the consent
form, and verbal request to record the interviews. The interviews were held in a mix
of Russian, Kazakh and Kyrgyz languages with occasional mix of Turkish words to

refer to the experiences in Turkey.
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The interviews mostly started with participants requesting they narrate their
experience in the form of a life history, giving them a free rein of topics and subjects
to disclose and emphasize. This especially proved vital to further development and
reformulation of interview questions after the pilot interviews with Yellow and Blue.
Afterward, the same open question of “Can you tell me about how you are here?” gave
an opportunity for the respondents to draw their own life-stories/histories,
emphasizing what might be most important to them, what led them to their current
position in work and in life, allowing me to tailor the prepared interview questions
accordingly, in form of follow-up/clarification questions to the general storyline the
interviewees were depicting. That way, it is my belief, the participants felt more
comfortable talking about the details of their experiences, where, naturally, all the
ethical considerations were followed respectively, and refusal to answer or withdrawal
from the interview in general in no way was to be contested by the researcher (although
such instance did not take place). Moreover, this semi-structured model of the
interview allowed for some of the phenomena that might have been disregarded in the
preparation of questions to acquire meaning within the context of the participant
narrative and therefore an analytical significance for the study. This model was
followed the same way with the other two groups of respondents, the local businesses
and the experts, whereby in case that respondents rather preferred an ask-and-answer
model of the interview, the interview questions script was followed. Noteworthy is
that due to the design of the question, in chronological and, in case of the questions
from the same part, thematically close manner, there was no need to ask each one of
the 20 questions prepared while interviewing the domestic workers. It was less so the
case with the local businesses, whereby 8 questions prepared were answered one by

one.

The interviews with the local business took 1 to 2 hours, having been conducted with
3 different business owners. An interview type conversation was conducted with one
other café owner during a visit, after which the main list of questions was constructed.
This owner gave her consent for the use of the conversation in the research, while the
other 3 informed consent and debriefing forms were provided accordingly. As to the
nature of their businesses, one of the owners dealt with industrial level import-export
between Turkey and other countries, among which all the Kyrgyz ones. This

interviewee was one of the main gatekeepers in the community, so it was important to
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hold the interview with him for his familiarity with the issue on a personal level due
to his local diaspora activism and observation of the patterns of migration, having first
come to Turkey in 1998. Another business was that of the money transfer and cargo
shipment from Ankara to Kyrgyzstan and Russia, and the other one was with the only
Kyrgyz recruitment agency I could find. Lastly, there was a café owner whose
establishment functioned as an office for money transfer and cargo shipment, and even
an operations hub for some locals to sell and send products back to Kyrgyzstan (while
also being a favorite spot for the Turkish male recruiters to wait for the potential job-
seekers). His café was where most interviews with the domestic workers were carried
out. He provided assistance in acquiring contacts, approaching the women, at times,

introducing me to them after we had held the interview.

Reflectivity arises as an important methodological note in this research, as how I
approached the respondents carried a great importance in my data collection process.
Conversely, the way that the respondents perceived me rendered their responsiveness
different across the groups. Particularly, I was very much affected by the assumptions
that I was myself a domestic worker or a migrant worker, at the very least, being
confused for a Kyrgyz. Thus, questions like “Where do you live?” were particularly
inquisitive of my status, and were loaded with implications of a Central Asian young
woman living in Ankara with one of the other older migrants or sharing a house with
labor migrants looking for a job. Upon learning I am not working and I am a student,
reactions varied according to age, where older respondents felt responsible for helping
me in my studies and support my research, while younger respondents were taken
aback and were interested in ways that I was able to attain education. Even when
recognized as Kazakh, it changed the relation of the respondents to me in a notable
way, whereby they would start addressing the lack of the migrants from Kazakhstan,
ask me about the job market there, or otherwise try to build parallels or sympathies
between them and the Kazakh society. My English skills also spiked their interest and
increased their responsiveness, especially among the younger respondents who
requested on more than one occasion I would teach them the language. These aspects
of the interaction with the respondents undoubtedly had a heavy bearing on the type
of responses the participants provided, where my position as a student who does not
work was perceived by Kyrgyz domestic workers as relatively better way to migrate

and live in Turkey. To counteract this, and to establish a more balanced interaction,
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where the participants felt safe and equal to me, I tried to spend more time with them,
and justify my interest in the subject by addressing the need to study their labor and
migration to arrive at the better understanding of their experience as domestic workers
in Turkey. I acquired more personal and intimate accounts from women I spent more
time with, helpinv them with getting by in the city, understanding residence permit
procedures, or just being in their home for a whole day, sharing a meal, helping with
chores, like cooking and cleaning, and socializing. Most importantly, the design of the
research was heavily informed by my position as a Kazakh woman, sharing the
historic, linguistic, and cultural background with KDW. For example, in addressing
their background in performing domestic work, I knew about the importance of the
experience as daughters-in-law or kelin’s, especially in the patrilocal residences in
Kyrgyzstan as it is the same in Kazakhstan. KDW would even refer to this similarity
in their responses, not delving deep into explaining such gender structure, traditions or
culture. The shared post- Soviet legacy also made it much easier for them to feel related

to me, as [ also experienced vestiges of the Soviet structure growing up in Kazakhstan.

Informed consent forms were acquired from most participants stating their rights and
allowing for the interview to be voice recorded electronically, while still the other part
opted out of voice recording and expressed disinterest in signing the consent form. A
verbal consent was acquired from this latter group, while their transcripts were written
from the interview notes and primarily from memory. The language of communication
with the respondents was Russian, because being a member of CIS, they know
Russian, thus, understand even if not actively speaking it. The questions were asked
mostly in Russian as well, but sometimes in Kazakh, which participants understood,
and in some cases a print-out of questions in Kyrgyz was provided upon the request
from the interviewees. They responded in a mixture of Kyrgyz and Russian languages,
where the Kyrgyz was understood to a large degree, and interceded if not understood
to be explained in Russian. Turkish was used rather rarely, mostly in between the
speech, to make a comment or refer to the local Turks, the way they speak to them.
The respondents also allowed for their responses to be translated to English by the
researcher in the consent form or verbally. Accordingly, all participants were provided
with a verbal or written debriefing, clearly explaining the purpose and the uses of the

study and their interview.
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3.6. Data analysis

I used open coding as developed by Strauss (1987) to categorize and link the data to

the research question of the thesis, identify patterns in the data, and express these

patterns in codes (Berg, 1989). After codifying the data, I revised the codes and

connected them with each other to create themes, conducting the thematic analysis of

the observed patterns in the data (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018, p. 810). The way the

data obtained and corresponding codes that were devised to analyze it delineate the

social worlds of Kyrgyz domestic workers is demonstrated in Table 2.

Table 2. Grouping of codes by social worlds

Codes

Social world: corresponding
actors

Culture, Traditions and Values surrounding Family Life:
e  Family Structure
e Importance of education
e  Choice of specialization
e  Marriage/ Kidnapped brides
e  Motherhood
Marital history:
e Relationship with the husband
e Relationship with the in-laws

Becoming breadwinners
Motivations for migration:

e To provide financial support for children

e To host the children’s wedding

e To buy house for oneself and/or children
Family relationship during migration:

e Transnational mothering/ transnational families
Support of the family back home in child rearing
Communication with home
Income spending
Having family and relatives in Ankara

e Dissolution of the marriage/ Becoming single mothers/

Family: immediate family
members, in-law relatives,
extended family from both
own and husband’s side

Economic activity in Kyrgyzstan:
e  First economic activity
e  Work in trade/at the marketplace
e  Work in the specialization
Labor migration before Turkey:
e  Migration experience
e  Working in Russia
e  Choosing between/comparing Russia and Turkey
Learning about employment in Turkey:
e  Migrant relatives and family members
e Informal recruiters in Kyrgyzstan
e Anecdotal stories of migration

Migrant networks  before
coming to Turkey (Facilitating
migration): friends, family and
acquaintances mobilized
in/for migrating and/or finding
ajob

Entering the labor market in Turkey:
e Recruitment agencies in Ankara
e Kyrgyz recruiters in Ankara/ “big sisters”

Domestic work
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Table 2. (continued)

Codes

Social world: corresponding
actors

(Paid and Unpaid) Domestic work experience before Turkey
Domestic work experience in Turkey

e History of employment in domestic work in Turkey

e  Current work (description) in Ankara
Emotional Labor:

e  Treating it like home

e  Feeling like a family
Physical labor:

e  Care work/caring for young/caring for elderly

e Housekeeping/house chores/taking care of the house
Working conditions:

e  Working schedule/days off

e  Control at work/decision-making power
Employment relationship:

e Assessment of employers

e Relationship with care-receiver

e Relationship with employing family

e  Working contract/agreement/terms
Challenges of domestic work:

e Language barriers/Learning Turkish

e Inexperience/Powerlessness/Unknown conditions

¢  Cost of domestic work

e  Problems at work/Employer problems
Regularization:

e  Acquiring residence permit

e Acquiring work permit

Domestic work: employer
(family), care-receiver,
recruitment agencies, informal
recruitment networks among
local Kyrgyz women

Activities on the Days off:
e Leisure/socializing with
family/shopping/sightseeing
e  Running errands/sending remittances/sending cargo/work on
the side
e Participation in Kyrgyz community events
Changing workplace/Finding new jobs
Work on the side/Alternative income generation in Ankara
Relationship with the past employers/care-receivers
Local Kyrgyz businesses
Kyrgyz diaspora
Getting used to the city
Helping/supporting other migrant women
Community activism during COVID-19

friends and

Migrant networks in
Turkey/Ankara  (Sustaining
migration): friends, family,
past employers and care-
receivers (and their families),
Kyrgyz diaspora and
community in Ankara

The observed codes and the relations with actors they represent thus comprise three

social worlds, of family, migrant networks, and domestic work. The migrant networks

are further distinguished as fulfilling facilitating and sustaining functions based on the

temporal embeddedness of these relations; in other words, whether these relations with

actors who are involved in migration take place before migration or originate after,

i.e., in Ankara. As can be inferred from the table, hence, each of the social worlds was

established at a certain location within time and space, while finding continuance
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during the migrant labor experience of Kyrgyz domestic workers. On the other hand,
the codes that were not located as belonging to a particular social world but addressed
future plans and imaginative capacity of the actors are as follows: Specialization:
Applying it in the Future, Short-term plan: to earn enough, Long-term plan: retirement
(1), opening a business (2), professional work (3). The other set of codes that represent
the cumulative impact of the relations in the multitude of social worlds is the
ponderings about the self and the assessment of the experiences by Kyrgyz domestic
workers where they actively reflect upon their personal qualities (e.g., bravery, wit,
patience, etc.) and skills, like problem-solving, professionalism, negotiation with
employers. These codes are Self-development, Convictions, Assessment of work,
Assessment of migration, Representing Kyrgyzstan, Women of Kyrgyzstan, Silver
linings. Some codes are also used in the construction of the background chapter that
elucidates the nation-state dynamics that frame the existing relations within various

social worlds that Kyrgyz domestic workers maintain.
3.7. Limitations

One of the main limitations of the current study concerns the sampling. Due to the
hard-to-access nature of this group, whereby some respondents either stayed or worked
in Ankara illegally, it was impossible to control for the type of domestic work, e.g.,
housekeeping, elderly care, or care of children, nor was it feasible to control for age of
the participants. Thus, the only criteria for participation in the study was country of
origin and experience in domestic work in Turkey. On the other hand, with a
purposeful sampling of a larger number of participants, important comparisons as well
as more comprehensive analysis of different types of domestic work could have been

possible.

The study was also limited in its scope. Firstly, the data was limited to the account of
present experiences of KDW. The data collection could not be carried longitudinally
or beyond Turkey, e.g., tracking return migration of the participants, which could
uncover more dimensions and establish important patterns of experiences of Kyrgyz
domestic workers because their transnational relations linger beyond their migration
and past their return to the home country. Therefore, a better study can be developed

with a more prolonged involvement in the fieldwork with the research group and
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inclusion of ethnographic methods like participant observation to fully capture the
multitude of facets of work and life of Kyrgyz domestic workers both in Turkey and
in Kyrgyzstan. Secondly, the location was limited to one city, Ankara, while the
importance of the city in the lives of migrants would have been better understood if
there was a comparable group of participants from another city. Third, the inclusion
of other migrant domestic worker groups, and specifically Central Asian women, in
Turkey could also provide comparative points, addressing the competition between
these groups, explaining how they coexist in the Turkish labor market, both practically

and symbolically. Nonetheless, this was not possible within the scope of the study.

Moreover, the focusing on public places like Kyrgyz cafes where Kyrgyz domestic
workers go on their days off also limits the diversity of the respondent pool for there
are no ways to reach out to those who do not frequent such establishments, leaving
their voices and conditions of their life and work in Ankara unheard. This includes
undocumented migrants, who would enrich the study in significant ways. In studies of
such intimate work the online platforms are widely used to gather data and grasp a
fuller picture, e.g., studying webcam modeling through the posts in forums (see van
Doorn & Velthuis, 2018). However, such online presence is absent in the case of
Kyrgyz domestic workers, therefore limiting the data only to primary sources from the
interviews, whereby other types of data collection could provide a complete picture of

the phenomenon.

Lastly, the inclusion of a broader set of actors in the study would provide a more
comprehensive analysis of Kyrgyz domestic work in Turkey. For the temporal and
spatial limitations of this thesis, the research could not include a full list of actors that
were involved in the narratives of the participants. For example, families and
specifically children of the migrant women, their migrant networks in Kyrgyzstan,
Turkey and possibly other countries were not contacted in the course of the current
study. Notwithstanding, this could serve as an opening to the bigger world of migrant

domestic workers that requires further studies.

It is noteworthy, that language was one of the barriers this thesis could not overcome.
For instance, I did not feel confident in my Turkish skills in reaching out to and

conducting interviews with Turkish-speaking actors, like employers, Turkish
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recruitment firms, government agency officials, e.g., the Ministry of Labor and Social
Security and PMM. Moreover, despite the data collection concluding in Summer of
2020, I could not include the impact of COVID-19 on the experiences of Kyrgyz
domestic workers in the analysis as the research was designed in the pre-pandemic era,
and interview questions were submitted and approved by the Human Ethics Committee
of the University in this format, excluding potential questions about the pandemic. In
their responses, only a few of the participants mentioned the pandemic or the
quarantine measures, leaving little room for follow-up questions. Thus, the study was
very limited in its adaptability to the newly emerging global situation like the COVID-

19 pandemic.
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CHAPTER 4

BACKGROUND

In this chapter, I attempt to construct a canvas upon which the experiences of
respondents in the study takes place, addressing the structural context in Kyrgyzstan
that gives rise to the patterns of feminization of labor migration and migration
destinations of Kyrgyz women. Therefore, a contextual backdrop of experiences of
KDW in Turkey addresses the economic and socio-cultural factors preconditioning
labor force participation, labor migration and migration of Kyrgyz women to Turkey.
Particularly, intra-regional labor migration patterns in the post-Soviet region are
important in understanding arrival of KDW in Ankara because most of the participants
in the current study had previously worked in Russia and Kazakhstan. Lastly, the
legacies of the Soviet past can be traced in every aspect of the experiences of KDW,
from their education and employment background to their experience of gender in the
Kyrgyzstan and post-Soviet labor migration. This “Soviet element” is thus explained
as a constitutive element of different dimensions of the structural context, which are

presented as separate sections in this chapter.
4.1. Post-Soviet economy in Kyrgyzstan

Moving from centralized economy of the Soviet to the market economy as an
independent nation-state was a very contentious process that defined the late 1990s in
Kyrgyzstan. Kyrgyzstan paid dearly for its designated role as an exporter of raw
materials (Olcott, 1997, p. 148) when the Soviet Union unraveled and retail prices
began to be freed: the prices paid for raw materials rose much more slowly than did
prices of finished goods. According to Olcott (1997), this was caused by the poor
management of natural resources of gold, other minerals, and hydroelectric power,

lacking diversification and processing system, and by the absence of a viable economic
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infrastructure to shift the labor to new areas of production. The new president, Askar
Akayev envisioned rapid transformations for the country, but lack of the political
tradition caused the failure of the economic reforms that further escalated the
frustrations among the population. For example, in 1993, the new national currency,
som, was introduced which coincided with the adjustment of the country’s economy
to the international prescriptions with membership in International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and World Bank, accordingly. Nevertheless, this entry to the market economy
was on the basis of a “shock therapy”, whereby the structural reforms that followed
these international prescriptions led to closing down of many workplaces and
macroeconomic adjustments such as export-oriented production that replaced the
prevalent agricultural sector. Thus, Celik (2005) argues that the packages and loans
these international financial institutions offered caused the retrenchment of spending
on social services. This was further followed by 1998 collapse of the Russian ruble,
where Kyrgyz currency plunged 100 percent, and the Asian financial crisis in 1997-
98 (Curtis, 1997). The period was underscored by rampant corruption and malfeasance
as well, according to Aslund (2007), who refers to it as “the bane of transition” (p.
249). It characterized the entire Central Asian region which inherited the strong
tradition of corruption along with the three Caucasian countries from the Soviet Union,
and in Kyrgyzstan it exacerbated the economic distress, leading to the concentration
of the money in the country in the private hands. Thus, these late 1990s economic
shocks deepened the country’s dependency on the foreign aid and increased the
remittance-oriented migration regulations to make up for the rising unemployment and
deficit of the external current (IMF, 1999). Overall, by early 2000s the country along
with several other Central Asian regions underwent a set of serious economic setbacks,
whereby by 2006 widespread unemployment was a major cause of large-scale street

demonstrations.

It is in this light that one ought to see the movements of the Kyrgyz workers from
Central Asian to more economically stable countries like Russia and Kazakhstan in
the early 2000s. The 2006 crisis forced many people of Kyrgyzstan to seek
employment opportunities elsewhere, that according to the United States Library of
Congress (2007) country profile an estimated 500,000 Kyrgyz worked seasonally or
full-time in other countries in 2006. This is exactly the “push” factor that the

respondents of our study have felt and described in their narratives, where the common
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“blame” they put on the government and its failure to procure jobs for its citizens are
mere fractured reflections and reactions to the early 2000s economic situation in
Kyrgyzstan. Particularly, Dudwick and colleagues (2003) very poignantly demonstrate
the response to the shock by Kyrgyz citizens, where the experience of “multiple
losses” of both economic and social nature had led to rampant spread of depression in
the population. While employing various strategies to cope with the losses, men and
women in Kyrgyzstan “expanded the strategies already in place during the Soviet
period”, such as subsistence farming, borrowing from money lenders, and most
importantly emigration in search of employment, mostly to Russia (Dudwick et al.,

2003, p. 23).

Therefore, despite the economic reforms and privatization ventures of the government
have nevertheless failed to boost the economic growth, employment rates still at
decreased levels, so more Kyrgyz domestic workers were coming leaving their
families behind search of jobs, effectively magnifying what Dudwick and colleagues
observe as the disappointment and anger respondents feel toward the government for
failing to “meet the traditional responsibilities” (2003, p. 25). Thus, Kyrgyzstan
surviving the tumultuous 1990s, ventured into 2000s with the legacies of the post-
Soviet transition relatively intact, battling the dire effects of the shock therapy, and
struggling to establish economic autonomy (McMann, 2006). The migration processes
and their evolution took place in light of these dynamics, responding to the need to
alleviate economic distress, and attempts by the population to escape poverty and

elevate their standards of living, as reported by Sagynbekova (2016).
4.2. Kyrgyz cultural values and gender norms

The transformation of the economic and political structures in Kyrgyzstan had
significant effects on the gender structure in the country. The republic was described
as very conservative and traditional in its social fabric, where according to Olcott, the
geographic separation of Kyrgyz people reinforced the conservative values, such as
the patriarchal character of family traditions (Tabyshalieva, 2000). This implied the
responsibilities of taking care of the house and the caring for the members of the
household being assigned exclusively to women. This conservative expectation did

not disappear with the sovietization of the society, despite the gendered policies of the
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Soviet aimed at “women’s emancipation” from the local, religious, traditional norms
impeding their ability to be a part of “socially useful, paid labor” and an equal member
of the society (Aitmatova, 2000, p. 53). On the other hand, during the Soviet era,
women were prescribed additional tasks to the role of working citizens, which
Tabyshalieva explains as “triple roles of full-time employment, full-time mothering,
and full-time domestic responsibilities” (2000, p. 51). Accordingly, the “supreme
achievement” by the Soviet of high levels of education and public representation of
Central Asian women notwithstanding, due to the underdeveloped social sphere, with
declining system of social welfare, the burden of the house and care work
disproportionally fell on women and girls in the household (Tabyshalieva, 2000).
Moreover, Kyrgyz women still were employed primarily in agriculture and social
sectors in positions associated with femininity such as health and education, they rarely
occupied leading positions, and their salary was 6575 percent that of men (Thieme,
2008, p. 330). Therefore, the Soviet system increased the gender asymmetries already
existing in pre-Soviet Kyrgyz society. Importantly, the existing gender structure in
Kyrgyzstan formed a strong basis for the implementation of Soviet gender policies,
particularly the role of women as mothers and prevalence of large families in Kyrgyz
villages aligned with the policies by the Soviet state targeting fertility shortfalls
(Tabishalieva, 2000; Kandiyoti, 2007). Motherhood therefore was promoted as a
social duty, with record numbers of Heroine Mother (a title and grant awarded to
mothers of more than 7) awarded to Central Asian women (Kandiyoti, 2007, p. 607).
Accordingly, pro-natalist Soviet policies offered a wide range of social support,
specifically in free childcare in kindergarten and schools, maternity leave, and
extensive healthcare provision (Thieme, 2008). Thereby, one of the lasting legacies of
the Soviet regime in the present-day Kyrgyzstan is the expectation from the state to
provide social benefits and support in fulfilling their maternal roles. This is what
Kandiyoti (2007) coins as a Soviet paradox, i.e., “high literacy and labor force
participation rates against the background of high fertility rates, large families and
relatively untransformed domestic divisions of labor” (p. 607), which Central Asian
countries inherit from the Soviet regime. The paradox emphasizes the continuation of
traditions inherent in Kyrgyz societies despite and perhaps thanks to the “gendered
effects of Soviet economic, demographic, and anti-religious policies” (Kandiyoti,

2007, p. 607). It is in this way that the Kyrgyz traditions get preserved and revitalized
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in the post-Soviet era, in search of distinct national Kyrgyz identity of the newly

independent Kyrgyz Republic.

Post-Soviet nationalism of Kyrgyzstan and other Central Asian countries alike
revolved around “retraditionalization”, a resurgence of traditional values, Islamic
norms, and prescriptive gender roles (Eraliev & Heusala, 2021, p. 122). To mark a
distance from the Soviet promotion of “women’s emancipation”, Kyrgyz nation-state
emphasized family life and natural destiny of women as mothers and home makers in
the private sphere of homes, subordinate to the male breadwinner (Asian Development
Bank, 2019, p. 15). Accordingly, researchers observe the resurgence of ‘traditional’
gender hierarchies and practices in Central Asia after the fall of the Soviet Union,
where both authors stress the revival of Islam, restriction of women’s rights and
restoration of the male privilege (Tabyshalieva, 2000; Kandiyoti, 2007; Tugelbaeva et
al., 2019). The central role of Islam in this search for national identity in Kyrgyzstan
thus politicizes gender, according to Kandiyoti (2007), “by investing male and female
deportment and attire with new meanings” (p. 602). Thus, the new gender ideologies
emphasizing the domestic, family-oriented and subservient character of women in the
society constitute a strategic move to construct particular from of cultural authenticity

that serve new ideological goals of the independent republic.

Bride capture or kidnapping, known in Kyrgyz as kyz ala kachuu, is one of the
traditions being revitalized in the post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan in light of the nationalization
and retraditionalization tendencies. The practice involves abduction of a women by a
man who wishes to marry her usually with a company of his friends. This old custom
dating back to pre-Soviet times has included a wide variety of situations, ranging from
consensual kidnapping where a couple uses this custom as a way to elope or reduce
wedding costs to nonconsensual capture of women who do not even know their captor
and are forced by his family in an elaborate ceremony to accept the marriage and
adhere to the tradition. The pivotal issue in either of the extremes is the parental
consent, where the absence of approval of the parents of the bride makes the
kidnapping a grave concern for the entire family. While consensual bride kidnapping
can offer ways for the women to challenge the patriarchal norms by resisting arranged
marriages (Werner, 2009, p. 325), nonconsensual abductions are a form of gender-

based violence maintaining male power, female subordination, and Kyrgyz ethnic
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identity. Indeed, a majority of the Kyrgyz population agree that bride kidnapping is a
Kyrgyz tradition and a culturally acceptable practice that is a part of Kyrgyz history
(Werner, 2009; ADB, 2019; Borbieva, 2012).

Thus, as a tradition central to the reconstruction of Kyrgyz identity, bride kidnapping
has been increasing in the years since independence. Although an exact number is not
accessible due to the cases being underreported, NSC (2016) reports that almost 20
percent of all marriages in 2016 were based on bride kidnapping (as cited in
Bazarkulova & Compton, 2020, p. 147-148). Other reports are based on small scale
ethnographic data, while Equal Rights has reported that “12,000 women were being
kidnapped for marriage each year” in 2016 and World Bank concludes the practice
remains “prevalent in the country” (ADB, 2019, p. 23). This is in spite of the historic
criminalization and prosecution of the practice in Kyrgyzstan punishable by stoning
before 20™ century and penalized by criminal codes of Soviet Union Republics before
independence (Kleinbach & Salimjanova, 2007). Currently, according to the article
155 of the criminal code of Kyrgyzstan, bride kidnapping is punishable by a fine and
from 5 to 7-10 years of imprisonment (Criminal Code of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2017).
The legal prosecution of the practice has thus not yielded substantial results in
decreasing the number of kidnappings, and there have been calls for preventative
measures and higher rates of prosecution from the government (Lundberg, 2021;
Sadykova, 2021). Nevertheless, Bagirova (2021), poignantly notes that bribery and
familial influence impede the justice system, and while Sharia law also prohibits
marriage without both parties’ consent, “[t]radition clearly supersedes both law and

religion” in Kyrgyzstan (Bagirova, 2021, p. 5).

Moreover, as it is a form of gender-based violence (Sadykova, 2021), bride kidnapping
in Kyrgyzstan is relegated to the private sphere of the families and “is dealt with
internally” (Bagirova, 2021, p. 5). These issues are deeply entrenched in traditional
cultural values and heavily regulated by discourses about honor or namys and shame
or uyat. Werner (2009) in particular draws attention to how “by accepting the marriage,
the bride restores honor to her own family, while simultaneously preventing shame
from falling upon the groom’s family.” (Werner, 2009, p. 323). Indeed, once the
woman is abducted her virtue and her reputation along with that of her family are

questioned, and she becomes bullied into public shaming and guilt if she questions the
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social normative power (Sadykova, 2021, p. 26). Thereby, bride kidnapping
exacerbates male control over female body and female sexuality, which Werner (2009)
argues has become more pronounced in Kyrgyzstan in comparison with other Central

Asian countries owing to the belief in historical legitimacy of bride abduction (p. 315).

Similar values of honor and shame dominate the life-cycle events in Kyrgyzstan, like
birth of a child, circumcision celebrations, weddings, and funerals. Particularly,
wedding celebration or foi in Central Asia is a very important marker of the honor of
the family, involving formation and strengthening of social networks, and conferring
a social status to the family (Werner, 2000; Provis, 2015; Trevisani, 2016; Turdalieva
& Provis, 2017; Aldashev, 2019). Weddings are not solely the business of the marrying
couple, but weddings concern the parents and extended family of the couple
(Trrevisani, 2016, p. 63), involving their participation and financial support, while the
social position of a family as a whole is at stake, being maintained, strengthened or
weakened according to how grand the celebrations are and who is invited to them
(Turdalieva & Provis, 2017). These celebrations are hence marked by conspicuous
consumption of imported goods at the celebration feast, such as food and drinks, as
well as number of gift exchanges between the families of the couple. The post-Soviet
developments have introduced more expensive goods into the Kyrgyz market, which
Werner (2000) observes being integrated into celebrations to “imagine “tradition”
through the revival of national customs” (p. 129). This results in high costs of the
wedding which involve multiple days of celebration and reciprocal exchange of gifts
by the families which also have become monetized in contemporary Kyrgyzstan

(Rubinov, 2010).

Investment in weddings and other life-cycle celebrations equates with investment in
social networks that provide security and stability in the informal economy of post-
Soviet states (Provis, 2015; Trevisani, 2016; Turdalieva & Provis, 2017). With the
opening of the country to the market economy and central role of social networks in
Kyrgyz society, the role of weddings and other life-cycle celebrations in strengthening
social networks and maintain social status has been even more pronounced in the
Kyrgyzstan after independence. For example, the networks sustained by the weddings
become instrumental in finding jobs, learning about migration opportunities, and

gaining support for education, whereby reciprocities created at the wedding through
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gift-giving facilitate further favors (Provis, 2015; Reeves, 2012; Rubinov, 2010).
Moreover, the wedding functions as a “a valuable barometer for measuring the status,
wealth and power of different families”, where displays of generosity are symbolically
represented through consumption of food and gifts (Werner, 2000, p. 130). This “status
spending” (Aldashev, 2019) is intrinsically related to namys that is at the center of
bride kidnapping. In case of weddings, this concept of honor or dignity figures as the
main motivation to host a big and expensive wedding according to the social status of

the family, while a failure to do so, is a source of great shame or uyat.

The high costs associated with hosting the wedding however are driving a lot of
families to financial debt. Poorer relatives are excluded from the celebrations, reifying
the social stratification in the country and strengthening the class divide. Some families
still take out loans and rely on their migrant relatives for remittances as a support to
hold the wedding to uphold their honor and maintain their social status in the society
(Turdalieva & Provis, 2017, p. 206). In general, weddings rely on much or entirety of
household savings, with families spending years wedding expenses (Kandiyoti &
Azimova, 2004; Trevisiani, 2016), trapped in what Ilkhamov (2013) calls “race for
social prestige” (p. 280). The excessiveness of the weddings has long been criticized
and in some Central Asian countries like Uzbekistan presidential decrees were issued
against “wasteful weddings”, restricting the number of guests, duration of
celebrations, etc. (Trevisiani, 2016). Similarly in Kyrgyzstan, state officials including
president Bakiev 2010 criticize the excessive ritual expenditure, however for the
citizens, the excessive nature of weddings is a “fact of life” (Reeves, 2012, p. 129).
Although met with frustration from families saving for these lavish celebrations,
expensive weddings are both an expectation and obligation for Kyrgyz families,
functioning as a “central social mechanism through which one pays respect to parents

and elders and affirms one’s social membership” (Reeves, 2012, p. 130).

In patrilineal kinship system of Kyrgyzstan, thus, honor or guilt associated with the
ability to hold an expensive toi is conferred upon the male head of the family
(Turdalieva & Provis, 2017), so the financial burden of the wedding falls on the father
of the groom. The family of the bride holds a different ceremony similar to the wedding
celebration where the bride is “sent off” to the groom’s house (Werner, 2000), and in

this scenario, similarly, the father of the bride bears the costs. Women in the family
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are at the heart of wedding celebrations because they actively participate in the
wedding by organizing the wedding and acting as hosts, arranging tables, and
preparing food. Kandiyoti and Azimova (2004) emphasize the resilience of women’s
rituals in the post-Soviet Uzbekistan, where they act as custodians of local customs.
Women in Central Asia are assigned the role of preserving, interpreting and integrating

ritualistic customs, performing many of the ceremonies involved in a wedding.

Weddings are markers of obtaining a bride not only for the groom but for the entire
household, which means a new source of labor in the household (Borbieva, 2012).
Hence, the decision to marry and choice of the bride can have less to do with the groom
than with the family of the groom (Kim & Karioris, 2020). Thus, sons are pressured
to bring a kelin or a bride into the house in order to meet a certain cultural standard,
preserving the honor (rnamys) of the family because marriage signals the rite of passage
making them “real Kyrgyz men”, signaling their ability to provide for their new family
and parents (Bagirova, 2021, p. 4). This ability thus is displayed through the wedding,
confirming the status of the groom and his family, whereby the absence of such
resources or inability to host a wedding have been cited to lead to increased instances
of bride kidnapping during post-Soviet economic hardships which effectively lower
the cost of the wedding and reduces the dowry payable to the bride’s family
(Nedoluzhko & Agadjanian, 2015, p. 866).

Therefore, women in the family of the groom participate in marriage customs,
including bride kidnapping, by performing many of the key rituals and convincing the
abducted women to stay, while their motivation is reported to be that of protecting and
serving the interest of the family (Sadykova, 2021; Borbieva, 2012). However, it is the
mothers who stand to gain most from the marriage of the son as patrilocality in
Kyrgyzstan translates to the son’s wife’s or kelin’s servitude toward her in-laws
(Borbieva, 2012; Ismailbekova, 2016; Landmann et al., 2018; Childress, 2017). This
follows the tradition that the youngest sons and their family are expected to live with
and take care of his parents, while older sons are less likely to coreside (Landmann,
2018). Therefore, the mother’s status in the patrilocal residence transforms and her
power in the family increases with the arrival of a new bride. Ismailbekova (2016)
relates this to the women’s roles as the keepers of hearth and home, and “the main

providers of morality, a healthy future generation, and identity where the state cannot
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successfully manage its paternalistic tasks” in the post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan (p. 13).
Consequently, women gain power and traditional authority in Kyrgyz society by
fulfilling roles as brides, mothers, and mothers-in-law, passing on moral principles and
safeguarding the traditional family. The legitimization of the authority of the women
comes through advance in age and increase in the social status, accordingly, whereby
as a new bride and daughter-in-law a woman has the lowest position, and the peak of
their “career” as referred to by Ismailbekova (2016) arrives through marriage of their
son, conferring the honored status of mother-in-law to them. Producing male progeny
hence is a necessary step toward gaining this power and authority, bestowing pride,
honor, status and social recognition upon a woman (Kim & Karioris, 2020). The
socially approved power as mother-in-law then heavily depends on the ability of the
woman to manipulate her kinship relations to assert their status in the family and take
over the control of the households, commanding obedience from family members and
in particular, the daughters-in-law. Most importantly, by ensuring the preservation of
traditional forms of family and customs, Kyrgyz women and particularly senior female
members of the family become central to the fostering of Kyrgyz sense of nation and
sovereignty, whereby the “domestic” power of the Kyrgyz women functions as “power

with very public connections and effects.” (Ismailbekova, 2016, p. 266)

The consequences of family customs and traditions for the new brides are hence
inextricably linked to their position as and daughters-in-law. Given that patrilocal
residence is common in Kyrgyzstan (Landmann et al., 2018), this is even more
poignant for women coresiding with their husband’s family. The marriage of the son
expressed as kyz aldyk [taking or bringing home of a girl] is understood by the family
of the groom as an introduction of new labor power into the household, whereby most
tasks associated with the housework are then relegated to the new bride or kelin, which
includes cooking, cleaning, taking care of children and elderly in the family, etc.
(Sadykova, 2021). The pressure exerted upon young brides by the senior women in the
family is particularly trying on women who have to display obedience to the family
members. Referred to as “kelinizatsia” or “kelin’ization” (Yarmoschuk et al., 2020)
this widespread process in the Kyrgyz society involves family members gaining
control and power over daughters-in-law by exploiting their labor. This process is
especially demanding since the age of first marriage is highly concentrated between

ages 17 and 23, and men marry women 05 years younger than themselves (Steiner &
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Becker, 2019, p. 581). This means increasingly younger women are subjected to
kelinizatsia, affecting their life-cycle, and decreasing the age of first birth in order to
gain more status in the family. Notably, the age of first marriage for women has been
slowly increasing in Kyrgyzstan in years since 2000 when the average was 22,4 to
23,6 in 2019, according to NSC (2022a). Nevertheless, the average age of the first
birth of the mother is 22,6 in 2019, although it has decreased since 2000 when it was
22.74 (NSC, 2022b). Consequently, women are becoming mothers at an earlier age,
increasing their domestic workload to include childcare. Moreover, the total fertility
rate (TFR) in Kyrgyzstan has been steadily increasing in recent decades from 2,40 in
2000 to 3,33 in 2019 (NSC, 2022¢). The rise in TFR thus has significant consequences
for labor force participation of women who leave their work or do not enter the labor
market in order to provide care for their children, their family, and perform the duties
of the daughter-in-law in the patrilocal households. Researchers have contextualized
this rise within the economic growth in Kyrgyzstan (Agadjanian et al., 2013), however
seeing it from the perspective of customs and social status associated with giving birth

to a son can be more helpful in understanding these trends.

Kyrgyz cultural traditions surrounding family structure hence ascribe particular roles
to the women in the family, where the subordinate position of the new bride make it
likely that a woman could suffer domestic violence in the family (Childress, 2017, p.
11). Due to the discourses of obedience of the husband and his family, particularly his
mother, Childress (2017) reports “it is easy for a husband or mother-in-law to claim
that she is not doing the housework correctly, or not cooking the food correctly, or is
not behaving well enough” and use this as a justification for abuse. Thus, in the
patrilocal residence, husband’s family are a part of domestic violence inflicted upon
women, providing rationalizations for the husband’s abuse, inhibiting help-seeking
(Childress, 2017, p. 13). This is further exacerbated by cultural understanding that a
married woman belongs to the husband’s family and thus a woman turning to her own

family for help or support is considered shameful (Childress, 2017).

Social construction of marriage as a fundamental element of Kyrgyz identity translates
to stigmatization of divorce and mobilization of the cultural values of shame in order
to preserve the union and hence preserve the heart of the nation, the traditional Kyrgyz

family. According to Central Asian custom, once a woman gets married, she is no
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longer of her family and now belongs with and to the family of the husband (Childress,
2017). This means her return to the birth family under any circumstances, including
domestic abuse suffered at the hand of the husband and in-laws, is considered
dishonorable and brings shame to the family of the woman as well (Childress, 2017).
Thus, a divorce is not readily available within the culturally accepted avenues a woman
in an unhappy and abusive marriage can take if she wants to abide by cultural norms
and preserve the honor and dignity of her own family and that of her husband.
Moreover, the presence of a child complicates the rare occasions where woman defies
the norms and seeks a separation, because an idea of a child “growing up without a
father” is heavily criticized in the society, and mothers are often blamed for taking
away the child from the father and breaking up the family (Childress, 2017). The
Kyrgyz women in Childress’ (2017) study about domestic violence also uphold this
view and women report staying in the marriage for the sake of the child. The discourses
on “strong woman’ and “good mother” circulate heavily in rationalizing this approach
to marriage, whereby a woman is believed to be responsible for the family unity and
harmony. Childress thus concludes that “[g]iven the value of the social network and
marriage as a lifetime social contract, women are not prepared to sacrifice their

marriage and the respect it grants them throughout their lives” (2017, p. 16).

Despite the cultural sanctioning of the divorce, especially if initiated by women in the
family, the number of divorces in Kyrgyzstan has been steadily increasing, equaling
to 9128 in 2020 in comparison with 8705 in 2011, while in 2019 it reached the highest
number in that decade, 10992 (NSC, 2022d). This trend is parallel to the observed
decline in the numbers of marriage in Kyrgyzstan since the independence (Nedoluzhko
& Agadjanian, 2015). Similar to the nuptial trends in other post-Soviet countries,
marriages in Kyrgyzstan increased around the time of independence, understood as a
mechanism to reduce the risks and smoothen consumption (Dommaraju &
Agadjanian, 2018). However, the decline in marriage rates continued after the initial
shock of the transition economy, signaling a profound change in the nuptial behavior
in Kyrgyzstan that reflected ideational and structural changes (Dommaraju &
Agadjanian, 2018). Thus, decrease in marriage rates and increase in marital instability
and divorce reflect the demographic modernization which is a result of greater
connectedness of the Kyrgyz society to the global market and informational flows,

creating new values and beliefs around nuptiality and family, like gender
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individualism and consumerist attitudes (Nedoluzhko & Agadjanian, 2015;
Dommaraju & Agadjanian; 2018). Accordingly, traditional marriage type declined as
alternative family lifestyles and union formation like cohabitation and informal

partnership saw a rise in Kyrgyz society (Nedoluzhko & Agadjanian, 2015).

The ability of a woman to seek divorce is rooted in the particular context such as the
family, education, employment, and economic resources of the household, since the
costs associated with the divorce are high both socially and economically. Thereby,
Dommaraju and Agadjanian (2018) report that women with higher education and
employment tend to seek divorce more than their male counterparts, while with lower
costs, women with lower education present higher rates of divorce as well. Beyond
education, factors like marital quality, commitment and satisfaction, and equal
division of labor in the household also affect the rates of divorce among women
(Dommaraju & Agadjanian; 2018). This means that the divorce of women is dependent
on the potential benefits of the marriage and is related to the satisfaction with the
married life, whereby marriages based on coercion, specifically bride abduction, lead
to mismatched personality traits and lead to lower satisfaction levels among women

(Steiner & Becker, 2019).

The vulnerability of women in the Kyrgyz family structure increases with women’s
economic dependence on the husband which is rooted in the uneven distribution of
reproductive and family responsibilities with women spending more time on unpaid
domestic work than men (ADB, 2019). According to a NSC (2015) report “women
and adolescent girls spend 4 hours and 30 minutes per day on household chores, which
accounts for 18.8% of their time every day, whereas men and adolescent boys spend
only 6.5% of their time on these activities—1 hour and 20 minutes” (as cited in ADB,
2019, p. 27). Majority of the women’s time is reported to be spent as cooking, cleaning,
and laundering, and childcare. This contributes to a woman’s time poverty, and has
significant consequences for access to higher education and income-generating
activities of Kyrgyz women (ADB, 2019). The time poverty is exacerbated in rural
areas where more problems with water supply, heating, and housing exist and in
households with migrant men where in addition to the care of the children and the
elderly in the family, women take over intensive agricultural activities (Arabsheibani

et al., 2021).
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Parallel to the increase in time poverty of women, female labor force participation
(FLFP) in Kyrgyzstan has been decreasing in years since the independence, where
according to World Bank (2022) the highest FLFP rate was 58.36 % in 1995 and by
2020, FLFP had plummeted to 41.56%. The employment gap between men and
women also persisted since the collapse of the Soviet Union, whereby unemployment
has been more common in the ages from 22 to 49 (NSC, 2022¢) which can be
explained by the life-cycle of a woman in Kyrgyzstan and years spent caring for
children and elderly in the family. Moreover, the decrease in FLFP in Kyrgyzstan in
the post-Soviet years can be related to the discontinuation of public state-funded
services and provisions such as free healthcare, prolonged maternity leave, and free
childcare in the kindergartens and schools (ADB, 2019). Moreover, the strengthening
of traditional gender roles according to the new national imaginaries has reinforced
the gendered division of labor, where women were assigned a private sphere of home
and domesticity while men were promoted as breadwinners (Kandiyoti, 2007). This
traditional view of gender roles, particularly that of a male breadwinner, was upheld
by most women in Kyrgyzstan according to a study conducted by Urbaeva (2019),
where significant majority of educated and employed women hold dual views,
supporting both women’s advancement and equality in the society and role of the men
as heads of the household. This meant that working women in Kyrgyzstan also carry

out the responsibilities of domestic and care work in their households.

The withdrawal of state-run systems of family and childcare support consequently had
a significant impact on women’s ability to enter the labor market in Kyrgyzstan,
especially for the women of childbearing age (ADB, 2019:6). In the immediate
aftermath of the fall of the Soviet Union women, women grappled with simultaneous
increase in domestic duties, especially childcare, and the reduction of employment
opportunities, due to the closure of workplaces, like factories, and loss of bureaucratic
jobs mainly occupied by women in the Soviet era (ADB, 2019). In other sectors, as
women had low-paid positions, they were the first to lose their jobs during the
economic instability in 1990s (Thieme, 2008; Kuehnast, 2003). Furthermore, in the
early years of independent Kyrgyzstan, women were experiencing discriminatory
hiring practices and facing deskilling and casualization of their training and education
(Zavadskaya, 2000; Einhorn, 2000). Thence, the post-Soviet transition in Kyrgyzstan

has been a gendered phenomenon, (Urbaeva, 2019), whereby women were
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disproportionally affected by the “poverty shock” (Kuehnast, 2003). This can be
explained by the revitalization of the traditional gender roles as an attempt to
reconstruct authentic Kyrgyz national and ethnic identity which effectively
exacerbated time poverty of women in the society whose increased domestic
responsibilities also precluded them from entering the labor market. Therefore,
Lapidus (2000) concludes that the post-Soviet economic reforms and political

democratization in the region increased the gender asymmetries.

In spite of gender equality projects of international organizations and ongoing social
and political transformations in Central Asia women remain underrepresented in
leading roles in government and business sectors, while family and kinship
responsibilities take precedence over education and career opportunities of women
taking priority over education and career goals for the majority of women (Urbaeva,
2019, p. 207). Consequently, women in Kyrgyzstan have been employing various
strategies to reduce poverty and increase the standards of living in their households by
engaging in various informal economic activities. Informal labor of women during
transition period and economic crisis in Kyrgyzstan during mid 2000’s included the
buying and selling goods in bulk to sell at the local bazaars as street and market
vendors, shuttle trading through international travel by selling goods from neighboring
countries, and getting employed in the service sector including domestic work both

locally and abroad (Kuehnast, 2003; ADB, 2019).
4.3. Contemporary migration in Kyrgyzstan

According to the post-Soviet scholars, there was an outflow of work force observed
from the newly recreated independent republics in Central Asia within the post-Soviet
region during the economic crises in these countries following the fall of the Soviet
Union (Reznikova, 2008, Pismennaya et al., 2014; Sadovskaya, 2016; Kurylev et al.,
2018). During transition of economic, political and social structures in the society,
“emigration of the surplus labor power provided the establishment of the balance in
the domestic labor market, curbing the social tension and unrest”, according to
Sadovskaya (2016). Nevertheless, labor migration from Kyrgyzstan was not a new
phenomenon arising with the transition economy. Indeed, while magnified in its scope

and effect after independence, there were significant Soviet programs since early
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1980s seeking out-migration of its citizens. Bahovadinova and Scarborough (2018)
argue that the institutional Soviet frameworks incentivizing the move of Central
Asians to Russia had framed the development of the open labor market and migration
patterns after the independence. More specifically, the authors contend that it was the
introduction of capitalism that created the “necessary level of social insecurity”
(Bahovadinova & Scarborough, 2018, p. 11) and has finally put into motion the
mobility that Soviet civil servants hoped for. Thus, out-migration in Kyrgyzstan came
about as a result of the insecurity of post-industrial capitalism, the roots of which
pertain to the late Soviet period, and ensuing patterns of migration in the post-Soviet
period have to be viewed in this continuum. It is at this instance that the contention of
Einhorn (2000) to replace the term transition to transformation becomes important in
describing the changing environment in Kyrgyzstan. Instead of envisioning an end-
point, a single and positive outcome in the Western vision of marketization from state
socialist past to market democracy, it is important to frame the processes in the post-
socialist states as fundamental changes that are occurring within a particular context
of a given country, thereby going beyond the dominant discourse of a “homogenous

Communist bloc” (Einhorn, 2000, p. 108).

Post-Soviet Kyrgyz migration is underscored by the informal or irregular character,
whereby the visa-free regime and the geographical closeness of the receiving countries
contributes to the spontaneous, short-term, and circular migration, which is usually
seasonal (Sadovskaya, 2016). Most Kyrgyz migrants work in construction, retail and
service sectors in Russia, constituting the third largest immigrant group there after
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan (Florinskaya, 2019). The demographic increase and
economic hardships of Central Asian countries stimulate the outflow of the citizens to
Russia, accordingly, resulting in higher numbers of irregular migration that ensues
stricter regulation with particular patenty or patents system introducing a special tax
for the household workers, i.e., a form of a work permit (Reznikova, 2008). However,
in 2014 the situation changed as Kyrgyzstan became a member of Eurasian Economic
Union (EEU) and thereby exempt from this regulation. As part of the single economic
space of EEU, Kyrgyz migrants do not need a visa or a work permit to work in
Kazakhstan either. Accordingly, a lot of Kyrgyz citizens work seasonally in
Kazakhstan, responding to the seasonal demand in low-skilled labor sectors such as

agriculture and construction, while still large number were involved in trade, selling
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goods in shops and markets. (Sharifzoda, 2019). Correspondingly, in 2018, SMS
reported 640.000 Kyrgyz persons in Russia and 35.000 in Kazakhstan.

In recent years, Turkey became an alternative destination for labor migration for
Kyrgyz citizens, establishing a 90-day visa-free regime with Central Asian countries
and thus promoting mobility of people and goods across the borders of Kyrgyzstan
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The “historically accommodationist” attitude
and policies toward Central Asian migrants in Turkey in terms of the lower levels of
regularization and securitization thus stands in stark contrast to Russia which
“nationalist-xenophobic securitization of migration” (Bashirov, 2018, p. 18). Indeed,
many Central Asian migrants and specifically women in Russia report adverse living
and working conditions, subjected to racialization, discrimination, and lack of rights
to family, health services, and protection (Tyuryukanova, 2011; Eraliev & Heusala,
2021). As a result, thriving economy of Turkey in 2000s attracted more Central Asian
migrants to benefit from the new economic opportunities, ease of travel and flexibility
of the migration regulations, allowing for emergence of distinct types of migrants from
this region, shuttle traders (Eder & Oz, 2010). This group traveled back and forth,
carrying goods like clothes from Turkey in their suitcases in order to sell them in their
home countries, mostly without declaration. While informal in nature, according to
Bashirov, this shuttle or suitcase trade was not considered a security threat due to the
income it contributed to the national economy of Turkey, hence interpreted as a way
to strengthen relations with the Central Asian “brethren” (2018, p. 22). This sentiment
of national closeness and cultural proximity Turkish population feels toward Central
Asian migrants is underscored by shred historical roots, linguistic similarities, and
religious background (Sharifzoda, 2019). Moreover, positive public opinion in Turkey
results in constraining of the securitization on an informal level and better integration
of Central Asian migrants, whereby even after the domestic terror attacks in Turkey
and Syrian war, the securitization of Central Asian labor migration was less strong
than in Russia where the discourse of the potential threat this group might cause in
connection to the terrorist organizations resulted in harsher policing of the migrants
(Bashirov, 2018). This, coupled with the devaluation of Russian currency, ruble, as a
result of international sanctions, has led to the decrease of popularity of Russia as a
destination country, whereby Turkey has facilitated freer movement of Central Asian

migrants, introducing even more flexible migration policies, like the Law of Residence
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and Travel for Foreigners, No 5683 in 2012 which allows a visa-free stay for up to 90
days within half-a-year period for citizens of Central Asian countries. Indeed, the third
largest group of migrants from Kyrgyzstan is in Turkey with 30.000 people,
respectively (SMS, 2018), while Kyrgyz nationals, therefore, comprise the highest
proportion of work permit holders in Turkey only outnumbered by Syrian citizens

(MoFLSS, 2018).

The labor migration from Kyrgyzstan has consequently been on the rise with the
acceleration of globalization accompanied by ease of travel and communication with
the families left behind. Meanwhile, the discussions have been taking place concerning
the extent to which the external labor migration has become inseparable from the
Kyrgyz economy. Particularly, the dependency of the country’s economy on the
remittances has concerned local economists for a while (Abdurakhimov, 2018;
Atabaeva, 2018), with experts noting that “migration has become one of the most
characteristic and important processes for Kyrgyzstan during the period of
independence” (Raissova, 2020). Indeed, 24K G reports that “migrant receipts account
for a third of Kyrgyzstan's GDP and often exceed total treasury revenues”, reaching
USD 1 billion 341.1 million in July of 2019, according to the statistics of National
Bank of the Kyrgyz Republic (Kudryavtseva, 2019). This poses an important question
of the extent of the dependency Kyrgyzstan’s economy has on migrant remittances and

what could be done to eliminate this dependency.

Abdurakhimov addresses this question by employing the concept of the “emigration
trap” to define the contingency of the economic stability of the given country, in this
case, Kyrgyzstan, on the labor migration of its citizens underscored by their
remittance-sending and the migration policies in the receiving countries (2018, p. 129).
The author reports that, indeed, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have high levels of
dependence on migration such that the remittances are used in solving macroeconomic
problems such as unemployment and poverty in the respective countries. By
employing econometric model estimation and data analysis, Abrurakhimov thus
confirms his hypothesis that Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan “are “in” the emigration trap”,
and draws attention to the potential imbalance such entrapment might create between
donor and receiving countries, like Russia, which would have “the power to determine

the donor’s macroeconomic situation” (Abdurakhimov, 2018, p. 139). Atabaeva
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complements this study by confirming that remittances constitute primary mode of
external financing for Kyrgyzstan and that it is increasingly vulnerable to the external
shocks, like currency depreciation in the receiving country, but most importantly to
migration policies and overall economic performance of Russia (2018, p. 140-141).
She explains the high levels of remittances by recounting mobility of Kyrgyz in the
Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), being a member of which also reportedly benefits
Kyrgyz migrants in the labor market in comparison with Uzbek or Tajik workers. As
the second-largest source of foreign income that is estimated to have increased by the
factor of seven over the past decade remittances in Kyrgyzstan hence have “the
potential to affect virtually all economic variables” (Atabaeva, 2018, p. 142). In view
of this, Atabaeva sets out to analyze the effect of remittances on GDP, and via
empirical analysis shows that remittances increase imports through consumption of
imported goods, having thus a short-term impact on economic growth. However, this
hinders domestic production, negatively influencing the financing investment, and
increasing import-dependence instead. As a result, while Kyrgyz economy is indeed
highly dependent on remittances, there is a lack of productive investment of this
money. On the other hand, the rising levels of remittances sent by respectively growing
number of Kyrgyz labor markets can have a positive impact on the economy if the
country “imported new technologies and capital goods instead of consumer goods”

(Atabaeva, 2018, p. 149).

Thus, Kyrgyzstan became one of the prominent suppliers of labor in the Eurasian
region; according to NSC (2018), in 2018, there were 263.000 people aged 15 and
older working as labor migrants abroad; 79% of them were rural residents (as cited in
Raissova, 2020). Indeed, most emigrants come from the southern regions, like 265
thousand labor migrants (35%) from Batken oblast, 227 thousand (27%) from Jalal-
Abad oblast, 155 thousand from Osh oblast, and 11 thousand from the northern Chui
oblast (State Migration Service of Kyrgyzstan as cited in Levina, 2018). Nevertheless,
Bishkek is usually the point of departure for most labor emigrants, posing the main
destination for internal migration that further serves as a transit point for citizens who
face adaptation and integration problems in the city, who opt to migrate abroad instead
(Mkrtchyan & Sarygulov, 2011). Moreover, most of the emigrants are reported as
high-skilled and educated (National Statistical Committee of Kyrgyz Republic, 2019),

while the jobs they take up in destination countries are mostly lower-skill positions.
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For example, in 2007, among officially registered Kyrgyz labor migrants in Russia,
the majority employment was in the sectors of construction, trade, manufacturing and
service industry (Mkrtchyan & Sarygulov, 2011). Furthermore, Kyrgyz female
workers have increasingly characterized the intra-regional migration in the post-Soviet
region, with high numbers of these migrants moving to Russia for work in various
sectors, such as trade, construction, and domestic work (FIDH, 2016). In 2016, for
example, 40% of all the Kyrgyz migrants in Russia were women (FIDH, 2016), while
the second largest receiver of Kyrgyz female migrants is Kazakhstan, according to the
Migration Service of Kyrgyzstan. This can be explained with historical migration
routes, shared Soviet background and contemporary membership of these countries in
the Eurasian Economic Union which makes movement across borders and
employment easier. Hence, the intra-regional migration in the post-Soviet space poses
an important dimension to the realities of Kyrgyz citizens within but most importantly
outside of the bounds of the country, comprising a field for heightened mobility of

labor of member states in this region.
4.4. Feminization of migration

When parents migrate, elderly members of the family and other extended family
members take care of the children (Ablezova, 2008; Thieme 2008). For example,
Ismailbekova (2014) reports that care of the family and children is taken over female
members of the family, especially mothers-in-law who preserve the patrilineal descent
in the absence of men. By passing on the moral values associated with family,
traditional gender roles, and Kyrgyz ethnic identity, stay-behind women maintain the
patriarchal order while at the same time gaining more power and status in the family.
Some wives also join their husbands in migration, providing care for them by cooking

13

and cleaning in the receiving country, becoming a “working daughter-in-law” in
accordance to their gender roles (Rocheva & Varshaver, 2017, p. 102). This is a more
accepted type of migration for women in conservative Kyrgyz families in comparison
with migration of single women whose mobility is considered a risk since it might
decrease her marriage prospects upon returning (Reeves, 2012, p. 119). Hence, there
needs to be certain extent of social legitimacy present justifying the female

outmigration in Kyrgyzstan whereby being married or having had been married is a

specific condition for social acceptance of the women’s mobility (Rocheva and
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Varshaver, 2017). Thus, under this normative framework, divorced women and
widows as single mothers are freed from the cultural constraints and the control of the
body and the movement of women by their family, husband and in-laws, thereby

engaging in labor migration at much higher rates (Thieme, 2008).

Increasingly more Kyrgyz women have been migrating abroad for work since the
independence of the country, where Kyrgyzstan is considered to have more balanced
migration with fewer restrictions on women to migrate in comparison with
neighboring Uzbekistan and Tajikistan (Rocheva & Varshaver, 2017; Rubinov, 2012).
Although no representative data on the number of Kyrgyz female migrants abroad is
accessible, NSC (2019) estimates that women were more likely than men to migrate
both internally and externally in 2018. Labor migration of Kyrgyz women arises in
response to the rise in the demand for female workers in service sectors and domestic
work, primarily in Russia and Kazakhstan, which means women receive lower salaries
than their male counterparts. Nevertheless, since women are considered more reliable
remitters and are a smaller loss of labor for an agricultural household than their male
counterparts (Rocheva & Varshaver, 2017; Theime 2008), the tendency of
feminization of migration has increased in Kyrgyz families. This can be explained by
several push factors, such as the migration being seen by women as a way to escape
risks of bride abduction, violent relationships, and patriarchal constraints in
Kyrgyzstan (Thieme, 2008; Abdurazakova, 2011; Rubinov, 2012; Hoffman & Chi,
2021). Thieme (2008) adds that “[flor women, it was a common sense to start
migrating first (p. 332)” during the transition economy because women were the first
to lose their jobs and were directly affected by the withdrawal of social support. Hence,
Kyrgyz women sought out alternatives for income generation within and beyond the
territory of Kyrgyzstan. Thereby, labor migration became a way for women to reduce
poverty and improve their life standards and that of their children and family.
Furthermore, labor migration provided a source of economic independence and self-
confidence for women, balancing the power between men and women in the Kyrgyz

society (Abdurazakova, 2011).

Nevertheless, women are also reported as more vulnerable during migration than men
in Kyrgyzstan, being subjected to poor working conditions, low wages, limited

healthcare, and absence of social insurance or government support and protection,
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while women are also more at risk for violence, abuse, and human trafficking in the
receiving countries (Abdurzakova, 2011; Thieme, 2008; Eraliev & Heusala, 2021).
Further vulnerabilities regarding female labor migration involve the devaluation of
education and skills of Kyrgyz women employed in low-paying service jobs abroad,
whereby professional Kyrgyz women like doctors, teachers, nurses, and engineers
started occupying low-skilled jobs as waiters, cleaners, and domestic workers
(Tyuryukanova, 2011). This was indeed in parallel to the structural crisis in the
economy in Kyrgyzstan which rendered employment and income-earning possibilities
of skilled and educated women extremely limited. Middle-aged women were thus
reported to experience high rates of deskilling, while younger born around the time of
the collapse of Soviet Union and afterwards had to discontinue their education to
support their families (Thieme, 2008). Thus, the profile of migrant women in
Kyrgyzstan is becoming more diverse, whereby women are migrating together with
their spouses and alone as sole breadwinners (Eraliev & Heusala, 2021). Indeed, there
are more divorced and widowed women among labor migrants from Kyrgyzstan
reflecting the higher proportion of middle-aged women migrating abroad during
transition economy (Rocheva & Varshaver, 2017; Eraliev & Heusala, 2021). Notably,
life expectancy for women over 50 is has increased from 26.9 to 28.9 in the last 20
years (NSC, 2022b), whereby women have 90% chance of living until the retirement
age in comparison with 70% for men (NSC, 2019), which raises the chances of women
migrating abroad for employment at later years while simultaneously increasing the
possibility of more years in migration for female migrants in accordance to the needs

of the family.

Young and old, single and married or divorced and widowed women alike seek
employment abroad to support their families, fundamentally changing gender relations
and values attached to age and intergenerational relations change, accordingly
(Thieme, 2008). As a result, gender asymmetries in the Kyrgyz society, closely related
to the social and economic reforms in the country, underscore the increasing

emigration levels in Kyrgyzstan and feminization of labor migration.

While the labor migration routes to Russia and Kazakhstan remain dominant among
Kyrgyz women, the domestic work sector in the Turkish labor market has attracted

more women from this region in the recent years. Migration to Turkey as a domestic
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worker appealed to the post-Soviet countries for the relatively higher wages for the
corresponding skills, visa regime and proximity, whereby Moldovan women from
Gagauz background have constituted a particularly visible group in the early 2000s,
benefiting from the language similarities between Gagauz and Turkish (Celik, 2005;
Kaska, 2006). The other large group dominating the migrant domestic work stage in
Turkish cities has been Georgian women, who have been mobile in the CIS region,
but with 2012 regulatory changes enjoying more freedom in movement and less
“social suffering” associated with domestic work abroad (Ferry, 2013, Dincer 2014).
These groups have been characterized by a circular migration, where they enter and
exit Turkey according to the regulations and their needs to travel back to their home
countries, some women spending decades on these periodic border-crossings,
maintaining their income-earning possibilities one job at a time. Similarly, less
registered and more circular migrant work in the domestic sphere remains one of the
biggest sources of income for Kyrgyz women (Budaychieva, 2018, 2020) which
corresponds to the increase in the out-migration of female population in Kyrgyzstan
reported by the State Department on Migration (as cited in UNWFP, 2021, p. 5).
Nevertheless, there is a lack of specific data on the Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey
as these women usually do not register as domestic workers if they stay less than 90
days, with only few of them acquiring work permits, majority opting for residence
permits if they stay for longer periods (Icduygu, 2013; Yidirim et al., 2017).
Therefore, the experiences of these actors have been discussed in the light informality
and ensuing vulnerability of their positions that are explained by lack of systems and
regulations in place to protect the rights of migrant domestic workers (Zeytinoglu et
al., 1999; Erdogdu & Toksdz 2013; Eder, 2015; Diindar & Ozer, 2015; Yildirim et al.,
2017).
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CHAPTER 5

SOCIAL WORLDS

There are distinct stages of life that can be observed in the life-stories of Kyrgyz
domestic workers. Each stage corresponds to the emergence of new roles in relation
to different set of actors interacting with the respondents. These new relations center
around common interests of the actors involved, such as belonging to the same family,
finding work to meet the financial needs, and having a good employment relationship.
As a result, networks of relations with these actors develop, where all of them coexist
in the experience of the linking person, the Kyrgyz domestic worker. These networks
thereby constitute separate social worlds of Kyrgyz domestic workers, in accordance
to Crossley’s (2011) definition of them as “networks of interaction demarcated by their
participants’ mutual involvement in specifiable sets of activities” (p. 138). This implies
plurality of possible positions an actor can assume in one lifetime and Kyrgyz domestic
workers in their responses in this research did indeed exhibit multiple roles they

undertake in various circumstances and in relation to different actors.

In this chapter, I contextualize the responses of participant Kyrgyz domestic workers
within the networks of relations to identify three interrelated but (largely) separate
social worlds: family, migrant network, and domestic work. The social world of family
encompasses the immediate family members, spouses and their relatives and extended
kin on both sides. Interaction with these actors concerns experiences in Kyrgyzstan
prior to labor migration and involve activities reflecting and gender relations and
family structure. Second social world is comprised of migrant networks that Kyrgyz
women develop and maintain during labor migration. These include migrant networks
facilitating migration, like connections Kyrgyz women make before and during labor
migration with ex-migrants and recruiters in Kyrgyzstan as well as acquaintances and

friendships made during post-Soviet migration. On the other hand, migrant networks
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comprised of relations with actors in Turkey, such as other domestic workers,
compatriots, employers, and recruiters, sustain the current migration of the Kyrgyz
women. Lastly, social world of domestic work concerns the intimate nature of work
within the private realm of the house where Kyrgyz women work. Interactions in this
network includes all past and present employers and care-receivers as well as their
larger family or the household owing to the boarding or live-in condition of the
domestic work performed by Kyrgyz domestic workers. These social worlds are big
constellations of networks common to all the respondents, however within each
respondent’s experiences there are multiple other more specified social worlds that can
be distinguished, such as social world of street and market vendors in Kyrgyzstan,
labor migrants in Russia, and Kyrgyz migrants in Turkey. Thus, the current delineation
of social worlds according to the actors and activities involved and interests shared by
these actors is necessary to build the subsequent continuousness of the experiences of
Kyrgyz women across these networks of relations, opening a space for the discussion

of transnational agency.
5.1. Family and Kinship relations in Kyrgyzstan

Family is the cornerstone of the experiences of Kyrgyz domestic workers; their life-
trajectories stem from the familial relations that are contextually located in various
structures of the Kyrgyz society. Scholars like Ismailbekova (2016) attribute this to
the post-Soviet nation-building ideologies which utilize and politicize kinship and
tradition on social and political level in an effort to de-Sovietize and establish cultural
authenticity of Kyrgyz society. Indeed, long-standing Kyrgyz traditions that have
survived into modernity centered around family and kinship relations that were at the
heart of perpetuation of national values (Olcott, 1997). The effect which families have
on the migrants thus starts with the imparting of the said socio-cultural structures on
the migrants as children, while its significance does not diminish with time nor spatial
change as actors move across borders. If anything, family ties are strengthened and
national values are intensified during the migration process. Thus, below I try to
illustrate how family relations frame different paths the women take in their lives,
permeating every decision they make, ultimately leading to labor migration of Kyrgyz
women in an effort to support the family. Their migration movements, in turn,

transnationalize these family and kinship ties in a very particular way unique to the
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case of Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey and differentiated from previously

observed patterns of transnational families.

I want to construct a map of actors in this social world of the family and kin and
corresponding relationships the Kyrgyz domestic workers have with them through
depicting the life stages of the respondents. I therefore observe that the family
relations have a different effect on the actors in each significant point in their life-
trajectories, changing in nature (e.g., how parents and siblings become source of
support in child rearing once Kyrgyz women enter local and/or foreign labor markets,
and how their international migration transforms the practice of socio-emotional
support (commons) these actors exhibit toward their siblings) and expanding in extent
(e.g., including the relationship with husband, in-laws as a family, followed by
motherhood that comes about from marriage) accordingly. For example, the earliest
observable pattern in the responses of Kyrgyz domestic workers is the central role their
families had in influencing the direction their education and specialization would take.
Hence, I start the construction of the social world of the family and kin from education
and specialization, followed by exploration of the history of marriage that was directly
related to the previous stage. In other words, each of these stages are connected not
only chronologically, but in the way the effect of the family relations in each preceding
one is intensified by giving rise to certain outcomes in the next stage. Here, I conceive
of stages only as tools to demarcate these important moments in lives of the
respondents, as informed by the responses of Kyrgyz domestic workers in this thesis,
not to imply the idea of progression or development. As a result, there are following
stages | use in the respective order to analyze the interactions of Kyrgyz domestic
workers with their parents, siblings, husbands, husband’s family, and children as actors
within the social world of family and kin: education and specialization, marriage,
under which I also consider the relationship with in-laws along with the spousal
relationship, becoming a breadwinner which refers to either passing or a divorce with
the spouse, motherhood (the meaning and practices of which are accentuated by the
previous stage that incurs the single-mother status on the participants and includes the
transnational motherhood), and lastly transnationalizing family that is devised to
depict the role of a sibling and its consequences, i.e. how it transforms , upon labor

migration of the participant Kyrgyz women.
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5.1.1. Experiences before marriage

One of the earliest observable effects the family had on the lives of Kyrgyz women
was in the field of education. The role of the family in determining the degree of
education the women would attain as well as the specialization they would choose was
very sizeable. Indeed, while universalized primary and secondary education was one
of the main components of the state socialism during Soviet times, women from rural
regions had less opportunities for higher education, opting instead to attend specialized
vocational schools to train as accountants and agriculture specialists (Ishkanian, 2003).
For example, Teal was encouraged by her mother to graduate secondary school and

pursue her studies when she was young:

I did not go to the 9™ grade because my mom was struggling. I [wanted to] stay with
her, and help her at the farm, but she insisted that I continue my education. So, I entered
an agricultural vocational school.

This can be attributed to the high importance given to education by the generation
growing up in Soviet times, in line with observations of Ismailbekova (2016) about
Soviet-educated people regarding education and work as the most important
investment. Some of the respondents who were educated during Soviet times had a
university degree, specializing in teaching (Brown and Magenta), translation (Gray)
and law (Pink), respectively. While specialized vocational education was prevalent
among middle-aged Kyrgyz women, enrollment in higher education institutions
increased in the post-Soviet times, and younger respondents like Red, Cyan, and Ivory
migrated from rural regions to study in the universities in the big cities like Bishkek

and Osh in the early 2000s.

City was similarly an important factor during Soviet times, where the attitude the
family had toward the respondents moving away played an important role on their path
to specialization. Bishkek as the capital of Kyrgyzstan since Soviet times constituted
the ultimate destination for Kyrgyz women in pursuit of education and independence,

like Green:

I graduated the school, 10 years, from Kyrgyzstan during Soviet times. Then I worked
for a year as a worker in the furniture factory, with my sister. After that, I came to
Bishkek to apply to a specialized school — uchilishye — in trade, but I was late for
applications. Then I thought I would apply to the medical school, but I was late there
too. But I still wanted to study higher education, even if somewhere small, but in
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Bishkek, and study. I told my parents that I did not want to go back to the village, that
I wanted to stay and study, and they supported my decision. They encouraged my
studies, and I eventually got into culinary school, I finished it with excellence. Then for
4 months, we had an internship — praktika — I went through it really well too, I received
all types of diplomas of excellency, certificates of distinction for my work.

The support and patience Green’s family exhibited toward their daughter’s
determination to study in Bishkek allowed her to fulfill her goal. She regards this
moment in her life as pivotal, granting her opportunities to acquire training that would
later serve as a source of important skills, work ethic, and thus reason for pride in her
abilities. In contrast, White’s case illustrates the other end of the spectrum, whereby
her parents wanted her to stay close to home, leading her to study in the specialized

school in a nearby village:

Actually, I did not want to go to [the nearby village], I told my mom I will go the
specialized school in Bishkek, but [A.] Ata [a family friend] was very persistent in
putting me through school, and my parents made me go there. [Afterwards,] when my
mother first moved to the Bishkek, she actually asked me to stay behind to support
my family. When I was back in the village, then, I was kidnapped by a man 6 years
my senior, a man [ did not know at all, whom I have never seen before. He came as a
guest to my neighbor’s house and kidnapped me, and [ went to the house 1 hour away
from mine as a bride [kelin].

Thus, White’s case illustrates how the family restricted her choices and entrusted the
control of her movements during her studies to another male relative. Consequently,
staying in the village and not being able to realize her dreams to study in Bishkek led
her to start a family unexpectedly in the most unfavorable conditions, falling victim to
the tradition of bridal kidnappings that were rampant during Soviet times
(Tabyshalieva, 2000). Similarly, Azure’s plans and dreams were derailed when she got

abducted as a bride:

I wanted to study in the university, graduate, live well when I was a kid. But it did not
happen as I wanted because, as you know, in our region, we have kidnapping cases
after you finish the school. I was kidnapped and then got married. After marriage,
there was no opportunity for me to study. After that, because of family life, taking
care of kids, I did not pursue studying further. My time passed taking care of children.

Thus, for White as well as Azure kidnapping constituted a violent interruption of their
life, most strongly affecting their educational attainment. Unable to continue their
education and get a degree, these women subsequently did not work after marrying
their abductors, supporting observations that kidnapped women are less likely to work

and less likely to have personal income (Arabsheibani et al., 2021). This is in line with
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observations that as a form of child, early, and forced marriages (CEFM), bride
kidnapping has a wide range of effects on women's health and education outcomes,
domestic abuse, labor force participation, and decision making within the household
(Bazarkulova & Crompton, 2020, p. 14). Particularly, Steiner and Becker (2019) relate
comparatively low weight of infants at birth with psychological stress of being married
through abduction has on a woman (p. 580). Similarly, illegal nature of the practice
has also reported to preclude an official registration of the marriage, hence the
stripping women of formal rights to property, child support, or divorce (Muldoone &

Casabonne, 2017).

Both White and Azure are part of a group of respondents in their mid-40s and mid-
50s, which includes Gray and Pink, who were coerced into marriage through the
custom of bride kidnapping when they were young women in the Soviet era. This has
occurred within the context of socialist state’s efforts to curtail the number of incidents
through penalization, outlawing the practice along with other nomadic traditions, in an
effort to “battle nomadism” and foster sovietization (Igmen, 2012). Nevertheless, this
practice of gender-based violence survived in the alleys of the village communities,
considered historically legitimate and culturally authentic by the conservative
fractions of Kyrgyz society (Werner, 2009; ADB, 2019; Borbieva, 2012; Tugelbaeva
et al., 2019; Sadykova, 2021). It has been regulated by cultural norms of honor and
shame where women cannot refuse the marriage after abduction without risking her

honor and that of her family. This is well exemplified by Gray:

Around 1991-1992, T went back to my village to see my parents; and it was very
common back then and there were no legal consequences for this, and still they have
it in Kazakhstan in Kyrgyzstan, but I was kidnapped. And you know how it is, it was
very traditional, there was a lot of pressure around it, if you walk away, your parents
are going to be ashamed, there will be a talk among people.

As demonstrated, the veil of traditionality obscures the fundamental violence
kidnapping practices have entailed for Kyrgyz women not just physically (where a lot
of women were raped in order to decrease the chances of refusal (ADB, 2019)) but
also psychologically, where coercion and sudden thrust into a married life have
insurmountable effect on women (Bazarkulova & Compton, 2020). While the practice
has remained illegal in the post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan, penalized by Article 155 of the

Criminal Code of Kyrgyzstan, the move toward re-traditionalization of post-Soviet
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Kyrgyzstan poses the problem of reinvigorating this practice, which Ermatov (2017)
reports has led to some in the Kyrgyz society celebrating it as a “beautiful old Kyrgyz
tradition”, contributing to growing illiberal sentiments among the Kyrgyz youth (p.

83). Purple, who is in her mid-30s, thus comments:

I finished just the high school, and left to Moscow in 2006, escaping being kidnapped
[as a bride]. They once came with a car right in front of my house, I barely escaped.
Kidnapping was really widespread back then, but nowadays, with the enforcing of the
laws, past 10 years or so, it is very rare. They feel ashamed to do it anymore, they try
to meet and get to know each other first, deciding to marry afterwards.

Indeed, in line with Purple’s observation, resurgence of bride kidnapping in late 1990s
and early 2000s coincides with the nationalization policies centered around
revitalization of old cultural customs in an effort to construct a culturally authentic
Kyrgyz identity. On the other hand, marriage for Kyrgyz women constituted
something important and sacred, where bride abduction is a violation of their right to
choose, but most importantly, to love. Thus, Purple’s case exemplifies the use of labor
migration as a way to escape these cultural customs and practices entailing gender-
based violence and decreasing women’s freedom and choices. Similarly, Gray after
her forced marriage to her abductor, sought to divorce him due the abuse in the
relationship, whereby she used an opportunity to work in Russia to escape her violent
marriage, after which she was able to divorce him. Indeed, women in Kyrgyzstan are
reported to use migration as a way to escape risks of bride abduction, violent
relationships, and patriarchal constraints in Kyrgyzstan (Thieme, 2008;
Abdurazakova, 2011; Rubinov, 2012; Hoffman and Chi, 2021). On the other hand, for
those unable to migrate remaining in Kyrgyz villages and subjected to coercive
marriage through cultural practices of bride abduction, women are forced comply to
show their loyalty to their ethnicity. Handrahan (2004) conceptualizes this function of
bride kidnapping an act of ethnic definition, whereby men “claim” their ethnicity
through the act, while women “belong” to the ethnicity by submission to male ethnic
dominance (p. 222). Thereby, refusing to marry the kidnapper is considered a rejection

of Kyrgyz ethnicity.

According to Cleuziou and Direnberger (2016), this “familial politics and control over
women’s bodies” (198) has taken place in post-Soviet times as a result of national

ideologies that aim to “re-traditionalize” society through asserting gender hierarchies
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that entail subordination of women. Kidnapping as a tradition central to the
reconstruction of Kyrgyz identity is one of the consequences of the new nationalization
discourse in Kyrgyzstan (ADB, 2019; Borbieva, 2012; Kandiyoti, 2007). Yet, the
patterns of this control of women’s movements in rural Kyrgyzstan and commitment
of gender-based violence in the form of bride kidnapping during Soviet times in the
case of our respondents is indicative of how tradition and cultural values surrounding
women have been enacted in rural Kyrgyzstan prior to independence. In other words,
it is not a new phenomenon, but only a newly visible one as it is being implemented
on national scale in the contemporary Kyrgyzstan while continuously existing in
traditional forms of family and gender practices in various pockets of society prior to
the advent of the independent republic. Thus, these cases exemplify the control
families have over young girls in Kyrgyzstan, both enabling and constraining their
education. Moreover, the familial control over the mobility of the respondents in the
current study allows us to peer into how this affects the marital life that follows their
education, where White still remembers her staying in the village that preconditioned

the kidnapping with a grain of bitterness and regret.

Therefore, the level of education of Kyrgyz women largely depends the on the support
of the family, however other social factors are embedded in the family’s decision about
education. Notably, education of the parents, number of children, birth order, rural-
urban background, and socio-economic status contribute to the educational outcomes
for women (Bazarkulova & Compton, 2020). Moreover, cultural values surrounding
marriage and traditional practices like kidnapping significantly affect the investment
in daughter’s education, where Bazarkulova and Compton (2020) report that families
are less likely to support higher education of women if the risks of kidnapping are
high. Since bride kidnapping is more prevalent in the rural areas, indeed the location
of the education impacts the level attained by women in a significant way since it can
be interrupted or stunted by coercive marriage. Marriage in general can be prioritized
by the family over education goals of a woman in accordance to the cultural values
surrounding “natural destiny” of women as wives and mothers (Ismailbekova, 2016).
Indeed, all except two respondents in this study have entered into a marriage at some
point in their lives either by coercion through bride kidnapping practices or
consensually later in life, most of women having attained the desired level of

education. It is this important dimension of family experience that I address next.
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5.1.2. Marriage and domestic responsibilities

Either by kidnapping or falling in love, women in the study married at a young age,
during or directly after their studies in specialized vocational schools. This
corresponds to the UNFPA (2016) report on Kyrgyz women marrying in their early
20s in contemporary times. For the respondents, much like in the case study of
Ismailbekova (2016), the prospect of marriage was never questioned, considered on
the other hand an inseparable part of life, a point which every Kyrgyz woman must
reach during her lifetime. Notably, both single participants - Ivory (in her early 40s)
and Purple (mid 30s) - exhibited desire to marry one day, after they return to
Kyrgyzstan from Turkey, explaining it as an urge to start their “own family”, becoming
a wife and a mother, caring for their own family much like they do to the members of
the employing family in Turkey. This is in line with the new gender ideologies
dominant in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan emphasizing domestic and family-oriented
character of women in accordance to the retraditionalization surrounding the new
national imaginaries of the independent state. This revival of traditions has permeated
the practices of marriage and familial aspirations of both genders in the post-Soviet
Kyrgyzstan, according to a UNFPA (2016) report that men and women in Kyrgyzstan
are equally subject to the stereotypes revolving around marriage. However, the
implications of this conservative turn in Kyrgyzstan are more consequential for women
since it revolves around ideas like importance of virginity in women to attain happiness
in family life, the consideration of only families with kids as wholesome, and
perception of centrality of motherhood shaping the “normal development” of
daughters. This aligns with three elements of women’s subordination in the post-
Soviet Central Asia outlined by Cleuziou and Direnberger (2016), that of spatial
division of private delegated to women and public dominated by men, construction of
maternity as a national duty and thus control of women’s bodies through fertility
control and maternity support, and restricted political participation of women in the
name of traditions, authenticity, or nature. As a result, construction of femininity in
Kyrgyzstan traditionally and contemporarily center around the domesticity of women,
their roles in the society being closely linked to their positions in the family as wives,
daughters-in-law and subsequently mothers and mothers-in-law (Ismailbekova, 2016;

Eraliev & Heusala, 2021; ADB, 2019).
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Kyrgyz women thusly become deeply entrenched in the traditional structure of a
Kyrgyz family through marriage and their new roles as daughters-in-law. This position
in the family is reportedly the lowest one in the gender hierarchy in the family where
young brides are subordinate not only to their husband but to his male and female
relatives in the household (Borbieva, 2012; Ismailbekova, 2014, 2016; Landmann,
2018; Childress, 2017). The power dynamic is exacerbated in patrilocal residences,
which are prevalent in Kyrgyzstan, especially in rural areas and more conservative
families (Landmann, 2018; Ismalibekova, 2014). The patrilocality is based on the
custom of youngest sons coresiding with parents and their wives taking care of the
household. Majority of the respondents coresided with their in-laws while married,
like Cyan who shares: “Once we wanted to move, and the [husband’s] parents said

“you can move only after we die”; so, we never asked again”.

The patrilocal residence of Kyrgyz women is particularly beneficial for mothers-in-
law who stand to gain status and (more) power with the arrival of a new bride into the
household as the brides or kelin’s represent a new source of labor that mothers-in-law
can control according to their traditional authority in the family (Ismailbekova, 2016;
Childress, 2017). The legitimization of the authority of the women in the family is
based on the age and ensuring the patrilineal continuation of the family by giving birth
to a son, which confers respect and a higher social position to a woman. Hence, the
mother of the groom reaches the top of the social ladder in the family when the son
“brings home a bride” proving his ability to provide for the family, thereby bestowing
honor upon the household (Bagirova, 2021). Since women after marriage are seen as
no longer part of her birth family but belonging with and to the husband and his family,
mothers-in-law by extension effectively gain power and control over the young brides
as they are at the bottom of the family hierarchy (Childress, 2017). This is evident in
the experiences of the respondents in this study as coresiding daughters-in-law whose
interactions with their mothers-in-law was informed by such power imbalance
between them. The conflict between the respondents and their mothers-in-law arose in
matters concerning mobility and visibility of women in the public space. Particularly,
a matter of the young bride continuing her studies was contentious in the husband’s
family, which some in-laws supported, while others discouraged. For example, even

as a kidnapped bride, Gray demanded she continue her education, not willing to
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compromise her aspirations evident in her expression: “I was dreaming of things, I

aimed high, I had plans to go places, so I insisted I finish my studies”.

This was respected by her in-laws, and Gray successfully finished her education at the
university in Bishkek. On the other hand, Teal experienced a pushback against her

education from her mother-in-law:

[M]y mother-in-law said “we are urbanites, you will not continue your studies, I will
not let my only son go with you to the village”, back then in 1973 [...] I decided I
would go and continue my education in spite of my mother-in-law. I got accepted to
specialized school of light industry.

Thereby, Teal’s mother-in-law was in charge of controlling her movement and
communicating the family values and deliberations to her. The mother-in-law thus
acted within the axes of power conferred to her by her position in the family and as a
daughters-in-law Teal had to negotiate with the her. However, what is striking in the
case of these Kyrgyz domestic workers is how they contested the power of the
mothers-in-law and control of the family over their bodies and movement by voicing
and insisting on their own goals, their education attainment. Therefore, Kyrgyz
domestic workers interviewed for this study balanced their own aspirations with the

expectations and demands of the husband’s families from them.

The entire family of the husband is involved in reproducing the inferior position of
daughters-in-law in the family, whereby the newlywed Kyrgyz women is perceived as
a bride for the household not just for the husband (Sadykova, 2021). This means that
most tasks associated with the housework previously performed by other women in
the house are then relegated to the new bride or kelin, which includes cooking,
cleaning, taking care of children and elderly in the family, etc. Moreover, advancing
in the household hierarchy with arrival of new brides into the household, older women
in the family who once were kelin’s themselves, including sisters, wives and mothers
of the male family members, gain more power and higher status, exerting pressure on
the new kelin. The demanding conditions of being a kelin working within the

prerogative control of mothers-in-law is best exemplified by Yellow’s testimony:

Still [the in-laws] do not accept you, they think of you as a kelin. [On the other hand]
bride is also a person, someone’s daughter. We were brides as well. I tell my sisters
and other women who are themselves mothers-in-law to keep in mind that we were
also brides, not to be strict with them, not to scold them. For example, it is a plus [for
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me to have lived in Turkey], if I lived in Kyrgyzstan, I could have ended up being as
bad a witch as other mothers-in-law.

Therefore, Yellow brings up the fundamental issue at the heart of the intergeneration
relationship of women in the household, how young brides are treated as a different
category of people, designated by the reference kelin. This word is used to directly
address and to talk about daughters-in-law by the members of the husband’s family,
reducing these women into a simplistic category of kelin defined solely by their role
within the household, which has practical connotations in the form of extensive
amounts of domestic work and scrutinization by other female members of the

household.

Respondents in the present study thusly performed various tasks in the household in
accordance to their status in the household as brides or kelin’s, from caring for the
members of the family, meeting their emotional needs and morally supporting them,
while also taking on domestic chores around the house, such as cooking, cleaning,
laundering, and other housework. Moreover, the time poverty of Kyrgyz women
reported in relation to the disproportionately more time spent on such domestic duties
in comparison with men (ADB, 2019) is further exacerbated in the position of a kelin
where women spend more time carrying out domestic responsibilities, who are first to
wake up in the morning and last to go to bed at night. It is in this sphere of domesticity
that Kyrgyz domestic workers acquire and practice the majority of their “domestic
skills”. For example, Red and White took care of their bed-ridden parents-in-law in
their first years in the family, an experience which would prove a vital resource upon
their labor migration to Turkey and employment as care-takers of the elderly. This is
in line with the findings of Landmann and colleagues (2018) about Kyrgyz women in
patrilocal households investing more time in elder care than women who do not
coreside with the husband’s family. This comes at a cost of leisure time of the women
since housekeeping tasks are still performed by women with no support from parents

(Landmann et al., 2018: p. 2185).

However, the research suggest parents-in-law in coresiding households might provide
care for young children (Landmann et al., 2018, p. 2198) which is an important
function of the patrilocality and family relations in Kyrgyzstan, enabling women to get

jobs should the employment be treated as a family optimization problem. In other
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words, if the family requires additional income, the employment of the women in the
family can be accommodated by the household members. Although not all the
participants in this study had experience of living with their husband’s family, most of
them lived in the village with the in-laws for 1 to 3 years after marriage, moving to the
city afterwards, usually for work. This in line with the tradition in rural Kyrgyzstan
practiced during the Soviet times that Ablezova and collegues (2008) recognize as
fostering internal migration — tradition of leaving the first-born children to be raised
by husband’s parents in the village. This generated benefits for the young family to
has less responsibilities in the city and enable them to focus on their careers there
(Ablezova et al., 2008). This link between migration and grandparents taking care of
the children transformed with the migration of parents abroad, where Trilling (2010)
reports it created a “abandoned generation” of migrants’ children in Kyrgyzstan who
are left behind. Furthermore, dependence on the remittances of the husband’s parents
is increased with such transfer of care (Trilling, 2010). Therefore, Kyrgyz women
acquired an important support network of a family on the side of the husband who
would take care of the children when they ventured into local and foreign labor
markets. For example, the only two married participants, Cyan and Khaki’s children
live are currently living with their husbands and their families. In another exceptional
example, White’s relationship with her mother-in-law illustrated the emotional support
and help with rearing children that the family of the husband provided while the
Kyrgyz domestic workers was away working. White’s relationship with her mother-

in-law in Bishkek is hence depicted as following:

My mother-in-law had a back surgery sometime around then [when we were living in
Bishkek], she came to live with us, which was good for me, because she would look
after children when I would go the market [to work] ... [When my husband became
religious and started practicing prayers], my mother-in-law was shocked at how
radical her son got, much more fanatic and stricter than even his imam father was. She
would say “even his father did not do things like that”. So, we laughed with her about
it. Life continued like that for a while... In general, our fights did not decrease, but
only increase in number and intensity, my husband became more aloof, not interested
or invested in the family, whether we were starving or homeless or naked, he just went
to his missionary trips (“davat”) days and weeks on end... So, [when we finally
separated], my mother-in-law cried, she loved me much, as I did her. She would be so
nice to me, never mistreat or abuse me, she really loved me. I am still in touch with
my in-laws, even now. I am good with all of them.

How White’s mother-in-law comforted her when she had problems with her husband

is similar to Ismailbekova’s (2016) observations of the husband’s siblings morally
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supporting and protecting the brides against the infidelity of the husband. This can be
interpreted as the “women’s struggle to keep their families together” as a result,
whereby this has helped to strengthen the bonds with their in-laws (Ismailbekova,
2016, p. 272). The particular problems White had with her husband further illustrated
revivalism of Islam in Kyrgyzstan, whereby her husband, who started practicing tenets
of the religion more rigorously, applied pressure on her and the entire family, in
accordance to the religious gender hierarchy. Therefore, instances of him controlling
her movements, regulating strictly what the family consumed, growing critical of them
and their “less religious” disposition led to her losing faith in their marriage and
breaking it off. Upon separation, White had to provide care for her children as the
childcare support by in-laws is withdrawn upon dissolution of the marriage per
sanctioning of divorce in the Kyrgyz culture (Childress, 2017). Thus, divorce affected
the subsequent relationship with the ex-in-laws that Kyrgyz women have, as evidenced

by Brown’s experience:

And after our divorce my husband got married, but after 6 years he passed, in the same
house we used to live in. [...] With his relatives, we don’t really talk, although I invited
them to my daughter’s wedding. Gladly they came, but they never were helpful
financially or otherwise. Now his brother made home of [my ex-husband’s] house,
and sometimes | suggest to my son to get married and live in that house [because it
rightfully belongs to him]. But he does not want to, let alone move to Talas for that,
to the village. Why would I live with the relatives who don’t even ask after me, he
says. They are not in touch.

Hence, marriage was at the heart of the new family relations of Kyrgyz women and
was crucial for their ability to benefit from the childcare support that in-laws provide
in their absence enabling respondents to work in the cities and later on abroad.
However, divorce fundamentally alters this care structure as women are stripped of
their relations with the husband’s family upon the dissolution of the marriage. This is
line with the stigmatization and sanctioning of divorce in the Kyrgyz culture, where
repercussions for the dissolution of the marriage for women are harder since she
becomes part of the husband’s family upon marriage and returning to the birth family
hence is considered shameful (Childress, 2017). Thereby, in divorce, Kyrgyz women
lose not only their husbands but a wider social network of relations with his family
that is instrumental in ensuring their labor force participation both locally and as
migrants abroad. In other words, support of the husband’s family in childcare is

conditional upon the success of the marriage union, whereby divorced women are no
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longer able to rely on this network for child support. This complicates matters for
divorced women who effectively become single mothers and take over care of their
children. As a result, the marriage and respective success or failure of it determined
the path these women would take afterwards, where the latter was more prevalent in
the respondent of the thesis pool and forced the women into the labor market during
the early years of independence. Their economic struggles were underscored by
unemployment, low-wages, and informal jobs. The common theme of venturing into
trading where they would buy and sell clothing and textiles was dominant in their
recollections. Majority of the women hence first tried and failed to find sufficient
income-earning and stay in Kyrgyzstan before joining the migration waves to
neighboring post-Soviet countries. Next, I discuss these observations in more detail to
explore how divorce and dissolution of marriage is tied to how Kyrgyz domestic
workers become the breadwinners of their families and what this means for the

respondents.
5.1.3. Divorce and becoming a breadwinner

For the divorced participants in this study, the reason for separation was due to
unhappiness in marriage. While for some like Brown and Green it was about the
husband’s infidelity, for others coerced nature of the marriage induced by the custom
of bride kidnapping was the cause for poor relations with the husbands. For example,
Azure, who was subject to bride kidnapping, describes her reason for divorce as

following:

We did not get along well with my husband, after we got married, 2-3 years later I
lived with him, I did not love him. Because of that, we couldn’t get along well with
my husband. While we were not doing well together like that, I had 2 children, 1 son
and 1 daughter. I lived like that for 3-4 years and then I separated from him.

Similar to Azure, Gray reported being unhappy in her marriage due to the bride
kidnapping where she did not feel content being married to a man she did not choose.
This in line with observations of commitment and satisfaction in a marriage informing
the divorce decisions of women (Dommaraju & Agadjanian, 2018) whereby lower
satisfaction levels have been observed among kidnapped women (Bazarkulova &
Compton, 2020) due to the different personality traits of spouses in coerced marriages

among other factors (Steiner & Becker, 2019).
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Overall, women in Kyrgyzstan have sought divorces increasingly more in the decades
since independence, reaching 10992 in 2019 (NSC, 2022f) which is attributed to the
structural and ideational shifts due to the rising connectedness of the Kyrgyz society
to the global market and informational flows country since the independence,
promoting demographic modernization (Nedoluzhko & Agadjanian, 2015). However,
the cultural sanctioning of the divorce still holds true, especially in rural areas of
Kyrgyzstan, whereby women are expected to be “good mothers” and “strong women”
enduring the hardships in the marriage for the sake of the children and preservation of
the family unit (Childress, 2017). Thus, consequences of divorce for women,
especially if initiated by the women, are more dire, where the women are subjected to
public scrutiny and shame for failing to uphold the Kyrgyz cultural values. In light of
this, the high proportion of divorced women present in this study is important because
it represents how subsequent changes in the marital status transformed the terrain of
relationships with the in-laws, while also forcing the participants into single-
motherhood supporting their children on their own, taking full custody. Respondents
attributed this single motherhood to their desire to be independent and self-sufficient,

like White:

I never took any money neither from government, nor from my [ex] husband. Even
my parents wanted to help and support me, but I didn’t take any money from them. I
can say that much at the very least. I did it all by myself, all on my own, filling their
stomachs and clothing them warmly.

Therefore, dissolution of the marriage or losing a spouse presents a rupture in the
traditional family structure of Kyrgyzstan, signifying an important point in the
woman’s lives where they enter the labor market both locally and internationally as
migrants in order to provide for their children and larger family and kinship networks,

thereby becoming breadwinners.

The link between divorce and widowhood increasing the labor force participation of
Kyrgyz women can be explained by the increased load of domestic responsibilities and
confirming to conservative gender norms and cultural values around gender roles
decreasing the chances of women working while married, especially in patrilocal
residences (ADB, 2019). Indeed, labor force participation of women when they were
living with their husband’s families was uncommon among the respondents, majority

of them staying at home to take care of the children and other family members.
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However, once the family was relocated to the urban centers, women were rushed into
the workforce by the growing need to support the children they would bring with them
to city. This is exemplified by White story about her move to Bishkek with her
husband:

My husband was selling clothes for children, and as the saying goes, with money, a
person changes too. He did not manage his work well, he spent all the earnings on
drinking, getting out with his friends, and soon went bankrupt. Then he started selling
cattle, slaughtering it for sale as well. I would sell the meat [from his slaughterhouse]
in the market. Life changed all of a sudden, we started earning more, life was good...
[After he entered Islam,] my husband, on the other hand, would not care about what
we ate, drunk or wore. Because of the missionary trips, he wouldn’t even work.
Everything was left up to me, not only did I work until evening, but once home, I
would wash all the clothes by hand, cook, clean, take care of the sick mother.

White’s story illustrates the double burden carried by Kyrgyz women in early 1990s,
as a wage-earner and the care-taker of the family. This stems from the loss of state-run
public services during the post-Soviet period like childcare support, free kindergartens
and schools that used to be provided by the socialist governments. Thus, middle-aged
Kyrgyz women like White and majority of the respondents in this study, who were
born during Soviet times, were greater impacted by this erosion of this social security,
effectively losing their “claims to citizenship” (Kandiyoti, 2007). This was
compounded by the reduction of employment opportunities for these women upon the
fall of Soviet Union, due to the closure of workplaces, like factories, and loss of
bureaucratic jobs mainly occupied by women in the Soviet era, pushing women into
“poverty shock” (Kuehnast, 2003). Thus, Kyrgyz women, unable to find jobs in their
field of specialization, developed poverty-reducing strategies by performing informal
labor (Thieme, 2008; Urbaeva, 2019; ADB, 2019). This is exemplified by White
becoming a vendor in the meat market despite having training as an accountant. White
continued working as a vendor in Bishkek selling meat after separating with her
husband, working in the same market for another 7 years before migrating to Russia
due to increased competition in meat sales in Bishkek. Similarly, Brown was forced to
abandon her profession due to the low-wages, and join the expanding informal trade

market after her divorce:

After the divorce, I worked in the Talas National University library for 3 years. And
as you know, the education does not pay that well, our salary was minimal, 1000 som.
I needed to put children through education alone, so after 3 years I went to
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marketplace. Back then, entire country was leaving to work at the market [as vendors],
so like others I also went to the market to sell children’s clothing.

Like Brown, many Kyrgyz women in the study had secondary specialized (vocational)
and higher levels of education, working in their fields of specialization as accountants,
teachers, librarians, and translators before the fall of the Soviet Union. However, with
the economic instability marking early years of independence women faced deskilling
and casualization of their training and education (Zavadskaya, 2000; Einhorn 2000).
Implications of the structural crisis and subsequent economic hardships in Kyrgyzstan
hence have been more consequential for women who have already been integrated into
the labor market prior to the fall of the Soviet Union. Blue, currently working as a live-
in care-taker of an elderly woman in Ankara, used to work as an agriculture specialist
and later as a factory worker during Soviet times before losing her husband at 37, and

her commentary on the transition economy poignantly exemplifies this:

Why did I come here to work as a domestic worker? Because before 1991 we studied
and worked in the Soviet time, it was all normal then. We had a job, living conditions
then. Then in 1991 with the restructuring of the governments in Central Asia, in
Kyrgyzstan too, there was a restructuring. After this, it is the mistakes of our country’s
leaders, that the conditions of the restructuring were not communicated to the public
adequately. As a result, the population did not know the new system well, it all fell
apart. All the factories, working places were closed, the country’s budget because of
that also decreased. All because of privatization. Because of this we were left
unemployed.

Moreover, working in the informal sector like local trade, buying and selling goods in
the street markets, is not a readily available poverty-reducing strategy for all the
women in Kyrgyz society. As evidenced by the majority of the respondents in this
study being divorced, single, or widowed at the time of (re-)entering the local informal
labor market, the gendered consequences of post-Soviet economic transition were
different for married women. This can be explained by work in the informal labor
market being culturally sanctioned in the Kyrgyz society as it brings dishonor to the
family because the increased mobility of women and their presence in the public space
is seen as a failure of the male breadwinner to provide for his family (Bagirova, 2021).
Thus, same cultural values of honor and shame have been mobilized by the family in
restricting women’s entrance into the informal labor market in Kyrgyzstan (Rocheva
& Varshaver, 2017; Thieme, 2008). Consequently, women and single mothers who are
usually divorced or widowed had higher representation in the informal labor market

than their married counterparts. Working in the public sphere and in the informal
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market by engaging in local and international (usually post-Soviet shuttle) trade thus
is justified in the Kyrgyz society by the need to provide for the children in the absence
of the male breadwinner. As a result, the nuptial trends such as marriage and divorce

affect the experiences of Kyrgyz women in the labor market and society in general.

Similarly, labor migration is another strategy used by Kyrgyz women to alleviate their
families from poverty (Abdurazakova, 2011). However, according to the Kyrgyz
cultural values and gender norms, there needs to be certain extent of social legitimacy
justifying the outmigration of a woman whereby being married or having had been
married is a specific condition for social acceptance of the women’s mobility in
Kyrgyzstan (Rocheva & Varshaver, 2017). Thus, under this normative framework,
divorced women and widows as single mothers are freed from the cultural constraints
and the control of the body and the movement of women by their family, husband and
in-laws, thereby engaging in labor migration at much higher rates (Thieme, 2008).
Magenta, who had lost her first husband in her 30s, exhibited this pattern, entering the
trade business in Kazakhstan in 1998 after her job in the village collective was sacked.
Coral after her divorce worked very briefly as a baker in Kazakhstan as well.
Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of the respondents started leaving for Russia
as low-skill, low-wage jobs there presented a better alternative to the economic
situation in Kyrgyzstan. This corresponds to the report of FIDH (2016) where hard
socio-economic situation with rising levels of poverty in the country have been
reported to force Kyrgyz women to seek employment in trade and service sectors in
Russia and Kazakhstan. These patterns unfold at the backdrop of marketization of the
economy in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan that led to massive lay-offs due to privatization
and closure of many workplaces (Dudwick et al., 2003) and correspond to the ensuing
feminization of migration due to limited employment opportunities for women in
Kyrgyzstan. This direct route to labor migration after the dissolution of marriage
indicates the permeating effect the economic stagnation in Kyrgyzstan has on the

family structures.

In recent years, the predominant migration routes of divorced Kyrgyz women have
also transformed from being largely spread across post-Soviet space to include farther
destinations like US, South Korea and Turkey (FIDH, 2016). While majority of the

respondents in the study had migrated to Russia or Kazakhstan for work before their
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arrival in Turkey, still some of them came directly to Turkey. This is indicative of how
well Kyrgyz domestic workers use their networks to learn about alternative destination
and ensure their migration to these countries. Blue is one of such respondents who
utilized her connections with university students to learn about the job opportunities
in Turkey, arriving in Ankara at the end of 1990s as one of the first wave of Kyrgyz
migrants in Turkey after the collapse of the USSR. She summarizes her journey the
following way:
My first job was in agriculture. My second job was in a textile factory as a realizer
[realizator]. I worked there for 7 years, and then we were downsized, and I got laid
off. Then I had to go abroad, because there were no jobs here, my daughters needed
to be supported, and we did not have a house in Bishkek. So, I came to work here [in
Turkey]. [...] I wanted to stay in Kyrgyzstan, but there are no cost-effective jobs there.
Every other day another factory is closing down. But, our government’s level of
understanding the mechanisms of private property is very low. There is no regulation

of the salary, the social security was not provided. I think all the migrants were forced
to go abroad just like me because of such situation.

The necessity to migrate for work expressed in this passage represents the reliance of
the families on labor migration to meet certain standard of living, and it is reflected in
the contingency of the economic stability of Kyrgyzstan on migration remittances on
a macro level, where the country has been identified to be caught in an “emigration
trap” (Abdurakhimov, 2018). A sense of inevitability of migration thus pierces through
the Kyrgyz society, where households rely on remittances to meet most basic needs
like food, clothing, and shelter, and to pay off debts, invest in durable goods, like cars
and houses, and finance ritualistic expenditures of the family like weddings, funerals,
and circumcision celebrations (Abdurazakova, 2011; Rubinov, 2010; Isabaeva, 2011).
For example, for Brown and Fuchsia, both divorced women with children, migrated to

Turkey after exhausting employment options in Kyrgyzstan:

To be honest, I came here when it really got bad, I had 2 credits, my son’s tuition, his
rent, food, providing for him. That’s how I got the determination. (Brown)

There are a lot of people who come here [to Turkey], because there are no jobs in
Kyrgyzstan, to look after household. We come because of the credits; the credit rates
are very high in Kyrgyzstan. (Fuchsia)

Women in Kyrgyzstan were “first to lose their jobs™ after the fall of the Soviet Union
(Kuehnast, 2003), Kyrgyz women were also first to migrate to other countries for
employment opportunities (Thieme, 2008). As evident in the responses of Kyrgyz

domestic workers, this is more pertinent for single mothers as it allowed women to
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pull their families out of poverty, improve their life standards, and secure education
for their children. Mobility of Azure who has engaged in circular migration, coming

to Turkey once in 2-3 years to work as a care-taker of the elderly, exemplifies this:

I tried to provide for my kids, we struggled a lot. That’s how it was. And then I gave
myself an aim to work, to buy a house. So, I came to Turkey. I wanted my children to
grow up, after that, for them to study, because I myself did not, that was my goal. I
worked to put them through education, to buy a house. I actually did not make any
plans of coming to Turkey and working. [ was decisive about it, when they told me
about the possibility to work here. I am a very determined woman, I think about it
immediately and go immediately. I am not afraid, I do not worry about how to do it, |
try to do what I think about right away. So I did not think about it or worry too much,
I just come. Whenever I feel short of money, I buy my tickets and come here.

As a result, labor migration is an essential arsenal for divorced and widowed women
in Kyrgyzstan to perform their roles as sole breadwinners in their families providing
for their children and supporting their relatives. This is due to the economic stagnation
of the Kyrgyz economy severely impairing the income-earning opportunities in
Kyrgyzstan, the extent of which is evident in higher numbers of married women
migrating abroad alone for work as well, albeit in lesser numbers than their divorced
or widowed counterparts (Eraliev & Heusala, 2021). Represented by two married
respondents in this study, this group of married breadwinners also signifies an
important dimension of labor migration whereby women are able to balance their
power with that of their husbands and become breadwinners in their families.

Accordingly, Khaki describes her experience as following:

The situation [in Kyrgyzstan] is really bad. It is not really that there is no job, but that
even if you find one, the salary is so low, you can never buy a house, or do any of
those traditional things, like a marriage ceremony [toi] for your children in a proper
way. That is why most of the women go working abroad. My husband, for example,
my whole family, depend on the money I spend. [...] I worked in Russia 5 years in a
confectionary shop as a salesclerk. I was working pretty much all the time, with
exceptions when I would give birth, but even then, after a couple of months I would
return back to work. We had to support our family; my husband’s salary only was not
enough to feed our family.

Khaki thereby performs the role of a breadwinner in her family, engaging in labor
migration as a way to supplement the earnings of her husband who works as a tractor
in Kyrgyzstan and occasionally as a seasonal migrant in Russia. Currently, her
remittances support the survival of her household which includes three children below
working age. Nevertheless, the role of the head of the household or decision about how

her remittances are spent remain with her husband.
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Cyan’s husband also was involved in seasonal construction work in Russia.
Nevertheless, his salary was not enough to pay back the credit loans she took for her
education. Influenced by migration stories in her village about Kyrgyz women buying
a house on a one-year salary of a domestic worker in Turkey, Cyan decided she wanted
to go to Turkey as well. As a result, she had to vie for the role of the breadwinner in

the family with her husband, developing tactics to persuade him to “let [her] go™:

I came to the city [Bishkek], in the first week we went to get my passport issued, it
came out in a week. [ was already cooking my husband’s ear [i.e., preparing him
mentally], telling him I would go, I would work for my children. And finally, when
the passport came out, I told him that I am going. He said to divorce him and then go
if I want to. I refused, for my children I am not going to separate. I told him that [ need
money, I wanted him to sell one of the cattle, he said “no, I would sell you instead”.
[laughs] Then my sister found me money, loaned from someone, it has interest, the
later you pay, the more you have to pay back... [But] now my husband is okay, that |
earn money and give it to him every month, he got used to it he says... [He] bought a
car apparently, I paid that off. I am tolerating everything for my children.

Cyan’s case exemplifies the patriarchal control the husband exerts over the movement
of his wife which prescribes to gender norms in Kyrgyz society (Ismailbekova, 2016).
However, Cyan employed tactics like gradual introduction of the idea of her migration
and arranging the legal and monetary requirements beforehand to successfully
negotiate her mobility with their husband and his family. Similar to Khaki’s case,
Cyan’s remittances are still largely controlled by her husband, which is part of how
she engages in “patriarchal bargaining” (Kandiyoti, 1988), allowing her to pursue her
goal of income-earning in Turkey as a domestic worker. In other words, by giving
away control of her remittances to her husband and thus subscribing to the traditional
gender norms in Kyrgyzstan, Cyan acquired the freedom for her cross-border mobility,
gaining economic power that significantly outweighs that of her husband’s. According
to Thieme (2008), this is a contentious legacy of the Soviet ideology, whereby men
were considered heads of the family and breadwinners, yet women were expected to
contribute to the economic health of the household in any possible way (335). The
migration of the women for work thus left men in the challenging position to relinquish
their position of the main economic provider and stay behind while their wives sent
remittances (Thieme, 2008, p.336). As a result, labor migration provides an important
way for married Kyrgyz women to contest the gender norms and cultural values
concerning mobility of women, economic power of husbands, and domesticity of
women.
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While for Kyrgyz married migrants the traditional view of the husband as a head of
the household and breadwinner, thence making decisions and controlling the
remittances they send was true (Urbaeva, 2019), divorced or widowed migrant women
acted as the sole breadwinners of their families, independent of either ex-husbands or
their families in the matters of earning or spending, acting as the heads of their family,
respectively. The latter group thus was unburdened by the control of the family or the
husband over their mobility, whereby their labor migration was deemed socially
legitimate by the society as single mothers (Rocheva & Verchaver, 2017). On the other
hand, married respondents challenge the cultural gender norms through labor
migration by gaining economic power and becoming breadwinners alongside their
husbands. Despite these differences between these groups, the common element in
their stories is the central role that motherhood occupies in their economic and
migration ventures whereby providing for their children, elevating their life standards,
supporting their education were all reasons cited as motivation for migration. This is
in stark contrast to the only two single participants, Ivory and Purple, whose aim in
earning income is to support themselves and their parents and/or siblings. Therefore,
in the next section, I will address this inextricable link between motherhood and labor
migration by focusing on how Kyrgyz domestic workers experience their role as

mothers and how migration affects this.
5.1.4. Motherhood and remittances

Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey leave their children behind in the care of their
families and extended kind in order to provide for them, their education, their housing,
and their wedding celebrations. As discussed above, the dissolution of the marriage,
forces a lot of women to become single mothers, with little to no financial support
from their families. This is because just like the respondents in the study, the entirety
of the Kyrgyz population was experiencing the same economic distress brought by
marketization in the post-Soviet era. As a result, the best the families and relatives of
the Kyrgyz single mothers could offer to them was support in caring for their children
while the women worked. However, in case of most respondents this was also
unfeasible seeing how in pursuit of jobs, the participant women were relocating to
cities where there was no familial support network. Consequently, Kyrgyz women

increasingly left their children in the villages in care of their parents and siblings, while
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mothers worked in the city. This transference of care continued further and with bigger
implications once Kyrgyz women started migrating abroad for work, where Blue

recounts her experience of being a labor migrant as following:

It is not something positive, it [being a labor migrant] is not good for me, it is a forced
road. Otherwise, who would want to leave their home? Imagine, mother, you are a
mother, how can you want to leave your child and leave even a step? Child needs me,
I need to support them, I need to rear them. Thank God my daughters were all grown
up, and even then, I went through nervous and psychological turmoil because how are
they doing, what are they doing, every time they had some troubles, I got incredibly
worried. Of course, I am a mother after all!

Hence, in line with observations of other post-Soviet domestic workers in Turkey
(Celik, 2005; Atatimur, 2008), Kyrgyz migrant women were forced to experience the
separation from their children to be able to provide basic necessities for them. Children
and their support, hence, was the primary motivation for Kyrgyz women to leave the
country for work. The rhetoric of “it is all for children” was dominant among the

participants of the study; Azure’s testimony illustrates this:

I came to Turkey to save my children’s life, I did not study, I did not study myself, so
I wanted them to get an education. So that we would live well, we would live like
people, I am working with that aim right now.

This attitude of foregoing oneself in the name of children is common to all the
participants in the research. The particular idea of “living like people” was also very
striking as it resurfaced in multiple interviews. The idea that their children should not
fall behind their peers neither in education nor in immediate needs like clothing, food,
and entertainment was shared by Kyrgyz women whose own conception of appropriate
standard of living was informed by their Soviet background. Kyrgyz women reported
having pleasant memories of their childhood during Soviet times, when the economic
stability allowed them to focus on education and pursue careers they wanted. It is clear

in how Magenta expresses herself:

Of course, in our Soviet era, our childhood was really good, everything was sufficient,
communism is what we lived in, dreaming about it. Everything was cheap. Our
childhood was happy, we were fed. There were no phones, no computers. We played
in the playground. Children played together, socialized. I reached my aim of my
childhood and became a teacher, [ have a higher education.

103



Consequently, White laments the fall of the USSR and links the level of comfort,
security, and good life standards to the employment opportunities offered by the

socialist state:

I think about the previous USSR regime, and think about what if it wouldn’t have
fallen. Maybe we wouldn’t have come here, we would not have been forced to come
here, may be all the factories and jobs would still be there, and we would have worked
there all comfortably like before. I blame our government for that, for all this
privatization wave that destroyed our factories. Carpet-weaving, for example, was a
big operation in our country; all closed, non-existent now. And 27 years like this...

The conception of appropriate standard of living was hence constructed through the
perspective of the Soviet past, which to the extent of its share of social and economic
hardships, presented a better symbolic alternative for Kyrgyz domestic workers in their
retrospective viewing of the economic structures. Profound ambiguities of the labor
market and employment opportunities in Kyrgyzstan, like the one White demonstrates
above, are experienced at the backdrop of this shared nostalgia over the Soviet system,
praising the social security and job security among other things. The socialist state
therefore ensured steady income to meet the family’s needs, including the education

of the children and their well-being. Blue thus shares:

Because I do not have a husband or a son, that’s why I helped to save my daughters’
livelihood, help them. Now, thank God, everything is well. [...] But why I forced
myself and stayed here working for so long is to increase the living standards of my
daughters, and to restore my own living conditions again.

The expression of “restoration” that Blue uses connotes the loss of the comfort and
safety that women and their families experienced after the fall of the Soviet Union.
After independence the trusted channels of public service including healthcare and
education deteriorated, leaving young women and their children stranded in the
insecurity of the transition economy. The restoration of living standards thus translated
to right to an education for the children, which thence is the primary concern of the

Kyrgyz mothers, as Green exemplifies:

I love my only daughter and her kids. For parents, it is all about children, it is all for
them. I looked after my own daughter and reared her not like a fatherless child, but as
if she had the richest father in the world. She never was short of anything, grew up in
comfort. [ hired a private teacher for her when she was 6. She grew up beautiful and
educated. [Now] I am sending everything to my daughter now, all my earnings, apart
from just some pocket money for when I go out to the city to meet up with girls and
the money for my phone, things like that. She rents in Moscow, so I need to help. I
have to support her.
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What both Blue and Green illustrate in these passages is also the emphasis on their
status as single mothers, not relying on either their husband or their in-laws for
provision of support or education for their children. Thus, Kyrgyz migrant women took
pride in their ability to provide for their children on their own, where Green’s remark
of “as if she had the richest father in the world” also indicates the level of financial
support associated with male income that she was able to compensate and meet the
needs of her child, accordingly. Her reference to the lower status of a “fatherless child”
can be explained by the cultural stigmatization of divorced women who are
marginalized in the society for the matrimonial abnormality they represent and hence
the decreased social position and ostracization from the social networks single mothers
suffer in Kyrgyzstan and other Central Asian countries (Cleuziou, 2019). The need to
meet the level of living standards and education “the children would have if they had
a father” is one of the challenges that Kyrgyz domestic workers thus overcome through

labor migration.

This appreciation of education during Soviet times is especially pronounced in how
Kyrgyz women approach the issue of education of their own children, financing their
education, indeed, among one of the top reasons for labor migration. The most

illustrative opinion about the importance of education is Blue’s:

What was a good side the Soviet left, in the mentality of the parents, even if starving,
struggling, giving education to the children is the priority, our first goal. That’s why I
always tell my daughters, even if with great struggle, it is worth finishing the
university, because just the ability to open the newspaper, read what’s inside, and
understand, you will be able to interpret it. If you're uneducated, you’re always
behind, it will always lack. Education always shows you the way, like a bright light,
you can see your way. Even when you’re in a pickle like me, education is the light
that will take you the right away.

The high educational attainment levels among Kyrgyz domestic workers informed
their attitude toward their children’s education. Thus, respondents were dedicated to
ensure their children would achieve the same and higher levels of education than them,
wishing for them to be successful in life, by which they understood ability to earn a
sufficient income preconditioned by a good education. This imagination of the future,
as a result, shaped the initial plans of Kyrgyz domestic workers surrounding their
migration to and employment in Turkey, where most respondents aimed to work only
for couple of years, to “earn enough” to support their children. The education, thence,

was one of the most potent motivators among respondents with children to seek
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employment outside Kyrgyzstan, in order to afford to sponsor pursuits of higher

education of their children, which Yellow adamantly supported:

When my daughter finished school, she went to university, in her second year she
started on a paid tuition, and because my husband couldn’t help, he had his own family
now, my in-laws passed away, I had to put my daughter through education. She lived
in flat, I sent her money for her flat, her education for 5 years. She graduated, then
started working, and got married recently, when she was 30.

White similarly took pride in the level of education her children were able to achieve

as a result of her efforts and migration to Turkey, in particular:

Both my children grew up well-educated. My daughter finished a polytechnical
college, and my son is now in the military school, thank God. I still can’t believe how
I managed all this, being a single mother, working most of the time!
As aresult, Kyrgyz migrant women would prioritize their children’s education as their
primary responsibility, to give them opportunity to finish high school and enter

university, to follow their passion and establish a career. This is evident in how Brown

describes her motivation for migration:

Like I said, after the divorce I supported children myself. As a result, my work here is
naturally tied to the education and support of my children. My son entered university
and my daughter was graduating high school. Back then graduating high school was
costly, or for me personally it was, you pay for all types of things. And that was exactly
the time when the commerce stagnated, my credits and contracts for the flat and others,
so I had to leave it all and come here.

After putting their children through higher education, however, the migrant mothers
did not come back, setting the next goal of financing the children’s wedding. This

nature of changing or evolving goals is exemplified by Magenta:

I sent money to my daughter, for her education, rent when she was studying; then to
her wedding. I send money to my children. Now, thank God, after the wedding, I am
trying to live a little bit for myself. Now next is my son’s wedding, I am saving for
that. You know how Kyrgyz weddings are [they are expected to be grand and lavish
with no expenses spared, even for the poorer groups]. You send all the money to those
expenses, to your relatives as well when you gather money for all types of celebrations
or funerals.

Indeed, life-cycle celebrations have been significant in Central Asian societies since
pre-Soviet times, which is the reason why the growth of these feasts both in number
and in their cost can be seen in the post-Soviet development when the tradition and
customs have become central to reclaiming the national identity in these countries

(Trevisani, 2016; Reeves, 2012; Rubinov, 2012; Abdurazakova, 2011). Particularly,
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wedding celebration or toi is a very important event conferring a social status to the
family, bestowing upon the hosting family either honor or shame for meeting the
expectations of the expenditure that demonstrates generosity and wealth (Werner,
2000; Aldashev, 2019). Since the wedding and marriage is not a separate affair of the
bride and groom but the whole family, in the patrilineal society like in Kyrgyzstan, the
male heads of the household are primary sponsors of toi’s, while it is their honor that
is at stake at such celebrations. wedding. However, in households where breadwinners
are women, an opportunity emerges for women to strengthen their status and affirm
their reputations in the society by financing lavish weddings for their children.
Cleuziou (2019) argues that through marriage ceremonies, divorced Tajik women are
able to address gender constraints and stereotypes surrounding single motherhood,
allowing women who do not fit into normative gender roles to take over roles usually
occupied by men (p. 12). This is the case for single Kyrgyz mothers migrating abroad
and financing their children’s weddings. Consequently, Brown talked about holding a
wedding for her son “like normal people have”, i.e., in accordance to the cultural
expectation of the wedding, especially groom’s wedding, being very lavish, with no

expenses spared, sitting a hundred and feeding two hundred:

Second goal is to marry my son off. I don’t know those traditions among Kyrgyz
people... weddings and everything that goes with it, so that everything like with other
normal people [kak u lyudey, a phrase that means proper, with no expense spared, in
this case, lavish]. This, main reason is to provide a housing for ourselves [i.e. buy a
house] and marry my son off [i.e. hold a wedding for him according to the Kyrgyz
traditions and social expectations that make it usually very expensive].

This demonstrates how Kyrgyz migrant single mothers also can mobilize money and
community relations to hold weddings and affirm their status in the society. Hence the
reputation, prestige, and power of the given family is recreated and strengthened
through the wedding celebration as it forms an arena for social networking and social
communication central to the preservation and strengthening of the namys, signaling
“that one has sufficient experience to deal with the rigors of life through taking
responsibility and resolving problems in all their manifestations” (Turdalieva &
Provis, 2017, p. 206). The desire of Brown thence to hold a proper wedding “like
normal people have” is very similar to Green’s sentiment about raising her daughter
“like she has the richest father in the world”. In both of these situations, Kyrgyz

domestic workers are holding themselves to the standard of the married women,
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garnering honor and respect through meeting these standards through their labor
migration income. This is in line with what Cleuziou (2019) observes in case of the
divorced Tajik women holding their children’s wedding, whereby by demonstrating
their ability to sponsor it lavishly the women effectively claim respect and reputation

“as if she were married”.

In the face of the rising costs of the weddings, migration has become one of the main
sources of financing a celebration big enough to uphold and affirm namys or the
dignity of the family. Migrant remittances have become a major source of wedding
expenditures, where social status and reputation of the migrants are also maintained
in-absentia through the money they send to the families and relatives left behind in
Kyrgyzstan (Turdalieva & Provis, 2017; Reeves, 2012). For years, seasonal migration
of young males to Russia has been one of the ways to finance weddings (Ilkhamov,
2013). This has reverted the traditional role distribution between parents and children,
according to Trivisiani (2016), where younger generation was now controlling the
resources and financing their own wedding (64). Kakhkharov and Ahunov (2022)
observe similar trends in Uzbekistan, where remitters as breadwinners are privileged
relative to recipients and thus influence household spending patterns, thereby
transforming social norms and values (31). Similarly, contributing to the wedding
expenses has been a marker of the young men’s ability to provide in Kyrgyzstan which
is important for marriage (Reeves, 2012, p.125). While the migrant remittances are
spent on immediate consumables, like food, clothes, and schoolbooks, more
substantial expenses like doing house repairs, a car, buying a flat are all in preparation
for the wedding celebration and marriage (Rubinov, 2012). Rubinov (2010) coins this
investment in life-cycle ceremonies and feasts in Kyrgyzstan, calling upon reciprocal
exchange within social networks, a “toi economy”. The investment in toi economy
reshape the identities of migrants through wedding ceremony, opening a possibility to
boost the social status of the migrants, where they are afforded a significant symbolic
capital in form of the praise and appreciation from the families they support (Rubinov,
2010). In face of the vulnerabilities entailed in labor migration, investment in
weddings act as an important way of remaining connected to the family and
community for migrants (Turdalieva & Provis, 2017). Thus, wedding celebrations and
labor migration are deeply connected in Kyrgyz society and due to the rising costs the

wedding celebrations become mutually reinforcing, whereby labor migration of
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Kyrgyz women becomes an instrumental part of continuation of this tradition. Indeed,
White acknowledges this inseparable nature of ritualistic expenditure from their

remittances:

[My income goes] to my children’s expenses largely. I have to pay for my daughter’s
education, my son’s too, along with his expenses living in Bishkek. I sent money back
to my parents too. Also, there are all these traditional events and celebrations, like
weddings, which always require you to chip in. Moreover, there is still my son’s
wedding, [ have to earn towards that.

Thus, weddings have remained a crucial part of the traditions practiced in post-Soviet
Kyrgyzstan. While younger generation and migrants hold the potential to curb the
excessive expenditure associated with the toi. (Turdalieva & Provis, 2017, p. 212), the
older generation represented by Kyrgyz domestic workers in this study tends to view
it as unchangeable and necessary for maintaining one’s social position and relations in
larger networks of kinship. This is explained by sense of communal obligation that
older generation of Kyrgyz women hold and their dependence on social networks for
support and solidarity during Soviet period and informal economy during the
transitional period of Kyrgyzstan. Nevertheless, arguably most important element of
the weddings that has withstood the test of time and might yet ensure the continuation
of this ritualistic life-cycle feasts is the giving and receiving of bata or blessings. Bata
are thus regarded higher and as more important by older Kyrgyz women, whereby
functioning as spiritual reciprocity and collective support for the newlyweds and their
family, these blessings are often viewed as more valuable than the material exchange
of gifts (Provis, 2015). Indeed, the spiritual meaning of the wedding and the social
networks strengthened through the mutual reciprocities are at the center of the ethno-
cultural identity of Kyrgyz people, asserting the authentic Kyrgyz identity and
upholding the cultural values that are part and parcel of the national identity (Kandiyoti
& Azimova, 2004, p. 338).

Thus, the respondents see their success as mothers embodied in their children’s
achievements in education and in personal life, like weddings and birth of their
grandchildren. While the former is informed by Soviet legacy of prioritizing education
of children, the latter concerns Kyrgyz traditions and central role of life-cycle
celebration as markers of honor and reputation of the host. In light of this, the

separation of migrant women from the children is considered as a necessary sacrifice
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to fulfill their duties as mothers. While the motherhood is to an extent is therefore
materialized (Isaksen et al., 2008) in the form of financial support of lives of children,
the experience of the relationship between children and mothers itself becomes
transformed by the geographical distance put between them as a result of labor
migration of the Kyrgyz women. In the next section, I discuss the repercussions of
labor migration in relation to the childcare and relations with family members, like

siblings.
5.1.5. Transnationalizing family relations

While motherhood is central in the lives of Kyrgyz women, for respondents who are
married and divorced or widowed alike, siblings are very important in how they
understand and develop the family relations. Thus, since an early age, their experience
of family is underscored by the dynamics among siblings. Most of the respondents in
the study had big families with more than 4 siblings and with very close relations with
extended kin, more than a half living in the same house with their grandparents in their
childhood, while still some were brought up by their grandparents. For example, Blue

recalls:

There are 11 of us, all of us were taught by our grandfather who always prioritized
education, we are all educated, all professionals. Last year, my sister, who was a
teacher, she was single, widowed young, educated all of her three children. Only I am
in Turkey, the rest in Kyrgyzstan.

The big number of children in the family can be explained by the traditional family
structures in Kyrgyzstan, where women’s main role in the family was related to her
fertility and subsequent role as a mother, what Tabyshalieva (2000) calls “the cult of
fertility”. Indeed, most of the women in our study come from rural areas, where this
preoccupation with fertility is more prevalent, while the extent to which it affected
family size in Soviet Kyrgyzstan was furthered by pro-natal policies during the Soviet
(Ishkanian, 2003). Emphasized as a social and national duty, motherhood was
incentivized by various symbolic and financial rewards during the Soviet era, most
notably by designations of “heroine mothers” who were recognized by the state for the
high number of children they bore, while Codex on Family respectively penalized
families with no children by assigning them taxes (Cleuziou & Direnberger, 2016, p.

198). As a consequence, growing up in big households, majority of middle-aged

110



Kyrgyz women in this study born in Soviet times attained an appreciation for their

roles as siblings. For example, Magenta describes:

[ am one of 9, born in the family of the government official. Every sibling has higher
education and is working now. My oldest brother is in America. The oldest sister is a
teacher. Another sister is in America too. The one who was born 72 is in Sweden, others
are in Kyrgyzstan. We always help each other, we grew up in a good family, very united
and together as we were a big family, many siblings. We grew up well, everything was
sufficient, we grew up in a good household.

Similarly, other respondents extensively referred to the level of education, family
status, and employment positions of their family members during the course of the
interview. Thus, the role of a sibling provides a sense of belonging and identity to
Kyrgyz domestic workers, where most respondents took pride in their siblings’ high-
ranking jobs and in having close and supportive relations with them. This has a
profound effect on the way the Kyrgyz migrants maintain their relations with the

family as adults. For example, White recounts:

It is me, my older sister and my older brother — the three of us — who carry the family,
be it our parents, or other siblings, or their families. For example, when I used to live in
Bishkek, with my two little children, [renting the room] at Tetya Vera’s [landlady], my
nieces and nephews came to live with me, 6 people in total. 3 of them came to find
work, while the other 3 studied, and I supported all of them, from their shelter, to food,
to clothing they wore; even cash for their pocket money! I still, to this day, send money
to my siblings and their families. The biggest expenses are during weddings and
funerals, for which we pull the money among ourselves, but me and my other 2 older
siblings basically carry the better part of the burden.

As aresult, there is a sense of responsibility over the well-being of the extended family
exhibited by the respondents, where siblings are expected to support each other and
their children, especially elder ones and/or those who have migrated to the or abroad
for work. This subscribes to the concept of socio-emotional commons developed by
Isaksen and colleagues (2008), whereby the family and community live in communal
worlds involving exchange of social chits or exchange of favors by its members, based
on the norm of reciprocity and “governed by complex web of understandings” (p. 10).
Accordingly, it is these understandings that frame how the members of the family

relate to one another, the extent of their help and the type of the favors.

Particularly, migration assigns a new role to the Kyrgyz women, one who has “escaped
the destitution of Kyrgyz economy” (according to Ivory) and is doing better-off in

Turkey. The relatively low occupational position they occupy as domestic workers
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hence does not affect the expectation of the family members left behind to be supported
by Kyrgyz migrants. Consequently, while parents are expected to be cared for by their
male children, in line with their new role in the family as a migrant breadwinner,
almost all of the respondents supported their parents and siblings financially by
sending home remittances (except Red who as a young mother with poor relations with
her extended family represented an outlier in this case). This is exemplified by Yellow

who shares:

First [I spent my income] it was to pay all the debts, then to support the family. Then
my parents got sick, I sent them money, my daughter got married, I sent money to her,
and like that every month. I helped my parents and my siblings, my family, everyone.
And I tell them that if I were to collect what they owe me, 100USD from each person,
I would have more than 10.000USD. Who doesn’t owe me, I ask, everyone goes silent
[laughs]. I couldn’t buy a big house or a flat because I couldn’t save money. I was
sending with every salary to everyone, and thinking it would return later. They tell me
they would pay me back later. At least I saved enough for the land.

Thus, responsibility for the well-being of the family is put on migrant women in
addition to their roles as breadwinners, similar to observations of Georgian domestic
workers in Turkey (Ferry, 2013). Married respondents in this study, have demonstrated
efforts to fulfill their traditional family roles as daughters-in-law, working hard toward
the preservation of their position in the family, supporting expenditures of the husband
and his family, while entrusting the care of children to their parents as well as parents-
in-law, and care of these senior members to their female relatives, like sisters and
sisters-in-law. For example, Cyan had an entire family, including her husband, two

children and parents-in-law to support:

I send money back to my own family. We live together with my mother and father-
in-law because we have kids in the house. I send them money. We did not have clean
water source in the house [i.e. pipes], we would take it from the neighbors, and there
would be fights about it. I first got these water pipes done with my first salary. Then
my mother-in-law is not receiving her pension, she had some debts to the government,
so I paid them off with my second salary. [So,] I came here in 2017 December first, I
worked for two years here, then I went back [because I had saved enough to finish the
reconstruction of our house], and I thought I won’t come back, be near my kids. But
the pay back home is very low, people who want to work wouldn’t stay there, so I had
to come back again this year.

Cyan left her children in the care of her parents-in-law and specifically mother-in-law
which is indicative of how Kyrgyz domestic workers have to arrange the care of their
family and children to enable them to migrate, prior to their departure. To this end,

Kyrgyz migrants utilize their extended family connections as well, such as those of
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their siblings, and their parents’ siblings, a case that much differs from the experience
of their male counterparts, who do not have such responsibility to find a (temporary)
substitution to their familial role before migrating abroad for work. Thus, the care that
parents and relatives in Kyrgyzstan provide to the children of the Kyrgyz domestic
workers in this study caused the respondents to feel indebted to the family, which they
try to repay by sending extra money when they transfer money to their families to

provide for their children. Coral for example says:

I have 4 sisters and 1 brother. I also have a 9 y.o. son who lives with my brother and
my mother back in Kyrgyzstan... I send my brother the money for my son, and
sometimes when they need something, I also send them the money.

This corresponds to the conflicting feelings of motherhood of migrant domestic
workers Uma Devi observes in Kerala (Isaksen et al., 2008), where due to the
“enormous emotional gift” (Isaksen et al., 2008, p. 415) the family of the Kyrgyz
domestic workers provide, filling in the absence of migrant mothers, the migrants feel
beholden to their families. Kyrgyz migrant women thus might be financially
supporting their siblings in order to eliminate this feeling. The effect of the family has

on lives of these women in turn is multi-faceted.

Kyrgyz domestic workers through their migration however do not cease to be a part of
the socio-emotional commons shared with the siblings and other relatives. On the
contrary, their arrival to Turkey sets off the new dynamics by means of which the
emotional commons are expanded across borders, embodied in the continuing
emotional investment that migrants imbue their relationships with relatives. For
example, Teal took on a role of a primary care-giver to her nieces upon passing of her
sister. She took it upon herself to support them financially, put them through education
and find them jobs. To this end she has relocated both of them to Turkey when they
finished high school, providing them with opportunities to enter Turkish universities,
and subsequently enabling them to stay and work in Turkey. Teal describes how she
emotionally supported one of her nieces when she had problems in her studies at the

Turkish university:

I helped my niece with her studies too, she was failing one of the classes, she was
crying, desperate. I told her to stop crying, not be afraid, get what she wanted. So, we
went together to her school, they got the issue resolved. I told her to be persistent, to
be focused. So, she graduated. But then it was hard to find work, we searcher for a job
for her for a while, she was already giving up, wanted to go back to Kyrgyzstan, but I
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told her not to give up, to start calling up people we knew here. We managed to get
her an interview for a position in one new Russian-Turkish firm, she got in, thankfully.

Consequently, Kyrgyz women continue to act upon their roles as siblings and kin even
during migration, whereby the respondents helped their siblings and their children to
migrate, while supporting them financially and emotionally from across the border.
Thus, the existing network of kin is crucial in enabling Kyrgyz women to seek
employment outside of the country by taking over the care of the children of the
migrants left behind. It is these socio-emotional commons that allow for the
maintenance of geographical separation required by the domestic work. Yet, the
domestic employment and migration of Kyrgyz women also has an effect on how these
women perform their roles within the socio-emotional commons, which instead of
being deserted in Kyrgyzstan and migrant women ceasing their roles within them
(Isaksen et al., 2008), are extended to a cross-border location in Turkey, effectively

being transnationalized.

A particular form this transnationalization takes in the experiences of Kyrgyz domestic
workers in Ankara is the family reunification. There is a stark difference that can be
observed in how destination of migration affects the transnational family dynamics,
especially mother-child relationship, where intra-regional post-Soviet migration of
Kyrgyz women was more limiting in the ability of the migrants to claim their right to
the family (Kontos, 2015), understood as an ability of the migrant to reunite with
family members and practice their family roles, than the opportunities for
reunification posed by live-in domestic employment in Turkey. Particularly, lack of
legal grounds for the family of the labor migrant to join them long-term in Russia has
been negatively related to the experiences of Kyrgyz migrants there (Rocheva &
Varshaver, 2017). As a result, female labor migrants in Russia are reported to take
their children with them much less (Tyuryukanova, 2011). Moreover, the more
stressful working conditions and less favorable housing options during the intra-
regional post-Soviet labor migration inhibit the family reunification possibilities
among participant Kyrgyz women in this study. Indeed, all of the respondents were
unable to be close to their children either virtually or physically during their migration
to Russia or Kazakhstan. This is caused by the lower level of technological
advancement at the time of their post-Soviet migration in comparison with the access

to easy communication via mobile phones and related video-chat apps that facilitates
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the virtual presence of Kyrgyz migrant women in the lives of their children and as
experienced during their employment as domestic workers in Turkey at the time of the
study. Nevertheless, the most important aspect of the intra-regional post-Soviet
migration was the lack of appropriate housing that the mothers could use to host their
children and family because they lived in shared apartments with limited facilities, as

exemplified by Teal’s experience in Russia:

I went to Moscow to work, I worked in a buffet. And then I worked in the cafeteria,
as a cook, I replaced my niece, because it was hard for a young girl to do that work. It
was hard there [in Russia], because we spent all the money we earned to live there, to
rent an apartment. What surprised me was the communal living of Kyrgyz workers
there, 20-25 people in one room they sleep together. I lived in one of the flats like that,
then rented a better place. I [wanted to] leave because a lot of people were changing
in the house, due to seasonal work, different person every week; they were cooking
the same food all the time; [there was no privacy], no way to relax, to sleep.

This is sharply contrasted to the living conditions the live-in domestic work in Turkey
offered to the respondents, where everyone appreciated the spacious house of the
middle-class families that employed them with the respective lifestyle that
accompanied life in these spaces underscored by good food, provision of all amentities,
small favors given to the domestic workers in the form of tips and presents. Hence, the
labor migration to Turkey not only provided Kyrgyz women with better living
conditions, where they had their own room and could reside in relative comfort, but
the working conditions also allowed for the reunification of the families.
Consequently, even upon being presented with options of working in the post-Soviet
countries after their employment in Turkey, Kyrgyz domestic workers saw the
potential for the more amicable resolution of the family reunification problem within

the structures of Turkish labor market.

Thereby, in relation to this problem of the family separation induced by labor
migration, the destination of migration presented Kyrgyz women with more options
for resolution, correspondingly. Particularly, more flexible migration regimes in
Turkey in comparison to Russia and its high level of securitization of migration
(Bashirov, 2018) allowed the children and family of the Kyrgyz migrant women to
join them abroad more frequently than in Russia. For example, Blue and Teal often
vacation with their children on Turkish resorts. In case of care-takers of the elderly,
some visiting family members were even able to stay in the same house as Kyrgyz

migrants where they lived only with the elderly care-receiver. Similarly, Kyrgyz
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domestic workers reported going back to Kyrgyzstan more frequently while employed
in Turkey as domestic workers, where the employing family sponsored their round-
trip air fare on an annual basis. While other domestic workers such as housekeepers
and nannies did not enjoy the same extent of opportunities for reunification with their
family as care-takers of the elderly, they still facilitated the migration to Turkey of
their children and family members in search of jobs and education opportunities,
effectively strengthening their ties with them. For instance, Coral’s younger sister has

joined her in Ankara earlier this year:

[Employment in Ankara] allows me to take care of my child, for me to buy a house. |
would not be able to do this back in Kyrgyzstan. I send my brother the money for my
son, and sometimes when they need something, I also send them [my brother and his
family] the money. But otherwise, I am saving for our future. It is a good way to do
it, I even asked my sister to come here, for her to work and earn well too. She came
here a year ago, and now at least she is here; we meet up whenever we can, spend time
together, it feels good.

Therefore, employment in live-in domestic work in Turkey enables Kyrgyz migrants
to claim their right to family more so than their previous labor migration in the post-
Soviet region did. Indeed, most of the respondents went to Russia by following one of
the extended kin who “invited” them there, but the goal was still more financial than
emotional, where grueling working conditions in Russia especially allowed little to no
time to even meet up with the relatives in the city. Kyrgyz domestic workers
reconnected with their children and family either in Turkey or Kyrgyzstan under more
plausible conditions and for longer periods of time. For instance, Pink facilitated her
daughter’s move to Turkey and employment in domestic work in the same city. Teal
and Green provided opportunities for their nieces to enroll in the Turkish universities.
White even successfully relocated her daughter to Ankara after her graduation, where
the employers and the care-receiver welcomed her to stay in their house together with
her mother who works as a care-taker of an elderly woman. White, in turn, expresses

her gratefulness:

I was especially thankful to them because they let my daughter stay with me before
she got married. An entire year she was preparing for the [university entrance test].
She told me actually, that she would like to come there, near me, to work. But I
convinced her otherwise, because I did not want her to go through what I went
through, I did not want her to work, what mother would? So, she said she wants to
study, and started preparing for the exam to apply to the Turkish university.

116



These observations render arguments of Kontos and Bonifacio (2015) who emphasize
the absence of opportunities for reunification of migrant domestic workers slightly
different when applied to the case of Kyrgyz mothers employed in Turkey. While the
geographical separation of the worker from her family is still an intrinsic part of the
familial character of the work, restricting the existent right to the family and exercise
of this right by the migrant domestic workers, in case of the Kyrgyz respondents in
this study, their spatial distance from the family is marginally narrowed by the flexible
migration regimes in Turkey and conditions of live-in domestic work allowing higher
mobility of the relatives to Ankara and complemented by the ability of the migrants to
join their children and family which is framed by the same familial logic of the

domestic work.

Overall, the migration of Kyrgyz domestic workers is determined by the gender
structure of Kyrgyz families that assigns certain responsibilities to Kyrgyz migrants
and entails corresponding relations with the members of the family. These relations
with the immediate family and extended kin consequently spill into their current
experience as migrants in Turkey, whereby Kyrgyz domestic workers by continuing
to transnationally perform their roles within the socio-emotional commons become
part of the migrant network that facilitates migration of their relatives and children to
Turkey in search of jobs as well. In the next subchapter, I will address the migration
networks of Kyrgyz domestic workers, also drawing attention to the facilitating role

they play in the arrival of their family members in Ankara.
5.2. Migrant networks of Kyrgyz domestic workers

Kyrgyz women are situated within ever-expanding migrant networks as the country
has increasingly become remittance-dependent, where almost every household has a
member of the family who is a labor migrant (FIDH, 2016). Kyrgyz domestic workers
thus are also heavily influenced by their migrant networks in the way they navigate
their migration and work in Turkey, whereby their migration paths are informed by
the social connections they have with other migrants. Accordingly, works on migrant
networks have addressed the central role these social ties play in the experiences of
migrants, ranging from the economic gains by informing the actors of better

employment opportunities to social effects the networks have on successful adaptation
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and integration in the host societies (Gurak & Caces, 1992; Garip & Asad, 2015).
Consequently, migrant networks fulfill facilitating and sustaining functions in the lives
of KDW. I differentiate between these two functions to address the changing
constitution of migrant networks and the continuous process in which the role of the
participants in these networks changes in different stages of migration. The distinction
between the facilitating and sustaining roles is thus only analytical and is used to
designate the temporal precedence of some relations, like family, kin, friends and
colleagues in Kyrgyzstan who facilitate the arrival of KDW in Turkey and
employment as domestic workers over networks that develop at a later stage, after their
arrival, sustaining the migration lifestyle of KDW in Ankara, like co-ethnic migrants,
formal and informal recruiters, and migrant enterprises meeting the needs like sending
remittances and cargo from Ankara to Kyrgyzstan. Therefore, same networks can
fulfill both functions, the variability of which indicates the continuity of the relations
beyond nation-state borders and constitutes the transnational character of these

relations.

Overall, in this chapter, I try to show how the migrant networks of Kyrgyz domestic
workers operate and how do they contribute to the maintenance of migration of KDW.
The respective social world of migrant networks of the respondents, I argue, plays a
central role in the transnational experiences of Kyrgyz domestic workers. In doing this
we follow the argument of Gurak and Cases (1992): “networks provide a means for
examining migration system in a manner that moves beyond a focus on the motivations
of individual actors, yet remains close to the level of human actors coping with reality”
(p. 151). Consequently, in analytically discerning two types of the functions that
migrant networks serve, I address temporally and spatially varied nature of the
multitude of constitutive relations in this social world. I organize the migrant networks
in this chapter in an order from the most informal relations with family and relatives

to the most formal interactions with Turkish recruiters in Ankara.
5.2.1. Family and relatives in Turkey

Family and kin are universally one of the most important social ties in migrant
networks, affecting the selection of migrants, their motivations for migration, and

adaptation processes in the host societies (Gurak & Caces, 1992). This permeating
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effect family ties have on the migrants and their experiences finds continuance in the
case of Kyrgyz women, further complemented by the traditional Kyrgyz family
structures that prioritize “the caring role” of the women within the kinship. In other
words, a lot of women who have migrated are expected by the Kyrgyz society to
elevate the economic status of the larger family by pulling more of their relatives, and
female family members especially, to migration, because the women are considered to
be more reliable to send money and support the family upon migration than their male
counterparts (FIDH, 2016). The patterns of migration observed in this study confirm
this feminized character of migrant networks of Kyrgyz domestic workers, where it
was uniformly female relatives, e.g., sisters, cousins, in-laws, and aunts, who
contribute to the migration of the respondents to Ankara as domestic workers, either
by directly inviting them to join them in the city where they work as domestic workers
as well or by passing on the information about their experience as one in Turkey. For
example, Cyan who had no prior experience of labor migration was to migrate by their

family members returning from their employment Turkey:

[One of my sisters] came and worked here [in Turkey], she earned money, bought a
car, closed her debts, and went back. She is now married to a Kyrgyz man. That was
our example. She encouraged me to go to Turkey.

On the other hand, for returning migrants from Russia, their relatives’ experience in

Turkey opened an alternative path they could take. For instance, Purple says:

In 2015-2016, they had this crackdown on the manual laborers — chernorabochiy — in
Russia, and I had to leave. I returned to Kyrgyzstan, and from there my aunt [who was
working as a care-taker of the elderly in Ankara] said there were jobs in Turkey, so I
came here in 2016.

For Green also, Russia presented a less favorable option of migration to her after 2010
when working in Russia was becoming harder with introduction of new legislations,
such as patenty introducing taxes for registered workers (Florinskaya, 2019). This was
further complicated by the escalation of Russian-Ukrainian conflicts which deterred
Green like many other migrants from returning to Russia for work; thereby, she came
to Ankara to join her sister who was already working as a care-taker of an elderly
couple at that time. Gray who was working illegally as a salesclerk in a mall in Russia
under her friend’s name, using their citizenship to get the job, was also searching for

an alternative migration destination for work when she was invited to visit Turkey in
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2013 by her cousin who had worked as a domestic worker in Ankara and later got

married and built a family of her own in Turkey. She describes her first visit:

I saw it when I came [to Ankara] in 2013, there were a lot women here from
Kyrgyzstan, it felt like home away from home, that many! [laughs]. And then I asked
my cousin, she said it is a very popular occupation for women from Kyrgyzstan,
domestic work, looking after children or elderly. It presented me with an option [other
than Russia].

This pattern of family in Turkey providing alternative routes for intra-regional
migrants subscribes to the argument of the scholars like Gurak and Caces (1992) who
emphasize the importance of the policy context, arising from structural imbalances
between sending and receiving countries (Massey et al., 1993), in shaping migrant
networks. Indeed, in light of higher securitization levels in relation to Central Asian
migrants in Russia, Turkey presents a more flexible regime (Bashirov, 2018), and
coupled with the demand for feminized care work, it, hence, attracts more Kyrgyz
women to be employed as live-in domestic workers in Turkish cities, like Istanbul,

Antalya, and Ankara.

Therefore, a lot of Kyrgyz women working as domestic workers in Ankara started
pulling their other female relatives to be employed in the same sphere, whereby Khaki

recounts:

My sisters were already here, they told me to come to Ankara, they are working here
as domestic workers too. They have connections with local workers, because they
have been living here for a while already, so they arranged a family for me to work
in... Most of the women come like that, through someone they know and who is
already working in Turkey. So, I never used any firms, especially in the beginning.

Thus, female relatives were an important element in the respondents’ journey to
becoming employed as domestic workers in Ankara. First, they were instrumental in
acquiring information about the possibility to work in Turkey; secondly, respondents
were connected to a larger network of migrants and recruiters through their female
relatives; furthermore, the destination of the respondents’ migration was largely
informed by where their working female relatives were at the time, whereby majority
of the respondents were provided with jobs as domestic workers in Ankara. The female
relatives consequently decreased the risk associated with migration for the respondents
by providing them with jobs or/through connections to the local networks of Kyrgyz

women. As a result, majority of the participants did not use the services of recruiters
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directly, but benefited from this extensive network (the operation and effect of which
I address under sustaining function of migrant networks) of their relatives in Ankara,
hence, finding and starting jobs almost immediately after their arrival to Ankara.

Purple’s story reflects this:

[My aunt] found a job for me through local connections, so there was no need to go
to the Turkish recruitment firms — Tiirk sirketleri. When I came, my aunt called some
local people, they knew people who were looking for domestic workers, [and I started
working] the next day.

Nevertheless, this process of joining the female relatives in Ankara and agreeing to
work at the jobs their families there find them unfolds not without conflict, as the
unique case of Red and Pink demonstrates. This is the only set of family members
interviewed in this thesis, where Pink is the mother of Red who has moved to Turkey
upon her mother’s insistence to leave Kyrgyzstan and join her in Turkey as a domestic
worker for it would provide better income-earning opportunities for the benefit of her
own livelilhood and that of her 7-year-old son’s. Consequently, after much
consideration, Red joined her mother in a small city in the east of Turkey where Pink

was working as a care-taker of an elderly man:

My mom found me a job; she was working [there]. The city is small, everyone knows
each other, they approached her if she had anyone to work, she called me and I came
here. 1 started the job right away, [after my mom took me to the house of the
employer]. But I worked there only for a month. This month of work made me
understand I cannot work in such a job.

She described her dissatisfaction with working conditions and the high pressure the
work puts on the physical and mental health (which I explore further under social
world of domestic work). Moreover, the fact that Red had her son with her further
complicated things, where she felt very protective of her child living with other
children in the employer’s big house, being bullied and mistreated. So, she quit her job
and found work in a canteen as a cashier/server in the same city and stayed in there
until Pink’s employers relocated to Ankara, which prompted Red and her son to
follow her mother to find work and live in Ankara as well. Notwithstanding that Red
has the least experience as a domestic worker in terms of the time she spent working
as a care-taker of an elderly woman, which was only 1 month, her story represents an
important rupture with the common pattern in which the migration and employment

as of Kyrgyz women unfolded in Turkey. Where other respondents similarly
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experienced hardships and struggles at work, finding it hard to reconcile with their
new tasks and status as a paid domestic worker, Red’s story, rooted in the peculiarity
of circumstances under which she migrated, i.e. her migration to Turkey with a
dependent combined with her young age (she was the youngest among the
respondents), and having not just a family member but a mother in the same city in
Turkey, present us with an opportunity to see how much variation of this observed
pattern could there be. Consequently, the way respondents operate within the migrant
network that facilitates their arrival cannot be separated from their individual

backgrounds.

For the purposes of this study, consequently, I emphasize the role of the family and
kin with experience of work in Turkey in providing a way to diversify the respondents’
routes of migration by informing them about and providing them with employment as
domestic workers in Turkey. Consequently, it was female relatives working as
domestic workers in Ankara who pulled the Kyrgyz women interviewed in this study
to migrate to Turkey. Utilizing their extensive networks in Ankara, these relatives
procured jobs as live-in domestic workers for the respondents usually in the same city
as them. As per migrant network theory, thus, the migration of each individual Kyrgyz
woman has systematically changed the context within which the future migrations
occur (Massey et al., 1993), creating paths for reunification of female family members
in Ankara while employed as domestic workers. This reunification was more prevalent
among male migrants and their families in the case of Kyrgyz migration to Russia
(Sagynbekova, 2016). Yet, the feminization of labor migration in Kyrgyzstan has led
to female family members moving abroad alone, where Turkey presented a better
alternative to Russia for the flexible visa regimes and the benefits to income-earning
in domestic work. These comparative advantages of migration to Turkey were passed
on to the participants of this study, who have not worked abroad before, by their female

relatives.

On the other hand, the respondents who had no family and kin working in Turkey came
to Ankara following their migration experience in Russia, and they unwittingly played
the role of these female relatives facilitating the migration of their own family and kin
after coming to Ankara. Particularly, Kyrgyz domestic workers with past experience

as labor migrants in Russia, contend that Turkey presented a better option due to the
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housing facilities the domestic work offered for Kyrgyz women, effectively liberating
them from the burden of paying rent and utilities, hence maximizing their income that
they sent almost in its entirety to their families back home. This is the same reason
why employment in domestic work was continued by the respondents in Ankara,
where outlying examples of participants like Red emphasize the importance of the
migration of Kyrgyz women as single units, because leaving their families behind for
the demands of domestic work necessitates the geographic separation of the migrant
and their children (Kontos, 2015). I open this up further within the axes of the third
social world of domestic work, while in the next section, I discuss how these family
members in Ankara contribute to the leisure time spent in the city, becoming a part of
a larger network of co-ethnic migrants in the city, including other Kyrgyz domestic

workers and friends that respondents spend time with on their days-off.
5.2.2. Co-ethnic migrants in Ankara

Kyrgyz compatriots of domestic workers in Ankara include not only their family
members, but extended circles of their friends and acquaintances in the city whom they
have met during their stay as labor migrants in Turkey. KDW maintain these relations
through meeting up on days off work, usually gathering in Kyrgyz cafes to eat and
rest, shop in the city center, or dance in the disco cafes in the evenings (in case of
younger respondents). As most respondents of the study were facilitated to migrate to
Ankara by their female relatives already residing and working in the same sector in
the city, majority of them hence would spend time with their relatives. For example,

Khaki expanded her network of friends in the city through her sisters:

I have my sisters, sometimes they introduce me to their friends, but that’s it. I do not
know many people here, nor do I want to meet any new ones much. I do not actively
search for something like that. When I do meet up with my sisters or close friends, it
is usually during the off-days like this. We go eating our local foods in cafes like this,
we shop together, talk and spend time together.

Such meetings in the city are a vital part of their routine as it provides a contrast to
their very intensive working hours which demand their emotional and physical labor
on an all-day basis. Consequently, while those with family in the city usually spend
time with their relatives and their friends on their days off work, for respondents like

Magenta, a community of fellow domestic workers provide her with companionship
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for such leisure, where she accounts: “All of the people I know here work in domestic

work at home, caring for the young and old, cleaning, some girls are cooks.”

Notably, it is these connections with migrants in the city that allow for the participation
in the online group chats, because newly arriving migrant women have to be
introduced to the community either practically in the cafes or virtually by invitation to
join the WhatsApp chats by someone in the city. These virtual groups, as a result, are
an important hub for assembly of the Kyrgyz domestic workers. Respondents report
the sense of comradery attained through associating with fellow domestic workers,
whereby they satisfy their mutual need to diversify their daily experiences of live-in
work with aforementioned leisurely activities. Moreover, there are instances that
transcend individual goals and opens a space for a community activism, where Cyan

attests to this:

We meet new girls from firms, from the outside, from WhatsApp. Some of us are from
the same village, we find each other. For example, today we are meeting up with them,
we are going to collect money to send back to our village as help during the virus...
When virus started spreading, we started sending food and help back to Kyrgyzstan.
And these people back in Kyrgyzstan help to spread all those, the money, food.

These activities Cyan describes go beyond the achievement of the migrants’ personal
economic goals to incorporate sentiments of national character, a potential to assemble
and pull funds in order to help those in the home-country. For example, White recounts
how Kyrgyz migrant women ‘“come together for both happiness and sadness,
organizing strongly as a unit”. Specifically, repatriation of the deceased from Turkey
back to Kyrgyzstan is a common way in which KDW come together and organize the
necessary arrangements, often via social media apps. This corresponds to the
“smartphone transnationalism” as described by Urinboyev (2021), whereby Uzbek
migrants in Russia similarly contribute to the expenses of repatriation of the deceased,
effectively capitalizing on the norms of reciprocity and solidarity to cope with the
precarious living and working conditions. The technological advancements and use of
smartphone apps in particular have thereby eased the participation in such community
activities, whereby Kyrgyz migrant women have increasingly various channels of
communication through which they share important information thar require assembly

of the compatriots.
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Most common use of such online communication platforms, however, concerns
finding work and “good employers” through online word-of-the-mouth ads and
references of fellow KDW in the WhatsApp group chars. For example, Magenta
played a central role in the network of Kyrgyz women in the city by organizing a group
chat on WhatsApp where she included and encouraged others, she knew to include the
contacts of all the women they knew. The chat was called “Charge ahead, women!”
[Alga, Ayimdar!] and served as a platform for the members to discuss the
aforementioned issues and moreover to organize and send money as relief or help to
their respective hometown by pulling the funds. Especially if someone in their
respective village needed financial support for reasons such as health or passing of a
family member, the participants of the chat were quick to initiate and organize a
common fund to be sent to the people in need in Kyrgyzstan. This became a very
important medium of organizing especially during the pandemic, where Kyrgyz
domestic workers constantly called for such collective fund-gathering to support the
sick in their country who cannot afford the healthcare. Thus, all the respondents knew
of such virtual groups and almost all were members of such groups, frequently

referring to them when asked about how they did or do find jobs:

I am trying to find some through the local connections, there are WhatsApp groups of
ejes — the bigger sisters in Kyrgyz. They post job openings from time to time there.
But it is really hard to find something you like, plus the pandemic made the available
jobs much scarcer, no one wants to take in a foreigner to their house. (Coral)

Thus, for the respondents, the connections with co-ethnic migrants in Ankara were
important due to the economic opportunities being part of such network involved. This
network thus offers avenues for expanding connections and finding different people

from Kyrgyzstan. Coral sums it up as following:

[It is] simple [to meet people in the city]. Someone knows someone, and you connect
when you meet up all together, or through WhatsApp. Sometimes people just walk up
to you on the streets or approach you in the cafes. At the end, you are all from the
same country, you speak the same language, so it is very easy to connect...

The way Pink found her current work testifies to Coral’s observation:

So, [when I was in between jobs] my acquaintance invited me to come back and work
here [in Ankara]. She was also working in Gazipasa. [ met with her there, she asked
if I was also Kyrgyz, she was a medical professional. She said she was leaving for
Ankara, and even then, I told her to take me with her as well. She found me the job. I
did not pay any commission.
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Thus, the connection with a fellow domestic worker Pink made contributed to her
employment prospects, expanding them and ultimately finding her the desired
employment environment. This corresponds to the maximization of the economic
prospects of the labor migrants in the host society through social ties with other
migrants that provide information on employment opportunities with better working
conditions and wages (Celik, 2011, p. 253-254). These types of interactions take place
in various settings, some Kyrgyz migrants meet by chance, others by being employed
in the same field. However, most recently, Kyrgyz cafes that have started opening up
in the city center provide a physical space for KDW to comfortably eat Kyrgyz food
and speak their own language, socialize, celebrate holidays together, meet new
recruiters and employers in a safe environment of the familiar company. Purple

comments:

Of course, because you do not want to be alone here, you need people, you want to
talk, spend time together. Cafes like this are popular for this purpose, I had found this
one [of Mr. C’s] also through my friend 2 years ago. That’s when I started coming
here, sometimes just alone, sometimes to meet up with friends.

These cafes in turn are owned and managed by Kyrgyz graduates of Turkish
universities who opened their small businesses upon the encouragement and support
of older generation of KDW in Ankara, like Blue and Yellow. These actors were all
founders of the Kyrgyz society together that functioned from 2000s to early 2010s in
Ankara, closing down due to post-terrorist-attack crackdown on non-profit
organizations during that time. Mr. D.2, an owner of a small industrial export company,
was one of these students spearheading the society activates, and he explains the role

of Yellow and Blue whose role in the community in the following way:

[Blue] and [Yellow] ejes are one of the big sisters we have in Ankara. They were
always active in the Kyrgyz community and were involved in activities of the society
since the day one. Everyone would go to them, man or a woman, does not matter.
They were always ready to help, even if they did not know something, they would do
everything to find out about it and come to your aid. They were like aunties of the
students here, organizing and cooking for the youth, always ready to offer their
consult. Everyone knows them now, they always try to make lives of the compatriots
here better, their place [in the community] is invaluable.

2 Letters in the alphabet were used as pseudonyms for interviewees other than domestic

workers
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Experiences of Kyrgyz domestic workers like Blue and Yellow who arrived in Ankara
in the earliest waves of migration after the collapse of USSR is thus underscored by
increased sense of community activism, with much of their perceived identity
stemming from the roles they played within this group of co-ethnic migrants.
Particularly, associating with the Kyrgyz students in the late 1990s brought about
distinctive ways in which their migration subsequently unfolded in Ankara. Firstly, it
gave rise to as well as strengthened already existing organizing and leadership skills
of the respondents, providing a way to divert the adverse effects the employment in
domestic work and especially the low social status it may bring to these educated and
professionally trained women. Therefore, by organizing activities, acquiring and
spreading relevant information among migrants on the issues of their rights and how
to defend them as migrant laborers in Turkey, Kyrgyz domestic workers became
actively and continuously involved in the projects aimed at ameliorating the conditions
of co-ethnic migrants in the city and strengthening the national affiliations in the
process. For instance, Yellow developed an interest in advocating for Kyrgyz migrant
women in the city, holding informational meetings with the women as well as with
official Kyrgyz representatives in Turkey on the issues of access to health services,
legalization, and employment. Yellow built upon this experience in the Kyrgyz

society, and was still continuing her work at the time of the interview:

Sometimes I go take care of the project of mine helping the youth and those in need
here, homeless, those left on the street. I rented an apartment for them; they pay for
their own expenditures.

Secondly, the performance of a “motherly role” of domestic workers among Kyrgyz
migrants which they define as offering support, help, and emotional care for the
Kyrgyz students in form of food and activities on weekend picnics is indicative of the
conception of gender and motherhood by KDW, whereby they assume the respective
role to practice a communal form of motherhood toward the Kyrgyz students. Blue in
particular takes pride in the regular activities she organizes and the role of the
“substitute mother” conferred upon her by Kyrgyz students, both young and old, whom

she meets regularly in the park:

At least once a month I cook our national foods for them, and we get together. I do
this because they are away from home, I want to provide my motherly support for
them, so they do not suffer psychologically, so as to satisfy their longing for home just
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a little bit. Every time we gather, I tell them that it is their mothers sending their love
through my cooking.

Lastly, the impact this activism had on their lives is long-lasting in that both Blue and
Yellow continued to carry out the same responsibilities beyond the scope of the formal
bounds of the Kyrgyz society in Turkey, where even after it closed, Kyrgyz domestic
workers who stood at the forefront of this non-profit organization perpetuated their
roles and practices as community leaders. In other words, the group of Kyrgyz students
acted as a frame for the development of the particular ways to perceive and act toward
the migrant and domestic worker roles of these Kyrgyz migrant women.
Correspondingly, the respondents’ experiences were sustained by these co-ethnic

circles which allowed for the diversification of their working life and leisure routine.

While some participants, like Blue and Yellow, hence, enacted their role as these big
sisters by organizing and participating in Kyrgyz society activities, and by helping
struggling migrants with finding work and legalization on an individual basis, there
developed a more organized networks of older migrant women passing down
information about job openings with verified trustworthy families. These
organizations are highly informal in that they do not have a concrete spatial existence,
operating through mobile communication and employing the network of migrants in
the city to primarily find openings for Kyrgyz women in the domestic work. The big
sisters acted as points of reference, who connect the candidates with employers,
sometimes charging for their “services”, considered as time and effort spent on
meeting specific needs of the migrants. Majority of the respondents have indeed been
in contact with such big sisters, who themselves were domestic workers with either a
substantial experience of working in the sector or with extensive social connections
with employers and migrants in Ankara. The interaction with big sisters and their
ability to help Kyrgyz women depends on the assessment of personal qualities and
social skills of KDW, such as trust and responsibility, exhibited by the migrants. This
sense of individual attributes of domestic workers is acquired through migrant
network, accordingly. Big sisters employ their connections to inquire about the
migrants before taking on their recruitment. Consequently, Coral recounts how the

network of big sisters operates along nexus of trust:
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I found my [second job] local ejes - elder sisters. They are the kind who work with
references [from other Kyrgyz women in the city], they won’t take you on if you are
not trustworthy or reliable.

The reason why big sisters assign such importance to “trustworthiness” of Kyrgyz
migrant workers is because they rely on the network of employers which they utilize
in finding jobs. They accordingly charge a commission from the workers for
connecting them with “good employers”, which is a very competitive fee in the market
saturated by Turkish firms. The merits of the employers are entrusted by those who
seek work to the big sisters to be judged, as a result. Hence, KDW employing services
of the big sisters also trust them in terms of their choice of employer and fairness in
the rate charged because it is considered a better alternative to find work through
someone who have themselves performed the same job unlike recruiters who have no
experience of and thus do not understand the demands of domestic work.
Consequently, the way the big sisters operate is based on their own experiences as
domestic workers, while finding work for others serves as a way to diversify their
income for some. White describes her experience of working with a big sister in

Ankara:

I stayed with a fellow Kyrgyz woman, [big sister], she would do this mediation
between the employers and those seeking positions...This woman was very quick, she
was fluent in Turkish, and she would run into another room to talk on the phone with
the employers. One day, a call came in, for a really good position: an elderly woman,
not bed-ridden, does not require medical help, just help around the house, in Etlik,
lives alone...And, she gave me the information, told me to jump in the car from the
firm downstairs, it will take me to the family.

This excerpt demonstrates not only how this big sister operated, but also the type of
work White considered to be “a good job”. This will be further opened up under
domestic work (5.3), but what is important to note here is the first interaction with this
big sister, the effect it had on White in her later becoming this type of mediator for a
fee as well. White still works with the same elderly woman, and attributes her good
employment experience with this care-receiver and her family to the work of the big
sister, emphasizing how the jobs provided by co-ethnic domestic workers like her are
better and incur less costs because there are no set rates like in firms that are charged
from the domestic workers. Overall, this experience of interacting with a big sister
very profoundly affected White to the extent that at the time of the interview, White

provided services as one herself. She expanded her connections in the city and
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developed good relationships with the employers which preconditioned her new role

as a big sister:

I have an extensive network of employers, through anne’s [mother’s, i.e., care-
receiver’s] daughters, people who need sitters [“sidelka” i.e., care-takers of the
elderly], nannies, housework. And whenever these people want to find someone, they
call me, and because [ am in constant contact with the local girls, and know if someone
is looking for a job (some refer them to me, some find me themselves), [ can pair them
up with each other. I ask them, point blank, “do you need someone with residence
permit, without any papers, or are you willing to provide the work permit for them?”.
It is a really hard job, because you have to communicate between these two sides that
usually do not speak the same language. So even when they have a problem after
recruitment, you can get caught up between them, being called constantly if something
goes wrong or they do not understand each other. Sometimes, there are more people
involved as intermediaries, then we have to divide the small commission between us.

White confesses: “it is not about the money, I just want to help these girls”. White
illustrates this by recounting one of the recent placements she found for a Kyrgyz
woman where she spent a whole day at the new employer’s, helping the domestic
worker to settle in the house. She subsequently received SO0TRY, 200 of which she
spent on a taxi to get to the house and back, and splitting the rest between 3 other
women who were involved in setting up the employment. Nevertheless, her ability to
provide the same help to domestic workers for free is limited with her own financial
predicament, where White is diversifying her income not only by enacting the role of

big sisters but also doing part-time cleaning for a fee.

As a result, there is a stark contrast between how big sisters operate and recruitment
firms whose primary customer is the employer, hence whose needs and demands are
put ahead of the migrants’. This is best illustrated by the simple operation of big sisters
requiring the references and/or endorsements for the employers by other employers or
their previous employees, while firms want recommendations for the workers while
trying to find them jobs. Therefore, the lower commission big sisters charge is only
part of the increasing demand among Kyrgyz domestic workers for the services of big
sisters; their emotional investment in the well-being of the migrants stemming from
their own experience as domestic workers is what qualitatively differentiates this
organized network of migrants from the existing employment firms and gives them a

competitive edge in the recruitment sector.
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5.2.3. Kyrgyz migrant enterprises in Ankara

There existed well-articulated ways among Kyrgyz domestic workers in Ankara to
handle their errands such as sending money and gifts back home during their days off
from work. These activities were performed with the help of Kyrgyz migrants who
either were still enrolled in post-graduate studies, like Mr. C, and Ms. A., or were
graduates of Turkish universities in Ankara, like Mr. B. and Mr. D. at the time of the
interviews. These actors played an important role among KDW, acting as gatekeepers
of the migrant community, not least for the aspect of their business that provided a
spatial presence in the city for Kyrgyz migrants. Particularly, Ms. A. and Mr. C.’s
establishments, both cafes that served Kyrgyz national foods, also offered services of
money and cargo transfer, and were very popular among the respondents, old and
young alike. On the other hand, Mr. B. had a small remittance-sending and cargo

company, working with partners in Kyrgyzstan, accordingly.

These Kyrgyz enterprise-owners participate actively in the lives of other migrants,
helping them in need, providing them with advice and support when necessary, and
connecting people to each other for various purposes, like in case an of employment
search, references for the placement or finding friends in the city. Indeed, businesses
of Ms. A. and Mr. C. allowed them to perform the latter function because their cafes
brought migrants with various backgrounds together. Especially the new arrivals come
directly to the cafes to connect with the local network. Ms. A. thus recalls how she

came to open her business:

There were a lot of our big sisters here, they needed help with sending money back
home, and they would come to us, because we knew technology well. So, we would
try to help them as much as we could, and after some time, we decided that there is a
need for a place like this for our compatriots, to meet up, to gather together. With the
help from the sisters, we opened this place in 2016. At first it was just so we could do
the business of sending the money to Kyrgyzstan and offering a place for the Kyrgyz
people to come and relax on their days off work. Then, slowly, we started adding more
things to the menu, cooking national foods. Now, we do both, but primarily we
function as a café.

While the Kyrgyz café Ms. A. managed hence was a response to the rising need for a
place to congregate for the Kyrgyz migrants, domestic workers played a role in

establishing this enterprise, not only materially, but also emotionally supporting
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students like Ms. A. and Mr. C. in order for them to have businesses of their own. Blue

demonstrates this:

Here [we] arranged for a Kyrgyz student who has his own family here, he studies PhD,
[to have his own firm]; we give this type of business only to the ones with families to
support. He transfers [money that we want to send to Kyrgyzstan] from his own
account to the Kyrgyz banks [where our families can withdraw it from], and from the
little money he makes he can support himself, his rent. For example, for 100USD there
is 1USD commission, of which a certain percentage goes to the bank itself and the
rest to the person whose account we are using... We gave the job of selling airline
tickets to another person here, we told him to find and sell tickets to us, and take some
commission and be able to support their family. For all this, our society was
contributive.

In other words, Kyrgyz domestic workers like Blue and Yellow played a central role
in the establishment and flourishing of various Kyrgyz enterprises that operate in
accordance to the needs identified by the domestic workers, and thus include such
services as money and cargo sending to Kyrgyzstan, purchase of airline tickets, serving
national foods and drinks and providing a space in the city for leisurely time-spending.
Because these enterprise owners are Kyrgyz university students or graduates in Turkey
as well, they also act as community members involved beyond their designated
business operations in the lives of domestic workers, helping and consulting their
“sisters” on the matter so legalization, finding job placements, connecting compatriots
with each other, e.g., new arrivals with older migrants so they could build their own
networks. For example, Mr. B. lists the ways he tries to be of help to Kyrgyz women

arriving in Ankara in the following way:

A lot of our sisters come here, a lot of Central Asians in general, but Kyrgyz women
come to us because they know we will help, we will not try to scam or cheat them, so
we see mostly them come in or call asking for help with stuff like application for
residence. Some women come directly from the airport to Kizilay because all the
agencies are here, and they come to our office by reference from other sisters either
in Kyrgyzstan or here. We help them to find jobs, by applying our connections with
others to see if there is an opening somewhere. But most often, the issue is the
language. Newly arriving migrants do not know Turkish or even English, so they
cannot communicate with either the firms or the employers, so we mediate for them
if they need help with that. So, we try to do as much for them as we can regarding
such things, and we do not take any fees for such help; but for things like finding
airplane tickets, sending money and cargo, because we also do this through other
companies, not directly, and because it is a business we are running after all, we take
a small fee. But there is always a demand.

As a result, Kyrgyz enterprises in Ankara emerged as a way of problem-solving for

the earlier wave of Kyrgyz domestic workers, who provided a demand but more
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importantly support for the type of services these businesses ran by Kyrgyz students’
supply. Therefore, as per migration network theory, the migrant networks of these
Kyrgyz domestic workers have expanded and diversified to include new elements or
actors in response to their “underlying needs for diverse resources” like ways to send
money back home, apply for and acquire necessary documentation, find better
employment options in Ankara (Gurak & Caces, 1992, p. 165). Among these needs
are also social and emotional support that Kyrgyz domestic workers seek in their co-
ethnic communities in Ankara. This corresponds to what Celik (2011) refers to as
critical role such migrant networks play for domestic workers “in shaping migrant
women’s incorporation and settlement patterns and nurturing their psychological and
emotional well-being by creating solidarity and a sense of belonging” (p. 265). On that
account, the respective relations Kyrgyz domestic workers had to the enterprise
owners gave the respondents an opportunity of acquiring an identity beyond their
professional or migrant one. Furthermore, in the view of their inability to immediately
practice their family roles as mothers, the existence of these migrant networks that
would give rise to enterprises in 2010s is an important aspect of their experience.
Indeed, the maternal role the Kyrgyz domestic workers assumed in their migrant
networks in Ankara was recognized and respected by respondents in the study like Mr.
B. and Mr. D. who themselves benefited from the care and support of big sisters like
Blue and Yellow during their time as students in Ankara in 2000s, which found
continuance well into their adulthood and establishment of their businesses with the

support of domestic workers.

Therefore, after the establishment, the Kyrgyz enterprises became the frames for the
satisfaction of the emotional and practical needs of the newly arriving Kyrgyz
domestic workers, whereby “organizing foci” of the migrant networks (Gurak &
Caces, 1992) that have started out as the collaboration between Kyrgyz students and
domestic workers in Ankara has shifted. In other words, the organizing element of
these networks has evolved from helping the Kyrgyz students start their businesses to
support their families as initiated by the domestic workers to the services and
assistance the enterprises offered to Kyrgyz and other Central Asian and post-Soviet
migrant working women in Ankara instead. Therefore, network of Kyrgyz domestic
workers consisting of co-ethnic local business owners has developed and evolved in

accordance to the needs of both groups of migrants that incorporated both emotional
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and practical aspects of their migration experience. Thus, the actors involved sought
out the resources useful for the satisfaction of such needs in form of starting
enterprises, which in turn, according to Feld, “expanded the linkages with others who
share the concern and toward alterations in the structure of relations and/or goals of

the emerging network™ (1981, as cited in Gurak & Caces, 1992, p.165).

Overall, the Kyrgyz enterprises are shaped by co-ethnic migrant networks of Kyrgyz
migrants and domestic workers, in particular, in how they have started and operate,
while also actively shaping the experiences of this group by meeting the needs of
domestic workers to support their migrant lifestyle. The migration of Kyrgyz domestic
workers in Ankara is hence sustained by the Kyrgyz enterprises in part due to the
provision of the services demanded by this migrant group. Moreover, Kyrgyz migrant
enterprises offer the emotional and psychological support for domestic workers,
providing migrant women with additional maternal roles and responsibilities as big
sisters and community activists. Lastly, these establishments create safe and
comfortable space for the respondents to meet and socialize with compatriots in the
city. Consequently, migrant networks of Kyrgyz domestic workers that fulfill
sustaining functions are multidimensional and reflect a variability in the organizing
foci as well as contexts within which they take shape, like instances where migrant
enterprises came about by respective roles domestic workers played within the early
form of Kyrgyz migrant community in Ankara, while same establishments functioning

as the hubs for organizing and carrying out their practical chores contemporarily.
5.2.4. Recruiters in Kyrgyzstan and Turkey

Despite the prevalence of the family and kinship relations among migrant networks
Kyrgyz domestic workers employ for their arrival to Turkey, the role of recruiters in
Kyrgyzstan must be addressed because their informal character further deters KDW
from using their services. Common consensus among participants of this research
hence was that it is better to trust family members in Turkey than going to recruiters.
As a result, all of them resisted going to the recruiting firms in Kyrgyzstan, whose
exploitative practices have become somewhat of a cautionary tale that all Kyrgyz

domestic have heard:
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Before there used to be some firms who would take the girls’ money saying they will
send them to work here, but not signing the contract afterward or giving them their
money back, a lot of our compatriots got scammed like that. But because 1 was
educated, I knew about migrant life, I never faced such problems. (Magenta)

Most of them women I hear come here through a firm, paying a lot of money. I do not
know how it is because I have not lived through it myself. They say they struggled,
paid money, 1-month salary, etc. But they are working. Because there’s no work in
the country, to live well, to stand on their feet, to support their children, to earn money,
women leave their families and come here, everyone from young to old. (Azure)

Thus, Azure emphasizes the desperation of Kyrgyz women to earn money that leads
them to use the services of highly unregulated recruitment sector in Kyrgyzstan.
Indeed, while respondents reported seeing ads about firms that arrange work for
Kyrgyz citizens abroad, none of them applied to these firms, instead opting to employ
their connections in the village to find people who could provide them with
connections in Turkey. Thus, more informal variations of recruitment arose to fill the
need for more trustworthy sources for migration for those who could not employ their
family ties in Turkey or did not have enough financial resources to arrange their flight
fare to Turkey. This demand was filled by migrants from the same villages with

continuing or past experience of work in Turkey, like the one Brown describes below:

When [ worked in the marketplace [in Bishkek], my extended family relative from the
side of the husband, her cousin, was one of the first ones who came here [to Turkey]
and started working here. When she settled there, she started working with the Turkish
women to arrange jobs for Kyrgyz women. So, when there was unemployment
everywhere [in Kyrgyzstan], no jobs, she started saying to everyone from the village,
her relatives, all her acquaintances that she can provide girls with jobs... I [came to
Ankara and] found the work here through this person.

Hence, while distantly related to Brown, her contact in Ankara was a relative stranger
who had set up an operation arranging jobs for Kyrgyz women after her arrival to
Turkey. She relied on the small setting of the village to advertise domestic work in
Turkey through word-of-the-mouth. Cyan describes how she arrived to the city by the
facilitation of a returning migrant in her village with connections with a Turkish

employment firm, thereby figuring as an informal recruiter:

I have a lot of siblings. And a neighbor of my sister in the village was calling her,
telling her that one of her many siblings can go to Turkey, work there. And I was
newly married then, I just gave birth. [So, my sister went first.] I then learned why
that the neighbor in the village was inviting us to come to work here. She takes the
commission of 500 USD in the first month when you first come here. She told us the
firms take it. I worked in Adana for 5 months first. Then when I left that job, I did not
like my job, it was hard, and came back to Ankara. I heard it from the girls that the
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firm does not take the money, the woman who invited us takes it all, the firm takes
money from the employers. So Turkish take from Turkish, Kyrgyz take from Kyrgyz.
Apparently, that’s how it was, yes hard like that.

Cyan consequently criticized this recruiter for taking advantage of the migrating
Kyrgyz women, which further translated to her becoming a connection for the arriving
migrants in Ankara and Turkish employment firms free of charge once she resided in
Ankara. It seemed respondents therefore trusted Turkish recruiters more, preferring to
pay their fees after arrival in the country rather than relying on Kyrgyz recruiters. Thus,
Kyrgyz women device alternative ways to reduce their costs by coming to an
agreement with Turkish employment firms via acquaintances in Kyrgyzstan, like

Coral;

I found my work through my sister's acquaintance, who said she will arrange a flight
ticket for me through the firm. I arrived and this worker from the firm greeted me,
took me directly to the office in Kizilay...

Coral, thereby, ended up paying a commission directly to the Turkish firm, which
included the expenses of her air fare along with their services of providing her with a

job placement.

Majority of the Kyrgyz domestic workers visit Turkish firms upon first arrival, either
on their own or accompanied by their female relatives in the city. Indeed, all the
respondents at one point during their experience as domestic workers have been in
contact with an employment firm in the Ankara city center. The circumstances which
framed this interaction were various. For some, their first job was arranged by these
firms who were correspondingly contacted by the arriving migrants’ facilitating
migrant network, still others turned to their services when they wanted to change their
workplace. Thus, there were various levels of trust and frequency of using these
employment offices in an effort to continue their income-earning in the city. For

example, Green recalls:

[My sister and I] found the Turkish recruitment firm, in Ulus, [Mr. X’s] ... They sent
me to [my first workplace in the city] right away. The family there liked me, I liked
them too, so I stayed there, and learned the language there as well... My current job
was also found by [Mr. X]. I called him right after the grandparents in the last place
passed away.

Hence, after a positive experience with the first firm, Green continued employing their

services to find her next placement. Similarly, Cyan developed a rapport with the

136



Turkish firm she worked with upon her first arrival in Ankara in 2017. She is now
referring new migrant arrivals to them, citing their trustworthiness and how they
charge the employers, not the workers, for placement. Azure also had a positive

association with Turkish recruiters:

I came back this year, last month of the last year, in December [2019]. I came back,
and called the firms I had previously worked with asking for work. I came here to
replace one of the workers they knew in one family, taking care of ene [mother].

As a result, the quality of the placement and the commission charged by the firm is
what determined the merits of the recruiters from the perspective of Kyrgyz domestic

workers.

Most of the firms the respondents used were run by Turkish recruiters, partly due to
their high visibility in the public spaces like city center and around central metro
stations. Thus, Turkish recruitment firms were an important source of getting
information about work and getting employed for Kyrgyz women who arrived in the
city without any connections or acquaintances, which still occurred although rarely. A
simple instance from my fieldwork could exemplify this, whereby I ran into a middle-
aged Kyrgyz women on the bus station in city center. She was trying to find her way
to one of the neighborhoods, which I later discovered was her new workplace assigned
to her by a Turkish firm in the city center. Moreover, she had just arrived to the country
that day, not knowing neither the language or any people in the city, she went to a
recruitment firm she found in Kizilay. Though interviewing this woman would have
shed more light on her situation, she never called me back and did not participate in
the study. However, what this vignette illustrates is the unavoidable function the
Turkish firms play in procuring jobs for Kyrgyz domestic workers, whereby, even if
the very last choice, respondents in the study have cited these firms as one of the
available options for recruitment. The relegation of Turkish recruitment firms to an
undesirable rank stems from the negative experiences most Kyrgyz domestic workers

reported while at their offices, which White’s story illustrates:

The first time at the firm is actually the worst. They make you feel like... you feel like
a prostitute. The first time I came, I stayed for 15 whole days at the office which is
designed like a house with the main meeting room, and two adjacent room where girls
slept. It was all really degrading, I cried almost every day. At night they would lock
you from the outside, and leave, and in the morning knock and tell us to prepare, an
employer is going to come and choose one of us. They gave us all types of notes, like
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do not sit with your legs crossed, do not get overdressed, but be clean, presentable.
We would all sit on the couch like this [straightens up, and sits upright, mimicking the
way models sit when they come in for auditions]. They would choose some of us to
be presented to the employer, and they would decide. It felt really bad and degrading. ..
After [I resigned from my first two jobs in Gaziantep and Ankara], the Turkish
company I first applied to, dropped me. They said they cannot find anything for me
anymore. So, they took my money, arranged only 2 jobs for me [when I paid 500USD
for a placement in 3 jobs], and did not even compensate for dropping me.

This experience subsequently led White to utilize her network connections to find her
current employment as a care-taker of an elderly woman. Pink also had a negative
experience with a Turkish firm that had been referred to her by an acquaintance in

Kyrgyzstan:

I paid a whole month’s salary to the firm, 500USD, as they told me in Kyrgyzstan.
We came and waited in the firm [28 days] until they gave us work, and all of the first
month’s salary - they took from me. But it turned out that [the family] did not pay in
dollars like they told me, but in Turkish liras. Also, they told us they would give
30TRY weekend money, but they [the family] were not letting me go even. So, I called
the firm and asked them, they said go, talk to them yourself. I was like “how can I, I
do not even know the language!”. And, they told me to learn, to use internet, but I did
not have any connection, how could I?

Thus, Pink’s dissatisfaction was with the firm abandoning her and not helping her
with the problems in the workplace after the placement. Consequently, she had to rely
on herself to resolve the problems with her employers which she successfully did after
learning the language, even developing a good long-lasting relationship with her
employers. Nevertheless, upon her second job placement through the same firm, she
faced serious problems with her new employers, being mistreated and not getting paid
for the days she had worked. The firm refused to interfere in this case as well, which
led to Pink finding her current employment through a network of acquaintances from
Kyrgyzstan who worked in Ankara. These two cases of Pink and White exemplify how
Kyrgyz domestic workers come to rely on their social networks after meeting fellow
migrants in the city. Notably, these alternative ways of finding recruitment in the city
develop with time, when migrant women gain more experience both in doing domestic
work and finding jobs for themselves and for others. Khaki, for example, illustrates

how respondents with experience in the city visit the firms for work:

It was [only] for my current job in [the district of Ankara] that I found the family
through a firm, I paid 100USD. But that was it, I did not pay any more, like most of
the firms charge you, a monthly salary or something, [but I knew what I wanted and
how they operated].
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Khaki thereby went to the firm when she could not find suitable positions through her
network in the city. She used the information she acquired through actors like Pink
and White to divert the negative aspects, such as paying more money for the promise
of multiple placements, and being assigned to jobs with no consideration of the
migrants’ wishes. Other respondents similarly reported going to the Turkish
employment office only once, paying a one-placement fee when she first arrived in
Ankara. Accordingly, she developed connections with other Kyrgyz migrants in the
city to find her subsequent positions. These instances of using the firms on a selective
basis take shape within the dynamics in the network of migrants in the city, like
whether the respondent has access to it, if there are available openings circulated
among the actors. Therefore, for those respondents who worked with the employment
firms in the city upon their first arrival, the quality of the provided service which
included the expectation of “good” employers by Kyrgyz domestic workers
determined their following association with the recruiters. Subsequently, the
respondents defaulted to utilizing their network for this purpose when their recruitment
and employment experiences were negative, which was largely the case with Turkish
recruitment firms in Ankara. As a consequence, notwithstanding positive associations
with Turkish firms that some of the participants of this study had, there was a clear
preference of the informal ways to find jobs through migrant network among Kyrgyz

domestic workers in this study.

Alternatively, in recent years, Kyrgyz migrants started addressing the demand for
trustworthy employment offices for placement in domestic work in Ankara. For
example, as part of the study I interviewed Ms. F. who had previously worked as a
domestic worker, now employed as a recruiter at a firm owned by her friend, also a
Kyrgyz migrant woman (Unfortunately she refused to participate in the study, so I do
not have any information on her background or how she came to run the business). As
a consequence, though this Kyrgyz employment office is better defined as a Kyrgyz
enterprise, I address its practice here to draw parallels with the accounts of Turkish
recruiters by the respondents. Indeed, Ms. F. described highly unregulated manner in
which the main issue Kyrgyz domestic workers face with the employment firms in the

city — commission fee — is assigned to the migrants and the employers:
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We charge the employers, usually a set fee for up to 3 candidates. So, if they do not
like any of the workers we send them, they can ask for another one, and we can replace
them twice like that... We also charge the workers, not much, a small fee; sometimes
we do not even take their money, if they don’t have it. For instance, if they stayed at
our office before, they could be assigned a job, we provided them with a place to sleep,
food, supporting and even training some. Then, when we find them a job, we ask the
employer to pay for this time they spent at the office, but they might not want to pay
for it, or only pay for the half of it, that is when we charge the workers.

Here, the assignment of the commission seemed rather arbitrary and Ms. F. further
exemplified the circumstances that determined only upon my further inquiry which
contributes to the unregulated manner in which these firms operate, whereby their
operation by either Kyrgyz or Turkish recruiters makes little to no difference to how
migrants are approached, especially upon their first arrival. Ms. F. therefore avoided
answering exactly how much the new migrants in the city who come to their office are
charged or on what basis, but did refer to the waiting time involved for candidates
during which they stay at the office quarters, just like White and Pink did when they
first came to Ankara. On that account, Ms. F. emphasized that the firm works mostly
with the migrants with references which necessitates prior experience of being
employed as a domestic worker, while they still did house inexperienced Kyrgyz
migrants because “some of the employers want someone green, someone who has
never worked as live-in domestic worker before”. Thus, the Kyrgyz firm effectively
limited the potential instances of their interference after the placement by focusing on
and providing services for Kyrgyz women with background in domestic work.
Nevertheless, these recruitment firms in Ankara provide a sustaining function to the
migrant lifestyle of Kyrgyz domestic workers especially for women arriving in Ankara
with no connections and acquaintances, they are the first and only choice, while
experience of working with a recruitment firm subsequently informs the ways KDW

develop of finding work, e.g., through co-ethnic migrants and big sisters in the city.
5.3. Domestic work and relations with the employer

Reproductive labor is an inseparable part of any society existent in the world, largely
relying on the unpaid services of the female members of the family. Kyrgyz women,
owing to the gender structure in Kyrgyzstan and inherited from the Soviet past,
respectively, are also subject to the feminization of the reproductive labor in the
household, whereby entire pool of the respondents have engaged in one form of unpaid

domestic work or another while living in Kyrgyzstan, prior to their migration and
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arrival to Turkey. Thus, Kyrgyz domestic workers in Ankara regarded the nature of
their job as “familiar” and the environment within which they performed the related
tasks and responsibilities “like home” and “like in a family”. These formulations of
their employment as a constellation of intimate associations with their own past in
Kyrgyzstan, e.g., as daughters, sisters, wives, and mothers, is a poignant aspect of their
transnational experience. The social world of paid live-in domestic employment in
Turkey thus consists of relations of KDW with the employers and care-receivers in

Ankara.

Thus, in the following sections, I will depict the features of the domestic labor as
experienced by Kyrgyz women in the employing households of Ankara. I address three
main dimensions of domestic work involving the process of becoming a domestic
worker, nature of domestic work, and emotional labor. In the process of becoming a
domestic worker, issues such as skills, qualifications and traits are subsumed. Nature
of domestic work is discussed in line job description, differentiation of housework and
care work by KDW, and the scope of work that these positions involve. Kyrgyz women
who partook in this thesis, consequently, exhibited very clear dispositions toward the
physical and emotional aspects of their work, where the tasks such as cleaning and
cooking were differentiated from the relationship they have developed with their
employer and/or care-receiver. The last section about the emotional care work thus
addresses these dimensions of work, whereby KDW develop different attitudes toward
the physical space of the house where they work which translates to the tasks they
perform around the house. Meanwhile, the relationship that KDW have with the care-
receiver is discussed in line with the importance of familial association in performing
the person-related care tasks, such as feeding, bathing, administering medicine, etc.
This distinction is crucial for understanding the dynamics of domestic work because
in eldercare, the employer and care-receiver are different people. usually parent and a
child, thus KDW having vastly different relationship dynamics with each, which is
addressed the last to explain how KDW navigate the relationship and tensions between
these people. As a result, the organization of the sections below reflects the responses
of Kyrgyz domestic workers about their employment, wherein while elucidating the
respective actors and dynamics that comprise the social world of domestic
employment of Kyrgyz migrant women, the two facets of the domestic labor, the

physical and emotional will be proven to be intrinsically entangled.
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5.3.1. Becoming a domestic worker

In comparison with the familiar frame of the post-Soviet countries underscored by the
common past, Soviet culture, and knowledge of the Russian language predominantly
used in Russia and Kyrgyzstan, the “unknown” nature of the migration to Turkey and

of work in Turkey created ambiguities for the Kyrgyz women. Yellow confesses:

The only thing I knew about Turkey was from classes like history at school. I did not
know that they had such jobs, I didn't even know there were jobs like this in the world,
because in our country we have kelins doing such work. For example, if you go to care
after elderlies here and you are younger than them, you basically perform the duties
of our kelins. While they do the same work for no pay back home [laughs].

Yellow, like the majority of other respondents of the study, associates the job
description of live-in domestic worker in Turkey with being kelin or a daughter-in-law
which includes a wide variety of tasks simultaneously performed, like cooking,
cleaning, laundry, caring for the older and younger members of the family. This paid
domestic work performed in Turkey are seen as only a fraction of their domestic duties
in Kyrgyzstan. Thus, the skills learned performing unpaid domestic work as the
“women of the family” which prescribed all the object-related duties Kyrgyz women
were performing as migrant workers in Turkey effectively made the respondents ideal
candidates for the position of a domestic worker. Nevertheless, participants of the
study took their previous experience in the house up-keep and care for the elderly in
their family for granted, addressing it mostly as “you know how it is, being a girl in
the family or a kelin [daughter-in-law]”. This perception of similar cultural
formulations of gender and family roles between me as a researcher from Kazakhstan
and them referred to the common Central Asian traditions where women are expected
to take care of the house and people within it notwithstanding their professional life,
which is also not questioned or contested in conservative families, like those in the

villages, where most of the participants were from.

Kyrgyz domestic workers, as a result, do not have special training they go through
unlike Filipina domestic workers who attend courses dedicated to teaching the
migrants how to clean the house and care for the family members of the employer in
a “proper manner” as well as the cultural ways of the receiving countries to forestall
the misunderstanding that might arise between the employers and employees

(Parrefias, 2001; Lan, 2006). On the other hand, Kyrgyz migrants refer to their
142



background of unpaid domestic labor during their work in Ankara while regarding
Turkey as culturally similar/close to Kyrgyz society, and thus not seeing any need in
such specialized trainings. For recruiters, as well, this was the case, where none of the
respondents were required by the firms to undergo a training, neither were they offered
to. While F., a Kyrgyz recruitment agent in Ankara, did note that they organize such
informal trainings on an individual basis to less experienced Kyrgyz migrants, in
practice, no such cases have been heard of or reported by the respondents of the study.
On the other hand, education is more recognized among Kyrgyz domestic workers as
a characteristic that sets them apart from other ethnic groups in Turkey as their
education attainment testifies to their “overqualification”. This can be seen in Yellow’s

commentary:

Why do they [Turkish employers] respect us, because they think we are educated, they
know we are educated, so they hire us not to clean, but to good work as nannies, for
we know Russian, for example mine know Russian, a little bit, I talk to them
sometimes in Russian. They are probably aspiring for our culture, the Russian, we say.
Anyway, our Central Asian side is cultured [from its association with Russia]. If not
for Russia, there would be no culture. Also education. Mostly, Turkish women aspire
to study, to take something, they dream to be like us, our women — there’s this feeling.

Blue further adds to this:

But I, as a woman, think that we Central Asian women are very adaptable to work
anywhere, we are able and very strong. If it was another countries’ women, would
they be able to carry on with such a job or not that is already questionable. It is because
care-taker women now have Soviet education, they have good relations, their
consciousness, it is well-developed, they are well-educated, well-mannered, and
cultured. That’s why they prefer us. There are no uneducated or unspecialized women,
one is a doctor, an accountant, like me, a teacher, a nurse — all leaving because their
salary is low and they need to provide for their children, no one is empty-handed.
Today, someone asked me to translate the document, help her, she finished technical
school, specializing in cooking Kyrgyz and European cuisine, she had a certificate.
So, the very minimum, is a certificate.

As aresult, Kyrgyz domestic workers reflexively construct the value of their education
and act upon the competitive edge it offers in combination with the common Turkish
background that appeals to the Turkish employers on the account of similarity of the

culture, values, and the language.
5.3.2. Nature of domestic work

When getting employed, there are certain aspects of domestic work that are used to

describe the tasks and responsibilities involved in the job. The two primary distinctions
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are between care work and the house work, whereby the former includes childcare and
eldercare while latter is more concentrated in housekeeping tasks like cooking,
cleaning, laundry, etc. Analytically this distinction thus corresponds to person-related
tasks and object-related tasks, respectively, as noted by Lutz (2011). However, in
practice these two types of domestic tasks are interrelated, and notwithstanding the job
description at the time of recruitment, comes to include both in the conduct of Kyrgyz
women at work, regardless of their job titles. For example, those respondents hired as
a housekeeper end up caring for children, while those who are care-takers of the elderly
by title, often take over the upkeep of the house as well. Nevertheless, Kyrgyz women
differentiate between these job titles to refer to the amount of work involved, whereby
younger migrant women especially differentiate the housework as a distinct category
to avoid performing a more emotionally and physically challenging work of taking
care of the elderly. Purple employs this strategy of differentiation of tasks to discern

eldercare in particular in her search for a live-in domestic work in Ankara:

I will search for another job like the one I had after I return. I will try to find jobs as a
nanny or a housekeeper. The sitter, elderly care, is really not for me. I have not cared
for the elderly in that way before, really. It is so hard, you have to help them with
everything, their medicine, bathroom. It is mentally tiring as well! You sit with them
all day, and you become sick yourself!

Similarly, Coral also was looking for a job at the time of the interview and singled out
eldercare as an undesirable position. She also assessed the conditions of live-in
domestic work as better than other informal job opportunities in Turkey, thus
explaining the absence of any daytime or daily-basis workers among Kyrgyz domestic

workers and prevalence of live-in workers instead:

Ireally did not like [the day job]. Not only was I getting really little, but I was squatting
at a friend’s house. That’s why I try to be out, in cafes like this, during the day not to
impose myself on them, their space. If I had a place of my own and a day job, I would
not be able to save at all. That is what is best about the house jobs, you do not pay for
rent, utilities, groceries, on top of the weekend pocket money they give you weekly.
That is the kind of job I want. Like I said, I am good with cleaning, so I want to find
a place where I would perform such tasks. The elderly care and care of children are
hard on their own. Especially with elderly care, there is so much risk, their health is
not well, and you feel responsible for it. Both of these require so much physical
strength, much more than cleaning.

The categorization of the type of domestic work is hence used to offset the heavy work

load involved in types of jobs with a primary care-receiver, and especially eldercare.
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Notably, the Kyrgyz domestic workers employed as “housekeepers” were the
youngest domestic workers in the research group (excluding Red who briefly
worked as a care-taker of the elderly) in comparison with older Kyrgyz women
who are largely employed as care-takers of the elderly. Coral demonstrates this

in her own observation:

Even in comparison with two years ago, there are much more of Kyrgyz
women, you can see it passing in Kizilay. They all come because of
unemployment or very low salaries in Kyrgyzstan. They find jobs as domestic
workers here, older eje’s as elderly care-takers, younger ones as babysitters
and cleaners.

Indeed, Cyan works as a babysitter, though her official work title and practical

conduct diverged:

I do domestic work here, work around the house, care of children. I am
registered as a babysitter according to my work permit. But children are grown,
they go to school usually, but now because of the virus, they are home.
Cleaning the house, cooking, I do all the house work.

Cyan, hence, was also carrying out housework tasks that were more extensive
due to the presence of the children in the household. The number of the
household members and the size of the space, consequently, were important
aspects that determined the scope of the tasks. For example, Coral, hired to take
care of the upkeep of the house specifically, worked hard to maintain the
boundary between her working and non-working hours at the employer’s home
due to the sheer size of the tasks that required completion in the employer’s 3-

storey villa:

In this villa, there was a lot of work, you were always doing something. Some
sisters who work on such villas, especially those who are older, tire themselves
unimaginably cleaning the entire house, all 4 floors. I tell them to be a little
kinder to themselves, it is an unbelievable work load to try to tackle all at once.
I, for example cleaned a floor at a time, also had designated rest hours when 1
asked not to be bothered, and these families, all of them, they were cultured,
polite, they listened to my needs... So, [ would go out in the evenings, after a
break for 1-2 hours following a day’s work, to help them set up a table, eat
together and clean afterwards. Then around 9-10 I would retreat to my room,
and sleep. These couple of hours a day were important for me, to rest, to
distract myself from the routine. I would go crazy otherwise. And they
respected it. Because there is never no work, you know, clean, wash, hang,
there's always something to do, it never stops.
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Thus, setting and maintenance of boundaries was very important for Coral to
manage the physical toll the domestic work as a cleaner takes on her, while she
describes  Coral also wanted to keep the emotional distance from the
employers, who describes her stance on it as: “I would rather be by myself, not
get mixed up in their business, and they not in mine.” Nevertheless, for Coral
sharing a meal with the family was an important ritual that granted her a level
of recognition as an equal member of the household, a feeling of being respected
and in her words “being treated humanely”. This importance attributed to the
meal, either cooking or sharing it, is common to all the respondents, and

Yellow’s description of her own work clearly demonstrates this:

I have my own flat in the house, in one of the three floors. That’s the advantage
of my work, that I work for them, that since the first day I do not clean the
house, we have a housekeeper. I wouldn’t have endured it if I was both a nanny
and a cleaner. Because my job is very relaxed, a lot of people say so too...
They hire housekeepers for 5 days a week who come and clean the house twice
a day, and ever since | started this job, I never picked up a rag. But I love
cooking myself and so I cook for them sometimes, but they have a cook too.
They complement me when I cook all types of foods, pelmeni, borsh, manti,
plov. My master [khozyain] likes my samsa’s. They tell me I should open a
restaurant in Kyrgyzstan of Turkish foods, because I cook Turkish cuisine well
too.

Cooking thereby was regarded as something intimate and a show of love and
care for the household members, where Yellow, despite having a very defined
set of responsibilities as a care-taker of the 2 boys in the family, still wished to
cook to demonstrate her emotional invested-ness in the lives of the family
members. This complies with the observation of Lan (2006), whereby madams
of the house retained the cooking prerogative to themselves wishing not to
relegate such an intimate performance to the migrant domestic workers. For
Kyrgyz domestic workers, on the other hand, cooking was an important way to
demonstrate their affinity to the family members (Yellow) and perform their
domesticity which they took pride in (Purple), while sharing a meal was a way

to feel equal to the members within the household (Coral).

“There is never no work™ remark of Coral, on the other hand, particularly
resonates with the elderly care-takers and largely depends on the living situation
of the domestic worker, i.e., whether the Kyrgyz women share a house only

with a direct care-receiver or with the extended family as well. The latter
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implies less object-related tasks that fall under the migrant worker’s prerogative
as illustrated by Pink and her life taking care of an elderly grandfather in a

family home:

We [used to] live 11 people together in the same house. [After a while] I asked
them to rent us a separate apartment where we could live. They agreed, they
said only 3 of us [grandparents and I] would live there, but then 2
granddaughters moved in. It was a good thing however, they cook and clean.
They look after the grandmother too, she also has health problems, medication
she needs, she is in bed all the time. I do not look after her, I am responsible
for only the grandfather ... I do not cook or clean in the house really. If I have
nothing to do, I am in the house and I get bored, I help them around the house.

This compares starkly to Azure, who also lives with 3 other family members
beside an elderly woman she takes care of, but has more responsibilities around

the house:

I look after a mother, I clean as well. 5 of us live together, a family of 4 and I,
in a 3-storey villa. The cleaning of the big house, the care of the mother, she
has Alzheimer’s, sleeping with her at night, [is all on me]; the work is really
hard, to be honest. The working hours and days are not certain. For example,
because it is summer now, there is a garden, there is more work. It is like I do
not have any resting hours. My work is intensive because of that...

As a result, in comparison with Pink, Azure had two main responsibilities,
cleaning and elderly care. However, Azure commented on her exhaustive work
load and absence of resting and working schedule by saying “I am not
complaining, I get my money accordingly”. Her further regard for the family,
also deterred her from speaking up about the working hours: “because the
family is good, they treat me well, I did not tell them anything about it. For now,
I am managing it like that.” This is exemplary of the very intricate balance of
professional and emotional conduct carried out by care-takers as noted above.
The relationship with the employers, thus, determined the extent of work,
particularly, the voluntary nature of doing housework, i.e., without assignment,
or the “housewife”-like output, if we follow Akalin (2007), by the Kyrgyz

domestic workers.
5.3.3. Emotional care work

Emotional aspects of the paid domestic work carried out by Kyrgyz migrants

are highly contingent on the formulations of family in Kyrgyzstan and
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conditions of work they experience in Turkey. While the former informs the
manner in which they approach their role as the domestic workers in the family,
especially as the primary care-takers of the elderly, the latter solidifies their
position and contributes to the development of the respective emotional
investment in the well-being of and attachment to the employing family. This
has been demonstrated in the manner in which the Kyrgyz migrants perceive
and perform the tasks requiring the physical labor. For example, the association
of the workplace with the home and of the care-receivers and the employers
with a family are conductive of a more expanded scope of the object and person-
related duties. The live-in style of employment furthers this familialization of
work, and the constant and close contact with the members of the household
inevitably involves a substantial amount of emotional labor that goes into

domestic employment.

While the entire household benefits from the labor of the domestic worker in
terms of the reproductive effect their work bears upon lives of the employing
family members, the caring for the well-being and health of particular persons
in the house as a primary responsibility is differentiated by the emotional aspect
that is prevalent in jobs such as care of the children and elderly. Therefore, the
relationship with the care-receiver(s) is considered as distinguished from one
with the employers, whereby the former addresses the employment dynamics
of care-takers, while the latter includes the experience of housekeepers in this
study. It is noteworthy that majority of the respondents have been employed in
the care-giving of the elderly at one time during their stay in Turkey or another.
Thus, even if not currently working in the care sector, the facets of the emotional
labor involved in the domestic work of caring for elderly and children as

outlined below are common to all the respondents.

5.3.3.1. “Treating it like home” and “Feeling like a family”: responsibilities of

elderly care

It stands to reason that care work, and specifically elder care that most of the
participants in this study perform, is categorically different than other types of

domestic work. In looking after elderly people, KDW rely on their reported
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experience in unpaid care of older family members in their youth and
subsequently after their marriage, while in Kyrgyzstan. Older Kyrgyz women
are also described as having more patience and tolerance to endure the harder
emotional and physical labor of taking care of the elderly people in Turkey who
more often than not are bed-ridden and hence require constant care as well as
medical assistance. This is further evident in how Red, Purple, Cyan, and Coral
all had worked as the care-takers of the elderly upon their first arrival to Turkey,
subsequently quitting it, finding the work too hard and tiresome, and preferring

more limited and defined roles of housekeepers.

Majority of the Kyrgyz elderly care-givers live separate from other family
members, sharing a 2 or 3-bedroom apartment with the care-receiver in the city.
Even younger housekeeper respondents reported living separately with the
elderly people under their care in their previous work placements. Therefore, it
was a more common arrangement for the elderly person in the Turkish
household to live on their own with the care-taker, which effectively extended
the scope of the tasks that Kyrgyz women perform, including all types of chores,
from cleaning to cooking, shopping and budgeting, communicating with the
apartment maintenance staff, and receiving and accommodating guests, such as
children of the care-receiver and neighbors who come by visiting. This had a
double-sided effect on the Kyrgyz domestic workers, whereby they were
liberated in their movement around the house because they had no direct
supervision of any other family member, but at the same time, they were
constantly attending to object-related domestic duties. Thus, much similar to
the nature of the unpaid domestic work, Kyrgyz women as care-takers in
Turkey, while residing separately with the elderly care-receivers, were
perpetually embedded in the realm of domesticity, overseeing the cleanliness
and upkeep of the house, performing most of the associated tasks themselves,
even when hiring external workers for the completion of harder physical tasks,
such as moving the furniture, cleaning the carpets and repairs. This type of
employment resulted in a very common sentiment of “feeling like it is [their]
own house” among Kyrgyz domestic workers, where they ensured their own
comfort as the resident care-taker as evident in Fuchsia’s response: “I live as if

in my own house, according to my own standards, for myself.”. As a
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consequence, things like arranging the house according to their own standards
of cleanliness, growing plants, making space for their hobbies, etc. are very
common-place among Kyrgyz domestic workers who live separately with their
care-receivers. For example, Blue describes her object-related responsibilities

in the house she shares with an elderly female care-receiver:

I curate 100% everything in the house. Of course, ene is old, all the children
bring the salary to the ene, I buy everything, what’s missing, they pay for it. I
grow plants, like a small garden on the balcony. For myself, I do things I like
in the house, live freely here, there’s everything in the house. The house stuff,
who comes and goes, what’s missing, [ oversee everything, same as I would
be in my own house.

White similarly treats the house where she cares for the “grandmother” as her
own home, growing plants, painting the walls of the rooms, where her remark
“I don’t live any differently than if I was on my own in Kyrgyzstan” is echoed
in the stories of other participants. Thus, the confluence of the living and
working space leads to the performance of object-related tasks by the Kyrgyz
elderly care-givers in a manner reminiscent of the past experience of unpaid
domestic work in Kyrgyzstan. It is further influenced by the emotional
attachment and a sense of personal responsibility to the space of and the people

within the households in Turkey.

The more permeable boundaries the Kyrgyz migrants established and
maintained with their care-receivers consequently the more profound the effect
on how they conduct themselves and their duties as an employee. Domestic
care-work is defined by a familial character of the job, as illustrated by works
of scholars like Kontos (2015) owing to the live-in arrangements of the migrants
who are, as Akalin (2007) calls it, demanded as housewives by the family
members they live with on a 24-hour-a-day basis. Akkan and Serim (2019)
further note that in Turkey, post-Soviet elderly care-givers are treated as family
by the employers, often referred to by the care-receivers as “daughters”. While
the authors observe that such association of the migrant domestic workers with
members of the family is purposeful to an extent, eliminating the feeling of
insecurity and mistrust, the workers themselves have not elaborated on such
sentiments of either being treated as or feeling like a family. The present study

thus provides a complementary account to such existing work whereby the same
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familial associations are observed to be applicable in how Kyrgyz domestic
workers in Ankara relate to their employers and care-receivers. Blue’s

statement below illustrates this very well:

This place was very comfortable. Especially because of ene [the mother], I
think. She is so like my own mother, her character, even her voice. My own
mother passed early, so I see her as my mother, as if I found a mother. I feel
like it’s my own family. She is like my own mother, we are like mother-
daughter, I cannot leave her... Who knows, however many years God gives
her, until the end I will be here. My human consciousness does net let me leave
her. Look, she’s like my own mother, I don’t have the heart to abandon her.
And 13 years has an effect, anyway. We got used to each other, whenever I go
to the vacation, or when I am not home, she gets restless. She got used to me.
Other than that, when the house is full, she still looks for me, but if she knows
I am there, she is peaceful. How can I leave her?

The work of Kyrgyz domestic workers looking after elderly people in Turkey
thence is underscored with emotional labor due to the intimate nature of their
work and direct responsibility over the well-being of the care-receiver. This is

evident in how Fuchsia describes her work:

My responsibility is to care for her well, clean, give her food on time, cook the
food, clean the house. Until the evening, I am with her, not separating from
her. I live like in my own house, I wake ene when I wake up myself. I wash
her, bathe her, we eat and watch TV together. We go on walks in the garden in
fresh air.

As aresult, Fuchsia like many other Kyrgyz elderly care-givers attuned her own
daily routine, her hobbies and free time in accordance with the person-related
tasks they have to perform. This is a prime example of how care-taking of the
elderly by Kyrgyz domestic workers is imbued with emotional, whereby
respondents engage with elderly care-receivers and attend to their needs on an
affective level. Similarly, the way Teal tried to comfort and accommodate the
needs of an elderly woman she looked after, who had trouble speaking due to
her health, shows the level of empathy and sensitivity required from the

domestic workers:

The grandmother can’t really talk. She is a little capricious. The grandmother
falls asleep while watching TV, she is 81, she sometimes gets distracted,
forgetting things. She does not care what she watches, I ask and she says okay.
But, for example, she is afraid of certain programs, like there is this show about
crime and she starts reacting, shouting thinking it is real. I did not understand
in the beginning, but because she feels like she is there, I try to choose her
programs that are calmer, like animal planet, but with no attacks, or comedy
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shows. She falls asleep then. She also likes good family movies about village
life, she laughs. I throw dances for us, put on music and dance with her. She
likes it, enjoys it, claps around, and children come around surprised, and I say,
what, we are dancing [laughs]. I dance all types of genres, but my favorite is
waltz, I cannot help but dance when I hear it.

Teal consequently tended to the elderly woman with thoughtfulness and
consideration of her emotional needs, beyond care for her physical health. This
exemplifies an intense emotional work that KDW manifest by being affectively

invested in the mental well-being of the elderly.

The physical health of the care-receivers, on the other hand, is a central concern
for Kyrgyz domestic workers and constitutes a deciding factor of the scope of
tasks and responsibilities and the ability of the KDW to perform them.
Particularly, the scope and the nature of person-related physical labor for the
seriously afflicted and bed-ridden or limited in their movements persons is all-
encompassing with a considerable consequence for the care-givers and their
own physical health. Thus, a definition of an “independent” care-receiver
figured very widely in the stories of the respondents, meaning an elderly person
who can get up and walk on their own with little to no assistance. Khaki’s

description of her work exemplifies this:

I take care of the elderly couple, they are not bed-ridden. So, it is not as hard
as for some other women here, who get physically tired carrying these elderly
people off the bed or to the toilet. My grandparents are more independent, they
do not need my help much doing their things. I just clean and cook, and keep
up the house. Sometimes their children come, and I prepare dinners for them
as well. They don’t come that often though, so it is not that hard.
This type of an arrangement where the Kyrgyz domestic worker was hired to
live with the elderly person or a couple to assist them with day-to-day activities
was more common among the respondents, moreover, a more preferred type of
employment than a nurse for bed-ridden or seriously ill elderly people.
Nevertheless, a certain level of medical assistance is common-place in most

elder care, due to the advanced age of the care-receivers, like the grandfather

Ivory looks after:

At this work, there is no separation of work and leisure time, 24 hours you stay
there, you have to work whatever it is, whether it is your responsibility or
something else. My tasks here include cooking, cleaning, giving the medicine.
In short, all the work in the house, I do. He is independent, but when he needs
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me, when he is sick, I give him his medicine. For example, I have to get up in
the middle of night if he needs me. There are no designated hours of work.

Ivory’s emphasis on the absence of the undesignated working hours is
important, because elder care requires constant attention, and thus is very
tiresome not only on physical but also on the emotional level for the domestic
workers who have little time they can dedicate to themselves. Especially, the
need of being tended to at night is an important aspect of the elderly care. This
further exacerbates already strenuous working hours. At this backdrop, having
care-receivers who do not demand such assistance is seen as an advantage.
Another similar issue is with the assistance elderly people need with going to
the bathroom, which is particularly uncomfortable in terms of the privacy that
is permeated and the very intimate and emotional undertone this task involves.

Red describes it below:

I would bathe her, clip her nails, wax her. I gave her massages. I also helped
her in the bathroom, when she would go, I had to hold her, because she cannot
sit on her own, she would fall. So, I had gloves, I would use them to clean her
up after she had done her “business”.

Hence, the care with which Red attended to the personal hygiene and grooming
of her care-receiver indicates the affective element of her work performance,
whereby she took pride in how clean and beautiful the “grandmother” would
look. Moreover, the sheer strength involved in sitting down and lifting up the
person makes the state of health and the extent of the immobility of the care-
receiver a determining factor of the physical labor of the Kyrgyz domestic
workers in Turkey, making care work a lot harder than the housekeeping or
cooking. Consequently, although Red lived with other family members and had
only the responsibility of caring for the grandmother in the house, she found the
work too stressful on her own health and quit her employment as domestic

worker in Turkey.

In contrast, Red’s mother, Pink, developed an attachment to her care-receiver,

an elderly men, akin a motherly attachment to the child:

I already became one of the family. For example, when I go to Kyrgyzstan for
a month, I miss them, especially the grandfather. He became like my child.
Because I take care of him, I coddle him, complement him about how beautiful
he is. He is smart and kind...
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This child-like image of the care-receivers in the eyes of the Kyrgyz domestic
workers is indicative of the tenderness and the care KDW have toward them. It
is common to almost all respondents in the study and is indicative of the
familialization of the relation with care-receivers, becoming protective of them
and caring for them in a wholistic manner. The domestic workers, therefore,
meet the emotional demands, performing certain tasks that do not pertain to any
designated duties upon employment, but issues that demand affective attention,

such as those described by Magenta:

Most [elderly care-receivers] have problems, some have emotional problems.
They are almost like your children. In the beginning they do not want you, but
after they get used to you, you do not have the heart to leave them. Even when
you go back home, you worry about them, thinking how they are, if they are
all right. After all, it is not easy. With each work, you have to adjust your
psychology anew. It needs time... When the pass away, it turns out, it is really
bad for us too. We get used to them, and when they are no longer there, we
become really sad, feel bad. They are your kin, your friend, your child, you are
there with them for 24 hours, doing everything with them, sharing everything.
That is why it is really hard for us to lose them, to lose someone you were so
close with. I always remember them, every time I pray for their peace. I talk
to their children. They [the children] apparently know, when they [the elderly
parents] reach a certain age, a difficult stage in their lives, and they can no
longer look after them themselves, that’s when they hire us. Apparently, we
fight and live through those hard minutes with them then.

Thus, the intimate nature of the care work and aforementioned instances of the
familial association with the care-receiver very profoundly affect Kyrgyz
domestic workers, where they become attached to the elderly people that they
look after, perceiving them either as parents or as children, but foremost as
people who depend on their care on an hourly basis. Magenta’s emphasis on the
emotionally challenging aspect of looking after and bonding with people who
are at the last stage of their lives is particularly important in the view of how it
affects the duration of employment. In other words, the passing away of the
care-receiver has a great emotional toll on the Kyrgyz domestic workers who
are left to process such a loss, where Magenta adds: “I always wish good things
for them, for them to live long, to live healthy, so I would work with them a
little longer, I could stay with them a little longer.” Therefore, the elderly care-
work is inevitably temporary, completely contingent on the state of health and

longevity of the care-receivers.
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These vignettes illustrate how, if the respondent “feels like family” with the
employing family, treating the house “like home”, they also were involved in
more intensive work hours, dedicating not only their time but also emotions,
becoming invested in the well-being of the care-receiver, growing attached to

them at times as well.

5.3.3.2. “Caring for the mother, obeying the master”: negotiating care with

employers

Kyrgyz domestic workers are continuously embedded in a web of familial
connections of the household, particular members of which employ them, while
the rest directly or indirectly benefit from their labor. For both types of
respondents in this study, elderly care-takers and housekeepers, the family
members with whom they resided especially had a profound impact on the
experience of domestic work. Most indicative of the intricate nature of this
embeddedness is the extent to which Kyrgyz migrants grow close to the
children of the elderly parents they look after and to the children of the
employers who hire them as housekeepers, respectively. Hence, while living
arrangements impact the dynamic of this interaction with the employing family,
even in instances where the children or extended family of the care-receiver live
separately from the domestic worker and the elderly person, the family
members maintain a constant presence in the lives of the domestic workers,
affecting their daily pace, work schedule, duties and responsibilities, and

benefits they acquire at the position, accordingly.

The role of the employer is conferred to the member of the household by
directly paying the salary and providing social security for the domestic worker.
As a result, Kyrgyz migrants make clear distinctions that between employers
and care-receivers. In case of housekeepers, like Purple and Coral, jointly
employed by the married couple of the nuclear household, same is true, and
actors set boundaries between members of the household receiving their care
and services and possible guests and extended family who might visit or stay in
the house on occasion. For elderly care-takers, on the other hand, the guests

who come by visiting the care-receivers are part of their daily routine, where
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the range of these visitors incudes friends, neighbors, and children. In
comparison with the housekeepers, Kyrgyz elderly care-takers do indeed
establish a familial association with these guests, particularly with the children
of the elderly because it is the children who employ the domestic workers for
their elderly parents in need of live-in care, and with whom the migrants
establish an employment relationship with. The issues such as the payment,
negotiation of the annual leave and benefits, legalization are mostly taken care
of by these children. Consequently, the relationship with them is a crucial part
of the working experience of the Kyrgyz migrants as is the interaction with the
care-receiver. The emotional aspect of this connection is particularly layered
due to the responsibility the migrant workers assume over the well-being of the

parents of their employers.

A high degree of control over work and freedom in deciding how and when to
carry out tasks and responsibilities associated with house and care work is
granted to the Kyrgyz elderly care-givers because the children of the elderly
that employ KDW designate the overall well-being of their parents as the main
duty of these domestic workers. As a result, the employers do not interfere much
with the work flow and conduct of tasks by the respondents, while the terms of
this “trust” the employers have is determined by the “professionalism” that
KDW are assessed to have. Kyrgyz migrants, as a result, link their employment
opportunities and favorable work conditions with their ability to “do good

work”, like Green:

The mother also loves me a lot, because I am very caring and professional.
Every day, like clockwork, I wake up at 8.30-9AM with her, and change my
clothes, then I change her diaper, use the cream, so she does not get an
irritation. I then check her eyes if they are sweating, because with age a lot of
women have problems with sweaty eyes, getting wounds if unattended to. [
cook all the best food, our fridge is always full, there is never anything missing,
everything is in abundance. The mother eats anything, she is not picky, so I get
to choose myself what to cook. I clean the house very well, very thoroughly,
cleaning the windows every week. The mother does not talk much, she has an
onset of Alzheimer’s, so she usually just sits around, calmly. And because |
am very thorough and clean, we get along well.

Green describes her employment caring for an elderly woman that she initially
found too hard and tiresome, and quitting after 3 months of work, she was

invited to return by the employing family who accordingly offered her a raise
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in the wage. As a result, Green recognizes her skills as accountable for such an
arrangement. This is representative of other Kyrgyz care-takers of the elderly
who give a lot of credit to their work conduct or “professionalism” in furthering
their relationship with the care-receivers, seeing the benefits they receive as
deserving of their efforts, subsequently. This way of approaching the domestic
care work is distinguishable in the view of the better conditions for employment
in the market it provides for the migrants. For example, Teal, known for this
level of “professionalism”, by her previous employers, found her current

placement through a network of employer references:

[Previously] I cared for the grandfather who was in coma for a year, | stayed
with him. He had bedsores all over his body, the children couldn’t take care of
him. But I put him back on his feet, he got better, so they liked me and wanted
me for another job. So, I went back to Kyrgyzstan [after his death] but they
called me back [to work]. They exchanged my number between each other,
and another family knew me, so they wanted me to work for their grandparents
too.

The professionalism in the domestic care work is thus conceived of in terms of
the “voluntary” care, i.e., not prescribed or necessarily designated by the
employing family members, that includes tending to the emotional well-being
of the care-receiver(s), and upon good performance of such work, the employers
provide a frame of employment by referring workers to each other. Since this
type of “quality care” is highly valued among the employers, according to the
Kyrgyz domestic workers, instances such as described above, where women
like Teal are invited to return to Turkey for work are well accounted. Kyrgyz
migrants credit their own skills and the good relationship established with the
employers for such special demand in their labor. Therefore, emotional labor of
the Kyrgyz domestic workers is recognized and valued by the employers to an
extent, that migrants investing more in the well-being of the care-receiver
acquire a chance to benefit from the network of references upon the release
from the workplaces, usually due to the passing away of the previous care-

receiver. Magenta describes this as following:

When I was back in Kyrgyzstan for my daughter’s wedding, one of my old
employers called asking if [ wanted a job, I said yes, and returned. The family
is good and reliable because of that. That’s the advantage, if you have good
relations, you establish a chain [a network].
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Consequently, migrants value the advantages a good relationship established
with the care-receiver and their family offers. The gratitude the Kyrgyz workers
thus receive is an aspect of the work that is appreciated, furthering the
connection between the employing children of the elderly and the domestic

workers, as exemplified by Green:

[The children of the grandmother] like me very much, they like how clean and
thorough I am in my work. They say I care for the house as if it was my own,
and care for their mother as if she was mine too. I do care for her and for the
house very well, they thank me every time. The mother also loves me a lot,
because | am very caring and professional.

Here, Green equates the relationship with the family of the elderly care-receiver
to the quality of her work and the relationship with the grandmother. Being on
good terms with the employing party hence is attributed to their work ethic, not
something that just comes about, but a particular achievement earned through

hard work, both on physical and emotional terms Ivory best sums this:

The man I look after is good, we know each other’s character now. We have a
good relationship, I follow his needs and thoughts, provide him with things he
wants.

The “following needs and thoughts” here refers to the immeasurable and
unquantifiable nature of the affective value of the care work, where Gutiérrez-
Rodriguez (2010) defines it as the demand in subjective faculties of the
domestic worker involved in this process. According to the author, embedded
and unfolding within the “site of affects”, Kyrgyz migrants have to navigate
within the sensations and intensities comprising the social fabric of encounters
in the employment dynamic. In case of the Kyrgyz domestic, workers in
Turkey, these encounters encompass the relationship established with the
family members who do not live with nor receive the care work provided by the
migrants directly, which further layers the emotional labor involved in their

employment.

Hence, migrant domestic workers appreciate close and lasting relations with
their care-receivers and their families. It helps with finding long term positions
and acquiring a level of relative security and stability that is valuable given the

informal and volatile nature of the migrant reproductive labor market in Turkey.
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The respondents thus took pride in long years of employment by the same
family; this raised their status within the family and incurred better benefits for
them in the form of petty cash and additional payments made for personal use

of the workers, as help or gifts, like in case of Pink:

I need money ahead of the salary, he calls his children right away, instructing
them to send me however much I need ahead of time. He is also a pilgrim; he
has been to Mekkah thrice. So, every year during Ramadan month they give
me money [sadaka], the grandfather and his children, separately. Every day
grandfather gives me petty cash, his sons give it to him to give it to me. They
tell him not to give it to his wife, but to me, because she takes care of you, not
mom, they say. When my father died, they gave me money to send back home,
last year also when our brother-in-law died, they sent money. They do it out
of their own will, they hear me crying, and they ask, that’s how they learn
[about my life].

For Pink, hence, their good relationship is exemplified through such small acts
of attention and consideration, through tips and benefits like holiday money or
for personal use. Most notably, the notion of “they ask” resonated across the
participant group as a meaningful gesture of the employers toward the domestic
workers, being invested in the lives of the migrants and their emotional well-
being. On the other hand, “caring” of employers as interpreted by KDW also
manifests itself in form of the material objects, such as monetary rewards.

White’s case illustrates this very clearly:

Once, after they sold the burial plot of the grandfather, anne’s husband, they
divided all the money between siblings, and even gave me a share. 5000USD!
Can you imagine? I was like, why are you giving this to me? And they said,
that they divided it in the family, and this is my share. I was so touched, I got
so emotional, and cried. If you are a good person, the person across you is also
going to be good, kind.

Being entitled to a share of a family money functioned as a recognition and
indictment to the rank of a full member as experienced by White, this instance
embodied her relations with the employing family to the fullest extent, in her
own words. To an extent, hence, while the material rewards are an important
part of work relations which affects how Kyrgyz domestic workers experience
the employment relationship, it is the perception of care of the employers that
is at stake for the Kyrgyz migrants. This is similar to the observation of Lan
2006), whence coming from a developing country and a less advantageous

background than the employers’, the problems of the migrant domestic workers
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are associated with financial difficulties, and thus, for both parties, the help and
care is realized in a monetary form. While Lan reports the account of the
employers on this matter and the impression of “they always ask for money”,
the current study hence shows how such gestures are internalized by the
workers, and why it matters. For Kyrgyz domestic workers, who have arrived
in Turkey in search of income, to alleviate their financial hardships, and support
their family, to receive help in form of extra cash and tips comes to represent
the empathy of the employer, an attribute of the familial association, and a care

that corresponds to such a relation.

There are other ways the employing family showcase the regard they have for
the domestic workers, as expressed by the respondents. For Kyrgyz migrants,
who have extensive family networks of their own and for whom the family
reunification is one of the crucial aspects that improves their migration and
work experience, the support given by employing family for the arrival of the
migrants’ relatives to Ankara and their residence together with them in the same
household is a key distinction made upon recognizing the value assigned to
them by the employers. Elderly care-takers especially benefit from the good
relationship established with the care-receiver and their family in successfully

relocating their children to the city, as demonstrated by Fuchsia:

We have a good relationship. They relate to me like their kin. They ask after
my daughter, she even stayed here with me. Now also we have a good relation,
they treat me well, they think of me as a family member.

The hosting of the relatives, children, and siblings of the domestic worker in the
employer’s house, or as in Fuchsia’s case, a house they share with the care-
receiver, acquires a meaning corresponding to the closeness, the familial
sentiments, and the high regard the employers have for the workers. Many
respondents who live separately with the elderly they care for reported inviting
and hosting their children during their employment, of which the employing
family was most supportive and positively approached such acts of
reunification. White’s daughter even lived with her and the care-receiver for a
year while she was preparing for the entrance exams of the Turkish university,

and the fact that she was not simply allowed, but welcomed in the house and by
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the employers contributed to White’s feelings of being valued and appreciated

as a worker:

[Our relationship with the daughters of the grandmother is] really good, so
close, they now call me their sister, and anne doesn’t see me any different than
her daughters. She never mistreats or abuses me. Her children come every
week, one of the daughters is not good with others, she comes on Wednesdays,
others on weekend, with all the grandchildren. They don’t mistreat me, caring
for me and respecting me.

The feeling of being one of the family is the stand-in for the good relationship
with the employers, where such a position in the household confers respect and
high regard for the worker. Kyrgyz domestic workers, especially those who
have been employed by one family for a long period of time, thus refer to the
employing family as if to their own family members, describing in vivid detail
the lives and taking pride in accomplishments of theirs. Blue clearly
demonstrates this by excitingly showing a wall full of pictures of the many
children and grandchildren of the grandmother she takes care of, accompanying
each frame with a story, emanating warmth more reminiscent of the sentiments
of an intimate family, instead of the employment relation. She expressed how
connected she feels with the children and grandchildren of the elderly care-

receiver:

So, they see me as part of the family, like an aunt. When they come, I also
become happy, preparing all types of food, as if my own children are coming.
The time spent with the bigger family is always good, I am very happy, there’s
no psychological drawback at any time. The family is very nice. We are close
[with the members of the extended family]. For example, one of the
grandchildren taught me last to swim on our vacation when he was 10. Now
he is finishing his law degree.

Consequently, despite living separately with the care-receiver, Blue, who was
employed by the same family for over a decade, developed lasting bonds with
the employing family members. Becoming at once daughters of the care-
receivers and sibling and aunts to the employing children, Kyrgyz domestic
workers hence experience familialization on multiple fronts. The relationship
with the employing family, consequently, is rooted in the affective value of the

labor of Kyrgyz domestic workers.
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In the relationship with the employers, not only the payment, but also
interactions upon the need to buy medical supplies for the grandmother and
groceries around the house determine the nature of their relationship. While this
dynamic seems more professionalized in light of the limited time the actors
spend together, it is noteworthy that the closer Kyrgyz domestic worker feels
toward the care-receivers, the more intimate is their relationship with the family
of theirs, such as the children of the family, the parents of the young care-
receivers, and employing parents of the household members. The respondents
were continuously embedded in the web of sentiments pertaining to the care of
the family member(s) of the employers, navigating contentious waters of their
trust and responsibility over the well-being of the care-receiver. Familial
feelings with the employers notwithstanding, hence, negotiating the working
conditions hence are integral part of the emotional labor performed by Kyrgyz
migrants in Turkey. While details like hours of work, salary, and days off are
usually designated according to the sector standard, the terms of care, i.e., how
and to what extent do KDW have the decision-making power about the well-
being of the care-receivers, is a contentious topic that is particular to this group
of migrant domestic workers. Indeed, in their performance of elderly care work,
Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey actively negotiate the terms of care of the
elderly people with their children who act as employers in this relationship.
Particularly, there is a possible tension between the “mother’s needs”, i.e., care
needs of care-receivers, and “master’s wishes”, that is their children enacting
their role as employers and deciding on the terms of care administered to their
elderly parents. The terms of care here mean particular elements of
administering drugs or therapy to care-receivers as well as their diet, nutrition,
exercise, sleep time, leisure time, and other considerations. Therefore, these
issues directly translate to the working condition of Kyrgyz domestic workers
living with the care-receivers as their primary care-takers. These tensions thus
can happen due to the differing opinions about what the care-receiver needs,
leaving Kyrgyz domestic workers in a position to navigate this contentious
dynamic. For example, Teal cares for an elderly woman who is administered

sleeping pills to overcome the problems of wakefulness at night:
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She wakes up early too, she waits for me until I return from my morning run,
for me to change her. Doctor prescribed a sleeping medicine to sleep through
the night, so she doesn’t wake up during the night. One day, I felt bad about
giving it to her, poisoning her, so I didn’t give it once, and she didn’t sleep at
all, all day, all night, she was restless, tired. And then the son told me that she
needs it, it is prescribed, so I started giving it again. She cannot do without
them.

These types of practical solutions to the health problems of the care-receivers
contribute to alleviating the pressure of the elderly care work, making it less
demanding on the health of the domestic workers. In light of this, Teal’s
hesitation to give her care-receiver the sleeping pills represents her emotional
bond with her and genuine desire to help and contribute to her health even at a
cost of her own sleep. Nevertheless, Teal could not disobey the direct
instructions of her employer once the latter insisted upon it, reaffirming the
higher position the employers hold in relation to the care-receiver and care-
provider, where both are dependent on the employer for livelihood. Thence, the
way Kyrgyz domestic workers navigate their relationship with employers is
emblematic of their balancing the needs of care-receivers that they deemed

important with wishes and instructions of their children who employ KDW.

Similar situation was observed in the case of Pink and her employment in a
household with extended family members coresiding with her care-receiver, an
elderly man. As was the case with Teal and sleeping pills, Pink had a particular
struggle convincing the children of the “grandfather”, the employers, to start

using adult diapers:

For the first two years, it was hard, I struggled because they did not allow using
diapers. But the grandfather is a very big man, so it is hard to lift him, when
going to the bathroom. He is not bed-ridden, he walks, but it is still hard. After
that, I said I would get used to it, because the family was good, they treat me
well, that’s why I got used to them. The grandmother and the daughters would
help me [taking care of the grandfather]. We do physical training, I massage
him. Now, this year we started using diapers, it is easier. I do not do anything
until morning, he does not wake me at night. He is sick after all.

Thusly, Pink had to abide by her employer’s preferences in the matter of adult
diapers, compromising her own comfort in fulfilling her responsibilities as a
care-taker in exchange for a good relationship with the children of the
grandfather who all lived in the same house. The presence of the household

support in her provision of care to the grandfather was a further impetus for her
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to accept her employer’s terms, whereby female members of the family who lived with
them assisted Pink in fulfilling her daily duties. This reflects the familial relationship
that Pink developed with the children and extended family of her care-receiver,
whereby daughters of the sons referred to her as a second mother. This familial
position of the domestic worker thus might ease the navigation of the relationship
between the employer’s preferences for care of their parents and parents’ needs,
respectively. Correspondingly, consistently informed and updated about the state of
health their parents, Pink’s employers eventually agreed to the use of adult diapers
after some time. Therefore, employers might be more lenient toward taking domestic

workers’ judgment into account, if there is such a close relationship between them.

All in all, while the emotional labor involved in care work is more obvious with its
many facets and intricate dynamics drawing much of analytical attention, the relation
with the employers of the labor who are not exclusively the care-receivers themselves
is an important aspect of the employment of Kyrgyz domestic workers in Ankara. This
is because the relation with the employer family, i.e., family of the master (owner of
the house) and/or the primary employer paying the salary of the migrant, has important
implications for the experience of work and migration of Kyrgyz women, while the
affective sentiments circulating in the dynamic of this relation contextualize the
process unfolding in the social world of domestic employment. Navigating the
emotions of trust and respect entangled and sought after in the relation with the
employer, Kyrgyz domestic workers exhibit a particular preference for the
familialization of these relations, much akin to their performance of emotional labor
in care work with the elderly. Lastly, while the seeming distinction might arise
between different categories of Kyrgyz domestic workers, i.e., young housekeepers
and older care-takers of the elderly, the centrality of the family of the employer and
care-receivers remains true across them, effectively splitting the direction of the labor
of Kyrgyz domestic workers and the affective value that accompanies it into several
different channels. In other words, Kyrgyz migrants navigate the tenets of emotional
work in their conduct not only with the direct care-receivers, but also with the

employer family who benefit from this paid form of domesticity.
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CHAPTER 6

QUESTIONING TRANSNATIONAL AGENCY

Transnational agency is defined as the process of translation of economic, social and
cultural resources to relational contexts other than the ones where they originated by
schematizing past interactions (Koengeter & Wendy, 2015). Therefore, transnational
agency framework offers to view the multiplicity of cross-border relations arising in
different nation-state structures from the lens of social worlds in order to be able to
observe the process of schematization and translation of capital from one setting to
another. Social worlds are correspondingly defined as networks of interaction
consisting of actors committed to same activities and sharing same interests and
mobilizing common tangible resources and conventions, derived from schematization
of the past (Crossley, 2011). Kyrgyz domestic workers are continuously acting within
such web of interactions belonging to various social worlds, of which family, migrant
network, and work relations have been the most common among the participants of

the present study.

Kyrgyz women thus constantly cross between the borders of the designated social
worlds, bringing different aspects of the interactions in one of these worlds to the other,
merging their respective identities, creating and maintaining the interactions in certain
worlds for the strengthening and supporting relations in others. This is best
exemplified by how migrant networks are cultivated by KDW to sustain their
migration in Ankara, providing respondents with resources to send remittances to their
families, while the family members working as domestic workers in Ankara act as
facilitators of their migration, preconditioning and being included in their migrant
networks. Therefore, the chronological sequence of generation of social worlds of
family, migration, and domestic work in Turkey, points to the interdependent nature
of these networks. Specifically, motivated by familial obligations and/or family-

instilled aspirations for the future, Kyrgyz women foray into the local and international
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labor market, the experience in which fundamentally alters the family relations,
transnationalizing them. On the other hand, the performance of domestic work is
heavily influenced by the personal experiences of family life of women in Kyrgyzstan
which is underscored by fulfilling unpaid domestic tasks and responsibilities according
to the Kyrgyz cultural and gender norms. Thus, the conceptualization of multiplicity
of cross-border relations of KDW as social worlds affords accounting for the variety
of social worlds that have developed at different life stages and in different locations,
while the way KDW maintain these interactions during migration allows to see how
different localities and temporalities are connected in minds and practices of KDW.
Transnational agency taking shape within these relations then is approached not as
permanent constructions that are reapplied in individual instances of hardship and
struggle or decision making per se, but as a dynamic process that exists within the
relations, with a fluid and changing nature matching dynamic boundaries and

processes within social worlds.

The relationality in social worlds of KDW however is not limited to the human
participants; tangible material resources like money, physical locations, and
technology as well schematized conventions of interaction like discourses, norms and
values are important elements of relations between actors (MacLean et al., 2021).
Specifically, technology figures greatly in maintaining connections with family
members, while social media apps also pave the way for developing and expanding
the network of fellow migrants in the city, allowing participants not only to socialize
and engage in community activism, but also to find employment and share information
regarding aspects of migration like legalization. In a similar manner, physical spaces
like Kyrgyz cafes in Ankara provide a place for coherence of social worlds of migrant
network, where participants spend their days off work, socializing with the friends and
family in the city, acquiring information about the work and migration processes as
well as presenting KDW with a safe space to meet with potential employers and
recruiters. Other small businesses like remittance and cargo-sending offices owned by
Kyrgyz graduates of Turkish universities also provide necessary services for the
maintenance of migration of the participants. Therefore, remittances constitute the
vital resource in the arsenal of KDW connecting not only actors in a given social world,
but figuring as a common element across the three distinct social worlds. Particularly,

while remittances are generated through employment relations performing domestic
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work, whereupon KDW’s income-earning is enhanced if they have a “good
relationship” with the employer, this money is then sent by the participants to the
family in Kyrgyzstan in fulfillment of their family roles as mothers, wives, daughters,
daughters-in-law, sisters, and aunts, and expected financial support for their family
members. Last but not least, this process of cross-border money transfer is not possible
without the Kyrgyz remittance agencies in Ankara whose services are used by all
respondents in the study, making their function within the social world of migrant
networks unique and distinctly different from other enterprises in Ankara like cafes

and recruitment firms.

On the other hand, social and cultural values and norms are comprised of principles
and scenarios of actions dialogically developed in response to the social circumstances
(Sewell, 1992). Therefore, these conventions, which I refer to as schemas in this thesis,
are produced and reproduced in the social worlds, respectively (Maclean et al., 2021),
and as schemas are acquired in the past experiences and transposed onto new
interactions, it introduces a temporal dimension to the discussion of transnational
agency. This is in line with the view of agency per Sewell’s (1992) emphasis on the
capacity of the actors to apply schemas to other-than-learned-in contexts. Emirbayer
and Mische (1998), who extend this temporal element to include orientations toward
present and future, refer to this process of transposition as the schematization of past
experience which contributes to the continuation of the corresponding institutions,
relations, and social identities in the social worlds. Such instances of iteration of the
past by KDW in Turkey include but are not limited to fulfillment of familial roles per
designated Kyrgyz gender norms during cross-border mobility, recalling the past
scenarios of performing unpaid domestic tasks and responsibilities and re-applying
them at their workplace as live-in domestic workers in Turkey, and using migration
and employment experience in Ankara to anticipate and selectively recall patterns of
response to the problematic situation, like in interactions with recruiters and

problematic employers.

Consequently, temporality becomes an important dimension to employ in constructing
the relational concept of transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic workers, and in
doing so, I use Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) argument of agency as a “process of

social engagement” (p. 962), delineating the elements of the agentic action

167



accordingly. Namely, these elements are iteration of the past, projectivity of the future,
and practical evaluation of the present where Kyrgyz women exercise habit,
imagination, and judgment, respectively. According to Emirbayer and Mische (1998),
then, by ascribing transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic workers three distinct
facets corresponding to the temporal orientations, i.e., toward past, present, and future,
it is possible to arrive at the dynamic depiction of structure, and how it is maintained
and transformed by the agentic action of moving across social worlds. This process is
consequently conceived as an intersubjective one, following Sewell (1992) and
Emirbayer and Mische (1998), where agentic action is reliant upon the deliberative
capacities of the domestic workers, that is, their ability to act as knowledgeable
subjects with reflective skills toward their own actions and that of the others. This is
the major limitation of the relational agency framework of Emirbayer and Mische
(1998) when applied to the case of Kyrgyz domestic workers, because it overlooks the
unequal gender relations and distribution of resources that lie at the heart of the
experiences of KDW in Turkey. The implications for conceptualization of
transnational agency of KDW using their theory would mean Kyrgyz domestic
workers gain a certain degree of transformative power upon social worlds they are
interacting within. However, this is not the case for the respondents in this study who
do not question nor collectively transform the structural constraints within social
worlds, building upon the traditional gender roles and cultural values during their
migration and work experience, instead. This is in line with the general critique of
Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) conceptualization of agency being “overly optimistic
in their relational approach regarding the role of embedded agency in shaping
outcomes due to contingent practices, [and assuming] that every actor has the power

to change outcomes (Skrobanek & Vysotskaya, 2022, p. 109).

Despite this limitation, the temporal perspective of Emirbayer and Mische (1998)
presents an important analytical tool to depict the connections of past, present, and
future in minds and practices of KDW. Thus, as a continuation of questioning the
limitations and possibilities of the concept of transnational agency, I develop this
chapter around the themes of temporal orientation developed by Emirbayer and
Mische (1998) corresponding to elements of the agency to connect them to the
observations related to the social worlds and interactions of KDW within them. First,

iteration of the past patterns of interaction is discussed in line with the gender roles
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and cultural values that are strengthened and inform the decisions KDW make during
labor migration. Thus, in contrast to the central tenet of Emirbayer and Mische’s
(1998) concept of relational agency, the reinforced normative structures of Kyrgyz
culture show the limitations of agency, where KDW act within the frame of their roles
as wives, daughters-in-law, and mothers. These traditional gender roles in turn inform
the decision to migrate, type of work as labor migrants, performance of domestic work,
sending of remittances, and future plans. Secondly, the problematization of the
ambiguities at work is discussed in relation to the various strategies KDW develop to
overcome the challenges at work. Therefore, a lot of issues underlying employment as
a live-in domestic worker are identified along with the ways these problems are solved
by the participants. These include how KDW overcome informal conditions of work
and absence of work permit or work contract by categorizing their employers and
prioritizing good relations with employers as ensuring job security, the way KDW
tackle the issue of emotional burden involved in performance of domestic work, and
the development and utilization of social networks with migrants and employers to
meet the needs such as finding work, sending remittances, and diversifying income.
Lastly, the plans and imaginations of future are discussed in relation to how they
transform during migration experience of KDW, reflecting how from providing
support for children and family, motivations of KDW evolve to include plans for their
return, demonstrating knowledge of Kyrgyz economy and ways to maneuver its
limitations as well as innovative ways of integrating their experience in Turkey to the
future plans. Consequently, the imaginations for future by KDW are constructed and
transformed in accordance with the experiences in social worlds, illustrating the
ultimate connection of different social worlds reflected in the details of the plans that

respondents make.
6.1. Iteration of the past and continuation of gender roles

Kyrgyz domestic workers employ various skills and qualifications gained through
familial relations and education in Kyrgyzstan in how they migrate and work as
domestic workers. This is in correspondence with the iterational element of the agency
and what Emirbayer and Mische (1998) address under “schematization of social
experience”, i.e., the ability of the actor to “recall, to select, and to appropriately apply”

the patterns of action developed in past relations (p. 975). While regarded as habitual
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in nature and thus reproductive in effect, these templates of interaction re-enacted by
Kyrgyz domestic workers still demand a high degree of maneuverability and
selectivity in relation to the past habits, underscoring anticipation of the certain

outcomes in line with the desired goals of the migrant women.

KDW come from a very layered background of Kyrgyz gender structure that is
enforced by the family ties and the formal education they receive, leading afterwards
to their specialization field and work experience and/or marital past and assuming
gender roles of daughter-in-law, but most importantly for the majority of the
respondents of this study, that of the mother. These paths of life within the economic
constrictions of Kyrgyzstan ultimately lead Kyrgyz women to migrate in search of
employment and more sufficient income opportunities to support themselves and their
families, either first within the post-Soviet space or to Turkey directly. Moreover,
Kyrgyz women who migrate for labor usually have families, including migrant
married women, leading to children and spouses left behind. Thus, in regard to the
aspect of labor migration affecting the family structure of Kyrgyz domestic workers,

Blue had this to say about it:

While there are women who are younger than me, leaving behind 1-month old babies,
divorcing their husbands and coming here, for these women [I think a better thing
would be to] find a common point, reconcile. That is what grieves me, the rising
numbers of divorces, lack of social protection, the children left behind at an early age,
their psychological fate, all caused by migration flows, what are you going to do.

Blue’s statement illustrates the importance given to cultural values, family traditions,
and gender norms shared by Kyrgyz domestic workers in this study. It reflects high
regard given to fulfilling roles as wives and mothers in the Kyrgyz society by women
while migration effectively led to the deterioration of these roles and the disruption of
the family life. KDW, hence, especially older participants, did not readily accept labor
migration as a positive thing, referring to it as “forced”, and lamenting their situation,
and yearning for social and employment security provided by the Soviet state. This is
indicative of how labor migration has not transformed the cultural values upheld by
these women, on the contrary, informing their experience of migrant domestic work
in Turkey. For example, married Kyrgyz participants were more invested in preserving
the tenets of their spousal and family life by procuring the necessary informal

arrangements and presenting the terms of migration according to the values upheld by
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their families. The nature of work the migrants engage in, subsequently, being
confined within the private realm of households and familiar to the family members in
Kyrgyzstan ensures the security of the job, both in terms of the physical safety of
Kyrgyz women and their virtue, by being employed in the realm of domesticity,
instead of exposing themselves to the public realm and the strangers within it. This is
in line with the schematization of the traditional gender roles and norms by KDW who
in turn iterated it in situations calling for judgment or decisions about their labor

migration and sector of employment.

Similarly, for single mothers, divorced and widowed women, the schematization of
the cultural values occurred on the level of hosting their children’s weddings, whereby
women were building and protecting their reputation by successfully “performing
tradition” (Cleuziou, 2019). The social importance of the wedding as a way to mark
one’s honor and dignity of their family hence has been schematized by KDW, who
instead of distancing themselves from such traditions involving conspicuous forms of
consumption and performance of wealth, had claimed this role traditionally associated
with men. Thereby, KDW use the weddings as a way to address their marginalized
status as divorced women to assume a moral stand of respectability by demonstrating
their ability to mobilize social networks and financial resources and hosting a lavish
wedding. This is line with the observation of Cleuziou (2019) of the wedding
expenditures of divorced women in Tajikistan, however the status of the labor
migration of divorced KDW further complicates the position of the women who now
have to overcome and elevate the low social position associated with her migrant
status, whereby women spend more on remittances to restore their status in the society
and gain honor. Thieme (2008) specifically relates the migrant women’s status in
Kyrgyzstan with their remittances because post-Soviet migration has caused a
widespread depreciation of their cultural capital in form of a profession and education.
Thus, to make up for this, women provide economic support to their families by
sending remittances which offers an opportunity to restore the social status of the
women in Kyrgyz society and enhance the position of their families by decreasing
their vulnerability. As a result, labor migration and sending of remittances are
informed by these gender norms and cultural values in Kyrgyzstan stigmatizing

divorced women which KDW effectively schematize.
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Therefore, in contrast to the transformation of the social world of the family and
kinship networks by new roles as breadwinners and the heads of the family KDW
assume by way of labor migration, the schematization of the gender norms and cultural
values framing family life in Kyrgyzstan informs the patterns of labor migration,
remittance-spending, and livelihoods as labor migrants of KDW. Particularly, due to
the prioritization of the well-being of children and family remaining in Kyrgyzstan,
KDW neglect their own needs, sending their income in almost its entirety for the

support of their children. Coral, a married young mother of 2, exemplifies this:

The first time I went back, I had saved up 7000, then the next time, it was 5000-6000.
And it would all be spent in days back home; you can’t really save for anything.
Because you pay for your children, you send everything to them, you have to support
them, and nothing is left. We live for our children.

This illustrates how providing for children and for the family functions as a motivation
for migration for KDW. Consequently, while Coral became a breadwinner in her
family, allowing for renegotiation of her position in the family, what happened with a
more consequential effect was continuation of her roles and responsibilities as mother,
wife and daughter-in-law, creating new forms of power imbalances (Thieme, 2008).
This is also true for middle-aged KDW who continue performing their roles as mothers
but with an urgent sense of need because of the need to provide for children, including

their education, weddings, and other life-cycle events.

Thereby, both young and women as well as middle-aged and divorced KDW continue
performing their gender roles for families back in Kyrgyzstan, schematizing their
responsibilities accordingly, to send remittances to their families. Therefore, the
transformative agency of KDW is significantly inhibited by the cultural values and

traditions that greatly inform their mobility and income-spending.
6.2. Strategies used to resolve domestic work conflicts

The hardships of physical and emotional nature involved in performing live-in
domestic work are problematized by Kyrgyz domestic workers in line with the high
demands such labor makes put on the actors, whereby the respondents develop
deliberations to countervail the taxing load of domestic work in Turkey. These
deliberations correspond to the precarious nature of domestic employment as well as

to the conflicts in relations with the employer(s). The contextualization of the
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problematic social situations in which Kyrgyz domestic workers find themselves
offers the innovative paths toward the resolution of these (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998)
where KDW employ strategies informed by their past employment and migration

experience.

The problematization of the logic of the migrant domestic work thus takes shape across
multiple fields simultaneously which Kyrgyz domestic workers address first and
foremost through building and sustaining good working relations with the employing
family members. Effectively instrumentalizing their familialized roles as domestic
workers in the household, Kyrgyz women aim to ameliorate their conditions of work
and residence in Turkey. White, for instance, distinguishes the families with
experience of hiring migrants at home as less responsive to the needs of the domestic

workers:

You know, the families who had not previously employed foreigners as maids are
much better, because those who have been going through a lot of foreign workers are
usually very uneasy, they don’t have that atmosphere of peace in their house.

This stems from the experience of the respondents designating the good relations with
the employers and care-receivers as those translating to longer terms of employment.
For example, the “ideal” working environment for elderly care-takers entailed
termination of the employment upon passing of the care-receiver. Consequently, the
Kyrgyz domestic workers identify potentially problematic employers through
categorization of their own experience and utilization of the experiences of the others,
the details of which are acquired dialogically during interactions among fellow
migrants. Thereby, respondents make preemptive deliberations about the employers,
responding to the situational circumstances, but more so, the general goal of having
good working conditions and job security. Indeed, during the process of recruitment,
it is not only the employers who are the choosing party, Kyrgyz domestic workers also
judge the potential employers and care-receivers against the conventions they have
accumulated. This is illustrated by how Coral describes her tenets of employer-

assessment:

I do not go working somewhere without meeting the family, blindly. It is important
for me to like them as much as it is for them to like me. [I choose the families
according to your own criteria]. I am going to spend time with them, all day, in the
same house. It is important that we match, that they listen to me when I say something,
that there is a good relationship between us.
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The criteria according to which employers are judged, thus, are their level of education
and professionalization, their past record of employing migrants, and the “matching”
of the characters of the workers with that of the household members with whom they
reside. Consequently, Kyrgyz migrants deliberated upon their employment options
once in Turkey, whereby the problematic working environments underscored by
mistreatment by employer, late or low salary payment, and the work load, were

addressed through the change of workplace. For example, Ivory recalls:

There were problems at first, my first job was cleaning and looking after children. The
work is hard, because the houses are big, it is not easy to clean them. So, I was
changing jobs because of not being to handle the work load in the beginning.

Subsequently, Ivory changed her workplace which corresponds to the knowledge of
her own limits and abilities. That is to say, Kyrgyz domestic workers follow and abide

by their own set of standards of work, like Purple as well:

I also cannot be okay with people who scream and shout at me, which the grandmother
in this house was doing a lot. She would come around in couple of hours, and say
sorry, and try to be okay with me again. I was ignoring it for a while, but then it just
got too much with everything else. I can deal with almost everything, but this type of
treatment, when someone shouts at you, I cannot stand. I will not stay in such a place.
Respect is a two-way street. You have to show some to get some. If [ had a domestic
helper myself, I would act toward them the way that I want them to act toward me.

Consequently, problematizing the mistreatment at the workplace, Kyrgyz women
move on from one employer to another, executing their deliberation of cost-effective

assessment of their employment chances in Turkish reproductive labor market.

Another issue concerns the legalization of work and migration, whereby Kyrgyz
women prioritize the good terms established with the employer over official contracts

or work permits. Coral explains this:

Having the contract is not so important], to be honest. If the family is responsible and
safe, you know it right away, no contract or agreement can safeguard you. For
example, you have the work permit, so what? They can throw you out anytime they
want and cancel your permit. That is what happened with one of my friends. The
employer, despite a year-long work permit, threw her out in the first day, wanted her
to leave immediately. How? They just went to the officials, told them she wanted to
leave herself, paid some fines, if there were any, negotiated and cancelled her permit.
There is no guarantee. It does not protect the worker. Now she is left on the streets,
forced to become an illegal migrant. Does she have any other choice? They put her in
this situation. She is afraid all the time, walking in Kizilay, seeing police. What kind
of life is that?
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Kyrgyz women in Turkey consequently strategically use their relations with employers
to safeguard their employment in the face of the less favorable official arrangements.
They actively involve themselves in furthering their employment chances by keeping
up their proper work conduct, and recognizing that it is a better way to acquire work
security. Moreover, upon the termination of the employment at any point, but usually
with the passing of the primary care-receiver, reliable work relations are believed to

provide further job opportunities, as described by Magenta:

However well you work, however good your relationship is, your masters find you
work themselves, advertising you by the word of the mouth, talking about your skills,
your qualities. That’s how the work comes to you.

As demonstrated, being on good terms with the employers helps Kyrgyz migrants with
expanding their migrant networks to include employers who provide references and
recommend the workers to other employers, increasing their chances in the
employment market. This is similar to how KDW employ their migrant networks in
finding work, whereby stemming from their negative experience with recruitment

firms in Turkey, KDW construct new ways to find work.

Consequently, KDW mobilize their connections with other domestic workers and
employers to find work for themselves and others to counteract the exploitative nature
of working with recruitment firms in Ankara that are usually led by Turkish people.
This has led to the rise and popularity of “big sister” networks that included some of
the Kyrgyz women in this study, whereby in comparison with Turkish firms these
networks offered more security at work, vetting employers who are reviewed by other
migrant domestic workers, and more fair compensation for the services of connecting
employers to the workers. The big sisters who acted as recruiters thus were domestic
workers themselves whereby their experience framed the way they provide
recruitment services. For these women, being a recruiter was a source of additional
income. Moreover, big sisters were instrumental for possibilities of KDW to find
additional work like cleaning houses on an hourly basis, while through larger network
of migrants in the city, KDW found alternative ways to diversify their income. For
example, some respondents were involved in a form of shuttle trading by purchasing
goods such as clothing in Turkey and sending it to their families to sell in Kyrgyzstan
for a profit. This was done through mediation of cargo-shipment companies that

operated under Kyrgyz migrants in Ankara. Similarly, in response to the lack of the
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services available in Ankara such as sending remittances without opening a bank
account and sending cargo to their families, KDW utilized their connections with other
Kyrgyz migrants in the city. The opening of many Kyrgyz migrant enterprises such as
cafes and cargo-shipment and remittance-sending firms illustrates the transformative
effect KDW had on the Kyrgyz community, whereby older Kyrgyz women who
arrived in Turkey in late 1990s, like Yellow and Blue, encouraged Kyrgyz students to
start their businesses. Not only did KDW provide incentive to these Kyrgyz enterprises
by identifying the demand in the group of migrant domestic workers, they later on
ensured the continuation of these businesses by supporting their operation with their

patronage.

The problematization of the laborious tasks of the elderly care is in turn addressed by
the elderly care-givers in line with the demands on the mental and physical health,
respectively. Especially the sentiment of “You become sick taking care of someone
sick!” [Bolnoy bagam dep, ozin de bolnoy bolip kalasin!] (as expressed by Coral)
resonated across the spectrum of respondents, like Teal who cares for an elderly

woman:

You get tired morally, she is always in pain, moaning. It is very tiresome. Alzheimer’s
is very common here. So, she forgets sometimes, she starts asking for the dead
husband and relatives, they start deteriorating mentally, forgetting themselves,
rollercoaster of emotions. And psychologically it is hard to be near them all the time,
to see that. Near the sick people, you become sick yourself [vozle bolnih, sam uzhe
bolnim stanovishsya].

White further clarifies the exigencies of the elderly care work:

The work is just mentally tiring. For example, anne loves the crime programs, and I
have to sit there and explain to her what’s happening because she does not hear well.
And the gruesomeness of these daily programs is just so tiring, I get really upset
psychologically. On top of that, this type of communication, where she does not really
hear most of things you say, it is really hard. You do not have any room to develop,
to even talk to someone about something properly. Still, everyone has their own
temper, and sometimes we do not get along with anne, and at times like that, [ want
to cry.

Resolution to the problems in regards to caring and tending to the emotional and
mental needs of the elderly care-receivers has exhibited variation across the group of
respondents, at times also combining the strategies for alleviating the conflicts entailed
in the care work tasks. These include, firstly, diversifying their daily routine through

the development of hobbies, like sports, mobile games, craftwork, secondly, getting
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involved in the community activities, cultivating a corresponding role within the
Kyrgyz migrant community to countervail the negative effects of domestic work on

the self-esteem of the migrants.

The daily practices directed at subverting the grueling nature of the domestic labor
have become “life hacks” of a sort for the Kyrgyz migrants in Turkey, whereby all the
respondents, from young to old, housekeepers and care-takers alike, engaged with one
form of a hobby or another, some aimed directly at developing or “keeping sharp”
their mental abilities and skills, while others still flew by the radar of the women as a
distinct form of combatting or compensating for the extent of physical and emotional
work they carry out on a live-in basis. For example, Teal describes her routine work

as follows:

I do not spend my time idly. I listen to talks of the writers, businessmen. I also like
the astrology, I read about it. I also started playing this logical game [shows the game
app on her mobile phone], you pass your time, and also, I get to learn new things, for
example I learned that elephant’s pregnancy is 2 years. I always score high, and get
very intrigued and invested in doing well. I have to play every day to keep my top
place there, because if you don’t visit it, other people start climbing up, but I catch up
anyway. I play it in Russian. They ask all types of different questions, trivia in every
field. It is very interesting for me. I also play sudoku. I play all these on the phone,
where else [laughs]. I watch shows otherwise, only those I like. I get to train my
memory, my skills.

Similarly, hobbies such as weaving and gardening were popular among older Kyrgyz
domestic workers, Pink showing me her hand-woven bags and Blue her work with
sowing ornaments on textiles by hand proudly during our meetings. For White
gardening was a tranquil way to diversify the daily work routine while also making a

home out of the care-receiver’s residence:

You can see, all these flowers, I started growing them here, I really love plants. When
I last visited Kyrgyzstan, I brought my favorite type of flower, just a strand so I could
plant it here. I looked so funny carrying that plant at the airport. But I like tending to
plants, I grow all types of herbs as well that we use in cooking. It makes me feel calm,
and productive, to see things grow, taking care of them. I treat it like my own house;
I don’t live any differently than if I was on my own in Kyrgyzstan.

Overall, the problem-solving processes arising at the present time and addressed
through inventive dimension of the agency fall in line with practical gender interests
that Begpinar (2010) addresses in her study of work-related strategies of women from

different class backgrounds in Turkey. The tactics Kyrgyz domestic workers employ
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in response to the structural constraints such as unemployment and low-income in
Kyrgyzstan, poor working conditions as well as the emotional and mental toll of
performing domestic work, thus, meet the practical needs of the women in the study.
This starkly contrasts to the strategic gender interests that carry the potential of
subverting the patriarchal culture and changing the structural constraints, thereby
enabling collective empowerment of women. Indeed, while participation in the
community activities and the roles acquired within the migrant networks translate to
Kyrgyz domestic workers helping and supporting fellow migrants, disseminating
information about legalization and rights afforded to labor migrants in Turkey, this
nevertheless stems from the practical interests of the respondents to diversify their
work routine, and in Blue’s words “compensate being a domestic worker” by
achieving the respective social status within the community. As a result, Kyrgyz
domestic workers act within the established social structures, where their agentic
capacity “varies in accordance to the relation a woman has to the structural rules and
recourses”, following Bespiar (2010, p. 524). To this extent, the ability of the
migrants to imagine ways of overcoming the constraints of social and economic nature
they are currently experiencing and changing the terms of their return to Kyrgyzstan
is a significant dimension of the transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic workers as
it involves consideration of long-term plans and transposition of the schemas between
the social worlds toward realization of these aspirations. In the next section,
correspondingly, I address the projective aspect of transnational agency of Kyrgyz
women in Turkey, and outline how their ability to desire particular paths for
themselves carries transformative potential upon social worlds which they currently

maintain.
6.3. Future projectivity informed by social worlds

Kyrgyz domestic workers demonstrate continuous making and remaking of their
future plans in accordance to the present situation and responding to the motivations
of the past. Therefore, looking at how the desires of Kyrgyz domestic workers have
changed through their employment in Turkey allows us to see how social worlds have
affected this imaginative capacity, addressing the new projects the respondents

develop in relation to their future.
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The initial plans of many respondents in this study developed in a similar way, first
they want to work for couple of years and save enough to return and continue working
in Kyrgyzstan, however paradoxically the increasing migration is furthering the
remittance-dependence of the country as a whole, their earnings being spent on
consumption, i.e., the daily spending of their family members, instead of being saved.
As a result, many Kyrgyz domestic workers enter circular migration, working in
Turkey as domestic workers for 2-3 years at a time, and returning home for some time,
only to leave for work again upon inability to find same wages in Kyrgyzstan. On the
other hand, some women were able to save money and invest in houses, however the
evolving needs of their children and family rendered their plans of permanent return

impossible, as is the case with Azure:

I worked for 2 years and bought a land from 2-3 places in Bishkek. I stayed with my
children for a year there. Both of my children got acceptance to university, and as you
know there are expenses with studying in the university, it has a lot of expenses, I
worked to pay those. I had to return to Turkey afterward because there is no work in
our country.

Similarly, Blue expressed how she struggled with returning to Kyrgyzstan:

In the beginning, I thought I would try working for a year. And if it was all good, and
I liked it, I would stay working here for a little while more. At most, I thought, six
years. After that, there was also an effect of the ene and the family in the house in me
staying for longer here. Because they helped me when [ came here in a hard situation,
accepting me as their own daughter while in our country every day the situation was
getting harder, revolutions, nation was struggling, as I looked at it, I understood I
wouldn’t be able to find a job there, let alone one that pays so well. Years passed by
to put my daughters on their feet, put my own life in order. Within 13 years I managed
to build a lot of things, I feel sorry only for our country’s development, its backwards
economy, corruption, government short-sidedness in managing a lot of things in the
country. I think these are some of the reasons why country is in such a bad situation
nowadays.

Kyrgyz domestic workers, evidently, critically engage with the constraints of the
Kyrgyz labor market, accordingly re-adjusting their initial plans to accommodate their
evolving needs and desires, innovating upon the established ways of return migration.
The assessment and the response to the challenges of living and working in Kyrgyzstan
therefore can be seen in how Kyrgyz domestic workers plan to provide one aspect of
their life back home or the other, which is the savings and a comfortable home for
younger respondents with prospects of marriage or with family life with spouses to go

back to, like Cyan, while for older Kyrgyz migrants, it is a plant to set up a business

179



venture which would effectively free them from the dependency on employment in

Kyrgyz labor market. Yellow voices this concern very clearly:

But if I go back to Kyrgyzstan, I am considered old there, they do not hire me like
before. Before I was an accountant, what accountant now? Even to shops they won’t
take you. Plus, the youth is unemployed there, they take them usually. They take you
as their babysitters, while they work you care for their children, why would I do that?
I would rather work a little and then go back and open my own business, for example,
a greenhouse. In my own greenhouse [ want to grow roses and strawberries.

Thus, Yellow does not want to go back to accounting, instead she innovates upon the
given situation by utilizing the material resources that employment in Turkey allows
her to accumulate after the satisfaction of needs and desires pertaining to her family’s
and children’s lives. Buying a house, while a priority, thence, was always followed by
plans to purchase a land, like Yellow, to start a business of their own. Pink already

has set this plan in motion:

I wanted to buy a house in Bishkek, but I was not able to save before. But thankfully,
I bought three plots while working for this family, one of them is for my daughter, on
the other one I want to build a house. After I get the house built, completely finished,
and then I will go back, continue my hobby [hand-woven bags]. I think I will stay here
for 2 more years at least. I want to take my grandson with me, take care of him myself.
With one of the three lands, I want to build something there, like a market or a shop,
because it is in the developing region, there will be a marketplace, a school planned
to be built there. So, it will be in the center later.

The 2-year mark Pink has set for herself is a form of an exit strategy, a calculation of
how long it will take to achieve the goals. Such exit strategies are very common among
elderly care-takers, some of whom, like White and Magenta, wish to stay with their
care-receivers until they pass away, feeling responsible for their well-being and

livelihood. Nevertheless, Magenta is saving her earnings toward the future events:

I had bought lands and a house in Talas when I used to work in Kazakhstan. After you
buy a house, there are still expenses associated with it. Now, the plan is to buy a house
for my son and hold his wedding. That is the program, the plan. [ am living in Turkey.
The land in Talas I rent out, for people who plant things. I do not want to sell it; it is
better to earn money from it over time.

Such family obligations, social identities that Kyrgyz domestic workers assume in
Kyrgyzstan are thus inseparable from their imagination of the future. The distancing
from such social identities thence is substituted with how Kyrgyz women reinforce
such identities, strengthen, and perhaps elevate them through their employment in

Turkey and earnings associated with it. This is clear in how the future plans, the
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motivations to stay, of Kyrgyz domestic workers transformed over time after reaching
their short-term goal. Such evolving motivations are common to all Kyrgyz domestic
workers, and are indicative of the time being understood in open and negotiable terms.

Teal shows this in her imagination of the future:

I do not plan to go back this year. I will stay and earn money, save some, [ want to
open my own business or buy a little dacha [country house], do some gardening, have
some life stock like may be a goat, some chickens, to keep busy in retirement. I have
a house in Kyrgyzstan, we live together with my son. If a business, I want to open a
canteen type of a café, for people to grab a quick bite to eat. We will see however
because it is hard for the small businesses to survive in Kyrgyzstan. I also thought
may be to open a shop, but recently I heard about my friends back home who opened
a shop too, but they were required 1000USD for the permit. And there are even more
expenses associated with it. So, the best would be to have my own country house, do
gardening, just a small farming. So that children would come, visit.

As a result, employment in Turkey presented Kyrgyz women with more opportunities
to not only provide for their families, but also to build plans corresponding to their
own vision of the future. To this end, tactics like demanding payment in foreign
currency, mostly in American dollars, instead of the Turkish lira, were indicative of
this orientation toward the future. The strength of the foreign currency allowed some
respondents like Gray to achieve their goals, investing in their plans and realizing

them:

I always wanted to have my own operation, something I could direct and manage. I
tried to do everything to build myself a life in Ankara, I wanted to stay here, [ needed
to stay here because of my husband, he still does not leave me be. My children still
want to go [back], but I did my best to start a life here not to. I really do not want to
go back, I am already here, this is where my business is, why I opened it. Even when
I was working with the grandparents [as a care-taker|, | wanted something more,
something bigger, where I am my own boss.

Hence, at the time of the interview, she was running a massage center together with a
Turkish partner she knew from her earlier days in Ankara. Her case represented a
successful implementation of the plans and symbolic recomposition toward the future
she imagined as a domestic worker in Tukey. This path Gray opened for herself out of
the constriction of the social life, her problematic marriage, duties of motherhood, and
low earning opportunities in Kyrgyzstan is indicative of the creativity in projecting the
future, and is rooted in the fundamental ability to dream, desire, plan, and aim that

Kyrgyz domestic workers possess.
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The process by which Gray came to the fruition of her plan had a large bearing on her
transnational agency, the transformative aspect of which connected the social worlds
in which Kyrgyz domestic workers simultaneously exist. In other words, how Gray
was able to open her massage center following her employment as a domestic worker
was the implication of the resources, both material and in form of the networks she
built while employed in Turkey. Her experience in domestic work framed her present
business operation, as a result. In a similar pattern, Blue projects unto her own future

plans by schematizing the skills she acquired working as a care-taker of the elderly:

I do not want to stay here for a minute. Of course, everyone wants to go back to their
country. Secondly, because I am an agricultural worker, I am not sitting idly. For
example, milk processing here is very well developed, I learned their technologies
while here. So, when I go back, I want to teach the villagers how to process and
diversify these milk products. This is on my own, independently. I want to teach how
to manufacture dairy material and how to distribute it. One of my aims is to work on
such project after I return to the country.

In other words, Blue built upon her already existing skills and qualifications as an
agricultural expert to imagine herself a future in Kyrgyzstan where she can apply the
insight she has attained in line with her interest in this sphere in Turkey. Kyrgyz
domestic workers develop such plans in relation to their return to Kyrgyzstan to
overcome the constrictions of the local labor market which offers very limited
opportunities for employment. Therefore, the starting of own business or retiring and
benefiting from the pension they qualify for as a result of prior employment in
Kyrgyzstan are common paths the respondents envision for themselves. Nevertheless,
it is in the capacity to schematize and transpose the elements of the life in Turkey, such
as the observation of dairy production in case of Blue, into the imagination of the

future that the social worlds of family and domestic work connect.

To this extent, a prevalent attitude among Kyrgyz domestic workers was not to discard
their migration and employment in domestic work as a negative factor, perpetuating
their vulnerability and precariousness, instead the common insistence among the
respondents being in line with recognition, appreciation of their labor, their character,
decision-making, and, simply put, agency. White’s heartfelt plea about how the
choices she made were singularly her own, despite coming from the context of the
backward economy in Kyrgyzstan as well as the family life and dissolution of the

marriage, resonates with such orientation toward the future:
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[...] Women here sometimes come up to me and say, “Oh how have you suffered”,
and I get offended right away. How have I suffered apparently? Who has a perfect
life, where everything is set for you? I have not suffered, I worked every day for this
life, I achieved it with my own sweat and tears. I did it all by myself, | wanted this life
and I fought hard for it. I don’t want to fall to a position of a victim. Some then told
me, you should get married, which I never understood or thought about as an option,
because who is going to love my children as I do? How would I be able to love
someone else’s children as my own? Won’t it be unfair to these kids? So, marriage
and other things like that were never on my mind. This is my life; this is how I choose
to live it. So, I have not suffered or struggled, no! I cannot say that, I lived a
comfortable life, [ achieved everything myself, fought tooth and nail for it.

White here shares her deeply intimate sentiments about not just her employment as a
domestic worker and life as a migrant, but about her role as a mother, her past in
Kyrgyzstan, and projects her future through this disposition, advocating adamantly for
her agency, for the un-victimization of her roles in the corresponding social worlds of
family, migration, and work in Turkey. Thereby, White voices what the respondents
of this study build towards in the continuous and non-linear depiction of their lives,
going back and forth between the significant episodes. Indeed, the respondents
navigate the constrictions of the structures they are located in, such as the patriarchal
culture they bargain with when making a decision to leave for employment in Turkey,
the economic conditions of Kyrgyzstan they maneuver to achieve the status of a house-
owner and/or business owner with an ability to sustain their livelihood in Kyrgyzstan
while also fulfilling their family roles as daughters, sisters, and mothers. Overall, in
the way KDW make plans and imagine their future we can see the continuity of the
past and present in the minds of the respondents, which also translates to the practical
level of how they resolve problems associated with economic problems in Kyrgyzstan
and challenges of performing domestic work. This effectively illustrates the
connections between social worlds and transnational experience of KDW which
thereby transcend not only spatial but also temporal constraints embodied in the

simultaneous embeddedness in these social worlds of KDW.
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CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSION

The pool of migrant women in Turkey has been expanding and diversifying due to the
increased demand for full-time services of live-in domestic workers in Turkish
households (Akalin, 2007) and the introduction of the new law on foreigners (2012)
whereby they can stay in Turkey for up to 90 visa-free (Erdogdu & Toksoz, 2013).
The ever-increasing presence of migrant domestic workers is most visible in the
residential neighborhoods of big cities like Ankara, Antalya, Izmir, and Istanbul. The
rise in the numbers of certain groups, like Kyrgyz women, is poignant in the study of
this phenomenon, given that the reproductive labor sector in Turkey has been
previously dominated by Gagauz and Georgian domestic workers (Eder, 2015; Dincer,
2014). This indicates a transformation in the sector and hints at a possible inter-group
competition, whereby it becomes important to understand specific dynamics
pertaining to the experiences of Kyrgyz domestic workers as one of the biggest and
most visible groups in Ankara. KDW have not enjoyed a separate focus in the
literature, subsumed under the category of post-Soviet or Central Asian domestic
workers, which severely overlooks important context-specific distinctions between
different ethnic and national groups from this region. Moreover, the subject of post-
Soviet domestic workers in Turkey has largely been discussed in line with the informal
and precarious nature of migration and work, underscored by long and unregulated
work hours and an undefined scope of tasks and responsibilities, especially in the live-
in conditions. On the other hand, studying the experiences of migrant domestic
workers, and specifically, Kyrgyz migrant women, as transnational actors in Turkey
offers a possibility to understand how KDW simultaneously maintain the multitude of
cross-border relations and reconcile the boundaries between professional employment

as migrant workers and the private nature of live-in care work on a daily basis.
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Consequently, in this study, I question the transnational agency of Kyrgyz domestic
workers in Ankara and analyze the conditions that are enabling and limiting this form
of agency. I use Koengeter and Wendy’s (2015) definition of agency as the process
wherein social, economic, and cultural capital is transposed across different networks
of relationships spanning across borders. Based on the qualitative fieldwork and in-
depth semi-structured interviews in Ankara with 17 Kyrgyz domestic workers, I
illustrate how different cross-border relations are developed and maintained by the
respondents where the individual backgrounds of each woman precondition their
migration. The self-narratives of the domestic workers are understood to provide a
view into the relational constitution of the actors, their actions, contexts within which
they act, and the agency that comes about as a result, while the interviews with other
migrants and the expert supply a backdrop against which these stories unfold, adding
more elements and depth into the narratives, accordingly. Each personal account
correspondingly opens up a space for investigating the role of nation-states, migrant
networks, and various socio-cultural factors in pre-migration processes, including the
development of their motivation to work in Turkey. Moreover, the work-related
experiences of Kyrgyz domestic workers are an important part of the investigation as
the nature of the domestic work, characterized by the strenuous physical and highly
emotional aspects of care and domestic responsibilities, lies at the heart of how the
aspirations for the future harbored by the Kyrgyz domestic workers change throughout
the process of working and living in Turkey. Therefore, how the motivations to migrate
and objectives for the future during their stay in Turkey reconcile is an important
dimension to contextualize within the particularities of their background as Kyrgyz
women employed in the domestic work sector in the Turkish labor market.
Additionally, to enrich the primary data, I interviewed five Kyrgyz entrepreneurs who
were the owners of the physical locations, such as cafes and remittance centers in the
city, that Kyrgyz women frequented and used as their resource and one expert who has
been identified by the participants and distinguished for their engagement with the
issue of Kyrgyz migration to Turkey and issues of female domestic workers in
particular on the professional level, regularly publishing articles and reports in Turkish

and Kyrgyz media.

As a result, the study finds that the particularity of employment as a domestic worker

in Turkey for KDW vis-a-vis other countries, including in Central Asia as well, lies in
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the living arrangements for this type of work in Turkey which effectively freed the
worker from paying for the rent and utilities, and even for food. This enabled the
migrants to earn the same as in intra-regional migration in the post-Soviet space (or
even less) but to save more on these living expenses and correspondingly send more
back to provide for their children and family members, which constituted the main
rationale behind their labor migration. Hence, the experiences of Kyrgyz women as
domestic workers in Turkey are heavily influenced by their family and kinship
dynamics which develop within the structural context of Kyrgyzstan and find
continuation in the transnational experience of relations with family members and

relatives while KDW are in Ankara.

Marriage, specifically, takes center stage in the lives of the respondents, KDW, thereby
acquiring their roles as wives, daughters-in-law or kelin’s, and subsequently, mothers.
Most Kyrgyz women did not work and lived with their in-laws after marriage, where
an excessive amount of domestic work around the house and elderly care work for
parents-in-law defined their family life, while the childcare was provided by the
husband’s family at the patrilocal residence. Divorce thus represented a turning point,
whereby KDW, who received little to no financial or childcare support from their
husbands or their families, were thrust into the post-Soviet labor market of Kyrgyzstan,
underscored by the devaluation of education, deskilling, and casualization of female
labor. Assuming the role of single mothers and family breadwinners, respondents in
the study, most of whom had specialized vocational and higher education, ventured
into the informal sector, working as street vendors and shuttle traders, transporting and
selling goods like clothes in Kyrgyzstan. However, the volatile nature of informal
work and lack of stability in the economic growth in the country forced respondents
to seek employment abroad in order to pay off financial credits, provide for education
and sustenance of their children as well as fulfill their family duties, like holding
weddings for their children, repairing or buying a family house, and supporting parents
and siblings through remittances. As a result, the family relations of respondents shape
their arrival in Ankara and employment as domestic workers, while the childcare
provided by their birth family and husband’s family in the case of married participants

enabled the women to engage in this particular type of cross-border mobility.
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Similarly, female siblings and relatives of the respondents who lived and worked as
domestic workers in Ankara facilitated the migration of KDW by informing the
respondents of the employment prospects in the reproductive labor sector in Turkey,
subsequently inviting them to Ankara and introducing them to their extensive migrant
networks in the city. Thus, family and kin in Turkey became a part of the co-ethnic
migrant group sustaining the migration of KDW. Specifically, respondents reported
spending days off work with their family and friends in Ankara, acquiring emotional
support and a sense of belonging through their interactions. Moreover, these co-ethnic
migrant networks provided a great source of knowledge about employment,
legalization, and migrant lifestyle in the city, sharing their experiences and helping
fellow domestic workers to navigate contentious terrains of recruitment processes and
relationships with employers. Notably, there developed an informal yet highly
organized network of Kyrgyz domestic workers in Ankara, known as “big sisters”,
who acted as recruiters for the respondents in the study, safeguarding their rights and
interests in the employment agreement. Another specific subset of co-ethnic migrants
in Ankara is small business owners who supply services necessary for the maintenance
of migration and fulfillment of family responsibilities. Particularly, establishments like
Kyrgyz cafes provided a physical location in the public space for socialization and
leisure of KDW in Ankara, while small firms offered services like finding flights,
helping with applications for the residence permit, sending remittances, and shipping
gifts and other cargo to Kyrgyzstan. Consequently, these Kyrgyz migrant enterprises
were tailored specifically toward the needs of KDW in the city, not least because the
first wave of KDW arriving in Ankara in the late 1990s contributed to the conception
and development of these businesses led by Kyrgyz graduates from Turkish
universities. On the other hand, businesses in Kyrgyzstan that KDW interacted with
were largely recruiters arranging arrival and employment of Kyrgyz women in Turkey
by using their connections with Turkish firms. The experiences with such firms were
negative for few KDW that used their services, falling prey to various scams and
subjected to poor working conditions at places arranged by these recruiters. Turkish
recruitment firms in Ankara were comparatively more trusted by KDW, whereby most
of the respondents had at least one interaction with such firms during their residence
in Turkey. Although these channels of recruitment were more formal, KDW in the

study preferred informal ways of finding work in the city, utilizing their migrant
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networks and employing services of big sisters who were highly regarded for ensuring
a safe and comfortable working environment for the domestic workers. The private
nature of the live-in employment and intimacy involved in the fulfillment of tasks and
responsibilities increased the importance of quality of relations with employers in

domestic work.

Therefore, KDW prioritized finding a long-lasting position with reliable employers
and care-receivers in good health. The latter is especially important in eldercare, which
is considered emotionally and physically more challenging by KDW because
particularities of this work concern deep emotional connections that care-givers
develop toward their care-receivers as well as to the physical space of the house they
work in. The live-in conditions affect the experience of paid elder care greatly, and
living alone with the elderly care-receiver, separate from the rest of the family, is more
preferred by KDW, accordingly. This is because they effectively act as heads of the
household, controlling their own workflow, making decisions about the household
expenditure and daily schedule of their work. In regards to the tasks and
responsibilities of domestic workers, hence, there was a connection between physical
and emotional labor whereby the more invested and attached to the care-receivers and
the house where they lived together that KDW felt, the more extensive was the scope
and variety of object-related and person-related tasks they would perform. Moreover,
living separately from the family of the care-receiver intensified the feeling of
familialization, i.e., feeling like, being associated with, and treated like a family
member, between the care-receiver and KDW. Thereby the relationship with the
children of the elderly people, who act as employers of KDW, acquires a distinct
dynamic different than the intimate relationship of familial nature with the care-
receivers. Relationship with the employers, in this situation, was more professional
than familial, resulting in two different lines of employment interaction for KDW,
doubling the extent of the emotional labor performed by KDW, respectively. Though
KDW enjoyed a relatively high degree of decision-making power when it came to
performing their work, especially when they shared the house only with care-receivers,
there were situations where respondents had to negotiate the terms and manner of care
administered to the elderly parents of the employers. Hence, balancing this
professional relationship with employers and the familial feelings toward the care-

receivers KDW was an important aspect of their work experience, extending beyond
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the job description and requiring affective attention to adequately navigate these two
different currents of interactions. Nevertheless, there was a significant degree of
conflation between these two employment relations in the conduct of KDW, whereby
performing “good work’ and being “professional”, i.e., voluntarily doing tasks beyond
the defined or expected scope, led to familialization with the employers as well, who
in turn trusted KDW to enact care to the best of their judgment, reducing the risks of
possible contentious situations requiring negotiation. Moreover, this feeling of mutual
trust and high regard KDW and employers had for each other shaped the experience
of employment and migration of KDW in the most significant ways. Specifically,
respondents reported benefiting from the word-of-the-mouth references provided on
their behalf to other potential employers and receiving financial incentives in form of
petty cash and other bonuses and benefits from the employers as indicators of the

appreciation of their labor and recognition of the professional conduct of their work.

This multitude of cross-border relations of KDW correspond to separate social worlds
comprised of networks of interactions between actors mobilized around certain
interests, activities, and resources (Crossley, 2011). KDW in the study develop and
maintain relations constituting three separate social worlds of family and kinship
relations, migrant networks, and domestic work and relations with the employer.
While chronologically domestic work in Turkey is the last social world to take shape
in the life-trajectories of the respondents, the relations developed in this domain are
informed by the interactions in family and migration worlds while also affecting the
way Kyrgyz migrants interact in these worlds after the employment respectively. In
other words, experiences of KDW demonstrate the continuity of past, present, and
future in the minds and practices of KDW. The relations of KDW are spread across
borders as well, which corresponds to the connection of different territorialities and
spatialities, constitutive of the transnational nature of experiences of KDW (Basch et
al., 1994). Thereby, KDW are embedded in structures of domestic work in Turkey as
well as cultural values and gender norms in Kyrgyzstan. These structures have a
limiting effect on KDW who act within the frame of their roles as wives, daughters-
in-law, and mothers, within the post-Soviet economic structure of Kyrgyzstan that in
turn informs the decision to migrate, type of work as labor migrants, performance of
domestic work, sending of remittances, and future plans. Therefore, we cannot

understand the experiences of Kyrgyz domestic workers in Turkey as either women,
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migrants, or domestic workers independent of their relations based on and reinforcing
their roles and responsibilities corresponding to different social worlds. Consequently,
the findings of the thesis align with Creenshaw’s (1989) concept of intersectionality,
whereby the limitations and possibilities of agency of KDW are shaped by intersecting
identities of Kyrgyz women both in Kyrgyzstan and Turkey and across different times

in their lives.

The concept of transnational agency, as developed by Koengeter and Wendy (2015),
thus offered important analytical tools to understand the relational construction of the
transnational agency of KDW. Specifically, by integrating the concepts of the social
worlds (Crossley, 2011) and the temporality of the agency (Emirbayer & Mische,
1998), it was possible to address the complex dynamics shaping the conditions for the
transnational agency of KDW and depict the continuity of experiences across different
temporal and spatial markers. Nevertheless, there is a major limitation in how this
framework views the structure and structural constraints within which KDW (inter)act.
Specifically, using Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) and Sewell’s (1992) understanding
of structure in conceptualizing transnational agency of KDW downplays the
constricting effect these structural factors might have on the actors’ ability and
capacity to acquire and exercise their agency. As Skrobanek and Vysotskaya (2022)
put it, it is overly simplistic in its understanding of the agency and assumes that every
actor has agency and can thus transform the structure (p.11). In contrast to the
formulation of “knowledgeable” actors (Sewell, 1992) with an innate capacity to
reflect upon and distance themselves from the structural conditions by developing
temporal orientations toward their experiences and interactions (Emirbayer & Mische,
1998), there is a need to identify “the complexity of disadvantages” stemming from
the corresponding context-specific structural constraints (Kabeer, 2009) that KDW are
embedded in order to fully understand the processes of the agency. In other words,
especially when applied to the case of vulnerable groups like female migrants, and
migrant domestic workers specifically, there is a necessity to contextualize the
transnational agency within the structural constraints experienced by groups like KDW
to fully account for the specific dynamics of the processes by which KDW become
enabled to make strategic and meaningful choices about their lives. As a result, the
concept of women’s empowerment (Kabeer, 1999, 2009, 2011; Moghadam &

Senftova, 2005; de Haan, 2017; Bayissa et al., 2018; Hunt and Samman, 2016) is used
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in this thesis to address how the structural constrictions affect the extent of
transnational agency that can be attained by KDW. The definition of women’s
empowerment by Kabeer (1999) is hence used to designate a process by which the
abilities and capacities of the actors to make strategic choices about their lives and
achieve desired outcomes are enhanced in the context where women have been denied
this possibility and have limited power and restricted choices. So, instead of thinking
of transnational agency in absolute terms, complementing Koengeter and Wendy’s
(2015) framework with the concept of economic empowerment and conceiving of
transnational agency as being “on a spectrum’ and being experienced within the terms

of a certain extent is better suited to explain the findings of this study.

The particular form of transnational agency common to the respondents is economic
empowerment via labor migration and employment as domestic workers in Turkey,
whereby KDW acquire and expand their economic power through income-earning,
remittance-sending, and acquiring access and control over economic assets. KDW
become able to attain their short-term economic goals in relation to their labor
migration in Ankara, like paying off their bank loans, sponsoring their children’s
education, hosting their children’s wedding, and repairing or buying a house or land
for their families. This is in line with the observations of positive intended outcomes
of economic empowerment on women’s well-being by Bayissa and colleagues (2018).
Kabeer (2009) further argues that simple enhancement of the economic situation is not
sufficient for the empowerment of women, and requires a substantive change in the
subordinate position of women in other spheres of life, like legal rights and political
participation, psychological well-being, and social status of women as well as their
cultural participation and rights (Moghadam & Senftova, 2005; Kabeer, 2011; Bayissa
et al., 2018).

Thus, while empowerment is a multidimensional process involving changes and
expansion of rights and participation in multiple areas of life, economic empowerment
is associated with bringing about changes in the rest of the domains (Kabeer, 2009;
Hunt and Samman, 2016). Particularly, the translation of economic gain into
psychological empowerment and enhancement in the sense of self-esteem and self-
worth has been observed in the case of KDW. Participants took pride in their ability

to provide for their families; especially the education and marriage of their children
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served as an ultimate achievement, which indicates the centrality of the family roles
in the personal and social identity of the participants. Thereby, women in the study
also reported being highly regarded for their work abroad by their family members and
friends in Kyrgyzstan. The employment in a position that does not match their
education or professional background was associated with a personal sacrifice of
KDW in the name of comfort and well-being of their children and family, signaling
bravery and selflessness of the respondents as perceived by other actors. The
relationships with the family and kin in Kyrgyzstan thusly were significantly affected
by the economic empowerment of KDW through labor migration in Turkey.
Particularly, divorced and widowed participants were able to challenge their marginal
positions in the Kyrgyz society as single women and single mothers by successfully
“performing traditions” and hosting lavish weddings for their children (Cleuziou,
2019), by using their income from employment as domestic workers in Ankara. Also,
the ability to question their subordinate status and identity in politics, economy, law,
culture, and society, in general, is associated with empowerment (Kabeer, 2011). This
was indeed observed in the case of KDW, whence the majority of the respondents
gained a critical stance upon Kyrgyz economic structure, gender roles and family
dynamics, and labor migration of Kyrgyz women and their employment as domestic
workers. KDW in the study were then able to observe and comment on the gender
inequality experienced in the relations in Kyrgyzstan and the adverse effects the
irregular migration and informal labor have on their well-being and that of their fellow
KDW. Hence, the structural factors identified by KDW in the interviews framed their

life and experience as domestic workers in Turkey.

The structural factors and gender-specific constraints shape the ability of KDW to
make strategic choices about their lives and the possibility for their transnational
agency and extent of empowerment accordingly. These factors are regarded as
preconditions by Bayissa and colleagues (2018) and include demographic
characteristics, like age, education, marital status, etc., which are defined as relatively
fixed individual characteristics differentiated from factors like gender training, shock
experience, friendships, and socialization as well as media consumption and
information that are relatively flexible. Similarly, Moghadam and Senftova (2005)
observe that education, marriage, and family determine the merits of social and

political participation of women and their ensuing empowerment in these and other
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areas. Especially education is regarded as an important human capital affecting
multiple dimensions but most importantly, access to paid formal employment for
women (Kabeer, 2011). However, due to the shrinking formal employment
opportunities observed in Kyrgyzstan, the impact of education in enabling access to
such work was also less important, which is similar to findings from Ghana and Egypt

(Kabeer, 2011).

Access to paid formal work, on its own, is also regarded as a structural factor directly
linked to women’s individual and collective lived experiences by Hunt and Samman
(2016). Indeed, the economic choices of KDW are limited by tbe structural constraints
like durable gender inequalities in the local and international labor markets,
underscored by low earnings, informal conditions, and exploitation, and abuse
associated with the women’s employment (Hunt & Samman, 2016). KDW were
subjected to the devaluation of the education and deskilling, and casualization of their
training and labor as the restructuration of the economy unfolded in Kyrgyzstan. Thus,
KDW were pushed into “distress-driven work” to survive the poverty, forcing them to
perform ‘bad jobs’ located on the lower level of the continuum of the quality of jobs
as proposed by Kabeer (2012), which included physically demanding seasonal work
in agriculture, casual and unskilled work at construction sites, and abusive and
demanding work in sex and domestic work sectors (as cited in Hunt & Samman, 2016,
p. 14). This situation was further exacerbated in Kyrgyzstan, where Kyrgyz women
were pushed by adverse economic conditions to seek employment abroad, enduring
an exacerbation of precarious conditions and a decrease in their social status. This is
explained by the negative effect of globalization and trade liberalization on gender
equality and women’s empowerment, leading to the sectoral and occupational
segregation as a result of the increasing formalization of work and deregulation of
economies leads (de Haan, 2017). Accordingly, KDW’s experiences were situated
within dominant lines of the racialized division of reproductive labor on an
international level, arriving in Turkey, like other post-Soviet and Central Asian
women, as migrant workers supplying the demand in live-in domestic labor. Thus, in
assessing the extent of the transnational agency and economic empowerment gained
through employment of KDW in Turkey, it is important to contextualize their

experiences within these structural constraints, whereby Eder (2015) comments that
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“the economic violence that [post-Soviet] migrant [domestic] workers go through is,

nonetheless, quite dramatic and should not be underestimated” (p. 134).

Access and control over the economic resources of KDW are situated within the
cultural constraints of customary law provisions, social norms, and practices (Hunt
and Samman, 2016). Kabeer (2009) emphasizes the reproduction of gender
inequalities through the assignment and ascription of roles, responsibilities, and
resources in family and kinship networks according to the “intrinsically gendered”
relationships this social world contains (p.12). This is clearly observed in how KDW
experience labor migration, whereby not only do their familial roles as mothers and
wives provide the financial rationale to seek employment abroad, but even with an
increase in economic power, the way they control and spend their economic resources
is heavily informed by these gender roles in their families. Their subordinate position
within the Kyrgyz gender structures and family dynamics, where they are expected to
forego their own interests and comfort, is not overcome by means of attaining
economic power. This is in line with the findings from the study of Ethiopian women
by Bayissa and colleagues (2018), who similarly experience the double-edged sword
effect of economic empowerment. Specifically, while enhancing women’s autonomy,
engendering freedom of choice, and enabling the women to invest in their own and
their family’s health and education, an increase in the income women were earning
did not necessarily translate into greater decision-making power. This is explained by
strong gender ideologies (Bayissa et al., 2018), which is similar to the emphasis on
familial roles of KDW which determined how their income would be spent,
accordingly. Bayissa and colleagues refer to this as unintended outcomes of economic
empowerment as it increases the workload and time poverty of women, affecting their
health and dignity. This is true for the respondents in the current thesis who are
performing tasks and responsibilities of live-in domestic work which does not match
either their education level or professional background. Indeed, to the level that KDW
reported feeling economically empowered and highly regarded the recognition from
family and friends in Kyrgyzstan of this “ability to provide”, live-in domestic work in
Turkey represented downward social mobility and a great source of anxiety and
emotional stress, especially for teachers, accountants, and lawyers among the
respondents. KDW hence actively constructed the discourse around their labor and

tried to compensate for the “social suffering” underscored by the feelings of inferiority
194



and regret that are associated with working as domestic workers, given the educational
and professional background of the respondents, which has also been reported in the
case of Georgian domestic workers in Turkey (Ferry, 2013). This compensation
assumed various forms, including community activism in the case of women like Blue
and Yellow, who helped fellow migrants learn and exercise their rights as migrants

and workers in Turkey.

Though not extensively reported, these strategies designed to offset the negative
emotions around employment constituted an important part of the experiences of
domestic work in Turkey for the participants. In a similar way, the strategies KDW
would develop to overcome structural limitations in the migrant reproductive labor
sector in Turkey represented the deliberative and problem-solving capacity of the
respondents. Responding to the challenges posed by the informal nature of recruitment
and high demands of emotional labor in domestic work, KDW in the study would then
engage in various strategies to maneuver the structural constraints in the reproductive
labor market. Specifically, respondents categorized the employers during the
recruitment process and developed more familial relationships with care-receivers to
ensure long-term employment and good working conditions while using migrant
networks to find jobs and meet migration needs, like sending cargo and remittances
back to Kyrgyzstan. Last but not least, KDW recognized the risks associated with care
work in terms of mental health and actively engaged in ways to diminish the adverse
effects of the emotional toll it takes to look after care-dependent elderly. Consequently,
respondents would diversify their workday routine, developing different hobbies,
associate the house with their own home to feel less alienated from the physical space
of work, and find support and identity other than that of the domestic worker in their

interactions with co-ethnic migrants in the city.

In the case of KDW, not only was their ability to make strategic changes about their
lives enhanced through employment in the reproductive labor sector in Turkey but also
by making plans and imagining the future, they envisioned the changes they want to
enact and bring about both in their own lives and the society in general. As a
consequence, after reaching their short-term goals of saving enough to pay off their
credit debt, sponsoring children’s education and/or host their wedding, and buying or

repairing a family house, KDW would make elaborate plans about their post-domestic-
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work life and return migration to Kyrgyzstan. In envisioning their future, respondents
reflected knowledge and strategy to overcome the structural limitations in Kyrgyzstan,
especially in assessing their chances of survival in the local labor market underscored
by low wages and unemployment, thereby aspiring to establish and operate small
businesses like farms and shops to enable themselves to be independent of these
constraints. Thus, KDW demonstrate the ability to make meaningful life choices
regarding their post-migration economic activities by having a specific vision and

constructing detailed plans for the future.

Thus, rather than asserting agency or exercising one by virtue of having a temporal
orientation, it is in ways that KDW maneuver the structural constraints in the
respective social worlds and navigate constitutive relationships that KDW become
empowered and acquire agency in the form of expansion of abilities to make choices
and bring about desired changes in their lives and in the society. Most importantly, by
addressing the extent of the agency gained by actors, the concept of economic
empowerment allows to identify the areas where the agency is not fulfilled or, as
Moghadam and Senftova (2005) put it, “the challenges that remain for the achievement
of women’s equal participation and rights” (401). In the case of KDW, these
challenges are their precarious migration in Turkey and the informal nature of the
domestic work, which affects the working conditions and rights and social security
that KDW enjoy. But the most significant challenge remaining for KDW in terms of
their empowerment is the perpetuation of the gender norms and values during their
migration, whereby the respondents were still acting within and hence were limited by
the gendered expectations their families had for them in accordance to their roles as
mothers, wives, and sisters and so on. Consequently, to the level that KDW in the
thesis were able to earn a higher income than in Kyrgyzstan and achieve their
economic goals, they still were governed by preoccupation over their children’s and
families’ well-being in how they would control their economic assets, prioritizing the
needs and interests of their families over that of their own. As a result, KDW, while
economically empowered, still act within the constraints of political, economic, and
cultural structures in Kyrgyzstan and Turkey, thereby their transnational agency being

contingent on these structural limitations.
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With this thesis, I tried to show the ways in which Kyrgyz domestic workers engage
with the structures and the frames which render them invisible and their labor
precarious, a subject that has been extensively covered by the literature on this matter.
The current study thus builds upon the analytical insights from the existing work about
the adverse migration and work conditions of migrant domestic workers, while also
complementing this already existing body of work to emphasize the empowerment and
agency of these actors by focusing on how Kyrgyz migrants sustain and navigate their
transnational relations during their stay in Ankara. Thus, I hope to contribute to the
studies of migrant domestic workers by shifting the analysis from the working
experiences per se, and enriching the prevalent vulnerability discourse in by locating
the actors within various temporal stages of their lives that both precondition and
support their employment as domestic workers in Turkey. Most importantly, I
emphasize the active involvement of KDW in making strategic decisions about their
lives at the backdrop of context-specific structural constraints and navigating the
multitude of cross-border relations. The introduction of the concept of economic
empowerment and transnational agency to the study of experiences of migrant
domestic workers in Turkey thence enriches the literature on labor, migration, and
gender by addressing important intrinsic processes taking place in the realm of family,
migrant networks, and employment relationships of KDW in Turkey. The wholistic
view of these relationships and application of the transnational lens to understand the
connection and transformation of these various networks of interaction offers
analytically significant implications for the study of migrant domestic work.
Moreover, by locating the observed dynamics in a globalized frame, I attempted to
contribute to the micro-macro analysis of the migrant domestic worker experience to
display the inseparability of personal experience from the international systems of
capitalism and international division of labor. Correspondingly, economic and socio-
cultural structural factors were elucidated on the personal level as experienced by
KDW by focusing on how the actors become empowered within the given structural
contexts. Last but not least, by studying the processes of empowerment of a specific
group of migrant domestic workers, the present study aims to contribute to a better
understanding of the reproductive labor market in Turkey. Specifically, researching
the experiences of Kyrgyz women, who have previously not enjoyed a separate focus

in the academic literature, overcomes the dangerous implications that generalization
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of these actors under the umbrella categories like “post-Soviet migrants” might entail.
Therefore, the observation of the group-specific dynamics involved in the experiences
of KDW offers an opportunity to build a comparative analysis of the experiences of
the migrant domestic workers in Turkey. Furthermore, the sole focus on KDW
provides important insights to the study of inter-group competition between different
migrant domestic worker groups in the reproductive labor sector in Turkey that
continuously transforms and requires analytical engagement based on the up-to-date

qualitative data that the present study provides.

Therefore, while this study is only a snapshot of the varied experiences of Kyrgyz
domestic workers, it serves as a case study of the transnational agency of migrant
domestic workers in Turkey, shedding light on the multiplicity of subjects that could
be further studied. For example, an inquiry into the context in the sending countries in
Central Asia, focusing on the sentiments and prevalent discourse about migration and
the type of institutional arrangements that could be in place reinforcing or subverting
the border-crossing of its citizens as domestic workers could carry a lot of value for
the research of feminization of labor migration. The recruitment agencies, on the other
hand, largely dominated by Turkish actors, comprise a very rich pool of data for further
studies to analyze, specifically the particularities of the operations of these actors and
how they influence the lives of the migrants in the city. The consultancy firms,
providing services in relation to permits, work permits, and even sometimes finding
work, can also be a good source of data to create a comprehensive map of the supply
of domestic work by Turkish agencies in cities like Ankara. Furthermore, it is
worthwhile to observe the transformation of the recruitment process, like how could
the emergence of new digital platforms or the proliferation of social media affect the
recruitment of domestic workers. For instance, while at the stage of searching for the
potential participants, I did visit a couple of websites advertising the services of
Central Asian domestic workers as housekeepers and care-takers in particular, while
social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram also provided an ample array of
pages and groups targeting Turkish families looking to hire Central Asian domestic
workers. Nevertheless, these digital platforms were not popular among the
respondents, older Kyrgyz migrant women not really knowing much about such sites,
while the younger participants exhibited distrust toward such digital forms of

organized recruitment. Thus, in the particular subset of Kyrgyz domestic workers in
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my study, the online opportunities of finding work did not present a viable option for
the migrants, whereby the physical recruitment offices and in-real-life acquaintances
and contact with big sisters and a larger migrant network provided a better alternative
for the reliability and familiarity of this type of recruitment. However, attention should
be paid to the development of this dimension involved in migrant domestic work, the
transformation of the patterns of which could carry significant insight into the

operation and the constantly evolving dynamics of it, respectively.

Moreover, a focused look into how the influx of Central Asian women has transformed
the local labor market and the service industry in Turkish cities is called-for in light of
the ever-increasing and continuously diversifying terrain of migrant domestic work.
The implicit and explicit competition among different age and nationality groups could
benefit from the studies such as this to build an in-depth analysis of how such diversity
and rising migrant labor power affect the experiences of these migrants as well. Such
comparative studies could use the findings of small-scale case studies, like this thesis,
building a more wholesome account of the migrant labor sector in domestic work. Last
but most intriguing, there is an avenue for further research on the children of domestic
workers who are left behind, asking how their experiences are shaped by their
transnational mothers. From the limited exposure to this subject through some of my
respondents and fieldwork experience that involved conversations with the children of
respondents like White, I also observed that more often than not, the children of the
Kyrgyz domestic workers embark on the path of migration for education and work,
and some still for marriage, which could comprise an interesting vantage point for
research of how the migration of mothers or parents leads their children to the path of
migration and to Turkey, specifically. This type of inquiry carries a great potential for
the particularities of the childhood underscored by an absentee mother who yet
sustains the life of the family through this “absenteeism” is interlaced with various
family dynamics and socio-cultural structures, e.g., the role of the extended family in
a particular context, some degree of which I tried to include in the current thesis, could
show the difference from others, opening a space for comparison, while also exhibiting
variation through time and changing migration dynamics, which would be best suited

for a longitudinal study.
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There are a lot of avenues for further research that were not covered by the scope of
this study due to language, time, and sampling restrictions. Notably, a deeper
exploration of the language of the work is an interesting venture to possibly yield
important results to the study of constitution and maintenance of power relations while
also allowing for the critical analysis of the transformation of this power dynamic
endemic in the domestic care relations. For instance, the specifics of master-servant
rhetoric, how it is lived through language, and culture, as inherited from the Soviet era,
in the work experiences of domestic workers can be researched in its own right,
although I touch upon this briefly in this study. Particularly, exploring this in relation
to how soviet nostalgia underlies these employment relations and how that renders the
current experience different than if they had no such socialist reference point could be
of significance for the post-structuralist analysis of domestic/care work. All in all,
these and many other aspects of the migration of Kyrgyz women as domestic workers
to Turkey touched upon in the current thesis have the potential to serve as a source for

the development of full-fledged analyses in their own right.

In conclusion, just like the pseudonyms of the respondents used in this study, the
experiences Kyrgyz women have in relation to their migration and employment as
domestic workers in Ankara comprise a palette of different and unique colorful stories.
Each story is thus filled with moments of personal struggle and economic hardships
but also with moments of defiance of the odds and overcoming of the structural
constraints and restrictions. And just like colors, while individual stories are incredibly
intricate and worth painting their own canvas with, they share the same palette. They
are all framed by the shared backdrop of structural factors shaping their transnational
relations while engendering these structures in their life story narratives in uniquely
individual ways. It is this shared palette of colorful experiences that I tried to depict in
the current study, drawing on common experiences KDW in Turkey, whereby the
individual differences in their stories offered a new perspective on the observed
patterns. Thus, enrichment and expansion of this palette with further studies of
particular groups of migrant domestic workers and their experiences of empowerment
and agency would contribute to a possibility of painting a comprehensive picture of

the reproductive labor sector in Turkey.
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APPENDICES

A. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

* Modifications for those with past experiences of domestic work, not current

I. The first part concerns the background to your arrival in Ankara and your life here
as a whole.

1. Can you tell us a little about your education? Starting with what did you want to
become when you were a kid?

2. Can you talk about your family and family life, i.e. about your parents, about your
spouse, your children?

3. What is your history of previous economic activities, i.e. in what different positions,
when and where did you work before?

4. Did you ever think about moving abroad? In what other countries did you live before

Turkey?

II. The second part deals with the situation in the country of origin and your arrival to
Turkey.

5. How did you find out about the opportunity to work as a domestic/care worker in
Turkey? Are there any national or private agencies helping with moving or finding a
job?

6. When and how did you arrive in Turkey? Where besides Ankara did you live?

7. How did you find your current job? /*How did you find your job as a domestic
worker? What procedures did you go through for this?

8. In general, did you have any doubts or reservations before moving? Did you have a

short or long-term plan to work in Turkey before moving?
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III. About your current job, what do you do and how is your relationship with your
employer/s

9. Where do you work now? What are your current responsibilities/*were your
responsibilities as a domestic worker?

10. How was your first working day? What is/*was your relationship with the person
you care for and / or with the family (of that person)?

11. How do/*did you work for this family; i.e. do/*did you have a work permit
(calisma izni) or a contract with this family?

12. How free are/*were you in deciding how to do your job? For example, when and
what to do in the house, what the salary would be like?

13. How did you or your employer organize the hours and days of your work? Do you
have scheduled working hours in the house where you do not work? When and for

how long do you have a day off (haftalik izin) and / or a vacation (yillik izin)?

IV. Comments about personal life

14. How do you spend your weekend? / * How did you use to spend your weekends
as a domestic worker? Who do/*did you meet up with and where? How do/*did you
meet new people in the city?

15. Do you know someone from your country with the same profession/work as you?
If so, what is the nature of your relationship with these people?

16. Do you participate in any public events / celebrations with the local diaspora from
your country? What is your role (your responsibilities) in these gatherings and
celebrations organized among these locals? /*How has it changes since when you were
a domestic worker?

17. How does/*did this experience of living and working in Ankara differ from your
previous experiences? Have your doubts (from question 8) been resolved after moving
and starting to work?

18. Is your current/*Was your job as domestic worker a temporary or permanent job
for you? What do/*did you plan for the future?

19. Are/*Were you earning enough to live a certain way? Do/*Did you send money
home and / or save money for your future plans?

20. How do you think this experience of paid homework contributes to your plans for

the future?
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V. Demographic / General Information:
How old are you?

Where were you born?

What is your nationality?

Which country’s passport do you hold now?
Where do you live now?

* What is your current job?
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B. LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

Domestic workers (in chronological order of the interviews):
Interviewee 1, Blue
Interviewee 2, Yellow
Interviewee 3, White
Interviewee 4, Teal
Interviewee 5, Gray
Interviewee 6, Brown
Interviewee 7, Green
Interviewee 8, Red
Interviewee 9, Pink
Interviewee 10, Purple
Interviewee 11, Magenta
Interviewee 12, Azure
Interviewee 13, Ivory
Interviewee 14, Coral
Interviewee 15, Khaki
Interviewee 16, Cyan

Interviewee 17, Fuchsia

Other sources (in chronological order of the interviews):

Interviewee 19, Local business owner (Café), Ms. A.

Interviewee 20, Local business owner (Money transfer and cargo shipment), Mr. B.

Interviewee 21, Local business owner (Café), Mr. C.

Interviewee 22, Local business owner (Import-export agency), Mr. D.

Interviewee 23, Expert (Journalist reporting on issues of the female migrant domestic

workers in Turkey), Ms. E.

Interviewee 24, Recruitment agency worker (Kyrgyz,) Ms. F
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C. INFORMED CONSENT FORM

I agree to participate as an interviewee in a research project titled Beyond Vulnerability
and Precariousness: A Case of Central Asian Domestic Workers (working title)
conducted by Arailym Gaipova, B.S. Sociology, as a part of her M.S. Thesis in
Graduate School of Social Sciences in Middle East Technical University (METU) in
Ankara, Turkey.

1. The research is a qualitative study exploring the motivations, and personal and
professional experiences of Central Asian workers in Ankara, Turkey. I have been
given sufficient information about this research project and I understand my role. The
purpose of my participation as an interviewee in this project and the future
management of my data have been explained to me and are clear.

2. My participation as an interviewee in this project is voluntary. There is no explicit
or implicit coercion whatsoever to participate. I understand that I am free to withdraw
at any time without giving any reason and without there being any negative
consequences. In addition, should I not wish to answer any particular question or
questions, I am free to decline.

3. Participation involves being interviewed by a researcher from METU. The interview
will last approximately 120 minutes. I allow the researcher to take notes during the
interview.

4. I agree for this interview to be electronically recorded. I understand that the audio
recording made of this interview will be used only for analysis and that extracts from
the interview, from which I would not be personally identified, may be used in any
conference presentation, report or journal article developed as a result of the research.
I understand that no other use will be made of the recording without my written
permission, and that no one outside the research team will be allowed access to the
original recording.

5. I have been given the explicit guarantee that the researcher will not identify me by
name or function in any reports using information obtained from this interview, and
that my confidentiality as a participant in this study will remain secure. I also
understand that my words may be quoted directly. I agree to be quoted directly if my
name is not published and a made-up name (pseudonym) is used. I agree that the
researchers may publish documents that contain quotations by me.

6. I agree that my anonymised data will be kept for future research purposes such as
publications related to this study after the completion of the study. I understand that
other genuine researchers may use my words in publications, reports, web pages, and
other research outputs, only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the
information as requested in this form. Thereby, I agree to assign the copyright I hold
in any materials related to this project to Arailym Gaipova.
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7. I understand that my response will be translated to English language by Arailym
Gaipova and used in the analysis and the final report of the thesis accordingly.

8. I understand I have a right to review the notes, transcripts, or other data collected
during the research, including the final report of the study, pertaining to my
participation.

9. Idon’t expect to receive any benefit or payment for my participation.

10. I also understand that there are no risks involved in participating in this activity,
beyond those risks experienced in everyday life.

11. T understand that my contact information will not be shared with anyone, and that
I may be contacted by the researcher (Arailym Gaipova) after the interview for follow-
up questions or any other issues concerning my participation in the project.

12. T have been given the guarantee that this research project has been reviewed and
approved by METU Ethics Human Subjects Committee. For questions concerning
ethics or data protection linked to the research project, the METU Ethics Committee
may be contacted through [phone number of responsible staff] or reached at
http://ueam.metu.edu.tr/. For questions concerning the thesis and its university rights,
you can contact the thesis supervisor Assoc. Prof. Dr. Fatma Umut Bespinar with
[office phone number] or at [institutional email].

13. T understand that the signed Informed Consent will not be matched with any other
information that is provided by the participant.

14. T have been given a copy of this consent form co-signed by the interviewer.

15. T have read and understood the points and statements of this form. I have had all
my questions answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this
study.

Name of participant Date Signature

Principal Investigator Date Signature

Please keep a copy of this consent form for your records. If you have other questions
concerning your participation in this project, please contact me at:

For further information, please contact: Arailym Gaipova

Telephone number: [personal phone number] email address: [institutional email]
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E. TURKISH SUMMARY / TURKCE OZET

GIRIS

Tiirkiye, daha 6nce Rusya ve Kazakistan'da hizmet ve ev isleri sektorlerine hakim olan
Kirgiz ev iscileri i¢in popiiler bir alternatif haline geldi (Bashirov, 2018; Urinboyev,
2018; Sharifzoda, 2019). Nitekim, Kirgizistan'dan gelen en biiyiik ii¢iincii gogmen
grubu 30.000 kisi ile Tirkiye'dedir (Kirgiz Cumhuriyeti Hiikiimeti'ne Bagli Devlet
Gog¢ Servisi (SMS), 2018). Bakim hizmeti talebindeki artisa ve Tiirkiye'deki Sovyet
sonrast llkeler i¢in vize rejimlerinin esneklestirilmesi sebebiyle (Eder, 2015;
Rittersberger-Tilig, 2015), Kirgiz go¢menler, diger Orta Asyali kadinlar, gibi agirliklh
olarak igveren ve bakima ihtiyaci olan kisilerle ayn1 evde yasayarak ¢ocuk ve yaslilarin
bakimi veya temizlik¢i veya hizmetgi olarak is buldular (Celik, 2005, 2011; Atatimur,
2008).

Tiirkiye'de Kirgiz ev iscilerine (KEI) iliskin resmi istatistikler az olmakla birlikte,
13.452 Kirgiz uyruklunun gecerli calisma iznine sahip oldugunu bildiren Aile,
Calisma ve Sosyal Hizmetler Bakanligi (ACSHB) (2018) gibi kaynaklardan kabaca
bir tahmin alabiliyoruz. Bu, aym bélgeden Kazakistan (1.799), Ozbekistan (3.969),
Tiirkmenistan (5.547) ve Tacikistan (6.26) ile keskin bir sekilde karsilastirilir
(ACSHB, 2018). Bu nedenle, Kirgiz vatandaslari, Tiirkiye'deki c¢alisma izni
sahiplerinin en yiiksek oranini olustururken, 2018'de sadece Suriye vatandaglari-
34.570 vatandas (ayn1 yerde). Bununla birlikte, islerinin kayit dis1 olmasi ve bu
is¢ilerin haklarinin korunmasina iliskin diizenlemelerin olmamasi nedeniyle, Kirgiz
kadinlar1 90 giinden daha az kaldiklar1 takdirde genellikle ev isgisi olarak kayit
yaptirmamakta ve sadece birka¢i ¢aligma izni almaktadir ve ¢ogunluk, daha uzun siire
kalmalar1 halinde oturma izni almay: tercih etmektedir (Igduygu, 2013; Yildirim ve
ark., 2017). Bu nedenle, baz1 Kirgiz kadinlar1 Tiirkiye'de mevsimlik olarak calisarak

hizmet ve turizm sektorlerindeki isgiicli talebindeki artisa yanit verirken (Levina,
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2018; Sharifzoda, 2019), yil boyunca daha az kayith ve daha dongiisel gocmen
caligmaktadir. Ev i¢i alan Kirgiz kadinlar i¢in en biiylik gelir kaynaklarindan biri

olmaya devam ediyor (Budaychieva, 2018, 2020).

KEI'nin Tirkiye'deki faaliyetlerinin nicel degerlendirmesi, literatiirde ev isinin
enformel dogasi 1s181nda tartisilirken, ¢alisan ailelerin evlerinin diizenlenmemis 6zel
alanlarinda calisan gog¢men ev isgileri olarak karsilastiklart gilivencesizlik ve
savunmasizlik tartigmalara hakimdir. (Zeytinoglu vd. 1999; Erdogdu ve Toks6z 2013;
Eder, 2015; Diindar ve Ozer, 2015; Yildirim, 2017). Ote yandan, Kirgizistan'a 6zgii
sosyal ve Kkiiltiirel faktorleri hesaba katan ve bu grubu Tiirkiye'deki gd¢men yerli
isgiicli piyasasinin ayr1 bir parcasi olarak konumlandiran, Kirgiz kadin ev iscilerinin
veya Tiirkiye'deki KEI'nin ayr1 bir grup olarak nitel olarak incelenmesi. Ozbek ve
Tiirkmen is¢iler gibi diger etnik niglerle bir arada var olan ve rekabet eden Tiirkiye,
kadin, iicretli ev isi, gd¢ ve ulusdtesiligin kesisimsel ¢calismasinda arantyor. Bu tiir bir
aragtirma daha Once literatiirde yapilmamistir, metinlerin ¢ogu Tirkiye'de ayrim
gbzetmeyen bir Sovyet sonrasi go¢men ev is¢ileri havuzuna ayrilmistir (Celik, 2005,
2011; Atatimur, 2008; Eder, 2015). Moldovali (Kaska, 2006) ve Giircii (Dincer, 2014)
kadinlar1 yatili ev is¢isi olarak inceleyen g¢alismalar hari¢. Sonug¢ olarak, Kirgiz
iscilerle ilgili calisma, 6zellikle Tiirkiye'nin Kirgizistan'dan neden giderek daha fazla
kadm ev iscisi ¢ektigini ve bu dinamigi hangi faktorlerin agikladigini ele alarak,
Tiirkiye'deki gogmen ev isi formiilasyonlarinin daha iyi anlagilmasina katkida

bulunacaktir.
Alanyazin

Kirgiz kadinlari, Sovyetler Birligi'nin dagilmasindan sonra Kirgiz ekonomisinin
yeniden yapilandirilmasindan orantisiz bir sekilde etkilenmis, bir¢ok isyerinin
ozellestirilmesi ve kapatilmasi nedeniyle kitlesel isten ¢ikarmalarin yol agtigi
“yoksulluk sokuna” (Kuehnast, 2003) maruz kalmis ve bu sayede kadinlar ilk olarak
saglik, egitim ve biirokratik ofislerde isgal ettikleri islerini kaybederler (Dudwick ve
digerleri, 2003). Ev i¢inde gen¢ ve yash bakiminin toplumsal yiikiinii kadinlara
ylikleyen sosyal destek sisteminin ¢oziilmesi (Lapidus, 2000) ve ayrimei ise alma
uygulamalari, egitim ve Ogretimlerinin vasifsizlagtirllmas1 ve gegicilestirilmesi

(Zavadskaya, 2000; Einhorn 2000) kayith is bulma sanslarini azaltti. Bu nedenle
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bir¢cok kadin, ticaret ve hizmet sektorlerinde mevsimlik isler icin komsu Rusya ve
Kazakistan'a go¢ etmeden once Kirgizistan'daki kayit dis1 isgiicii piyasasina giris yapti
(FIDH, 2016). Sonug olarak, uluslararasi isgilicii gogiine giren Kirgiz gogmenler,
1990'lardan sonra go¢ yollar1 Amerika Birlesik Devletleri ve Gliney Kore gibi uzak
destinasyonlar1 kapsayacak sekilde gesitlenen Sovyet kokenli, yiiksek vasifli ve
egitimli kadinlard:r (Thieme, 2008; ADB, 2019). Bu, Tiirkiye'de Sovyet sonrasi ev
iscilerinin gozlemine tekabiil ediyor; SSCB'nin dagilmasindan sonra sayilari diizenli
bir artig gordii (Celik, 2005, 2011; Atatimur, 2008; Ferry, 2013; Eder, 2015). Tiirk ev
hizmetlilerinin “yatil’” hizmetler, yani ¢alisan ailelerle ve bakim alanlarla ayn1 evde
yasama konusundaki isteksizligi nedeniyle, Tiirk hanelerinde iicretli ev islerine 6zel
bir talep vardi (Akalin, 2007). Bu, bu sektordeki Tiirk kadinlarinin biiyiik olciide,
bakmakla yiikiimli olduklar1 kendi aileleri olan kirsal kesimden gelen gé¢menlerden
olusmasi, evin sinirlar1 diginda is aramak i¢in ataerkil yapilarla pazarlik yapmasiyla
aciklanabilir (Ozyegin, 2001). Sonug¢ olarak, KEI, Tiirkiye'deki iireme bakimi
sektoriindeki bu 6zel talebe yanit vererek, bu siiregte kendi aglarin1 ve kaynaklarini
harekete gecirerek, Kirgiz kadinlari, uluslararasit gdgmenler ve yatili ev is¢ileri olarak

0zel deneyimleri hakkinda tartisma alani agti.

Bu nedenle, KEI'nin ulusétesi failli§ini sorgulayan tez, KEi'nin Kirgizistan ve
Tiirkiye'deki deneyimlerinin farkli yonlerinin i¢ ice gegtigini vurgulamaktadir. Bu
iligkilerin farkli zamansal ve cografi kosullarda nasil sekillendigini anlamak igin
Crossley (2011) tarafindan “katilimecilariin belirli faaliyetlere karsilikli katilimiyla
belirlenen etkilesim aglar1” (138) olarak tanimlanan “sosyal diinyalar” kavramini
kullantyorum. Koengeter ve Wendy'nin (2015) ardindan, ulusétesi faillik, semalarin
ve kaynaklarin bir sosyal diinyadan digerine aktarilmasiyla ortaya ¢ikar; burada
Sewell'in (1992) ve Emirbayer ve Mische'nin (1998) faillik kavramsallastirmalar1 bu
stireci islevsellestirmek icin kullanilir. Semalar, para, teknolojik cihazlar ve fiziksel
konumlar gibi somut nesneler insan dis1 kaynaklari olustururken (Sewell, 1992) sosyal
kosullara yanit olarak diyalojik olarak gelistirilen eylem ilkeleri ve senaryolar1 olarak
tammlanir ve bu tamm mevcut ¢alismada kullanilmaktadir. Ote yandan, semalar
gecmis deneyimlerde edinildiginden ve yeni etkilesimler sirasinda geri ¢agrildigindan
veya yeni etkilesimlere aktarildigindan, failin simdiye ve gelecege yonelimi de iceren
zamansal bir unsuru vardir (Emirbayer ve Mische, 1998). Sonug olarak, ulusdtesi

temsilcilik olasiligi, KEi'nin farkli sosyal diinyalar arasinda semalar1 ve kaynaklari
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aktaran “bilgili” aktorler olarak etkilesimli siire¢ler i¢indeki durumlara yanit vermenin

yollarin1 gelistirme kapasitesi dogrultusunda tartisilmaktadir.

Buna karsilik, ekonomik giiclendirme kavrami, Kirgizistan ve Tiirkiye'deki siyasi,
sosyo-kiiltiirel ve ekonomik kurumlar tarafindan dayatilan yapisal kisitlamalar
1s1ginda ulusétesi failligin sinirlarmi sorgulamak icin tanitildi. Ozellikle, Kabeer'in
(2001), kadinlarin giiclendirilmesine iligkin tanimi, aktorlerin yasamlar1 hakkinda
stratejik se¢imler yapma ve arzu edilen sonuglara ulasma konusundaki yetenek ve
kapasitelerinin gelistirildigi bir siireci belirtmek i¢in kullanilmaktadir. Ozellikle, bu,
kadimlarm bu olasiligin reddedildigi ve sinirh giice ve kisith segeneklere sahip oldugu
baglamda gergeklesir (Kabeer, 2001). Baska bir deyisle, kadinlarin giiclendirilmesi,
egitim, istthdam, politika ve kiiltiir gibi alanlarda onlara yanit olarak ortaya ¢ikan bu
kisitlamalardan ayrilamaz (Moghadam ve Senftova, 2005). Bu nedenle, kadinlarin
giiclendirilmesi ¢ok boyutlu bir siirectir ve Bayissa ve digerleri (2018), alt1 farkl
boyutunu tanimlar: ekonomik, ailevi, psikolojik, yasal, politik ve sosyo-kiiltiirel
boyutlar. Sonu¢ olarak, bu boyutlar, resmi yasal ¢erceveler, gayri resmi sosyal
normlar, etnik koken ve din kurumlar1 ve yas, medeni durum ve egitimden medya
tilketimi ve arkadashiklara kadar degisen bireysel oOzellikler gibi kaynaklar
etkinlestirerek 6n kosullu kadinlarin gii¢lendirilmesi ve failliginin gdstergelerini
olusturur (Bayissa vd., 2018). Dolayisiyla bu kaynaklar, kadinlarin gii¢, anlamli
secimler ve yasamlar1 {izerinde kontrol kazanmalarmi saglayan kisisel ve sosyal
degisimin “yap1 taslarini” olusturur (Hunt ve Samman, 2018). Hunt ve Samman
(2018), isgiicli piyasasinin ve sosyal normlarin roliinii, kadinlarin bireysel ve toplu
olarak yasadiklar1 deneyimlerini belirleyen daha genis yapisal kosullar olarak ele
almaktadir (18). Bu 1sikta, kadinlarin gelire erisimi ve varliklar iizerindeki kontrolii,
kadimlarm giiclendirilmesi ve toplumsal cinsiyet esitligi i¢in merkezi olarak goriiliiyor
(de Haan, 2017), burada giiclendirmenin yukarida bahsedilen ¢ok boyutluluguna
ragmen, Kabeer (2011), ekonomik yollarin hedefleri gelistirmeye ve kadimnlarin
yasamlarinin sosyal ve politik yonlerini doniistiirmeye katkida bulunmadaki 6nemini
ortaya koyuyor. Bu nedenle, kadinlarin ekonomik konumunun iyilestirilmesi,
kadmlarin genel olarak gii¢lendirilmesi icin tek veya yeterli olmasa da gerekli bir

kosuldur (Bayissa vd., 2018).
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Arastirmanin Onemi

Bu tez, Ankara'daki Kirgizlarin gogmen ev is¢isi niifusunun biiyiikliigliniin, bu grubun
ayr1 bir analizini gerektirecek bir diizeye ulastig1, daha genis bir iliskiler dizisi ve bu
alanlardaki aktorlerle siirekli iliskileri aracilifiyla karsilik gelen sosyal diinyalarin
olusumu ile gd¢lerini Kirgizistan'da baslayan ve zamanla ulusdtesi hale gelen belirli
dinamikler baglaminda baglamsallastirdigi bir zamanda ortaya ¢ikmaktadir. Ote
yandan, Kirgiz ev is¢ileri hakkindaki tartismalar, Sovyet sonrasi ig¢ilerden olusan daha
genis bir grup altinda toplanmis ve bu grubun diger Sovyet sonrasi etnik gruplara kars1
deneyimledigi kendine 6zgii dinamikleri gizlemistir. Bu nedenle, mevcut analiz,
Sovyet sonrast ev iscileriyle ilgili yapilan genellemelerin {istesinden gelerek ve yapisal
arka planda kok salmis belirli dinamikleri hesaba katarak, Tiirkiye'deki gd¢men
havuzunda belirli bir grup olarak Kirgiz ev iscilerine odaklanma boslugunu
doldurmaktadir. Kirgizistan. Bunun, zaman iginde degisen ve dolayisiyla stirekli
analitik katilim gerektiren bu etnik gruplar arasindaki gruplar arasi rekabetin altini
cizdigi, Tirkiye'deki yerel isglici piyasasindaki dinamiklerin daha fazla
aragtirtlmasina olanak saglayacagina inanityorum. Ayrica, mevcut tez, Kirgiz ev
iscilerinin ulusdtesi deneyimlerini ele alarak ve onlarin ulusétesini sorgulayarak
literatiirdeki boslugu doldurarak, Tiirkiye'deki akademik ¢alismalara ve genel olarak
gbcmen ev isciligi lizerine daha genis literatiire katkida bulunmaktadir. Tiirkiye'deki
gocmen ev iscilerinin go¢ ve c¢alisma kosullarinin tanimlanmasinda zamansal
yonelimlerini nasil insa ettikleri, onlar1 ve deneyimlerini ulusotesi yapan dinamikler
g6z ard1 edilmistir. Go¢men topluluklara ve ulusotesi ailelere 6zel olarak odaklanan
gdocmen ev iscilerinin ulusdtesilestirilmesi ¢alismalart daha Once akademik
caligmalarda yiiriitilmiis olsa da bunun Tirkiye baglaminda aragtirilmasi ve
Kirgizistan'in yapisal etkilerinin hesaba katilmasi yer almamigstir. Bagka bir deyisle, bu
caligma, go¢men ev iscilerinin uluslararas: emek piyasalarinda magduriyetine yonelik
elestirinin bir devami olarak goriilebilir ve bu kadimnlarin aktorler haline gelme
bicimlerinin yansitict yollarinin tartisilmasi icin bir alan agar. Genel olarak, mevcut
caligma, belirli bir Kirgiz is¢i grubunun ulusétesi deneyimlerini baglamsallastirarak
ve diger aktorlerle olan iligkilerinin ve etkilesimlerinin ¢esitliligi boyunca ulusétesi

failliklerinin izini siirerek gogmen ev isciligi arastirmasini zenginlestirmektedir.
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Arastirma Sorulari

Bu ¢alismanin merkezinde Kirgiz kadin ev is¢ileri, onlarin Kirgiz yapilari igindeki gog
oncesi etkilesimleri ve Tiirkiye'deki is¢i gogmenleri olarak deneyimleri yer almaktadir.
Amaci, KEI'yi, gocleri sirasinda siirekli olarak siirdiirdiikleri ve doniistiirdiikleri,
dolayistyla etkileri go¢ deneyimlerinin 6tesinde kalan ¢ok sayida sinir 6tesi iliskilere
odaklayarak, ulusotesi gogmenler veya trans go¢cmenler olarak ¢ercevelemektir. Bu
nedenle, bu tez KEI ile ilgili olsa da, analiz birimi, belirli ¢ikarlar, yani sosyal diinyalar
etrafinda odaklanan farkli iliski aglarina ait, ulusal sinirlarin otesindeki ¢esitli
aktorlerle olan etkilesimleridir (Crossley, 2011). Sonug¢ olarak, KEI'nin ulusotesi
deneyimleri 1s18inda, bu sosyal diinyalarin nasil baglantili oldugunu ve faillik

olasiliklarinin bu iligkisel terimlerle nasil sekillendigini arastirtyor.

Tezin temel aragtirma sorusu sudur: Kirgiz ev isgilerinin Tiirkiye'deki ulusotesi
failliginin smirlarin1 ve olanaklarini sekillendiren kosullar nelerdir? Koengeter ve
Wendy (2015) tarafindan gelistirilen tanimi kullaniyorum: “Ulusétesi aktorler
sermayenin (sosyal, ekonomik, ya da kiiltiirel) ulusdtesi sosyal alanlarda ortaya ¢ikan
semalardan yararlanarak diger farkli sosyal diinyalara aktarir” (11). Bu
kavramsallastirmanin ardindan, tezdeki dogal sorular sunlardir: KEi'nin Tiirkiye'deki
ulusotesi failligi, ¢esitli aktorlerle farkli sinir 6tesi iligkilerde nasil ortaya ¢ikiyor?
Buna bagli olarak, bu farkli iligkiler nasil ayr1 toplumsal diinyalar olusturuyor ve bu
kadinlarin Tiirkiye'deki calisma ve yasam deneyimleriyle nasil i¢ ige gegiyor? Bu
sosyal diinyalara ayni anda dahil olmanin bir sonucu olarak hangi faillik bi¢imi ortaya
¢ikar ve KEi'nin bu diinyalar igindeki karsilik gelen konumlar1 nasil uzlasir? KEI,
farkl iilkelerden gesitli aktorlerle cok sayida sinir 6tesi iliskiler gelistirdiginden, bu
iligkilerin go¢cmen olarak siirdiiriilmesinde ve Tiirkiye'de ev iscisi olarak
deneyimlerine uygun olarak doniistliriilmesinde, failliginin ulusétesi karakterini ortaya
koyuyorum. Bagka bir deyisle, Kirgiz kadinlarinin Tiirkiye'deki go¢ ve is deneyimleri
sonucunda toplumsal diinyalardaki karsilik gelen iligkilerin nasil degistigini ve bu
iligkilerin Kirgiz ev iscilerinin ulusotesi failligini nasil sekillendirdigini soruyorum.
Bunu yaparken, Koengeter ve Wendy'nin (2015) ulusétesi failligin “ulusotesi sosyal
alanlarda sermayenin (sosyal, ekonomik veya kiiltiirel) ortaya c¢ikan semalardan
yararlanarak diger farkli sosyal diinyalara ¢evrilmesi yoluyla [kazanildig1]” tanimim
takip ediyorum (syf. 11).
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Buna uygun olarak, KEi'nin failligini iliskisel terimlerle, bu aktorlerin farkl:
iilkelerdeki ilgili iliski aglarinin mekansal ve zamansal sinirlarini agarak ulusotesi
iligkiler arasinda koprii kurma yetenegi olarak tanimlanir. Bunu gostermek igin,
KEI'nin farkli aktdrlerle olan iliskilerini tespit etmeye ve arastirmaya, her iliskiyi ilk
sekillendigi baglama ve zamansal olarak aktorlerin deneyimlerine yerlestirmeye
basladim. Bu nedenle, Tiirkiye'deki gogmen isletmeler, igverenler ve bakim alanlarin
yani sira aile liyeleri, ise alim gorevlileri ve Kirgizistan'daki ve diger gogmenler gibi
sinirlar Gtesindeki ¢esitli aktorlerle etkilesimler, bu nedenle Crossley'e (2011) gore
sosyal diinya cergevesinde tartisilmaktadir. Bu sosyal diinyalarin nasil baglantili
oldugu ve bu baglantinin KEI'nin etkilesimlerinde nasil somutlastig1 irdelenmektedir.
Bagka bir deyisle, Ankara'daki KEI'de ortak olan farkli sosyal diinyalarmn haritasini
¢ikarirken, bu tezin amaci, yapisal kisitlamalarm KEI'nin kazanma veya uygulama
kapasitesi tizerindeki etkisi de dahil olmak {izere, ulusétesi failligin olanaklarimi ve

sinirlamalarini aragtirmaktir.
YONTEM
Arastirma Deseni, Orneklem ve Veri Toplama Araglar:

Tez, KEI'nin Ankara'da nasil ortaya ¢iktig1, bu sektorde ¢alistigi ve ne tiir faktdrlerin
bunu miimkiin kildig1 {izerine odaklanmaktadir. Bu nedenle sorular, KEi'nin géc¢
oncesi dinamikler ve hareketlilik sonras1 deneyimler temalarina gore tasarlanmistir ve,
geemisleri, Ankara ve Tiirkiye'ye go¢ deneyimi, ev is¢isi olarak mesleki deneyim ve
Tiirkiye'deki 6zel yasamlari olmak {izere dort bolim halinde gruplandirilmistir.
Ankete katilanlarin anlatisal yanitlari i¢in bir kontrol listesi olarak olusturulan 20 soru,
kacinilmaz olarak, bu kadinlarin tstlendikleri yoriinge ve karar alma siirecinin izini
siirmeye, yapisal belirleyicilere, aile dinamiklerine ve kisisel motivasyonlara yanit

olarak izin verir.

Bu calismada, katilimcilarin siire¢ ve deneyimlerinin 6nemli yonlerini segici bir

sekilde paylagmalar i¢in bir yol sunan ve sonug olarak arastirmacinin yanitlayanlarin

Oznelliklerine erismesine olanak taniyan bu ¢alismada agik uclu yar1 yapilandirilmis

goriisme teknigi kullanilmistir. Goriismeler Agustos 2020'de Ankara'da toplam 17

Kirgiz ev is¢isi ile gerceklestirilmis ve sehirdeki dort Kirgiz isletmesinin sahipleri ile

ek goriismeler yapilmistir: iki kafe, bir kargo sevkiyat ofisi, bir endiistriyel ihracat
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sirketi. Bir Kirgiz ise alim temsilcisi ve Tiirkiye'de yasayan ve Kirgiz kadin is¢i gocii
hakkinda haber yapan bir Kirgiz gazeteciyle de roportaj yapildi. Arastirmada kartopu
orneklemesi kullanilmig olup, se¢im kriteri olarak Tiirkiye'de iicretli ev isi deneyimi
olan Kirgiz kadinlar1 se¢ilmistir. Potansiyel katilimci havuzunu genisletmek ve
cesitlendirmek icin sehir merkezinde ve Ankara'daki Kirgiz kafelerinde saha ¢aligmast
yapildi. Goriismeler, KEI'nin yatili bakim iscisi olarak calistigi kafe, ¢ayhane ve

evlerde ortalama 1,5 saat siirmiistiir.

Arastirmanin yiiz ylize karakteri, mevcut calismanin merkezinde yer aldi ¢iinkii
goriigmedeki sorular, arastirmaci ve katilimcilar arasinda kurulacak bir yakinlik ve
giiven diizeyi gerektiriyordu, etkilesimin bir yonii, diger iletisim modlariyla daha az
elde edilebilirdi. . Ayrica veri toplama siirecinin COVID-19 pandemisinin yasandigi
bir doneme denk gelmesi nedeniyle, goriismelerin bagka bir sehirde/o seyahat
kisitlamalar1 nedeniyle sehirler imkansizdi. Ancak COVID-19'un KEI ve ¢alismalart
iizerindeki etkisi, mevcut c¢alismanin kapsami disinda kaldigi i¢in bulgulara dahil

edilmemistir.

Gortismeler, Tiirkiye'deki deneyimlere atifta bulunmak i¢in Rusca, Kazakga ve Kirgiz
dillerinin bir karigimi ile ara sira Tiirk¢e kelimelerin karisimiyla yapildi. Kazakistan
ve Kirgizistan'in kiiltiirel ve tarihi benzerlikleri katilimcilar i¢in daha davetkar bir
goriisme ortami yaratirken, bu dillerin bilgisinden kesinlikle faydalandim. Tiim
katilimcilar, yanitlarmnin aragtirmaci tarafindan veri analizinde kullanilmasi igin

terclime edilmesine izin vermistir.
Varsayimlar

Yeniden iiretim emeginin uluslararasilagmasi, Kirgiz gogii ve Tiirkiye'deki gogmen ev
is¢iliginin kosullart hakkindaki literatiirden yola ¢ikarak, katilimcilarin profili, arka
plam1 ve deneyimleri hakkinda birka¢ varsaymmim vardi. Ilk olarak, Tiirkiye'deki
KEl'lerin ortadgretim ihtisas veya meslek okullarinda ve iiniversitelerde egitim
gordiiklerini ve uzmanliklarina gore meslek sahibi olduklarin1 varsaydim. Bunun
nedeni, ¢ogu kadinin, SSCB'min c¢okiisiinden oOnce yiiksek egitim diizeyi ve
profesyonellesme ile vurgulanan Sovyet kokenli orta yash kadinlar oldugu gozlendi.
Boylece Kirgiz gocmen kadinlar, beceri ve niteliklere sahipken, Sovyet sonrasi

Kirgizistan'da ekonominin yeniden yapilandirilmast ve ardindan isyerlerinin
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kapanmasi ve emegin gegicilesmesi 151ginda siirli istthdam olanaklar1 nedeniyle

Kirgizistan'da kendi alanlarinda is bulamamislardir.

KEI, Tiirkiye'ye gelmeden &nce, cografi yakinligi, ortak Sovyet tarihi ve Rusya bilgisi
nedeniyle 6zellikle Rusya ve Kazakistan'a olmak iizere Sovyet sonrast bolge ici gog
deneyimine sahip olacakti. Bu c¢alismada, Kirgiz kadinlarinin Tiirkiye'ye gelmeden
once izledikleri baskin bir yol oldugunu ve ayrica bagkentte kayit dis1 isgiicii
piyasasina girmek i¢in kirsal kdylerden Biskek'e ek bir i¢ go¢ adimiyla desteklendigini
buldu. Kirgizistan'daki diisiik {icretler ve Rusya ve Kazakistan'daki yiiksek yasam
maliyetleri ile karsilastirildiginda, Tiirkiye, gdgmen kadinlari kira, kamu hizmetleri ve
yiyecek maliyetlerinden etkin bir sekilde kurtaran yatili ev i¢i calisma kosullari
nedeniyle ¢ekici bir alternatif haline gelecektir. Ayrica 90 giinliik vizesiz rejim
sayesinde Tiirkiye'ye hareketlilik daha kolay olacak ve KEI Ankara'daki genisletilmis
akrabalik aglar1 lizerinden Tiirkiye'ye gelebilecekti. Bu nedenle, kadin akrabalarin,
ayni is kolunda istihdam edilmek iizere diger kadin akrabalarin go¢iinii kolaylastirmasi
ve bir tiir aile birlesimini saglamasi1 bekleniyordu. Ancak, Tiirkiye'deki ayni gog
politikas1 ve calisma izinleriyle iliskili yiiksek maliyetler nedeniyle KEI, ¢aligma
izinlerine sahip olmayacak ve bunun yerine sadece adres kaydettikleri oturma
izinlerini tercih edecekti. Calismada bu dogrulanirken, Kirgiz kadinlarinin Tiirkiye'de
ise alim amaciyla Tiirk 6zel firmalarmi kullanmadiklar1 varsayimi bir 6l¢iide dogru
¢ikmustir. Calismada KEI, bu firmalarla esit derecede olumsuz ve olumlu deneyimler
bildirdi ve gogmenlerin agizdan agza iletisim ve bu aglardaki yonlendirmeler yoluyla
is bulmak icin sehirde yeterli baglant1 kurmadan 6nce geldikten sonraki ilk aylardaki

onemini vurguladi.

Is acisindan, yasli Kirgiz kadmlari, genellikle dadi ve temizlik¢i olan geng
meslektaslarina gore yash bakiminda daha fazla istihdam edilecektir. Kirgiz kadinlari,
yasl bakim alan ile yaslarinin yakin olmasi, dolayisiyla kusak benzerligi nedeniyle
igverenler tarafindan yasli bakiminda tercih edildigi varsayilmistir. Ayrica, Orta Dogu,
Afrika veya Giineydogu Asya gibi diger popiiler etnik gruplar ve 6zellikle Filipinli ev
iscileri ile karsilagtirildiginda, yash Kirgiz kadinlar1 yash bakimi igin secilmistir.
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BULGULAR

KEI'nin anlatisal yanitlarinda, akrabalik iligkileri, kiiltiirel degerleri asilayarak ve
katilimcilara kiz, es, gelinler ve anneler olarak cinsiyet rolleri vererek 6n planda yer
alir. Kirgizistan'daki aile ve cinsiyet yapisindaki bu konumlar, KEI'nin istihdam ve
gocle ilgili aldigi kararlar1 biiyiik 6lciide sekillendiriyor. Ozellikle g¢ocuklarn
ihtiyaglarinin karsilanmasi, agirlikli olarak bekar, bosanmis ya da dul annelerden
olusan, ailede gecimini saglayanin sorumlulugunu iistlenen ve ¢ocuklarinin yasamasi,
egitimi, diigiin kutlamalar1 ve ev satin almasina destek olan kadinlar i¢in temel
motivasyon olmaktadir. Ote yandan, birinci dereceden aile ve akrabalar, ¢ocuklarmin
bakimini iistlenerek KEI'nin gd¢ etmesine olanak saglarken, Tiirkiye'de ev iscisi olarak
caligan diger akrabalar, KEI'yi Ankara'da kendilerine katilmaya ve ev islerinde
calismaya davet ederek katilimcilarin gogiinii kolaylastirmaktadir. Ozellikle, ailenin
destinasyon se¢imi konusunda bilgi verme iizerindeki etkisi, Tiirkiye'yi Rusya ve
Kazakistan gibi diger popiiler destinasyonlardan ayiran yasama kosullar1 ve 6zellikle
Ankara'da yasamanin nispeten daha diisiik maliyetli, yani igverenin evinde kamu
hizmetleri 6demeden kirasiz ve {icretsiz yasamayi iceren yasam kosullari ile

tamamlanmaktadir.

KETI'nin genellikle ailenin kadin {iyeleri olan kiz kardesler, baldizlar ve hatta anneler
gibi akrabalari, KEI'nin hafta sonlar1 ve izin giinlerinde birlikte vakit gegirdigi
sehirdeki etnik kdkenli gdgmen grubun bir parcasi haline geliyor. Ayrica, ev isgileri,
isletme sahipleri ve ise alim gorevlileri de dahil olmak iizere diger Kirgiz gdgmenlerin
yasadig1 bu grup, KEI'nin is bulmasi, gelirlerini gesitlendirmesi ve eve kargo ve para
gonderme ihtiyaglarimi karsilamasi icin yollar sunuyor. Ozellikle istihdam acisindan,
KEI bu gayri resmi is bulma yollarim Kirgizistan veya Tiirkiye'deki ise alim
firmalarinin hizmetlerinden daha fazla kullanmaktadir. Bunun nedeni, KEI'nin ¢alisan
aileler ve bakim alanlarla paylastigi evlerin 6zel alani sinirlart icinde kalan ve

dolayistyla diizenlenmemis olan ev iginin giivencesiz dogasidir.

Sonug olarak, evde eski calisanlarin yonlendirmeleri yoluyla is bulmak, iyi ¢alisma
kosullar1 ve iyi muamele icin kefil olmak, genellikle ev isi deneyimi olmayan
firmalarin hizmetlerinden yararlanmanin tercih edilen bir yolu haline geldi.

Dolayistyla ev isi, ailevi duygular gerektiren profesyonel istihdamin geligkileri ve
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niianslari ile doludur, bu sayede KEI, calistiklar1 hane icindeki ¢ok sayida iliskiyi
yénlendirir. Ozellikle yash bakiminda, bakim masraflarimi karsilayan ve isveren gibi
davranan bakim alan ve cocuklar1 arasindaki farklilasma, KEi'nin islerinde
gerceklestirdigi duygusal emegin 6nemli bir bolimiinii olusturmaktadir. Ayrica,
fiziksel gorev ve sorumluluklarin yerine getirilmesi, bakim alan kisilere ve ¢aligtiklart
evin fiziksel alanina olan bu duygusal bagliliga baghdir. Benzer sekilde, calisma
kosullari, KEI'nin isteki kisisel baglantisi, bakim alan kisiler ve isverenlerle iyi
iligkinin 6nemi, ¢aligmadaki bir¢ok taniklikta ig glivenliginin, adil tazminatin ve iyi

muamelenin garantisi olarak ifade edilmektedir.
TARTISMA

KEI'nin bu ¢ok sayidaki sinir 6tesi iliskileri, belirli ¢ikarlar, faaliyetler ve kaynaklar
etrafinda harekete gecirilen aktorler arasindaki etkilesim aglarini igeren ayr1 sosyal
diinyalar1 olusturur (Crossley, 2011). Calismadaki KEI, aile ve akrabalik iliskileri,
gdcmen aglar1 ve ev isi ve igverenle iliskileri kapsayan ii¢ ayr1 sosyal diinyay1 gelistirir
ve siirdiiriir. Kronolojik olarak Tiirkiye'deki caligma iligkileri katilimcilarin yasam
yoriingelerinde sekillenen son sosyal diinya olsa da, bu alanda gelistirilen iligkiler aile
ve go¢ diinyalarindaki etkilesimler tarafindan sekillendirilirken, Kirgiz gé¢cmenlerin
bu diinyalarda nasil etkilesime girdigini de etkilemektedir. Baska bir deyisle, KEI'nin
deneyimleri, KEI'nin zihinlerinde ve uygulamalarinda gegmisin, bugiiniin ve gelecegin
siirekliligini  gdstermektedir. KEI'nin iliskileri, aym zamanda, katilimcilarin
deneyimlerinin ulusétesi dogasini olusturan farkli bolgeselliklerin ve mekansalliklarin

baglantisina tekabiil eden sinirlara da yayilmistir (Basch vd., 1994).

Koengeter ve Wendy (2015) tarafindan gelistirilen ulusétesi temsilcilik kavrami
KEI'nin ulusétesi ajansin iliskisel yapisini anlamak igin énemli analitik araglar sundu.
Ancak bu cergevenin yapiyr ve yapisal kisitlamalar1 nasil gordiigiine dair biiytik bir
stirlilik vardir. Spesifik olarak, KEI'nin ulusétesi failligini kavramsallastirirken
Emirbayer ve Mische'nin (1998) ve Sewell'in (1992) yap1 anlayisin1 kullanmak, bu
yapisal faktorlerin aktorlerin failliklerini edinme ve kullanma yetenekleri ve
kapasiteleri lizerindeki kisitlayici etkisini 6nemsiz gosterir. Sonug olarak, bu teori,

Skrobanek ve Vysotskaya (2022)'nin belirttigi gibi, failligi aciklamada asir1 derecede

basittir ve her aktoriin failligi oldugunu ve boylece yapiy1r doniistiirebilecegini
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varsayar. Ote yandan, KEI'nin kendi hayatlar1 hakkinda stratejik ve anlamli segimler
yapmasina olanak saglayan siirecin spesifik dinamiklerini bu grubun yasadig1 yapisal
kisitlamalar iginde baglamsallastirmak bir gerekliliktir. Sonu¢ olarak, kadinlarin
giiclendirilmesi kavrami (Kabeer, 2001, 2009, 2011; Moghadam ve Senftova, 2005;
de Haan, 2017; Bayissa vd., 2018; Hunt ve Samman, 2018), yapisal degisimin KEI
tarafindan elde edilebilecek ulusotesi failligi nasil etkiledigini agiklar. Kabeer (1999)
kadinlarin gii¢clendirilmesini, kendilerine bu sansin verilmedigi ve siirl gii¢ ve kisith
seceneklere sahip olduklar1 durumlarda, aktorlerin kendi yagamlari hakkinda stratejik
secimler yapma ve arzu edilen sonuglari elde etme konusundaki yetenek ve
kapasiteleri olarak tanimliyor. Dolayisiyla, bu ¢aligmanin bulgularii agiklamak i¢in,
ulusotesi failligi mutlak terimlerle diisiinmek yerine, Koengeter ve Wendy'nin (2015)
cercevesini ekonomik giiclendirme kavramiyla tamamlamak ve ulusétesi failligi “bir

spektrumda” ve belirli bir 6l¢iide deneyimleniyor olarak diistinmek daha uygundur.

Ankete katilanlarin ortak noktasi olan ulusétesi failligin bir tiirii, Tiirkiye'de emek
gocii ve ev iscisi olarak istihdam yoluyla olan ekonomik bir giiclendirmedir. Bu
sayede KEI, ekonomik giiclerini, gelir elde etme, havale gdénderme, ekonomik
varliklara erisim ve kontrolii ele alma yoluyla elde eder ve genisletir. KEI, Ankara'daki
emek gocii ile, bor¢larini kapatmak, ¢ocuklarin egitimine sponsor olmak, ¢ocuklarin
diigiiniine ev sahipligi yapmak, bir ev veya araziyi onarmak veya satin almak gibi kisa
vadeli ekonomik hedeflerine ulasabilmektedir. Ayrica katilimcilar, Kirgizistan'daki
aile iiyeleri ve arkadaglar1 tarafindan yurtdigindaki calismalart icin biiyiik saygi
gormekten, ailelerinin gec¢imini saglama yeteneklerinden gurur duymaktadir. Bu,
KEI'nin ekonomik kazancinn psikolojik giiclendirmeye, yani 6zsayg1 ve 6z deger
anlamindaki gelismeye, ayrica aile ve akrabalik agindaki sosyal konumlarini ve
statiilerini giiclendirmeye ve artirmaya vesile olur (Moghadam & Senftova, 2005;
Kabeer, 2011; Bayissa vd., 2018). Ozellikle bosanmis ve dul katilimcilar, Ankara’daki
islerinden elde ettikleri geliri ev i¢i gelirlerini kullanarak ¢ocuklar i¢in liiks diigiinlere
ev sahipligi yapmak gibi basaril1 bir sekilde “gelenekler gerceklestirerek” (Cleuziou,
2019), bekar kadmlar ve bekar anneler olarak Kirgiz toplumundaki marjinal
konumlarma meydan okuyabildiler. Ancak bu, aym1 zamanda KEI'nin gelirlerini
harcamadaki karar alma giicliniin nasil biiyiik olgiide ailevi roller tarafindan
belirlendigini ve dolayisiyla Kirgiz toplumunun kiiltiirel faktorleri ve sosyal yapisi

tarafindan nasil kisitlandigin1 da gostermektedir.
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Sonug olarak, yapisal faktdrler ve cinsiyete 6zgii kisitlamalar, KEI'nin kayitli is arama
yetenegini sekillendirdi ve Ankara'ya ev is¢isi olarak gelmelerini 6n kosullandirdi
(Hunt ve Samman, 2018). Bu nedenle, deneyimlerinin, kadin emeginin sektorel ve
mesleki olarak ayrilmasina yol acan daha biylik kiiresellesme ve ticaret
liberalizasyonu yapilar1 i¢inde goriilmesi gerekir (de Haan, 2017). Ayrica, “[Sovyet
sonrasi]| gbgmen [ev i¢i] iscilerin maruz kaldigi ekonomik siddet” (Eder, 2015, s. 134),
onlar1 yeniden iiretim emeginin 1rksallastirilmig boliimiiniin altin1 ¢izdigi uluslararasi
arenaya itti. Bu nedenle, KEI'nin Tiirkiye'ye gd¢ etmesi yoluyla kazanilan ulusdtesi
faillik ve ekonomik giliclenmenin boyutunu degerlendirirken, deneyimlerini bu yapisal
kisitlamalar iginde baglamsallastirmak &nemlidir. Benzer sekilde, KEI'nin
Ankara'daki istihdam iligkilerinde sergiledigi miizakere ve problem ¢dzme kapasitesi,
Tiirkiye'deki emek sektoriindeki, isin kayit dis1 dogasi, diizenlemelerin olmamasi ve
haklarin korunmasiin olmamasi gibi yapisal sinirlamalarin gdstergesidir. Bununla
birlikte KEI, planlar yaparak ve gelecegi hayal ederek hem kendi yasamlarinda hem
de genel olarak toplumda yapmak istedikleri degisiklikleri dngorerek stratejik yasam

secimleri yapma yetenegini gostermektedir.
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