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Abstract

Turkey’s export-oriented economy was primarily dependent on low wages and im-
ported capital goods until recently. In the last few years, the result of the compet-
itive pressure of giant manufacturing countries like China and India was that
Turkey’s export industries went through a two-dimensional structural transforma-
tion: a shift to high-tech production combined with regional restructuring of indus-
try. These processes promise an increase in the competitive power of Turkey’s
export industries as well as a solution to the trade deficit problem. Recent indus-
trial and employment strategy documents express the desire to increase labour
productivity with the explicit target of ‘transforming Turkey into Europe’s China’.
However, the low wage strategy has not been abandoned altogether. In fact, the
aim is also to establish Turkey’s own China in the south-east region, in which Kur-
dish people live, by mobilising a cheap female labour force for textile and gar-
ment manufacturing. This article discusses these two dimensions of industrial
transformation and their impact on labour.

Keywords: Industrial strategy, employment strategy, developing countries, re-
gional restructuring of industry, female labour.

Introduction

Turkey’s export industries have been through a two-dimensional structural trans-
formation, based on a shift to high-tech production combined with a regional restruc-
turing of the industries themselves. These processes manifestly promise an increase
in the competitive power of Turkey’s export industries and a solution to the problem
of the trade deficit.

One of the major macroeconomic problems of Turkey over the decades has been
the trade deficit. Turkey has been integrated into the international capitalist system,
through mostly labour-intensive manufacturing, since the early 1980s. By that date,
the import substitution process that had lasted for nearly three decades had been re-
placed by an export-oriented model. Subsequently, and in contrast to expectations,
the import dependency of production increased.

In order to overcome this difficulty, Turkey increased medium-tech production at
the beginning of the 2000s (Yükseler and Türkan, 2008; Sönmez, 2005; TUSIAD,
2013; Öztürk, 2011), without official strategic guidance. The shares of some tradi-
tional labour-intensive industries declined, but the shares of technology-intensive in-
dustries in manufacturing increased over time. This earlier transformation in industri-
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al production was reflected in exports, and the share of products with a medium tech-
nology content, in terms of total exports, increased significantly.

However, the share of high technology products is still very low (TUSIAD, 2013:
3). Despite continuing efforts, there has still been no significant improvement in
Turkey’s relative position in the global economy (Taymaz et al. 2011: 19). More-
over, due to the high import dependence of medium-tech production (TUSIAD,
2013; Yükseler and Türkan, 2008), the earlier industrial transformation has resulted
in increasing trade deficits, which jumped from $14bn to $106bn in the 1999-2011
period (calculated using Turkstat, 2016). Hence, Turkey has not yet recorded a com-
plete success in the restructuring of its manufacturing industry.

According to conventional thought, export-oriented industrialisation would not
lead to trade deficits. However, for a developing country, the attempt to promote ex-
port-oriented manufacturing results in an aggravation of the trade deficit (Patnaik,
1989; Akyüz, 2005). This has been a result of a structure of industrial production
which is specific to late industrialisation, including an excessive dependence of man-
ufacturing on imported intermediate inputs and machinery (Munck, 1985; Weeks,
1977). Moreover, developing countries are often involved in technology-intensive,
high value-added export manufacturing, using technology-intensive parts and com-
ponents imported from more developed countries (Akyüz, 2005: 27). This is the case
for Turkey.

Turkey’s export-oriented industries have recently been going through a new
structural transformation. The need for this transformation has risen from, on top of
the problem of a chronic trade deficit, a difficulty in maintaining the wage advantage
of manufacturing exports in the new global conditions. Building a new industrial
structure has been in the planning, in order to produce higher value-added commodi-
ties with a high technology content, so as to take a larger share of world trade
through increased competitiveness and industrial productivity.

A number of industrial and employment strategy documents have been produced
in recent times to determine the conditions for this. These strategies have been de-
signed to increase the export power of manufacturing through increased labour pro-
ductivity, with the explicit target of ‘transforming Turkey into Europe’s China’. The
state is playing a fundamental role in this process, providing investment and logisti-
cal support as well as infrastructure improvements; promoting university-industry
collaboration and subsidizing R&D facilities; and providing industrial and employ-
ment strategy documents for the industrial transformation.

The low wage strategy has not been abandoned altogether, but this is not offi-
cially confessed. Nevertheless, some policies – such as the recent incentive system
and the regional development strategy, together with the emphasis on shifting to a
regional minimum wage and abolishing severance pay (Ministry of Labour and So-
cial Security, 2014a: 31; TUSIAD, 2010: 30; ASO, 2005: 3) – were, directly or indi-
rectly, associated with the provision of cheap labour power for export industries. In
this context, the aim is not only to turn Turkey into Europe’s China, but also to es-
tablish Turkey’s own China in the south-east region, where Kurdish people live.
Kürşat Tüzmen, former State Minister, once acknowledged:
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Turkey has to build its own China… by mobilising a cheap labour force in the south-east
region. (Hürriyet, 2007)

In order to mobilise the cheap labour power of the south-east for export manufac-
turing, specific incentives were directed towards the region, especially for the sub-
stantially female, labour-intensive textile and garment industries. Ultimately, the Re-
gional Development Plan introduced by the government at the end of 2014 comple-
ments this perspective. ‘Regional development’ is officially argued for in several
plans (Ministry of Development, 2014c, 2014b), on the face of it to abolish regional
differences. In fact, regional development has come to the fore as a means of legit-
imising the benefit that export industries receive from these regional differences, es-
pecially wage differentials.

This article discusses two inter-related aspects of the industrial restructuring pro-
cess as reflected in the strategy plans: i.e. increasing labour productivity and decreas-
ing wages. Alongside the general shift to high-tech industries, cheap labour power
policies are reserved for some low-tech sectors, especially textiles and garments,
through a regional industrial restructuring process.

The article argues that regional restructuring aims to keep export industries com-
petitive on global markets, particularly the traditionally labour-intensive textiles and
garment sector. Due to its cheap, female labour potential, it is planned to turn the
south-east region of Turkey into ‘Turkey’s China’, a region from which to export es-
pecially textiles and garments, in the name of ‘regional development’. It is becoming
more and more difficult to compete with other developing countries, such as China,
Vietnam, India and Bangladesh, due to their low wage advantages, with the result
that policies targeting low wages do not lose in significance.

The restructuring of production always means a re-organising of labour-capital
relations. Therefore, any policy aimed at increasing profitability re-organises labour
processes. Policies to increase labour productivity provide capitalists with new tools
to control labour. Similarly, the restructuring of capital on a spatial scale is not a
mere technical organisational change; changes at the regional level have been associ-
ated with changes in relations between capital and labour. However, this:

Class struggle is a moment of gender and ethnic struggles. (Gough, 2004: 199)

Gender and ethnic issues, as well as class struggles, are quite apparent in the case
of Turkey because the south-east region is viewed in terms of the potential labour
power of poor Kurdish women. One of the aims of this article is to show that the
industrial strategies, presented as mere technical documents to re-organise produc-
tion processes, are, in fact, associated with the restructuring of labour processes and
have an impact on class, gender and ethnic relations.

In the first section, changes in export industries since the 2000s will be displayed
while the following section introduces recent industrial and employment strategies. It
will be claimed that the primary target of these strategies has been an increase in the
export power of manufacturing through increased labour productivity. The main sub-
ject of the third section is the regional restructuring of the textiles and garments in-
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dustry. In this section, it is shown that textiles and garment manufacturing is a sig-
nificant export sector; that the south-east region of Turkey provides cheap, female
labour; and that investment in export industries, such as textiles and garments, in this
region is promoted by the state.

The early industrial transformation

Industrial transformation basically means shifting from labour-intensive indus-
tries to medium-tech and high-tech industries (Storm, 2015: 674). According to
mainstream consideration, during the course of export-oriented industrialisation, de-
veloping countries are predicted to begin with textiles and garments and then move
on to more sophisticated commodities which require higher inputs of skills and tech-
nological sophistication (Balassa, 1979). However, data for the 1980s do not support
this conclusion. It seems that only a few developing countries, such as Malaysia,
Thailand and the Philippines, have followed this path (Athukorala, 1989: 101); for
the majority of other countries, the predominance of traditional sectors such as tex-
tiles and garments has continued without further significant diversification (Athuko-
rala, 1989; Akyüz, 2005). Similarly, Turkey has substantially held its competitive
power for years in low-skill, low paid, labour-intensive industries (Özler, 2000; Tay-
maz et al. 2011).

Industrial transformation in the early 2000s resulted in changes in the composi-
tion of manufacturing. The share of traditional industries declined over time, but the
shares of some technology-intensive industries increased. For example, the total
share of textiles and garments in manufacturing decreased from twenty per cent to
fifteen per cent between 2004-2009 (calculated using ISO, 2014: 6 and ISO, 2012:
4). The production index of manufacturing increases over the years, while that of
textiles and garments decreases (Table 1). The index of food and beverages increas-
es; yet it is below the average for manufacturing as a whole. However, the indices for
machinery and equipment and for motor vehicles record substantial increases. These
figures show that, as the relative weights of food and beverages and textiles and gar-
ments decreased between 1997 and 2008, that of machinery and equipment and mo-
tor vehicles increased.

Table 1 – Production index for selected manufacturing sectors (1997= 100)

1997 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008

Total manufacturing 100 102.1 102.5 123.7 136,8 138.5

Food and beverages 100 104.1 104.6 112.2 126.1 132.0

Textiles 100  95.7 102.3 102.9  89.8  72.0

Garments 100 108.7 108.8 114.8  95.5  87.0

Machinery and equipment 100  92.4  89.2 143.2 176.7 170.5

Motor vehicles 100 115.9  80.7 182.6 219.5 251.1

Source: Turkstat, 2014a: 309-310.
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Industrial transformation also means ‘skills development and productivity
growth’ (Storm, 2015: 674), so there has also been a significant growth in labour
productivity: growth in the average productivity of labour almost doubled in the
2000s compared to the 1990s. Between 2002-2010, the average annual growth in
labour productivity was 3.2 per cent. According to the Penn World Tables, produc-
tivity growth in Turkey in the 2000s was quite high relative to many central Euro-
pean and Latin American countries, but below that of Romania, India and China
(TUSIAD, 2013: 7).

What was the impact of these changes on exports? Firstly, it seems that manufac-
turing sectors increasingly directed their production towards exports. Zafer Yükseler
and Ercan Türkan (2008: 29, 31) found that the export/production ratio for manufac-
turing increased between 1997 and 2007 from 15.5 per cent to 36.9 per cent. Sec-
ondly, the share of labour-intensive sectors decreased in manufacturing composition,
but the share of sectors with medium-tech increased. For example, the export share
of textiles and garments halved from 41.0 to 19.8 per cent between 1999 and 2014,
while that of motor vehicles doubled, from 6.7 to 13.1 per cent (Table 2).

Table 2 – Export share of selected manufacturing sectors

 1999 2000 2007 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Food and beverages  8.5  7.2  5.1  7.1  6.6  7.5  7.6  7.6

Textiles and garments 41.0 39.3 22.4 19.5 17.6 19.4 19.8 19.4

Machinery and equipment  5.1  5.4  7.9  8.8  8.3  9.0  9.2  9.0

Motor vehicles  6.7  6.8 16.8 13.5 11.3 12.9 13.1 13.8

Source: calculated from Turkstat, 2016.

Thirdly, the result of these developments is that the weight of technology-inten-
sive products in exports increased. The share of products with medium-tech in total
exports increased from 24 to 38 per cent (Ministry of Development, 2014c: 10).
These figures reveal that there have been substantial developments in manufacturing
exports.

In addition to this, Turkey also recorded a remarkable increase in export volumes
in the 2000s. Between 1999 and 2014, manufacturing exports increased from $24bn
to $147bn, while manufacturing imports increased from $34bn to $188bn (Turkstat,
2016). Nowadays, Turkey’s manufactured exports cover a large region from Europe
to the middle east and north Africa.

However, the performance of the Turkish economy in the last decade does have
limitations. The export share of high-tech products is still very low, at 3-5 per cent
(TUSIAD, 2013: 26-27). Hence, Turkey has not yet recorded full success in the re-
structuring of its manufacturing industry. The integration of Turkey into the global
economy has led to a transformation in manufacturing, resulting in a structure with
medium, but not high, technology (Ministry of Development, 2014c: 17). In main-
stream thought, this situation is associated with a lack of institutional and legal ar-
rangements that would maintain increases in labour productivity. Rifat His-

‘Our own China’: a review of Turkey’s industrial and employment strategy documents 

1/2016 SEER Journal for Labour and Social Affairs in Eastern Europe 71

https://doi.org/10.5771/1435-2869-2016-1-67 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.37, am 14.06.2026, 03:29:49. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F1435-2869-2016-1-67


arcıklıoğlu (2008), President of the Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges
of Turkey (TOBB), once complained that, during the integration of Turkish capital
with the global economy:

Everyone is fumbling, no one has the formula.

Moreover, industrial transformation has brought about an increase in the trade
deficit: the manufacturing deficit increased from $5.8bn to $10bn dollars between
1990-1999; and from $10bn to $40bn between 1999 and 2014 (calculated from Turk-
stat, 2016). This was the result of the increasing dependency of Turkey’s export-ori-
ented industries on imported intermediate inputs and machinery during the 2000s
(Taymaz et al. 2011; Yükseler and Türkan, 2008; TUSIAD, 2013). Specifically, in
late industrialisation, a lack of technology and the means of production compels de-
veloping countries to import these things from developed countries (Munck, 1985;
Bina and Yaghmaian, 1991). Consequently, manufacturing imports have increased
faster than manufacturing production: between 1997 and 2007, the average annual
increase in the manufacturing index was 3.7 per cent while that of the manufacturing
import index was 11 (Yükseler and Türkan, 2008: 38). This increase in the import
dependency of manufacturing and exports resulted in an increase in the import of in-
termediate goods, especially for machinery and equipment and motor vehicles (TU-
SIAD, 2013: 32). Yükseler and Türkan (2008: 39) found that the import/production
ratio of manufacturing increased from 32.9 to 65.3 during the same period.

These figures show that the weight of imported goods has increased in manufac-
turing production. We can see a reflection of this in imports, as total imports in-
creased from $40.7bn to $189.2bn, while the import of capital goods and intermedi-
ate goods also increased, with their respective shares fluctuating around 16.5 and 70
per cent (Table 3).

Table 3 – Composition of imports (%)

Capital goods (%) Intermediate goods (%) Imports ($bn)

1999 21.5 66.0  40.7

2001 16.8 73.2  41.4

2003 16.3 71,7  69.3

2005 17.4 70.1 116.8

2007 15.9 72.7 170.1

2009 15.2 70.6 140.9

2011 15.5 71.9 240.8

2013 14.6 73.0 251.7

2015 16.7 69.3 189.2

Source: Calculated from Turkstat, 2016.
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These problems created the need, on the part of the bourgeoisie, for a complete
industrial strategy. The next section will deal in a bit more detail with the industrial
and employment strategies which have been developed in response.

The target of industrial and employment strategies

Industrial strategies have a pre-eminent role in creating the conditions for capital-
ist development in developing countries (Wade, 1990; Jenkins, 1991). States in de-
veloping countries promote export-oriented industrialisation by an industrial strate-
gy, providing industrial incentives, export promotions, cheap labour facilities and
technological infrastructure. They play a critical role in promoting, guiding and sup-
porting manufacturing sectors to encourage entry to global markets.

Not only have states in late-industrializing countries intervened by protecting infant indus-
tries, they also have intervened by providing private investors with a battery of incentives
that, simplified, boil down to subsidies. The subsidy, which includes tariff protection and fi-
nancial incentives, epitomizes the struggle to industrialize. (Amsden, 1992: 13)

At the beginning of 2011, the Ministry of Industry and Commerce launched such
a strategy for Turkey: the Turkish Industrial Strategy Document. This sought to pro-
vide solutions for the two main problems which had been experienced by manufac-
turers in recent years: one was the integration of Turkish capital with the global
economy without a specific strategy; the other being the lack of institutional arrange-
ments in maintaining increases in labour productivity (Ministry of Development,
2007). Of itself, the document was an answer to the first issue: Turkish capitalists
were provided with the ‘road map’ which they had been requesting over a long peri-
od (Yaman Öztürk and Öztürk, 2011: 34). The document determined primary indus-
tries and the action plans to promote them. The industrial strategy resembled east
Asian ‘effective’ industrial policies in terms of selectivity, the favouring of particular
industries and an emphasis on promotion rather than regulation.

Regarding the second issue, the goal behind the need for increased labour pro-
ductivity was declared as the vision of the document:

To be the production base of Eurasia for medium and high technology products. (Ministry of
Science, Industry and Technology, 2014: 10)

It was planned to build a new industrial structure producing high technology
goods, and which took a bigger share of world trade, through increased competitive-
ness and industry productivity. In order to achieve these goals, an ‘export-oriented
manufacturing strategy’ was introduced. It was assumed that this strategy would help
decrease the import dependency of industry through increased production of the
means of production and, hence, decreasing the import of intermediate goods and
capital goods (Ministry of Science, Industry and Technology, 2014: 70).

The circumstances which created the need for an industrial strategy were also
formed by global developments. It is written in many official documents that sharp
global competition forces firms to adapt to changing environments (TUSIAD, 2010;
Ministry of Development, 2013, 2014b, 2014c).
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There is a critical emphasis in this statement that would help us grasp the econo-
mic and ideological background of the industrial strategy: ‘changing environments’.
Much as these environments are the result of the stage that global capitalist accumu-
lation has reached in the last thirty years, they also point to the limits of such accu-
mulation processes at that stage. Its effects are somehow contained, but the global
crisis of 2008-2009 is still not over. Indeed, a complete restructuring programme
against the global crisis has not yet been proposed and it is thought that the crisis will
deepen in the upcoming period. The World Bank, for example, decreased its growth
expectation for 2015 from 3.4 to 3.0 per cent; because, according to the Bank (2015:
3):

The global economy is still struggling to gain momentum as many high-income countries
continue to grapple with the legacies of the global financial crisis [while] emerging
economies are less dynamic than in the past.

In Turkey itself, the previous Vice Prime Minister of Turkey, Ali Babacan, ex-
plained in October 2014 that the 2014 growth rate had been decreased to 3.3 from 4
per cent (Haber7, 2014).

The employment strategy of Turkey was designed under these conditions. States
create the conditions for capital accumulation and restructure labour processes in the
direction which is required by capitalist development at particular points in time
(Jenkins, 1991: 224). Accordingly, the employment strategy aimed to increase labour
productivity in order to increase the export power of manufacturing in those circum-
stances, by increasing the knowledge and skills of workers as well as focusing on re-
search and development activities, as stated in the National Employment Strategy
Document (Ministry of Labour and Social Security, 2014a).

This planned to develop the stock of human capital, activate the labour market
and increase the capacity for technology and innovation through productivity-orient-
ed policies (Ministry of Development, 2013: 60). These policies can be grouped into
two: one associated with labour itself, aimed at increasing the skills of the labour
force; while other policies, directed at the conditions of labour, aimed to develop a
technology-intensive production base. In order to co-ordinate these policies, the Pro-
ductivity Increase Programme was introduced in a Development Plan (Ministry of
Development, 2013: 150).

Transforming the workers: qualified labour force training
According to the industrial bourgeoisie, one of the crucial deficiencies of Turkish

industry is its reserve of unskilled labour (MUSIAD, 2010; TUSIAD 2012). The Na-
tional Employment Strategy Document associates the issue with the Turkish educa-
tion system. According to this, neither the formal education system nor vocational
training meets the needs of the business world (Ministry of Labour and Social Secu-
rity, 2014a: 22-3). The Action Plan behind the National Employment Strategy was
designed with this perspective: the education system as a whole would be restruc-
tured in such a way that it fulfilled the needs of capital. Thus, public sector education
institutions would mobilise their knowledge, labour force and technical equipment
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for the needs of capital. This means that schools would be the grounds of capitalist
accumulation itself; and, moreover, that children would be educated in accordance
with capitalist requirements. This would undoubtedly lead capitalists to a position of
controlling workers since the time of their childhood. In fact, this is an advanced
stage of the oppression of labour by capital.

Regarding women, the ‘deficiency’ in knowledge and skills is a much more ap-
parent issue. According to education statistics, 9.4 per cent of women in Turkey are
still illiterate while only 18.5 per cent are graduates of nothing more than primary
schooling (Turkstat, 2015). In a survey of female workers from different textiles fac-
tories located in five provinces of Turkey, it was observed that most participants
were unskilled workers and that 69.2 per cent had only primary schooling (Kocacık
and Ayan, 2013: 472), This shows that the most poorly-educated women are general-
ly employed in textiles manufacturing and do the most ‘unskilled’ tasks.

Consequently, what is being aimed at with these policies is making women much
more ‘profitable’ for capital accumulation by giving them particular training. Wom-
en are seen as favourable candidates for ‘human capital’ investment because of their
low education levels and low skills. This approach originates from a typical neoclas-
sical assumption:

The marginal benefits of education decline with increasing education and thus adding to al-
ready higher levels of male education … will have a lower social benefit than adding to the
lower levels of female education. (Klasen, 2005: 247)

Furthermore, according to the ‘Main messages’ of the 2012 World Development
Report, under the title of Gender Equality and Development:

Productivity will be raised if [women’s] skills and talents are used more fully. (World Bank,
2011: xx)

The World Bank is asserting that women could be subordinated to capital much
more intensely through developing their human capital.

The target of employment policies is the same: a report from the Ministry of
Labour and Social Security (2014c) asserts that, in order to increase women’s skills
and female employment in industry, active labour market policies need to be de-
veloped, employment incentives for women who participate in the labour force for
the first time need to be maintained, and that part-time working opportunities for
women need to be more widespread.

The Institution for Providing Jobs and Employees (İŞKUR), a public institute
which aims to fulfil the mission of meeting the labour force needs of developing in-
dustry, carries out facilities associated with active labour market programmes such as
vocational training courses, on-the-job training programmes, entrepreneurship train-
ing programmes and public works (İŞKUR, 2014). In 2014, some 218 814 people
participated in 34 240 courses which were implemented in these four areas. More
than one-half of the participants (52 per cent) were women, with a highest participa-
tion rate of 56 per cent in vocational training courses (İŞKUR, 2014: 3-6).

‘Our own China’: a review of Turkey’s industrial and employment strategy documents 

1/2016 SEER Journal for Labour and Social Affairs in Eastern Europe 75

https://doi.org/10.5771/1435-2869-2016-1-67 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.37, am 14.06.2026, 03:29:49. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F1435-2869-2016-1-67


Transforming industry: technology intensive production
In order to shift industry to high value-added, technology intensive production, it

is projected that R&D investments will be supported and technological infrastructure
strengthened. This is not about pushing the technology frontier but changing the
structure of production towards activities with higher productivity, and this means
absorbing existing technologies (Storm, 2015: 674). In fact, in the last decade, the
financial and human resources reserved for R&D have increased: the ratio of R&D
expenditure to GDP increased from 0.6 to 0.86 per cent in the 2006-2011 period
(Ministry of Development, 2013: 84).

In this regard, the goal of the Tenth Development Plan was ‘to commercialise
technology’. One of the crucial components of this is a consolidation of university-
industry collaboration. However, integrating the resources of universities with the
value creation of capital implies a commercialisation of the university. This is carried
out through a:

Systematic conversion of intellectual activity into intellectual capital and, hence, intellectual
property. (Noble, 2003: 34)

What is crucial is that universities provide the grounds for the accumulation of
capital as well as becoming a part of it. This transformation of universities also leads
to capitalists establishing new ways of dominion over labour. The means that are de-
veloped to increase productivity and competitiveness could be used to substitute dis-
obedient workers if need be; while the means used to control labour processes could
be designed by universities themselves (Narin, 2012: 8). Another striking point re-
garding commercialisation is the increasing share of the private sector in R&D in-
vestment, which rose to 43.2 per cent from 37 per cent between 2006-2011 (Ministry
of Development, 2013: 86).

The result is that, through these strategies, it was thought that industry would be
able to shift to an R&D and innovation-based structure in manufacturing, both of the
end products as well as of the intermediate inputs (ASO, 2011: 24).

All these policies aimed at increasing labour productivity are accompanied by
policies designed to keep wages low. This goal is achieved through regional develop-
ment of industry so as to keep the major export industries competitive in global mar-
kets. In the next section, this second aspect of the industrial transformation, namely
regional development strategies, will be discussed. It is here that the importance of
textiles and garment manufacturing and the regional restructuring of that industry
will be considered.

Regional restructuring of industry

Cheap labour policies accompany productivity-oriented policies without being
officially declared in industrial and employment documents. However, capital groups
have explicitly asked for reductions in labour costs in their reports and statements
(TUSIAD, 2010, 2012; Oran, 2008). There are two main mechanisms associated
with cheap labour policies: on the one hand, incentives and legal arrangements can
be restructured to decrease labour costs; on the other, zones of cheap labour power
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can be created. The regional restructuring of industry comprises both mechanisms; in
other words, it aims to create a cheap labour zone in the south-east region, in which
wages are already low, with incentives aimed at the further reduction of labour costs.

In this regard, textiles and garment manufacturing is a prominent sector. This
sector is an essential export industry as regards the industrial restructuring process
because of its net trade surplus. The trade deficit increases in the transformation pro-
cess, so this must be balanced by the export of some goods. In other words, some
sectors with trade surpluses can ‘finance’ the import of intermediate inputs and ma-
chinery (Munck, 1985: 32). To balance the trade deficit, textiles and garment manu-
facturing appears as the most favourable candidate. In the years since 1999, it was
the most lucrative sector in terms of net export returns. Hence, textiles and garment
manufacturing has been supported so as to retain the creation of a trade surplus to
‘finance’ more technology-intensive production.

The significance of textiles and garment manufacturing to exports
The share of textiles and garment might have decreased, but it still constitutes

Turkey’s largest manufacturing and export sector (Ministry of Labour and Social Se-
curity, 2014c). Today, it constitutes almost ten per cent of GDP and creates almost
two million jobs (formal or informal), equalling 9.3 per cent of Turkey’s total em-
ployment and 28.6 per cent of industrial employment (TTSIS, 2015: 13). In terms of
competitive power, garment manufacture is indeed at the top and textiles is in fourth
place among manufacturing sectors (TSKB, 2014). Textiles and garment production
took a share of 19.8 per cent in manufacturing exports in 2014 (calculated using
Turkstat, 2016). Furthermore, the export share taken by production has increased
even while sector production contracted. Taking 2005 as the base year, the produc-
tion index of garment manufacturing decreased to 97.4 in 2014 while its export index
increased to 138.5. Similarly, the production index of textiles fluctuated around 100
in the same period, while its export index increased to 185. Hence, textiles and gar-
ments have increasingly exported their products. Today, 44 per cent of textiles and
71 per cent of garment production is oriented towards exports (TSKB, 2014).

Turkey is one of the major textiles and garment exporters in the world. Accord-
ing to WTO (2015), Turkey ranked fifth in the world in 2014 in terms of textiles ex-
ports and seventh in garments. The biggest export market of Turkey is the EU, which
takes a share of 61.6 per cent (Ministry of Labour and Social Security, 2014a: 54). In
2012, 43.8 per cent of Turkey’s textiles exports and 75.7 per cent of its garments ex-
ports were to EU countries (Ministry of Development, 2014b: 48). After China,
Turkey is the biggest garments supplier, the biggest home textiles producer and the
second biggest shoe manufacturer for the EU (Ministry of Labour and Social Securi-
ty, 2014c).

Textiles and garment manufacturing is the most lucrative sector in terms of net
export returns, and it has made significant contributions to foreign exchange inflows
since 1999 (Table 4).
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Table 4 – Manufacturing deficits and textile and garment surpluses, by year
($m)

Manufacturing deficit Textile and garment surplus

1999  -9,978  7,996

2000 -18,683  7,912

2005 -25,395 13,999

2010 -39,900 13,154

2011 -57,968 14,925

2012 -33,041 17,479

2013 -55,465 18,865

2014 -40,676 20,435

2015 -63,268 18,441

Source: Calculated from Turkstat, 2016.

The export/import ratios of textiles and garments show the course of their respec-
tive contributions. In the years since 1999, the export/import ratio for textiles did not
change significantly, fluctuating around 250 per cent (Table 5). In contrast, that of
garments has gradually decreased, from 2,839 per cent to around 500 per cent. Even
so, this is still the highest value among export/import ratios recorded in the manufac-
turing sector in 2014.

Table 5 – Export/import ratios of the textiles and garment sector, by year (%)

 1999 2000 2007 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Textiles  277  249 203 188 243 251 257 266

Garments 2839 2034 869 423 524 470 500 487

Manufacturing   71   58  75  68  81  72  78  81

Source: Turkstat, 2016.

We may grasp the contribution of textiles and garments more clearly from its rel-
ative position in manufacturing exports. In 2015, textiles and garments made a trade
surplus of $18.442bn, which is greater than the sum of the contributions made by the
other six manufacturing sectors ($15.224bn).

How textiles and garment manufacturing has still kept its competitive power is
basically related to the labour-intensive character of the sector. The competitive
power of developing countries in textiles and garments depends primarily on low
wages; and women supply cheap and ample labour power for the sector. In the 1970s
and 1980s, textiles and garments became one of the major export industries in devel-
oping countries, such as Thailand, Indonesia and South Korea, and female employ-
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ment grew rapidly in this sector (Segiuno, 2000). It was far more profitable to em-
ploy female labour in textiles and garment manufacturing, which is considered to be
‘women’s work’ as a result of patriarchal relations (Pearson, 1994). Similar to the
south Asian experience, textiles and garment manufacturing also depended heavily
on female labour in Turkey after 1980 (Özler, 2000; Çağatay and Berik, 1991: 154).
Despite this, women are mostly invisible in official employment statistics, since they
are usually employed informally through sub-contracted and home-based piecework
(Dedeoğlu, 2010: 2).

Today, textiles and garment manufacturing is the most female labour-intensive
sector. In garment manufacturing, 75 per cent of those employed are women (ISO,
2012: xii). Garments has the highest share of women in employment across the
whole of manufacturing, although its share decreased from 37.4 per cent in 2003 to
32.8 per cent in 2009. The share of women in formal employment in textiles and gar-
ments is nearly 45 per cent. However, women are in fact invisible in these records
due to their mostly informal participation in production. According to official esti-
mates, the ratio of informal employment in the sector is 59 per cent (Ministry of
Labour and Social Security, 2014c: 56).

It is possible to say that success in exports in the garment sector is essentially de-
pendent on women’s cheap labour in the poor suburbs of the cities. For most women
who were released from agriculture and then migrated to cities, the only possible al-
ternative for employment is home-based work, especially in garment manufacture.
For example, the hand embroidery of factory-made blouses and shirts is mostly car-
ried out in houses. Home-based production is usually seen as part of informal work;
however, such examples can be directly connected to export factories (Pearson,
1994: 52). These women work in houses without job security and social security, and
with irregular working hours. The number of women who work from home in the
textiles and garments sector stood in 2013 at 34.2 per cent of all female home-based
workers and at 2.3 per cent of total female employment (KSGM, 2014: 20).

Textiles and garment manufacturing in Turkey has been quite ‘successful’ over
the last three decades, but it seems that it is about to lose its competitive power.

Firstly, that it is a low-tech sector with insufficient research and development fa-
cilities (Küçükkiremitçi, 2011: 89), and dependent on developed countries for pro-
duction technologies, makes it difficult to compete with developed countries such as
the US and EU countries. The export growth recorded between 2007 and 2012 seems
essentially to originate from price competition rather than quality improvements
(TUSIAD, 2014: 81). In the 2005-2012 period, labour productivity in textiles indeed
decreased by 4.4 per cent (ISO, 2014: 10), although garments was marked by an im-
provement in this respect (TUSIAD, 2014: 73).

Secondly, wages in textiles and garments in Turkey are much lower than those
found in the EU and the US, but they appear a little high when compared to develop-
ing countries. According to the ILO (2014), the minimum monthly wage in 2014 was
around $230 in China, $125 in India and $120 in Vietnam in 2014, but nearly $500
in Turkey. Hence, it is getting more and more difficult for Turkey to compete with
them (MSIT, 2010: 74). According to Yükseler and Türkan (2008: 18), there has
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been a limited increase in labour productivity, but the increase in wages is deteriorat-
ing the competitive power of the sector.

Global circumstances has certainly sharpened the rivalry between developing
countries. China is the leader in global markets, responsible for 11.7 per cent of
world total exports. In textiles and garment production, China’s share is about 35.6
and 38.6 per cent, respectively (WTO, 2015). India and Vietnam are the other promi-
nent competitive developing countries. After the termination of the Agreement on
Textiles and Clothing (ATC) in 2005 and the ending of all the restrictions against
China in 2008, it became more difficult for Turkey to compete on the basis of low
wages in global markets (MSIT, 2010: 198). According to the French Fashion Insti-
tute’s 2005 report, China, Turkey and South Korea are the most competitive coun-
tries in terms of wages, raw materials and marketing in textiles and garment manu-
facture (General Directorate of Industry, 2010: 8). Among these, China has the low-
est wages while South Korea has the highest labour productivity.

Turkey occupies a medium position regarding both wages and productivity. Ac-
cording to mainstream analyses, in order to maintain its competitive power Turkey
needs to keep wages at low levels and increase labour productivity (General Direc-
torate of Industry, 2015).

In order to retain a textiles and garment manufacturing industry, the industry has
been restructured in south-east Anatolia under the notion of ‘regional development’.
Regional development has been determined as a national strategy within the scope of
the Regional Development National Strategy in Turkey (Ministry of Development,
2014b). The notion of ‘regional development’ is typically used to legitimate a mobil-
isation of regional resources for capitalist accumulation. For example, a few years
ago, the former President of the Assembly of the Textiles and Garment Industry
within TOBB, proposed a project, named as ‘Seven Proposals in order to Develop
the East’ (Oran, 2008). He claimed that shifting labour-intensive sectors to the east
of Turkey should be promoted by a regional minimum wage, cheap credit, logistical
support, etc. Of all these, the ‘regional minimum wage’ is the most crucial. Several
business associations have asked for a regional minimum wage over the years (ASO,
2005; TUSIAD, 2010). The international organisations of capital, such as the IMF
(2007) and the OECD (2015), have also advised Turkey not to increase the minimum
wage any further, and to differentiate it by region.

The notion of ‘regional development’ emphasises ‘region’ as well as ‘develop-
ment’. Similarly, the ‘development of the east’ in Oran’s statement has dual em-
phases. Firstly, through ‘development of the east’ (regional development), the state
will provide fruitful investment and production opportunities for capitalists investing
in the south-east provinces with exports in mind. Thus, through a regional re-organi-
sation of production, the export power of manufacturing will be increased. Secondly,
the ‘development of the east’ (regional development) refers implicitly to the ‘com-
mon good’ and implies that ‘everyone’ – namely, workers as much as capitalists;
women as much as men; and Kurdish people as much as Turkish people – will bene-
fit from it. Hence, it serves the purpose of covering up the class struggle as well as
the gender and ethnic conflicts created and/or reproduced by the accumulation pro-
cess itself.
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The significance of the south-east region for exports
In brief, the primary stimulus for the regional re-organisation of capital is low

wages since:

Relative wage differences may have an impact on the site selection decisions for the produc-
tion process. (Ministry of Development, 2013: 19)

The south-east region is the most suitable candidate for this: wages are at a mini-
mum level in the south-east of Turkey (Ministry of Development, 2014b: 57). In
2010, the hourly average gross wage was 8.8 Turkish Lira in Istanbul, but just 5.4 TL
in south-east Anatolia (Turkstat, 2010).

South-east Anatolia, namely the Kurdish region, where nearly 60 per cent of the
population live below the poverty line, is the poorest region in Turkey (Keyder and
Üstündağ, 2006). In 2014, the average annual disposable income was 19 062 TL in
Istanbul in 2014; but a mere 7 568 TL in south-east Anatolia (Turkstat, 2015). More-
over, the participation rates of women and men in employment are also the lowest: in
2013, the male participation rate was 67.1 per cent in the region, 4.4 points below
Turkey’s average (71.5 per cent), while that of women was just 14.9, almost 16
points below the average (30.8 per cent) (KSGM, 2014: 25). However, the rate of
unemployment was around 21 per cent in the region in 2013, compared to a figure of
9.7 per cent across Turkey (Turkstat, 2013).

These data reveal why the south-east region has been chosen, why female labour-
intensive textile and garment industries have been put forward and why a regional
minimum wage is being urgently requested. It is the case that both female and male
workers have actually been employed informally in many workshops in the region,
with quite low wages. What capitalists are demanding is that this actual, but infor-
mal, work be legalised.

Most of these requests were satisfied by the New Incentive System of 2012.
David Harvey (2006: 397) argues that the state should establish regional planning
strategies and make legal and administrative regulations to promote accumulation
during the spatial re-organisation of capital. The New Incentive System provides
such a means for the regional restructuring of capital. Previously, i.e. between 2004
and 2011, region-oriented incentives had already been in place. However, the new
system is much more complicated, both in terms of the means and the regional sup-
ports provided (TUSIAD, 2013: 36-37). In the new incentive system, Turkey is di-
vided into six regions, with greater incentives given to the less-developed ones. The
sixth region, to which most of the incentives are directed, consists of the east and
south-east provinces. Special incentives, such as support for the withholding of in-
come tax and for employer national insurance contributions, are given to this region.
Incentives for garment manufacturing are also given only to this region; thus, the:

Sixth region will become the most advantageous region of Turkey in terms of labour costs.
(Çağlayan, 2012a)
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The Minister’s words are terribly clear, but the actual meaning of the goals of the
incentive package is indeed quite different than claimed. For example, the goal ‘to
decrease regional differences’ (Official Gazette, 2012) actually means that these –
wage-based – differences will themselves be used to create a cheap female labour
zone. Furthermore, cheap female labour power will be channelled into global mar-
kets. Namely, it is intended to increase the export power of manufacturing through
the formation of different control mechanisms over labour in different regions. Mini-
ster Zafer Çağlayan has previously said (2012b):

Labour intensive sectors such as the garment industry have the highest female employment
rate. We will transform some determined provinces of east and south-east into a region
which could compete with China, Bangladesh and Vietnam.

The Minister is implying that neo-liberal policies are essentially not gender blind;
on the contrary, his speech signifies that these policies have transformed women into
a subject of, as well as a means of, the international restructuring of capital. In the
meantime, he is putting forward an explicit goal: to build the ‘China of Turkey’ in
the specified provinces of the south-east.

State incentives and cheap female labour power, together, would lead capitalists
to an export boom through the textiles and garment industries of south-eastern
Turkey. Capitalists employ women in factories and workshops, and as home-based
workers. One survey (Aslan, 2012), carried out in Batman (a city located in the
south-east Turkey), indicates that the region has already essentially become a unit
manufacturing garments for export.

This survey draws attention to the tough working conditions being experienced:
daily working hours do not decrease below nine and, in some workshops, even in-
crease to eleven. There are a large number of unrecorded firms and informal work is
quite widespread. According to another survey, the average monthly salary in facto-
ries and workshops in 2013 was, respectively, €196 and €130. At that time, the mini-
mum wage was €252, while the subsistence level for a family of four implied a mini-
mum monthly income of around €1,002 (CCC, 2014: 30).

The incentive system has gained the approval of investors: there has been an in-
crease in the number of incentive certificates of 79 per cent; in fixed capital invest-
ments of 269 per cent and in additional employment of 183 per cent. These compare
to Turkey’s averages of 22, 62 and 59 respectively. Regarding textiles and garment
manufacturing, these figures jump to 514, 848 and 292 in the region (Ministry of
Economy, 2013: 48). Moreover, female industrial employment is still weak in the
Kurdish region, but there has been a surprising increase in the number of female
workers: the share of industry in female employment increased from 1.5 to 13.4 per
cent in the Mardin sub-region of south-east Anatolia between 2004-2014 as a result
of the regional restructuring of industry (Turkstat, 2014c).

This considerable increase in investments and employment proves that the region
is considered as highly favourable to investments in textiles and garments. Indeed,
the Regional Development National Strategy plans to transform the poor cities of the
south-east which have a potential for ‘development’ – i.e. those with cheap labour
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power potential – into a ‘Regional Attraction Centre’ (Ministry of Development,
2014a: 4). The ‘Supporting Attraction Centres Programme’ has been introduced in
several eastern cities – namely Diyarbakır, Erzurum, Şanlıurfa and Van – to acceler-
ate the development of the centres (Ministry of Development, 2014a: 108-9). It is in-
tended to focus on leading industries, to extend the labour force and to build logisti-
cal centres in the provinces and, hence, to increase the export capacity of the centres.

It may be seen that the re-organising of capital on a spatial scale is not a mere
technical organisational change. Transforming the south-east region into a produc-
tion unit will transform poor men and ‘housewives’ into cheap value creators for
capital. Women will undoubtedly continue doing housework as well. The probable
future being designed for them is of a working life with long hours and without so-
cial security, in houses as well as in workshops.

However, this process is also occurring at a moment of ethnic struggles. Regional
development is a project of mobilising the – largely female – labour force to export-
oriented accumulation, but it cannot be disassociated from the ‘Kurdish question’. In
fact, the Kurdish Resolution Process, or Peace Process, plays a critical role for the
accumulation process of capital. On the one hand, it prepares the conditions for the
‘industrialisation’ of the region; on the other, it paves the way to integrate all the re-
sources of the region, notably women’s labour, in its export industries. We can ex-
pect in the near future that industrialisation will speed up in the region.

And it should be added that, in the recent period, refugees from Syria are seen as
a new low wage labour pool. In fact, according to a survey carried out by TİSK
(Turkish Confederation of Employer Associations) and Hacettepe University (Er-
doğan and Ünver, 2015), there are already 300 000 Syrian refugees who are working
informally, as at December 2015.

Regional development consolidates the existing gender and ethnic inequalities,
through class conflicts, so the Kurdish movement will also be mediated by class
struggles. The result is that Kurdish female workers are exposed to a triple exploita-
tion: by capital; by the patriarchal system; and by the ethnic exclusion mechanism.

The low wage strategy associated with the regional restructuring of capital, then,
supports this industrial transformation, as mediated by the textiles and garments in-
dustry: it aims to help keep textiles and garments competitive and, hence, brings
trade surpluses. However, it also immediately supports the industrial transformation
itself, by providing a cheap labour force for industries with higher technology. Zafer
Çağlayan (2012) referred explicitly to this issue in his speech:

One of the benefits of ‘regional development’ is its role in shifting labour-intensive industry
to a knowledge-intensive industry by keeping wages low.

Conclusion

The trade deficit has been a crucial problem for Turkey for decades. This has
been a result of the structure of an industrial production which is specific to late in-
dustrialisation, including an excessive dependence of manufacturing on imported in-
termediate inputs and machinery. In order to overcome this difficulty, Turkey has
witnessed an industrial transformation since the end of the 1990s. The composition
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of industry and exports has changed in favour of medium-tech industries, but the im-
port dependency of production has increased. Moreover, there has not been a com-
plete transformation in terms of the degree of sophistication of manufacturing and a
shift to high-tech industries.

Additionally, the competitive pressure of giant manufacturing countries, such as
China and India, in the last few years has forced Turkey to increase the labour pro-
ductivity of its export industries. Recent industrial and employment strategies aim at
a transformation of industry into a further stage, providing the conditions for high-
tech manufacturing. However, it seems that low wage policies have not yet been
abandoned. This article has sought to trace the clues of a continuance of low wage
policies in official documents, in the statements of government authorities and in the
reports of capital organisations. It was observed that policies aiming to increase
labour productivity are accompanied by low wage policies, even though these are not
explicitly mentioned in official documents. However, the New Incentive System and
the Regional Development National Strategy show that, due to its cheap female
labour potential, the south-east region of Turkey is planned to be transformed into
‘Turkey’s own China’.

Hence, it can be concluded that there are two kinds of transformations going on
in industry: One aims at a shift to high-tech manufacturing; the other aims at a re-
gional restructuring of industry.

Textiles and garment manufacturing is an essential export industry in this regard.
Transformations in industrial and export production have been accompanied by an
increase in trade deficits, and so textiles and garment manufacturing is considered to
balance the deficits because of the net trade surplus these sectors demonstrate.
Hence, it can be said that low wage policies have been introduced to keep such ex-
port industries, and particularly textiles and garments, competitive in global markets
because they are traditionally labour-intensive sectors.

However, the restructuring of industry is not a mere technical organisational
change. All the policies which have been developed are directed at the building of an
industry with higher labour productivity and cheaper labour power, allowing capital-
ists to build new control mechanisms on labour through technology, the education
system and the persistence of regional inequalities.
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