Remittance Machines

Even more so than annual vacations, the “final return” to Turkey was
expensive. Not only did returning migrants have to finance the moving
costs themselves, but they also had to secure housing and find a new job.
After years of toiling in West German factories and mines, and wary of
Turkey’s high unemployment rate, they generally wished to become their
own bosses. But, despite performing their wealth and status, they often
struggled to afford the high start-up costs of entrepreneurship. Alongside
pooling money from friends and relatives, some sought governmental
assistance. In 1976, Hiiseyin Sen asked the West German government
for a “small loan” of 100,000 DM, explaining that he had purchased
a fifteen-acre plot of land that could fit forty cows, and he had already
transported five cows and a bull from Germany to Turkey. “If you would
give me this opportunity,” Sen promised, “I am ready to leave Germany
and return to Turkey forever.”" Levent Mercan, who had spent one of
his vacations purchasing an acre for cattle rearing, had a similar request —
albeit for far less money.* Nesip Aslan tried his luck in the industrial
sector, seeking a loan to build an electrical power plant in rural Hatay.?
None of these men, however, received a response. Abandoned in the
bureaucratic black hole, they were left to fend for themselves.

Failing to respond, however, did not mean that the Turkish and
West German governments were not interested in guest workers’ return

' Hiuseyin Sen to BMZ, March 10, 1976, BArch, B 213/5636.

* Levent Mercan to Biiro fiir die Forderung tiirkischer Arbeitnehmer-Investitionen, August
23, 1980, BArch, B 213/13896.

3 Nesip Aslan to Internationaler Bund fiir Sozialarbeit, November 29, 1973, BArch, B
213/5621.
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migration, nor did it signal a lack of interest in how guest workers spent
their money. On the contrary, the connection between return migration
and financial investments dominated bilateral discussions at the time. In
the early 1970s, as part of a broader effort to determine how to send the
Turks home, West German officials attempted to implement a bilateral
program that would pay Turkey millions of Deutschmarks in development
aid in exchange for assistance in reintegrating returning migrants who
were interested in starting their own small businesses in Turkey. At first,
the West German government had every reason to believe that Turkey
would be amenable to such a program. After all, as Brian J. K. Miller has
extensively documented, Turkey initially claimed to welcome the guest
workers’ return on the basis that they would bring new knowledge and
skills to spark their home country’s internal economic development and
modernization.* By the 1970s, however, the Turkish government switched
its stance and began opposing guest workers’ return. As West German
officials decried in 1984, “The Turkish government wants to avoid every-
thing that could intensify the reverse flow of Turkish citizens.”’

The reason for Turkey’s newfound opposition to return migration,
as this chapter shows, was primarily financial. Just as the exigencies of
global labor markets sparked guest workers’ recruitment to Germany, so
too was the tense question of their return enmeshed in economic forces
beyond their control. The 1970s, the decade when West Germany first
devised policies to promote guest workers’ return migration, marked the
highpoint of neoliberalism and the globalization of international finan-
cial institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund.® Turkey’s relationship to the global economy was volatile, how-
ever. Throughout the 1960s and early 1970s, Turkey’s official policy of
import substitution industrialization had yielded steady economic growth,
particularly in the nascent manufacturing and industrial sectors that the
government prioritized.” But the OPEC oil crisis of 1973 spiraled Turkey

4 B. Miller, “Reshaping the Turkish Nation-State.”

5 “Betr.: 1o. Sitzung der deutsch-tiirkischen Arbeitsgruppe Reintegrationam 21.-23.05.1984;

hier: Ressortbesprechung am 03.05.1984,” May 8, 1984, 2, PAAA, B 58/182487.

The concept of neoliberalism has deeper historical origins. Quinn Slobodian, Globalists:

The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press, 2018).

7 Despite a decline in exports and agriculture and the 1970 currency devaluation, Turkey
achieved a 6—7 percent annual rise in gross national product from 1963 through 1977.
Aydin Cegen, A. Suut Dogruel, and Fatma Dogruel, “Economic Growth and Structural
Change in Turkey 1960-88,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 26, no. 1
(1994): 38.
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into years of unemployment, hyperinflation, parliamentary instability,
and political violence.® The government’s excessive borrowing from
international institutions and foreign countries exacerbated the problem,
ultimately leading to the 1980 military coup. The situation remained dire
until the mid-1980s, when democratically elected Prime Minister Turgut
Ozal, a neoliberal-minded former World Bank employee, overhauled the
public sector, privatized firms, and promoted exports.’

As part of their broader impact on their home country, guest workers
played a significant role in mitigating Turkey’s economic crisis. To repay
its foreign debt, Turkey became increasingly dependent on guest workers’
remittance payments in high-performing Deutschmarks, which were far
more valuable than the Turkish lira. Among migrants, this was no secret.
The renowned Turkish novelist Bekir Yildiz, who had returned to Turkey
after a four-year stint as a guest worker in Heidelberg, satirized the home
country’s views in his 1974 novel Alman Ekmegi (German Bread):

Give up eating, Ahmets. Give up eating, Jales. Load your stuff on trains, Osmans
and Ayses ... Fly home with your marks ... Buy land in our big cities ... Buy
stocks and shares in new factories. When you return, you could become industri-
alists. What’s wrong with that?'®

Turkey’s need for investment was so severe, Yildiz insisted, that the Turkish
government expected them to put all their Deutschmarks toward farming,
industrial production, and the stock market — even if that forced them to
“give up eating” in the process. But Yildiz’s satire went further: despite
rhetoric promising guest workers the chance of future economic success
in Turkey, the Turkish government did not, in fact, want them to return.
To be sure, this dependence on remittances was a pattern that pre-
vailed in many other cases of labor migration across the globe."* But the
Turkish-German case stands out because of the timing: the late 1970s,
the time when remittance payments became especially crucial, was the
very same moment that they starkly declined, since guest workers who

8 Victor Lavy and Hillel Rapoport, “External Debt and Structural Adjustment: Recent
Experience in Turkey,” Middle Eastern Studies 28, no. 2 (April 1992): 313-32.

Ziya Onis, “Turgut Ozal and His Economic Legacy: Turkish Neo-Liberalism in Critical
Perspective,” Middle Eastern Studies 40, no. 4 (2004): T13-34.

Bekir Yildiz, Alman Ekmegi (Istanbul: Everest Yaynlari, 2011 [1974]), 52. Translation
adapted from Abadan-Unat, Turkish Workers in Europe, 135.

The case of Mexican migration to the United States is particularly instructive here.
Alfredo Cuecuecha and Carla Pederzini, eds., Migration and Remittances from Mexico:
Trends, Impacts, and New Challenges (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2012); Lopez, The
Remittance Landscape.

o

-
o}

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.005

140 Part I: Separation Anxieties

had brought their families to Germany had less need to send money
home. On the flip side, the Turkish government knew that if guest work-
ers returned to Turkey, the stream of Deutschmarks would dry up even
more. This realization, alongside fears of returning guest workers inun-
dating the labor market, made their return a nightmarish prospect. Even
when it contradicted guest workers’ best interests, and even when it cre-
ated bilateral tensions with the West German government, officials in
Ankara strove to prevent a mass return migration at all costs.

Although both countries’ governments treated them like pawns on the
chessboard of global finance, the migrants strategically navigated the dual
pressures from above. They sent remittances home, invested in Turkish
industry, and placed their savings in Turkish banks — but they did so on
their own terms, when it suited their own wallets rather than Turkey’s
federal coffers. And they vocally pushed back against Turkey’s blatant
efforts to expropriate their Deutschmarks, with guest workers’ children
even initiating an activist movement throughout West Germany to protest
the exorbitant cost of paying their way out of Turkey’s mandatory mili-
tary service in the 1980s. Overall, the knowledge that they were not only
unwanted in Germany, but also in Turkey, whose government wanted
to prevent them from returning at all costs, widened the rift between the
migrants and their home country. Increasingly mistrustful of the Turkish
government, the migrants lamented that their home country viewed them
not only as “Germanized” Almanc: but also as “remittance machines”
(doviz makinesi), who posed the least risk and greatest reward to the
nation if they kept their physical bodies far away but their Deutschmarks
close.”* Although they remained tied to the nation, their own government
valued them not for their physical presence in their homeland, but rather
for the economic benefits reaped on account of their absence.

DEVELOPMENT AID FOR RETURN MIGRATION

In the early 1970s, just one decade after initially welcoming Turks as
guest workers, the West German government began strategizing about
how to send them home. Multiple factors underlay this shift. The econ-
omy had vastly improved throughout the 1960s, and, despite guest
workers’ significant contributions to Germany’s postwar “economic

"> Eva Ostergaard-Nielsen has likewise applied the idea of “remittance machines” to
the case of Turkish-German migration, particularly in her study of Kurdish migrants.
Istergaard-Nielsen, Transnational Politics.
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miracle,” many West Germans praised their own initiative and failed to
acknowledge the guest workers’ role. The German population had also
restabilized, as rising birthrates helped make up for wartime deaths and
alleviated the shortage of able-bodied men. As this new generation of
Germans reached adulthood and began entering the labor market in the
late 1960s, and as German women increasingly began working outside
the home, guest workers were no longer perceived as necessary. Growing
condemnation of guest workers “taking the jobs” of Germans - though
far less egregious than in the 1980s — both reflected and fueled rising
anti-Turkish racism. For West Germany, as for the Turkish government,
guest workers represented a financial threat, albeit of a different kind.

West Germany’s evolving solutions to the so-called “Turkish prob-
lem,” both in the 1970s and 1980s, rested on one core premise: financial
incentives for return migration. Whereas in the 198os the West German
government would directly — and controversially — pay individual guest
workers to leave, in the 1970s they initially attempted to work bilater-
ally with the Turkish government to indirectly incentivize guest workers’
return. Throughout the 1970s, officials at the West German Foreign Office
and the Federal Ministry for Economic Development and Cooperation
(BMZ) worked tirelessly to convince the Turkish government to coop-
erate on programs that would promote guest workers’ return under the
umbrella of “development aid” (Entwicklungshilfe) to Turkey. West
Germany’s basic idea was simple: by improving the Turkish economy
through development aid, and by giving jointly administered financial
assistance to individual guest workers who wanted to start their own
small businesses, they could convince them to leave.'? As Matthew Sohm
has compellingly argued, tying Turkish return migration to development
aid was also part of West Germany’s broader strategy of managing the
crises of the 1970s and 1980s by “offloading” perceived domestic prob-
lems onto countries in the southern European periphery.'+

Offering development aid to Turkey served not only the goals of
domestic policy, but also its Cold War geopolitical goals. In 1961, the
same year as the start of the Turkish-German guest worker program,
the West German government had institutionalized its newfound com-
mitment to “Third World” development aid in the establishment of the

3 BMA, “Rickkehrforderung auslindischer Arbeitnehmer und ihrer Familienange-
horigen,” March 5, 1982, PAAA, B 85/1604.

'+ Matthew Sohm, “Paying for the Post-Industrial: The Global Costs of West German and
European Capitalist Crisis and Revival, 1972-1988” (PhD diss., Harvard University,
2022).
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BMZ. While policymakers genuinely believed in supporting these coun-
tries” “modernization,” they also aimed to jockey for global influence
against their East German rival, which had already begun an extensive
development aid program the previous decade.’S Strategically posi-
tioned as a “bridge” between communist Eastern Europe and the oil-rich
Middle East, Turkey was especially important to this strategy. Although
its 1952 NATO membership aligned it formally with the “First World,”
and although Turkey’s accession to the EEC was a realistic possibility,
the BMZ’s classification of Turkey as “Third World” reflected West
Germans’ core belief — bolstered by their impressions of rural guest work-
ers’ difficulties integrating into West Germany’s modern industrial soci-
ety — in Turkey’s “backwardness.”

West Germany had been giving Turkey development aid since 1958,
but their attempt to tie the funds to guest workers’ return migration
began in late 1969, when the BMZ asked the German Confederation of
Trade Unions (DGB) to help develop a training program to incentivize
guest workers’ return.”® The DGB was instrumental to such a program
because trade unions, which represented workers of all nationalities in
West Germany, were among the key institutions with close formal ties to
guest workers. Coordinated by West Germany’s International Federation
for Social Work, one of whose board members worked for the DGB,
the program solicited guest workers who wished to become mechanics
or electricians in Turkey. After completing a twelve-month course, the
participants would relocate to Turkey, where they would attend a two-
month training course organized by the Turkish government and then
search for a job or start their own business. Most enticingly, participants
would enjoy a monthly stipend of 150 DM, plus 600 DM if their fam-
ily returned with them.'” But there was a catch: they had to remain in

' William Glenn Gray, Germany’s Cold War: The Global Campaign to Isolate East
Germany, 1949-1969 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003),
Chapter 55 Young-Sun Hong, Cold War Germany, the Third World, and the Global
Humanitarian Regime (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 239-49;
Sara Lorenzini, Global Development: A Cold War History (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2019). On West German development aid along the inter-German
border, see: Astrid M. Eckert, “West German Borderland Aid and European State Aid
Control,” Jabrbuch fiir Wirtschaftsgeschichte 58, no. 1 (2017): 107-36.

¢ Jelden (BMZ) to Bundesvorstand des DGB, “Betr.. Entwicklungspolitische
Forderung und Nutzung der Riickkehr auslindischer Arbeitnehmer (Gastarbeiter)
aus Entwicklungslindern in ihre Heimat; hier: Einberufung einer Arbeitsgruppe 1,”
December 18, 1969, AdsD, DGB-Archiv, 5/DGAZ000899.

7 “Meslek egitim anlagmasi yapildi,” Anadolu Gazetesi, September 14, 1972.
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Turkey. Violating their signed “commitment to return” agreement would
result in an enormous fine of 20,000 DM.

The program was exclusively oriented toward guest workers from
Turkey, not only because they were the largest guest worker nation-
ality, but also because West Germany had strong diplomatic relations
with Turkey and assumed that Turkey was still eager to embrace guest
workers’ return. As the organizers put it, “in negotiations in Turkey — in
comparison to other countries — one can expect the fewest political hin-
drances.”*® This optimism, however, was severely misguided. For over a
decade, the Turkish government continually frustrated the BMZ with its
refusal to cooperate — even when it contradicted the guest workers’ best
interests. As one official noted with dismay, West Germany was appar-
ently striving to “represent the interests of the Turkish guest workers
more strongly than their own government.”"?

Ede Sevki was one of the hundreds of guest workers who applied for
the pilot program in 1972. For him, like for many guest workers, the
“final return” was not a far-off illusion, but rather a plan that he aimed
to put into practice. Hoping to return to Istanbul to open his own auto
repair shop, he boldly inquired as to the “exact” amount of money he
would receive.*® He was also enticed by the program’s colorful Turkish-
language advertisements, which depicted men listening to lectures while
looking at mathematical equations on a chalkboard, drafting mechanical
schematics with protractors, and wearing smart-looking glasses while
supervising the factory floor.*" The message of professional advance-
ment was simple: joining the program would help them become their
own bosses rather than mere peons. Although the translator of Sevki’s
Turkish-language application letter was impressed that his vocabulary
and grammar were at an “exceptionally high level (for a guest worker),”
the program had attracted such a large applicant pool that Sevki was not
chosen. In fact, organizers were surprised to encounter over 600 poten-
tial applicants, whom they praised as “intelligent,” “eager to learn,”
and “goal-oriented.”** Many of the applicants’ interest in West German

“Vorldufiges Ergebnis der Tagung der Arbeitsgruppe I (Aus- und Fortbildung) am 29.
Januar 1970,” February 4, 1970, AdsD, DGB-Archiv, 5/DGAZ000899.

" Deutscher Bundestag, Stenografisches Protokoll, “20. Sitzung des Ausschusses fur
wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit,” December 10, 1970, 21, BArch, B 213/5616.

Ede Sevki to Jugendsozialwerk e.V., September 6, 1971, BArch, B 213/5616.

Pamphlet, “Mesleki Egitim Programi. Makinateknik ve Elektrikteknik,” DGB-Archiv,
5/DGAZ000899.

Internationaler Bund fiir Sozialwerk/Jugendsozialwerk e.V., “Sachbericht,” May 1972,
BArch, B 213/5617.
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assistance, they further reported, stemmed from their “deep mistrust of
their own government,” which just months before had undergone the
1971 military coup.

Guest workers’ experiences of the training program, however, actually
intensified their mistrust of the Turkish government. Soon after its incep-
tion, the program began to crumble. By May 1972, fifty participants were
enrolled in programs in Nuremberg, Cologne, and Frankfurt.*? Yet, with
just two weeks before the Nuremberg trainees’ graduation ceremony and
scheduled departure for Turkey, details surrounding Turkey’s portion
of the training program were still unclear. One West German organizer
described the program as “still up in the air,” with “all questions open.”
Despite extensive conversations with the Turkish Ministry of Culture
and the Turkish Planning Office, he still had no idea “where, when, and
how the training courses planned in Turkey would take place.” Turkey,
he concluded, had “no interest at all” in the program and, by exten-
sion, no interest in assisting returning workers. Rather than ensuring
their smooth reintegration into Turkey’s economy, Turkey was treating
its own citizens like “guinea pigs.”** As Bundestag Vice President Carlo
Schmid complained, “I am very troubled by the thought that this useful
program, which was initially off to a good start, could fail at the intrac-
tability of several subordinate authorities in Turkey.”*5 In the words of
one German bureaucrat, “These Turks feel that they have been cheated
and ditched by the Turkish government.”>¢

Despite these difficulties, the two countries agreed to a broader imple-
mentation of the program in the December 7, 1972, Treaty of Ankara.
Based on the “friendly relations between both countries and their peo-
ples,” the treaty aimed to “promote economic and social progress in
Turkey” by capitalizing on the guest workers’ newly acquired “knowl-
edge and skills.”*” Overseen by a joint committee and funded primarily

3 Vahit Halefoglu (Turkish Embassy in Bonn) to Ebersbach, May 15, 1972, AdsD, DGB-
Archiv, 5/DGAZ000899.

*4 S. Mete Atsu to Heinz Richter, “Betr.: Positive Entwicklung bei der entwicklung-

spolitischen Forderung und Nutzung der Riickkehr auslindischer Arbeitnehmer in ihrer

Heimat,” June 5, 1972, AdsD, DGB-Archiv, §/DGAZo000899.

Carl Schmid to Erhard Eppler (BMZ), October 10, 1972, AdsD, DGB-Archiv, 5/

DGAZo00899.

26 Erich Arndt to Franz Woschech, DGB Abteilung Organisation Referat Auslindische
Arbeitnehmer, “Betr.: Rickgliederungsprogramme fiir tiirkische Arbeitnehmer,”
October 17, 1972, AdsD, DGB-Archiv, 5/DGAZ000899.

*7 Bundesgesetzblatt, Teil 1I, Nr. 33, July 18, 1973; “Bekanntmachung der Abkommen
zwischen der Bundesrepublik Deutschland und der Regierung der Republik Tiirkei iber
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by West Germany, the project operated on what BMZ officials called
the “individual support model”: providing funding to the Turkish gov-
ernment, which in turn would support individual returning workers.
While this model resembled the pilot program in terms of structure and
educational content, it offered increased financial incentives to partici-
pants who were interested in starting their own firms in Turkey, including
start-up cash, low-interest loans, tax credits, subsidies for materials, and
business advice.

The original purpose of the 1972 treaty, as predicated on the indi-
vidual support model, never materialized. In a 1977 evaluation, BMZ
officials complained that Turkey’s failure to follow through with the
“unmistakable and detailed provisions” owed not to a lack of funding
but to the government’s “deep-seated indifference to promoting return
migration.”*® Still, this “indifference,” which BMZ officials later sheep-
ishly realized was a vehement “hostility” to return migration, did not
impede Turkey from milking the West German government for millions
of Deutschmarks in development aid. Through its heavy-handed nego-
tiation skills and opposition to the individual support model, Turkish
officials manipulated the flexibility of the 1972 Treaty of Ankara to con-
vince the West German government to redirect funds earmarked for the
program toward their main goal: receiving development aid without an
influx of returning guest workers.

In negotiations, Turkish economic planners made it clear that support-
ing the small businesses of individual returning guest workers who dreamt
of owning their own farms, opening local grocery stores, or working as
taxi drivers was simply not a macroeconomic priority. Instead, they sought
to redirect the development aid toward the financing of large infrastruc-
ture projects in the energy, transportation, and urban planning sectors.*’
Specific plans included the construction of the Istanbul subway system and
the Atatiirk Dam on the Euphrates River, as well as the maintenance of the
Bosphorus Bridge connecting the European and Asian sides of Istanbul.3®
Reflecting the Turkish government’s disconnect from the needs of its

die Forderung der beruflichen Wiedereingliederung nebst Zusatzprotokoll und tber
finanzielle Maffnahmen zur Einrichtung eines Kreditsonderfonds,” 747-55.

28 Projektgruppe “Riickkehrférderung” der BMZ und BMA, “Uberlegungen und
Vorschlage zur Forderung der Riickwanderung auslindischer Arbeitnehmer und
Fachkrifte,” October 31, 1977, 48, BArch, B 213/13900.

29 Karl-Otto Henze (BMWi) to Rudolf Vogel, December 27, 1976, PAAA B 26/115913.

3° German Embassy in Ankara to AA, “Betr.: Zusammenarbeit mit der Tirkei; hier:
Forderung tirrkischer Arbeitnehmergesellschaften,” April 16, 1982, PAAA, B 58/182485;
“Wir haben Deutschland flichen miissen,” Der Spiegel, July 8, 1984, 86-94.
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citizens abroad, one guest worker complained: “The people say, why a
bridge? Instead, they could be building factories so that the people have
work ... This is a capitalist government that does little for the workers.”3*

While Turkish officials failed to convince West Germany that sup-
porting major infrastructure projects would indirectly convince guest
workers to return, there was one approach upon which the two coun-
tries could compromise: the financing of Turkish Workers Collectives
(TANGsS). Founded on the self-help initiative of groups of guest workers
in West Germany, these collectives were joint-stock companies that pro-
vided individual guest workers the opportunity to purchase stock in a
new firm to be established in Turkey, usually in the agrarian regions from
which they came. Guest workers’ primary motivation was financial. They
wished to secure a job in anticipation of their eventual return to Turkey,
reap income from dividends, and compensate for their inability to finance
their own individual large investments by jointly purchasing stocks. But,
as Turkish sociologist Faruk Sen revealed in his extensive 1980 study of
the Workers Collectives, there was also an emotional motivation: invest-
ing in the development of their home communities was a means of mak-
ing a contribution or giving back (Figure 3.1).3*

The first Workers Collective, Tiirksan, was founded in December
1966, when a small group of Turkish guest workers living in Cologne
gathered in a sports hall and pitched a promising business plan to 2,800
of their colleagues. After pooling their savings, the guest workers would
become shareholders in the soon-to-be established industrial firms in
Turkey and, upon their return, they would be first in line for jobs. The
plan attracted widespread interest. By 1971, thousands of guest workers
had invested a total of twenty million DM in Tirksan. The company
had purchased several plots of land to sell for profit and had opened a
wallpaper factory near Istanbul (although, as one West German consular
official joked in a pejorative comment on Turkey’s underdevelopment,
“Who there needs wallpaper?!”). Tirksan also planned several schemes
to address guest worker families’ unique needs: a tourism business offer-
ing charter flights for vacationing workers, and grocery stores and duty-
free shops for Turks abroad.?3

3' Hasan K., quoted in Kammrad, »Gast«-Arbeiter-Report, 56.

3* Faruk Sen, Tiirkische Arbeitnehmergesellschaften. Griindung, Struktur und wirtschaftliche
Funktion der tiirkischen Arbeitnehmergesellschaften in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland
fiir die soziookonomische Lage der Tiirkei (Frankfurt am Main: Peter D. Lang, 1980), 57.

33 “Gastarbeiter: Entwicklungshilfe fur die Reiche?” Der Spiegel, November 29, 1971,
118-29.
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FIGURE 3.1 A vacationing guest worker in a pristine suit stands in front
of straw-roofed houses in his impoverished home village, representing
guest workers’ desire to help Turkey’s economic development and
modernization, 1970. © Thorsten Scharnhorst/DOMiD-Archiv,
Cologne, used with permission.

Reports on Tiirksan’s success spurred guest workers’ enthusiasm
for investing in other collectives. Ibrahim Karakaya, who had worked
in Bremen for eight years, was intrigued when he received a letter in
1972 from Orgi-Aktiengesellschaft, a Workers Collective in the Central
Anatolian province of Nevsehir. The collective planned to open a textile
factory in Kalaba, seven miles from his home village, and asked him to
contribute some capital. The offer proved enticing, as Karakaya’s prior
attempt to start a delivery business in Turkey with a used truck he had
bought in Germany had embarrassingly flopped. Eager to make pas-
sive income before attempting to establish another potentially unsuc-
cessful business, Karakaya invested 3,000 DM in the collective, paying
one-quarter upfront, and he continued to invest more over the years.3*

34 Michael Weisfeld, “Unter Wolfen. Oder: In Anatolien ist alles beim Alten,” Konkret,
September 1985, 44—47, DOMiD-Archiv, P-15576.
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While West Germany reluctantly accepted Workers Collectives as
the only viable alternative to their prized individual support model,
Turkey embraced them. The 1973 platform of Biilent Ecevit’s victori-
ous Republican People’s Party (CHP) named Workers Collectives as part
of its new “people’s sector” (halk sektorii) ideology, by which the state
would promote economic organization carried out by “individuals and
small groups that normally have no possibility to invest.”35 In a television
interview years later, Ecevit even publicly attributed the inspiration for
the concept of the people’s sector to his conversations with guest work-
ers.3® To facilitate credit acquisition, in 1975 the Turkish government
founded the State Industry and Laborer Investment Bank (DESIYAB),
which worked closely with Halk-Is, an organization representing Workers
Collectives.3” To evaluate and advise the Workers Collectives, the West
German government contracted a private consulting firm.

The Workers Collectives proved an economic boon. By 1975, the number
of collectives had doubled to fifty-six, comprising a total of nearly 54,000
shareholders abroad.?® Within just five years, these numbers quadrupled to
208 collectives and 236,171 shareholders.?® By 1980, Workers Collectives
had invested around 1.5 million DM in Turkey, established ninety-eight
new companies, and created 10,000 jobs, with an estimated additional
20,000 jobs being created indirectly.*® In 1979 and 1980, approximately
10 percent of investments in Turkey were carried out by Turkish Workers
Collectives, amounting to a total of two million DM since 1972.4"

Despite preferring the individual support model, the West German gov-
ernment yielded to Turkish pressure due to a genuine belief in the potential
for Workers Collectives to fulfill the dual goals of improving the Turkish
economy and promoting remigration. A German bureaucrat who traveled
to Turkey’s Black Sea region to evaluate eight local Workers Collectives
marveled at the “positive effect” on the local economy. Funding the Workers
Collectives, he wrote, “currently appears to be the best form of assistance

35 Sen, Tiirkische Arbeitnehmergesellschaften, 65; Ayse Bugra and Osman Savagkan,
New Capitalism in Turkey: The Relationship Between Politics, Religion and Business
(Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2014), 44.

Murat Ergin Giinge, “Turkey: Turkish Workers’ Companies” (Bonn: Friedrich-Ebert
Stiftung, 1978), 8, BArch 213/5650.

37 Sen, Tiirkische Arbeitnehmergesellschaften, 68.

3% Ibid.

39 “Wir haben Deutschland flichen miissen,” Der Spiegel, July 8, 1984, 86-94.

4° “Tiirkische Arbeitnehmer investierten 1,5 Milliarden Mark,” Informationsdienst
Entwicklungspolitik, May 20, 1980, BArch, B 213/13896.

Roland Klein, “Kann finanzielle Hilfe die Tiirken zur Riickkehr bewegen?” Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), February 1982, 12.
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for Turkey.”#* In a 1980 report, West German officials announced that
creating 20,000 industrial jobs for returning workers would be a “realistic
goal.” Although the number of jobs that actually went to returning guest
workers “wavers from case to case,” the report took comfort in the obser-
vation that the bylaws of the Workers Collectives “generally give priority
to members who return to Turkey in job placement.”+3

This assumption was severely misguided. After pouring a massive 60
million DM into Workers Collectives over the past decade, West Germany
learned a startling truth: most guest workers who had purchased stock in the
firms were not planning to return to Turkey to work at them.44 On the con-
trary, an extensive 1982 program evaluation revealed that the shareholders
had an “irrational” motivation: much like “planting a tree,” they desired
only to “symbolically support” their home regions, “precisely because of
their permanent absence.”#’ Even workers who genuinely wished to return
were disappointed, as only three out of every hundred jobs went to returning
guest workers.*® Worse, only 1o percent of the Workers Collectives were
successful.*” The vast majority suffered from poor planning, inexperienced
management, and insufficient capital.*® Despite “good intentions,” even the
first collective, the celebrated Tiirksan, had distributed dividends only once
in the decade since its founding — and a meager 6 percent at that.*®

These problems were compounded by the realization that the BMZ’s
definition of a Workers Collective was so lax that it permitted private
Turkish businesspeople, who had not migrated to Germany, to exploit
West German development aid. Given that only a majority of share-
holders needed to be guest workers living in West Germany, Turkish

4> Rudolf Jung, “Bericht iiber meine Dienstreise in die Tirkei vom 23.04-30.04.1980,”

May 12, 1980, BArch, B 213/13896.

Isoplan, Tiirkische Arbeitnehmergesellschaften. Zwischenbericht zur Entwicklung und

Beratung wirtschaftlicher Selbsthilfeinitiativen in der Tiirkei und der Forderung der beru-

flichen Wiedereingliederung von in der Bundesrepublik beschiiftigten Arbeitnebhmern in

die tiirkische Wirtschaft, 3rd edition (Saarbriicken and Istanbul: Isoplan, 1980), 20-21.

44 BMZ, “Forderung von Arbeitnehmergesellschaften in Entwicklungslindern,” 1981, 3,

BArch, B 213/13910.

Kreditanstalt fir Wiederaufbau to BMZ, AA, BMWi, and Bundesministerium

fir Finanzen, “Betr.. L I a / Tiirkei, Rahmenplanung 1982 / Forderung von

Arbeitnehmergesellschaften. DM 30 Mio fiir Arbeitnehmergesellschaften aus

Soforthilfemitteln,” May 3, 1982, Anlage 2, 1—2, PAAA, B 58/182485.

46 AA to Frau Dr. Schréder (BMA), “Betr.: Reintegration auslindischer Arbeitnehmer; hier:
Deutsch-franzosische Konsultation, Mai 1984,” May 3, 1984, PAAA, B 89/190384.

47 “Tiirkisches Modell nur selten erfolgreich,” Handelsblatt, February 2, 1982.

48 Sen, Tiirkische Arbeitnebhmergesellschaften, 133-63.

4 Giinge, “Turkey: Turkish Workers” Companies.”
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businesspeople found a loophole: they could establish a private firm and
retain a 49 percent ownership share and, as long as the remaining 51
percent was held by Turks abroad, they could receive the subsidies and
benefits of being classified as a Workers Collective.’® Firms sponsored
by private Turkish businesspeople had no incentive to employ guest
workers seeking to return. Some, like the textile firm Meric-Textilen-
Aktiengesellschaft in Edirne, even expressed reluctance to hire its own
shareholders. Instead, the firm believed that returning guest workers, who
had become accustomed to the higher income and social services in West
Germany, would not be willing to accept the minimum wage typically
paid to local agricultural workers (in 1980, 3,300 TL or 236 DM).5"

Even amid these revelations, Turkey continued to exploit West
German naiveté. Desperate to maintain the flow of Deutschmarks, Prime
Minister Ecevit jumped to the Workers Collectives’ defense: “Whatever
has been achieved is the accomplishment of the Turkish worker,” and
“whatever mistakes have been committed are the fault of others!”’*
When West Germany tried to return to the individual support model
throughout the 1980s, Turkish officials’ reactions were “not especially
encouraging.”’? The final result was bleak. By 1988, sixteen years after
signing the Treaty of Ankara and envisioning a large-scale training
program to promote return migration through the individual support
model, the West German government had distributed only four hundred
loans directly to returning guest workers and a mere five hundred had
participated in a training program.’* Although West Germany had suc-
ceeded in assisting the Turkish economy, it had failed in its primary goal
of convincing guest workers to leave, and was thus wasting its money.>’
As the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung put it, this “quite excellent idea”
turned out to be a “flop.”5®
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Sen, Tiirkische Arbeitnehmergesellschaften, 88-91.

5t Ibid., 183.

5* Gilinge, “Turkey: Turkish Workers’ Companies,” 35.

53 “Betr.: 10. Sitzung der deutsch-tiirkischen Arbeitsgruppe Reintegration am 21.—
23.05.1984; hier: Ressortbesprechung am 03.05.1984,” May 8, 1984, 2, PAAA, B
58/182487.
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DGB-Archiv, 5/DGAZoo1214.

55 German Embassy in Ankara to AA, “Betr.: Veranstaltung der DESIYAB-Bank tiber
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1983, PAAA, B 58/182486.
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MONEY, MANIPULATION, MISTRUST

If the Turkish government sought to portray itself as the caretaker of its
citizens abroad, then why did it vehemently oppose programs that would
help them realize their dreams of returning to Turkey and starting their
own businesses? One important reason was Turkish economic planners’
conviction that funneling West German development aid into Workers
Collectives would be far more lucrative than helping individual guest
workers with what they regarded as frivolous ventures, such as buying
a couple dozen cows, opening a bakery, or starting a taxi business. Yet
supporting the Workers Collectives did not necessarily preclude enter-
taining the possibility of West Germany’s individual support model.
Pursuing both options simultaneously, moreover, would have helped far
more guest workers than it did. The real reason cut much deeper: funda-
mentally, for financial reasons, the Turkish government did not want the
guest workers to return.

Since the 1961 start of the guest worker program, the Turkish gov-
ernment made no secret that guest workers were crucial to its economy.
Turkey’s 1963-1967 development plan touted the program for mitigat-
ing unemployment by “exporting surplus labor.”57 But in 1973, the bub-
ble burst. Fearing its own rise in unemployment amid the OPEC oil crisis,
West Germany abruptly ceased all new guest worker recruitment. The
recruitment stop proved devastating not only to hundreds of thousands
of Turks, many of whom were literally standing in line at recruitment
offices at the time of the announcement, but also to the Turkish govern-
ment. In the months before the recruitment stop, a BMZ official involved
in the development aid negotiations called it “urgently necessary” to
warn the Turkish government of the harsh reality: West Germany “can-
not permanently solve the Turkish unemployment problem.”s?

Unable to export additional labor to Germany, the Turkish govern-
ment desperately hoped that the guest workers who were already there
would stay put. During a 1974 visit to Bonn, Turkish Ambassador Vahit
Halefoglu expressed “fears of a mass remigration,” as unemployment
was expected to double by 1987, compounded by an estimated pop-
ulation growth from 37.5 to 55 million.’® A decade later, following a

57 T. C. Bagbakanlik Devlet Planlama Tegkilati, Kalkinma Plan: (Birinci Bes Yil), 1963—
1967 (Ankara: DPT, 1963), 4535.

58 BMZ, “Betr.: Wiedereingliederungsprogramm fiir tiirkische Arbeitnehmer,” June 6,
1973, BArch, B 213/5621.

59 “Furcht vor einer Massenriickwanderung,” FAZ, March 16, 1974.
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bilateral development aid meeting in 1983, BMZ officials reported that
“there is a general fear here that the dam against remigration could
break” — even “if one makes exceptions.”® Returning guest workers,
the Turkish government further insisted, “expect too high a salary” and
“return to such provinces where no need for their labor exists.” Such
statements revealed a lack of confidence in the guest workers. Skeptical
that even the best-laid and best-financed plans to start small businesses
would ever materialize, Turkish officials categorically assumed that
returning guest workers would reenter the labor market. Their own
government viewed them as destined to fail and, in this way, helped
perpetuate their failure.®*

Even more worrisome than unemployment was the prospect that a
mass remigration would lead to a decline in remittance payments, which
were crucial not only to guest workers’ families but also to the Turkish
economy. Like exporting surplus labor, remittances had been a crucial
part of Turkey’s various Five-Year Development Plans. The 1968-1972
plan affirmed the need to redirect remittances toward investments in pro-
ductive sectors,®* the 1973-1977 plan praised remittances as the “most
important” factor allowing the country to repay its foreign debt,® and the
1979-1983 plan expressed the need for greater state control over remit-
tances and to direct them “rationally” to the National Treasury and State
Economic Enterprises.® The growing reliance on remittances reflected
that they were among the few sources of foreign currency at a time of
limited exports and foreign debt.®S In short, explained Cumburiyet in
1971, Turkey viewed the guest workers as “hens that lay golden eggs,”
whose key duty was to “fill the vaults of the Central Bank.”%®

As early as the 1960s, the Turkish government enacted measures
to facilitate the transfer of guest workers’ Deutschmarks. The Turkish
Postal Service prepared bilingual remittance forms, and the government

¢ German Embassy in Ankara to AA, “Betr.. Zusammenarbeit mit Tiirkei; hier:

Einzelforderung Riickkehr interessierter tiirkischer Arbeitnehmer,” June 28, 1983,
PAAA, B 85/1605.

61 Tbid.

2 T. C. Basbakanlk Devlet Planlama Teskilati, Kalkinma Plan: (1kinci Bes Yil), 1968—
1972 (Ankara: DPT), 93.

¢ T. C. Bagbakanlik Devlet Planlama Teskilati, Kalkinma Plan: (Uciincii Bes Yil), 1973~
1978 (Ankara: DPT, 1973).

% T. C. Bagbakanlk Devlet Planlama Teskilati, Kalkinma Plan: (Dérdiincii Bes Yil),

1979-1983 (Ankara: DPT, 1979), 267.

Ziilkiif Aydin, The Political Economy of Turkey (London: Press, 2005), 37.

“Iscilerimiz sadece altin yumurtlayan tavuk degil,” Cumburiyet, December 6, 1971.
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detailed the step-by-step process in advice books printed for workers
living abroad.®” To ensure that guest workers’ money yielded interest
for the government, a 1973 advice book cautioned guest workers against
sending cash home in envelopes — a crime that, if caught, could lead
to federal prosecution.®® While guest workers seeking to transfer money
by mail could fill out a handwritten remittance form at a German post
office, the advice book warned them about numerous problems, such as
having insufficient language skills to handwrite the sum in German, and
that transferring sums larger than 1,300 DM required two forms. The
best option, the advice book counseled, was to use the special postal
checks offered by Turkish banks, as the German employees representing
the banks could help fill out the forms. Efforts to direct guest workers’
remittances through formal channels thus tightened the two countries’
institutional relationships.

Filling out remittance forms was a central part of guest workers’ every-
day lives, and Turks sent more money home on a regular basis than other
guest worker nationalities (Figure 3.2).%® Murad, whose father opened
a tailor shop in Witten after spending several years as a guest worker,
marveled at the number of guest workers who visited the tailor shop daily
not to have their pants hemmed or suits taken in, but rather to fill out
paperwork. Although Murad did not fully understand the process as a
child, his father told him that the pieces of paper featuring colorful pic-
tures of Turkish landmarks that he stored behind the counter were remit-
tance forms (havale deftleri). Often with assistance from Murad’s father,
who could speak both Turkish and German and was thus in a relatively
privileged position, the guest workers filled out the forms, indicating the
number of Deutschmarks to transfer, the recipient’s name, and the bank
branch in Turkey where the money would be picked up. The guest workers
then took the forms to a German bank or a Turkish bank with branches in
Germany, basing their decisions on the lowest transaction fees.”®

The Turkish government also developed schemes to incentivize guest
workers to deposit their Deutschmarks in savings accounts at Turkish
banks. With the introduction of convertible Turkish lira deposits
(CTLDs) in 1967, guest workers could open special accounts in Turkish
commercial banks at an interest rate that was 1.75 percent higher than

7 “Tirkiye’ye posta ile para gonderme saglandi,” Anadolu Gazetesi, December 1963, 4.
Arasli and Arasl, Abmanya’daki Tiirk Iscilerin Hak ve Gorevleri, 193-95.

® Qstergaard-Nielsen, Transnational Politics, 3 5.

7° Murad B., interview.
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FIGURE 3.2 Guest workers send remittances at Tiirkiye Halk Bankasi, one of
the many Turkish banks with branches in West Germany, ca. 1970.
© DOMID-Archiv, Cologne, used with permission.

the Euromarket rate. Sweetening the deal, the publicly owned Turkish
Republican Central Bank guaranteed the principal and interest against
the risk of a potential lira devaluation. The Turkish government, too,
benefitted from the CTLDs, which constituted short-term loans in
Deutschmarks. In terms of process, the commercial banks transferred
guest workers’ deposited Deutschmarks directly to the Turkish Central
Bank, which returned the adjusted sum in lira and further loaned the
Deutschmarks to state-owned enterprises for the financing of imports,
long-term investment projects, and the repayment of foreign debt. In
1975, luxuriating in the massive influx of foreign currency, the Turkish
government extended the opportunity to hold CTLDs to all nonresidents,
including foreign corporations.”"

7" Merih Celasun and Dani Rodrik, “Economic Boom and Debt Crisis, 1973-77,” in
Jeffrey D. Sachs and Susan M. Collins, eds., Developing Country Debt and Economic
Performance (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 640.
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As part of the CTLD scheme, the Turkish government also sought out
a West German partnership. In a 1976 agreement between the Turkish
Central Bank and West Germany’s Dresdner Bank, the Turkish govern-
ment offered up to an additional 1 percent in interest for guest workers
who opened convertible accounts at Dresdner Bank, which would then
transfer the Deutschmarks to the Turkish Central Bank in exchange for
lira.”* The two banks, cooperating with West Berlin’s Bank for Trade
and Industry, advertised their joint services to guest workers in a color-
ful pamphlet featuring the bold Turkish text “How to Open a Foreign
Savings Account” over a backdrop of alternating lira and Deutschmark
bills.”? The back cover provided examples in both languages to assist
customers in voicing their requests for transfers, withdrawals, and
deposits. In another pamphlet, the Turkish Central Bank boasted about
its advantageous exchange rate due to its partnerships and cautioned
workers to avoid trading money on the black market. Appealing to
the guest workers’ nostalgia and nationalism, the pamphlet suggested
that investing would offer “endless possibilities, both for you and for
your country.”’4

The Dresdner Bank partnership notwithstanding, West German and
Turkish banks typically engaged in fierce competition for guest workers’
Deutschmarks. In one ethno-marketing advertisement, the West German
bank Sparkasse boasted in Turkish that “Every Sparkasse is ready to
help you” (Figure 3.3).7% Yet West German banks could hardly com-
pete: a survey of guest workers in Duisburg revealed that 83.5 percent of
their deposits were in Turkish banks, and only 13.5 percent in German
ones.”® Turkish banks’ success lay partially in their savvy appeals to
guest workers’ nostalgia for their homeland and separation from their
loved ones. Yapi ve Kredi Bankas: distributed an advertisement depict-
ing a guest worker family in their living room with a framed photo of
a faraway relative hanging on the wall, captioned: “When exchanging
currency or sending remittances, the savings account you have opened at
Yap1 Kredi guarantees high returns for the relatives you have left behind

7* Lavy and Rapoport, “External Debt and Structural Adjustment,” 325.

73 Tiirkiye Cumhuriyet Merkez Bankasi, “Doviz hesabi nasil acilir?” 1970s, DOMID-
Archiv, SD o311,0000a4.

74 Turkiye Cumhuriyet Merkez Bankasi, “Her tiirlii is¢i dovizi i¢in 1 DM = 726,54 kurus,”

1976, DOMiD-Archiv, BR 0622.

Advertisement for Sparkasse, in Erdogan Olcayto, ed., Almanya Is Rebberi 1981 (Bonn:

Anadolu Yayinlari, 1981), DOMiD-Archiv, OS 0082.

76 Olgen, Tiirken und Riickkehr, 9o.
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HER SPARKASSE

SIZE YARDIMA
HAZIRDIR...
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Eger memleketinizdeki ailenize para
yollamak istiyorsaniz, bu hususta

bir SPARKASSE'den bilgi aliniz.
SPARKASSE'de diger para isleriniz igin
de size gerekli tavsiye ve yardimlar
yapilir.

FIGURE 3.3 The West German bank Sparkasse courted Turkish clients

with a Turkish-language ethno-marketing advertisement stating, “Every

Sparkasse is ready to help you,” ca. 1980. © Deutscher Sparkassen- und
Giroverband e. V., used with permission.
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in the homeland.”7” Tiirkiye Is Bankasi appealed to Turkish nationalism,
insisting that its financial advisors were not only “friendly people eager
to answer your questions” but also, most importantly, “your own people
who speak your own language.”7”®

Not only banks but also consumer goods corporations courted
guest workers’ Deutschmarks through nationalist appeals. This trend
was particularly pronounced in the cigarette market. An advertise-
ment for the Turkish cigarette brand Topkapi, targeting guest work-
ers, depicted a cartoon cigarette box with a speech bubble uttering
Atatiirk’s famous assertion, “How happy I am to be a Turk.” The
accompanying text reported that Turks in West Germany spent 500
million DM annually on cigarettes and argued that, if they gave this to
Topkapr instead of foreign companies, then they would “support the
development of our homeland.””® Even non-Turkish companies pur-
sued this strategy. A competing advertisement for the American cig-
arette company Camel touted the tobacco’s Turkish origin. Because
Camel’s tobacco was cultivated in Izmir and was a “Turkish and
American blend,” even this US-based company could be considered
“part of the homeland.”?°

The push to court guest workers’ Deutschmarks did not always work.
Strategically navigating the competing options, guest workers made their
investment and purchasing decisions based on their and their families’
consumer preferences and financial interests rather than on nationalist
rhetoric. To diversify their portfolios and take advantage of offers of high
interest rates, many deposited their savings in multiple banks. One guest
worker in Dortmund, Osman Giirliik, divided the minimal savings from
his low monthly salary of 1,200 DM between three Turkish and West
German banks — one in Istanbul and two in Dortmund — and boasted
that he had saved 5,000 DM in three years, not including the remittances
he sent to his wife and child in Turkey.?" Guest workers’ financial pri-
oritization of family over nation became especially apparent amid the
rise in family migration of the 1970s. As they increasingly brought their
spouses and children to West Germany and began to settle there more

77 Advertisement for Yapi ve Kredi Bankasi, on the back cover of Olcayto, ed., Almanya Is
Rehberi 1981.

78 Advertisement for the Frankfurt branch of Tiirkiye Is Bankas, in ibid.

79 Advertisement for Topkap: Cigarettes, in ibid.

Advertisement for Camel Turkish and American Blend Cigarettes, in ibid.

81 Von der Griin, Leben im gelobten Land, 12.
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permanently, they had less need to send money home. Simultaneously,
the economic downturn and rising unemployment after the 1973 OPEC
oil crisis left many guest workers strapped for cash and unable to deposit
as much into Turkish banks.

These factors, alongside West Germany’s decision to stop recruiting
guest workers in 1973, led to a stark decline in remittances during the
1970s. The percentage of guest workers who regularly sent money to
Turkey declined from two-thirds in 1971 to just 43 percent in 1980.5*
Between 1965 and 1974, the total amount of money guest workers sent
to Turkey had quadrupled to 4.6 billion USD.®3 But abruptly, the annual
remittance sum plummeted by nearly one-third, from 1.4 billion USD in
1974 to just 980 million USD in 1976, and hovered there through 1978.
Remittances temporarily recovered in the first half of 1979 due to the 44
percent devaluation of the lira and a brief return to confidence in invest-
ment, but they declined again later that year due to continued political
and economic instability. Not until the 1980s, when the economy began
to recover following the postcoup neoliberal economic overhaul, did
remittances return to a steady rate.

The nosedive in remittances had serious consequences (Figure 3.4).
Not only did the decline cost Turkey 1.7 percent of its Gross National
Product (GNP) for 1974-1976, but it also exacerbated the country’s for-
eign debt crisis amid the international oil shocks of the 1970s. Between
1973 and 1977, the same period as the decline in remittances, Turkey’s
foreign debt jumped from 3 billion USD to 11 billion USD, accounting
for a rise from 8 percent to 23 percent of the country’s GNP.34 The
political instability and repeated changing of governments throughout
the 1970s — coupled with policymakers’ refusal to reform their failing
economic policies — made Turkey highly susceptible to global recessions
and price fluctuations, and the Turkish Central Bank’s excessive short-
term borrowing through guest workers’ CTLDs contributed markedly
to the accumulation of debt. Of all the debtor countries, Turkey’s sit-
uation was particularly dire: Turkey alone held 69 percent of the total
debt among the developing countries that worked with the IMF and
the World Bank to reschedule their foreign payment obligations and

»

82 Pagenstecher, “Die ‘Illusion’ der Riickkehr,” 154.

83 Abadan-Unat et al., Migration and Development, 101. See the chart in Giizin Emel Akkus,
“The Contribution of the Remittances of Turkish Workers in Germany to the Balance of
Payments of Turkey (1963—2013),” in Elif Nuroglu et al., eds., Turkish German Affairs
from an Interdisciplinary Perspective (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2015), 185-212.

84 Lavy and Rapoport, “External Debt and Structural Adjustment,” 314, 316.
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FIGURE 3.4 Significance of guest workers’ remittances to the Turkish
economy. Examining the 1976-1978 period in particular reveals that
the stark decline in remittances exacerbated Turkey’s economic crisis
by coinciding with a detrimental rise in external debt, inflation, and

unemployment. Graph created by author.®s

to implement structural adjustment and austerity programs between
1978 and 1980.%¢ Although Turkey’s foreign debt as percentage of
GNP continued to rise throughout the 1980s, the growth reflects the
five Structural Adjustment Loans granted by the World Bank and the
IMF from 1980 to 1984, which had an overall stabilizing effect on
the Turkish economy.’7

85 Data were compiled from the following sources: Akkus, “The Contribution of the
Remittances of Turkish Workers in Germany to the Balance of Payments of Turkey
(1963—2013)”; Levent Sahin and Kadir Yildirim, “On Dukuzuncu Yiizyildan Giiniimiize
Tiirkiye’delssizlikleMiicadelePolitikalarinin Gelisimi,” Caligmave Toplum,vol.4 5 (2015),
123—25; The World Bank, “External Debt Stocks (% of GNI) — Turkey,” data.worldbank
.org/indicator/DT.DOD.DECT.GN.ZS?locations=TR; The World Bank, “Inflation,
GDP deflator (annual %) — Turkey,” data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.DEFL
KD.ZG?end=1992&locations=TR&start=1961& view=chart.
Celasun and Rodrik, “Economic Boom and Debt Crisis, 1973-77,” 63 1.
87 Ziya Onis, “The Evolution of Privatization in Turkey: The Institutional Context of
Public-Enterprise Reform,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 23, no. 3
(1991): 165.
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But for ordinary individuals living in the throes of the 1977-1979
debt crisis, the economic recovery of the 1980s was difficult to imag-
ine, and any optimism was overshadowed by the turmoil they con-
fronted in their everyday lives. By 1980, inflation had skyrocketed to
over 9o percent, leading to a 250 percent increase in the price of oil
Policymakers hurriedly implemented austerity measures in January
through a 30 percent devaluation of the lira and a prioritization of
exports over internal consumption. Still, the winter months proved
especially harsh. Individuals and families who were unable to afford oil
and coal endured freezing, unheated homes.?® They likewise struggled
to afford everyday commodities like sugar, coffee, cigarettes, and alco-
hol.?° This misery exacerbated the ongoing political unrest that moti-
vated the 1980 military coup.

Aware that guest workers’ declining remittances were aggravating the
debt crisis, observers who had not migrated, particularly in the Turkish
media and government, began openly criticizing guest workers’ spending
habits. Among the most vocal was Milliyet columnist Orsan Oymen, who
had lived in West Germany while working as an editor at Westdeutscher
Rundfunk. In a provocative column, Oymen blamed Turkey’s woes on
the guest workers’ selfish refusal to send remittances. Remittances, he
argued, were guest workers’ civic duty — their means of giving back to
their homeland in exchange for their special privileges, such as the abil-
ity to import certain goods duty-free. To boost remittances, and to help
Turkey escape the “yoke of foreign financial capital institutions,” Oymen
proposed a law that would force guest workers to remit a mandatory sum
set by the Turkish government. By his calculation, if each guest worker
transferred 20 DM daily in remittances to their families or bank accounts
in Turkey, that would amount to 7.2 billion DM or 4 billion USD annu-
ally. “Is it not the state’s right to demand a sacrifice from these workers,
such as sending remittances to their country?” he inquired. “Why would
that be unfair?”?*

Incensed by Oymen’s column, guest workers flooded his mailbox with
a storm of angry letters and derided him as an “intellectual” who was out

88 Findley, Turkey, Islam, Nationalism, and Modernity: A History, 329.

89 Onig and Webb, Political Economy of Policy Reform in Turkey in the 1980s, 4.

9 Feroz Ahmad, Turkey: The Quest for Identity, revised ed. (London: OneWorld,
2014), 147.

9t Orsan Oymen, “Yurt disina ayricalik,” Milliyet, February 24, 1979, 9; Orsan Oymen,
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of touch with their problems.®* At fault were not the guest workers them-
selves, one insisted, but rather the corrupt and profiteering Turkish banks,
which “think of nothing other than snatching the marks from the work-
ers’ hands.” The most outrage, however, was directed at the Turkish gov-
ernment, which had spent the remittances “irresponsibly” through failed
import—export policies and had not offered an exchange rate that was com-
petitive with the black market, where it was possible to get a 50 percent
return on the sale of Deutschmarks. Without referencing the bilateral devel-
opment aid negotiations directly, another man questioned why the Turkish
government had refused to provide loans to individual guest workers who
wanted to invest in Turkey or had encountered financial problems. The gov-
ernment’s seeming apathy or hostility toward its citizens’ needs was all the
worse, one man wrote, because “we are masses of patriotic workers,” who
have “contributed to the country’s development” by “pouring out sweat”
and “scavenging European countries’ waste and trash off the streets.”

Amid this outcry, the Turkish government made no secret of its eco-
nomically based opposition to return migration. In April 1982, Der
Tagesspiegel reported that after four days of intensive talks with Turkish
Foreign Minister Ilter Tiirkmen and Prime Minister Biilent Ulusu, West
Berlin Mayor Richard von Weizsicker “now understands better than
before that Turkey, amid its economic situation and high native unem-
ployment, cannot be interested in a large wave of remigration.”?3 Several
months later, the Turkish tabloid Giines ran a front-page article report-
ing the guest workers’ concerns that their countrymen would be hostile to
their return. The migrants had learned of the Turkish population’s fears
that they would overburden the labor market and “evaporate any hopes
that those currently unemployed would ever find a job.”* A Der Spiegel
article exposed the central tension clearly: while the Turkish government
“appears” to harbor a “humane concern for the fate of their country-
men,” they are primarily concerned with “tangible economic interests”
and a mass remigration would “plague” the country.?s

The association between the guest workers’ remittances and the Turkish
government’s disinterest in their return was clearest during a tense January

92 Orsan Oymen, “Isci Dévizleri. Okurlardan Kazan’a,” Milliyet, March 20, 1979, 9.
93 Axel Goritz, “Kein deutscher Druck zum Heimkehr von Tiirken aus Berlin,” Der
Tagesspiegel, April 1, 1982.
94 Giineg, October 7, 1982, quoted in German Embassy in Ankara to AA, “Betr.:
Auslanderpolitik; hier: tiirkische Presse,” October 7, 1982, PAAA, B 85/1614.
5 “Deutsche abgestempelt,” Der Spiegel, July 29, 1983, 20.
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1983 meeting in the northwestern Turkish city of Bolu, where represen-
tatives of several local Turkish Workers Collectives, Turkey’s DESIYAB
Bank, and West German and Turkish government officials met to discuss
how guest workers’ savings could be used to finance the development of
the Turkish economy.?® The Turkish newspaper Hiirriyet reported that
these tensions came to a head in a contentious “duel of words” between
West German State Secretary Siegfried Lengl of the BMZ and Turkish
Finance Minister Adnan Bager Kafaoglu. When Lengl began to plea for
Turkish understanding of West Germany’s labor market concerns and
the urgent need for workers to return to their home country, Kafaoglu
abandoned his prepared speech and firmly underscored the significance
of guest worker remittance payments to the Turkish national economy.
“Turkey needs the workers’ remittances for many years to come,” the
newspaper paraphrased, “and she will not pull back her workers.”*7

The realization that the Turkish government prioritized guest workers’
Deutschmarks over their own well-being soured the migrants’ impres-
sion of their homeland. Saim Cetinbas, a former guest worker who had
opened a Turkish grocery store in West Berlin, explained how he had
repeatedly sought to heed the call for investment but had received no offi-
cial assistance and only trouble from the Turkish government. The most
devastating of his many failed business ventures involved a pickle factory
that he opened from West Germany on a 22,000 square-meter plot of
land in Cerkezkoy. After he closed the factory at a loss of 2 million DM,
the municipal government apparently seized the rest of the land with no
notice and no recompense. Rather than “thanking” him for investing his
Deutschmarks, the government “always makes things more difficult,” he
complained. His scorn, however, extended to the Turkish population as a
whole: “In the eyes of Turkey, we are all viewed as marks. No one thinks
about us as having flesh and blood.” Outraged, Cetinbas swore never to
permanently return to Turkey. For him, it was only a “beautiful vacation
country,” where his children happily sunbathed along the Mediterranean
Sea each summer. As for any deeper connection to Turkey, “I don’t think
about those who don’t think about me.”%*

96 German Embassy in Ankara to AA, “Betr.: Seminar iiber das Thema ‘Die Finanzierung
unseres wirtschaftlichen Wachstums’ vom 20. bis 23.01.1983 in der Tiirkei,” January
25, 1983, PAAA, B 58/182486.

97 German Embassy in Ankara to AA, “Betr.. Veranstaltung tiirkischer
Arbeitnehmergesellschaften vom 21. -23.01.1983 in Bolu,” January 26, 1983, PAAA,
B 58(ZA)/182486.
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This mistrust and sense of betrayal went much further, however, and
became a core component of the way that guest workers viewed their
changing relationship to Turkey. A 1983 study conducted by the University
of Ankara and the University of Duisburg-Essen revealed that a startling
9o percent of Turkish guest workers in West Germany believed that the
Turkish government viewed them only as sources of remittances.”® Ismail
Akar, who had worked in Germany from 1963 to 1980, encapsulated this
sentiment in a scathing interview with Milliyet: “If you ask me, the first
priority of past politicians was to abandon our workers in Germany like
a burdensome, barren herd. They view us as remittance machines.”*®°
By viewing the guest workers so starkly in economic terms — not just as
laborers, but as machines churning out Deutschmarks — Turkey stripped
guest workers of their humanity and relegated their wishes to the back-
burner. Although West Germany also viewed guest workers in economic
terms, the pain stung worse when it came from a faraway homeland to
which many guest workers yearned to return.

SERVE IN THE MILITARY — OR PAY

The Turkish government also exploited the Deutschmarks of guest work-
ers’ children by providing the option for military-age youths living in West
Germany to serve only two rather than twenty months of mandatory mil-
itary service. This “military service by payment” (bedelli askerlik), as it
was called, came with a catch: a price of 20,000 DM. This hefty sum,
over six months of wages for the average Turkish migrant, was an impos-
sibility for the up to 400,000 young men between the ages of eighteen
and thirty-two affected by the policy. Facing the prospect of losing their
jobs after long absences, they resorted to desperate measures to come up
with the money. By the mid-1980s, the notion that the Turkish govern-
ment was maliciously exploiting its young countrymen’s Deutschmarks
prompted a wave of grassroots activism, attracting the support of sympa-
thetic West German observers eager to criticize the Turkish government.

Mandatory military service in Turkey had a long history. The 1927
Military Law, passed just four years after the fall of the Ottoman Empire
and the establishment of the Turkish Republic, applied not only to

99 “Fast die Hilfte der Tirken mochte nicht mehr zuriick,” Westdeutsche Allgemeine
Zeitung (WAZ), September 18, 1984. This statistic is also cited in: Olgen, Tiirken und
Riickkebr, 127.
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able-bodied men born in Turkey but also, explicitly, to “immigrants”
and “foreigners” who had Turkish citizenship, even if they lived abroad.
Because those between twenty and forty-one years of age were subject to
an eighteen-month basic training and draft lottery, the law posed a par-
ticular conundrum for guest workers, many of whom had migrated to
Germany at precisely that age and who, due to unscrupulous employers
eager to fire Turks, encountered difficulties returning to Turkey without
losing their jobs. The law also affected guest workers’ children born in
Turkey but brought to Germany, who reached adulthood abroad. To
remedy the situation, the Turkish government amended the law in 1976.
Whereas citizens living in Turkey could postpone their military service
for only two years, those living abroad could petition the consulate for
postponement every two years until age thirty-eight."”

In 1979, at the height of Turkey’s foreign currency crisis, the Turkish
government revised the Military Law to permit citizens abroad to pay
their way into a shortened two-month military service. As so often with
Turkish policies toward the migrants abroad, the goal was primarily
financial. Prime Minister Biilent Ecevit’s major announcement of the
draft amendment came in a speech on plans to strengthen the economy
and to “make use of” guest workers’ remittances, while Defense Minister
Neset Akmandor publicly explained that the policy would be the
“most efficient and effective use of a large and important resource.”"°*
Reflecting the policy’s orientation particularly toward Turks in West
Germany, the revised Military Law explicitly cast the sum not in lira but
in “Deutschmarks or the equivalent in other currencies.” While Ecevit set
the price at 5,000 DM, the amendment, as passed the next year under the
new prime minister, Sileyman Demirel, reduced the period of service to
one month and doubled the price to 10,000 DM.

The price abruptly doubled again to 20,000 DM following Turkey’s
1980 military coup, when the authoritarian government ushered in an
era of increased societal militarization and attacked the economic crisis
by decree. By January 1982, Turkey had pocketed an impressive 2.4 bil-
lion lira in military exemption fees, the vast majority of which went to
the Defense Ministry budget.’®3 A few years later, this number climbed

Y Turkey: Law No. 111 of 1927, Military Law, trans. UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR),
www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6bgdoz0.html.
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to 500 million DM - a “welcome injection of cash,” marveled one West
German newspaper, considering that Turkey had over 30 billion USD in
foreign debt.">4

Always eager to report on guest workers’ relationships to their home
countries, and to portray the Turkish government negatively, the West
German media expressed a curious fascination with the topic of “guest
workers in uniform.” Repeatedly, journalists emphasized that the exor-
bitant 20,000 DM price tag reflected not only the postcoup authoritar-
ianism and militarization of Turkish society but also the government’s
desire to exploit the workers’ Deutschmarks. Compared to other guest
worker nationalities, this assessment rang true. By the 1980s, military-age
Greek citizens living abroad could pay between 500 and 1,000 DM for
an exemption, Portuguese men could pay a meager 9o DM, and Italians
and Spaniards enjoyed exemptions free of charge. Only Yugoslavs faced
harsher restrictions than Turks, as the outright lack of exemptions
meant that they had to return to Yugoslavia for a fifteen-month period
of service."®s

Still, even paying the 20,000 DM did not free guest workers from
conflicts with their employers, which became matters of dispute in West
German courts. Amid unemployment and rising anti-Turkish racism,
even a two-month absence for a shortened military service could cost
a Turkish worker his job, or at least several months of wages. While
West Germany’s 1957 Law for Job Protection in Case of Conscription
guaranteed that workers would not be terminated from their jobs during
their military service, the law did not apply to guest workers.”*® In 1981,
a thirty-two-year-old Turkish guest worker successfully sued the Krupp
steel factory for refusing to grant him unpaid vacation for his military
service (thereby firing him) and won 4,000 DM in wages.'®” Others
lost their cases. Several months later, a Regional Labor Court in Hamm
ruled against a guest worker in a similar situation, determining that the
employer had not violated his “duty of care.”*°3

o4 “Tirkische Wehrpflichtige vor Wahl: Freikaufen oder Arbeitsplatzverlust,” Neue
Westfilische Zeitung, July 25, 1986.

195 Roland Kirbach, “Wenn die Heimat ruft,” Die Zeit, October 26, 1984.

196 Gesetz itiber den Schutz des Arbeitsplatzes bei Einberufung zum Wehrdienst
(ArbPISchG), April 1, 1957, www.gesetze-im-internet.de/arbplschg/.
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The judicial ambivalence was finally settled in September 1983, when
the Federal Labor Court in Kassel ruled that “German employers must
grant leave to and later reemploy Turkish citizens for the length of the
shortened mandatory military service in Turkey.”*®® This victory, how-
ever, was limited. Privileging wealthier guest workers, the protection
applied only to those who had enough money to finance the 20,000
DM for a shortened military service, meaning that employers could still
legally fire guest workers whose inability to pay the sum required them to
complete the full eighteen months. As Mete Atsu, a Turkish board mem-
ber of the German Confederation of Trade Unions, complained, “What
employer is voluntarily willing to keep a job open for a Turk for eighteen
months?”'*° This discrepancy was especially troubling to guest workers’
children, who, upon reaching adulthood and entering the job market,
were not only lower-paid but also dispensable. “Normally, twenty- to
thirty-year-olds would be establishing their livelihoods,” noted a Turkish
social worker. “Now they have to give the money to the state.”"""

Horror stories of the harsh conditions in the postcoup Turkish mil-
itary, widely reported in the West German media, intensified the need
to scramble together the 20,000 DM. An exposé in Vorwidrts, the Social
Democratic Party’s official newspaper, publicized the miserable experience
of Ramazan Tiirkoglu, a telecommunications worker in Cologne who had
returned from his two-month basic training in Burdur: he and the other
eighty recruits were forced to sleep in a small and poorly ventilated room,
he had observed a corporal brutally beating a recruit, and rumor had
it that the food was laced with medications to suppress their libidos.""*
For regime opponents, the sheer prospect of returning to Turkey posed a
threat. Hamza Sinanoglu, who had lobbied on behalf of Kurdish asylum
seekers in West Germany, was detained for a week immediately upon
arriving in Turkey for his military service. Sahabedin Buz was tortured for
five months after the military courts accused him of reading the IG Metall
trade union newspaper and collaborating with communists.'*3

%9 Karl-Heinz Bernhard, “BAG-Urteil schiitzt Tiirken. Recht auf Weiterbeschiftigung
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With these dual anxieties of losing their jobs and subjecting themselves
to the harsh conditions in Turkey, many military-age youths scrambled
to pay their way out of military service by any means necessary — even
if they could not afford the 20,000 DM. For those who had become
self-sufficient, one option was to sell their businesses. One man living
in Bockenheim placed a personal advertisement in the Turkish newspa-
per Hiirriyet, announcing his intent to sell his specialty Balkan grocery
store in West Germany to make “the money necessary for my military
service,” while another sought to sell his tailor shop “urgently” for the
same reason."'* Given that most military-age youths were wage laborers,
however, a more common option was to turn to their parents for finan-
cial assistance. But even if their parents had worked in Germany for two
decades, they could often not afford the 20,000 DM price tag and, even
if they could, they planned to use it toward their dream of returning to
Turkey. The burden on parents’ wallets was especially difficult for fami-
lies with multiple children. A family with four sons, for example, would
be required to come up with 80,000 DM - an impossibility for the vast
majority of parents. Parents were thus forced to choose which of their
children they would assist, if any.

Absent financial assistance from their parents, many young men
attempted to finance the 20,000 DM by taking out loans. Going through
formal channels, however, proved difficult. Wary of taking risks on
Turkish youths they deemed likely to lose their jobs and thus default on
their loans, West German banks generally granted a maximum of 6,000
DM."*S The banks also required loan-seeking Turkish customers to pro-
vide financial guarantees (Biirgschaften) from two other individuals, one
of whom had to be German.*® To circumvent these hindrances, many
men resorted to taking loans from wealthy private individuals, “dubi-
ous money-lenders,” and “loan sharks,” all of whom charged exorbitant
interest rates."'” West German journalists emphasized that the pressure
to repay the loans forced the young men into money-making criminal
activities such as the illicit drug trade — an assessment reflecting long-
standing tropes about Turkish men’s criminality.**® In one sensationalist
article, Hiirriyet reported the case of a twenty-eight-year-old migrant in

4 Personal advertisements in Hiirriyet, February 11, 1984, and June 2, 1984.

15 Kirbach, “Wenn die Heimat ruft.”

116 Andreas Fritzenkotter, “Junge Tiirken sind verzweifelt,” Rbeinische Post (RP),
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Bielefeld who was allegedly murdered by a family member for demand-
ing that his father-in-law repay a 20,000 DM loan so that he could use it
to pay his way out of military service.""?

Those who simply ignored their military conscription faced harsh long-
term consequences. Under Turkey’s 1930 Law on Absentee Conscripts
and Draft Evaders, even a one-day delay in arrival to military service
during peacetime could result in imprisonment of up to one month."*°
And given that Turkey, unlike West Germany, did not recognize con-
scientious objection, saving face by claiming to oppose military service
on moral or religious grounds was not an option. One young man who
decided not to report to basic training told the Rheinische Post that
he had come to deeply regret the decision. The Turkish consulate had
refused to renew his passport and was threatening to revoke his Turkish
citizenship altogether. As a “stateless person” without a passport, he
would face deportation to Turkey, where he would surely be imprisoned
for draft evasion."**

Feeling exploited not only by the loan sharks but also by the Turkish
government, young Turkish men living in West Germany spoke out
against the 20,000 DM and banded together in activism. In March 1984,
discussions in schools, coffee houses, and workplaces consolidated into a
formal protest movement with the establishment of the Federal Initiative
of Military-Age Youth from Turkey (FEBAG). The grassroots organi-
zation, run by military-age youths themselves, initiated a letter-writing
campaign to the Turkish government demanding a reduction of the price
to a more manageable 5,000 DM."** With initial branches in the Ruhr
cities of Bochum, Gelsenkirchen, and Herne, FEBAG quickly spread
to nearly one hundred West German cities, where its members staged
well-attended demonstrations featuring Turkish food and recreational
activities like soccer tournaments and breakdancing. The organiza-
tion also distributed a Turkish-language newsletter called Bedel, which
alongside well-argued articles about the cause also contained effective
cartoons, such as a drawing of a man being crushed by the weight of a
20,000 DM money bag. In another particularly striking cartoon, a man

“Mehmet’i kim oldurdt?” Hiirriyet, June 24, 1984.

Turkey: Law of 1930 on Absentee Conscripts, Draft Evaders, Persons Unregistered
[For Military Service], and Deserters, www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6bgdorc.html.
Fritzenkotter, “Junge Tiirken sind verzweifelt.”

“Bedel 5 Bine indirilsin ig glivencesi saglansin!” Bedel, April 1984. All issues of Bedel
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sureli-yayinlar-arsivi/bedel/.
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dressed in women’s clothing begs a German doctor for help: “By God,
Herr Doctor, I don’t have 20,000 marks, but I do have 200 bucks for
you if you’ll do an operation to make me a woman and save me from
military service” (Figure 3.5). This strategy paid off: the FEBAG activists
collected the signatures of 20,000 young men and their fathers, who in
many cases would be the ones shelling out the money.

While the struggle surrounding military service affected Turkish men
living in West Germany, FEBAG connected its activism fundamentally
to the question of return migration. Not only did the activists argue
that paying the 20,000 DM would be a waste of money that they might
have otherwise spent toward the costs of remigrating to Turkey, but
they also condemned the government’s overall failure to create jobs and
training opportunities for individuals who wished to return. “What has
been done with the 500 million marks we have sent?” the activists ques-
tioned, chastising the Turkish government for using their remittances for
the defense budget rather than the “development of the homeland.”**3
Although Defense Minister Zeki Yavuztiirk attempted to stifle these con-
cerns by insisting that military-age youths who paid the 20,000 DM were
“performing a national service,” the activists saw through the rhetoric
and continued to emphasize the Turkish government’s failure to address
the difficulties faced by return migrants."** As one young man who had
grown up in West Germany and now faced unemployment explained, “I
need the money to return to Turkey” but “I have no chance of finding a
job in Turkey either.”"*S

Soon, FEBAG’s platform not only spread to Turkish migrants in the
Netherlands but also attracted the support of important stakeholders
throughout West Germany and Turkey. FEBAG’s allies tended to be left
or center-left organizations that generally supported Turkish migrants:
the German Confederation of Trade Unions (DGB), the metalworkers’
trade union IG Metall, and the Protestant churches. Individuals with sim-
ilar political inclinations also supported FEBAG, including select Social
Democratic and Green Party parliamentarians and Liselotte Funcke, the
Federal Commissioner for the Integration of Foreigners. FEBAG’s cause
also resonated with Turkey’s Confederation of Turkish Trade Unions
(Tiirk-Is), as well as organizations founded by Turkish migrants in West

123 “Bugiine kadar gonderdigimiz oo milyon mark ile ne yapildi?” Bedel, November
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BEDEL, BEL BUKUYOR

VALLAHI
HERR DOKTOR,
20 BIN MARKIM YOK.
AMA Bl OPERASYONLA
BEN! KADIN YAPIP ASKERLIK
DERDINDEN KURTARIRSAN
SANA HELALINDEN 8I
200 KAGIDIM VAR /

¥

FIGURE 3.5 FEBAG activists published a humorous cartoon in
their newsletter, conveying the desperation that young migrants
felt when trying to pay their way out of military service, 1984. The
caption reads: “By God, Herr Doctor, I don’t have 20,000 marks,
but I do have 200 bucks for you if you’ll do an operation to make
me a woman and save me from military service.” © TUSTAYV,

used with permission.
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Germany, such as the Federation of Workers Associations (FIDEF), the
Federation of Progressive People’s Associations in Europe (HDF), and
the Turkish Youth Association in West Berlin.

For these allies, FEBAG’s platform fit into a broader political mes-
sage: condemning Turkey for abuses that continued after the military
coup, despite the country’s professed transition to democracy with the
1983 elections. Expressing their support for FEBAG, West German
DGB representatives disparaged the “immoral” 20,000 DM sum as
a “shameless exploitation of your emergency situation in the service
of financing a military dictatorship, which is painstakingly trying to
hide behind a guise of democracy.”"*® The West Berlin Turkish Youth
Association, which like many left-wing organizations criticized Cold
War militarism, connected FEBAG’s platform to a broader critique of
Turkey’s geopolitical ties to NATO and the United States. Given that
the military exemption fees were going to the defense budget, the asso-
ciation insisted that supporting FEBAG would help “liberate Turkey
from the yoke of the NATO aggressor,” “ensure the security of Turkey
against imperialism,” and “protect the democratic rights of working
people.”**7

West German newspapers, which were likewise eager to criticize
the abuses of Turkey’s military government, expressed sympathy for
FEBAG. The Westfdlische Rundschau argued that the 20,000 DM sum
was “immoral,” described it as “plundering,” and suggested that the
Turkish government was using “robber baron methods” to steal the
migrants’ money."*® As Hanover’s Neue Presse put it, “Ankara appar-
ently values the foreign currency more than the young soldiers.”"*
Another publication drew a parallel to the Ottoman Empire — frequently
used as a negative foil to highlight the glory of West German democracy
against Turkish authoritarianism — during which young men sold into
slavery and military service were forced to “passively acquiesce to their
fates.”"3° Forceful quotations from FEBAG’s supporters hammered the
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“Ratenzahlung: 20000 DM in zehn Jahren. Unterschriften gegen Freikauf-Methoden,”
Westfilische Rundschau, April 24, 1984.

Bat1 Berlin Tirkiye Genglik Birligi, “Yurtdisindak: gengler ve askerlik sorunu,’
1980s, TUSTAV.

“Tiirken klagen: Wer Vaterland nicht dienen will, ist ruiniert,” Westfdilische Rundschau,
April 24, 1984.
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“Junge Turken wehren sich gegen zu hohe Summe zum Freikauf vom Militirdienst,”
Aktuelles aus dem Wurmgebiet, July 5, 1984.
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message home. “We work and work and save a bit, and then we send
the money to our government,” one supporter complained."?' “The gov-
ernment does not want us at all. They just want the money,” another
complained. In the most memorable quote, which allegedly “shocked”
reporters, one man hyperbolized: “The easiest thing you can do is cut off
your index finger because when you’re missing a body part, you don’t
have to go to military service.”'3*

Bolstered by West German media coverage, FEBAG successfully
reshaped Turkish policy. In May 1984, just two months after FEBAG’s
founding, Turkish Defense Minister Yavuztiirk announced the existence
of a proposal to reduce the price but cautioned the activists not to get
their hopes up.'?? Although Yavuztiirk did not mention FEBAG directly,
his justification for the proposed reduction echoed the organization’s
main talking points. “Our citizens abroad consider this price too high
and report that it is a heavy burden,” he noted, adding that individuals
who took out predatory loans often had to pay an additional 10,000 DM
in interest, for a total of 30,000 DM."3* The proposal was successful: a
month after Yavuztiirk’s announcement, the government submitted a bill
to parliament decreasing the price from 20,000 to 15,000 DM, reducing
the length of service from twenty to eighteen months, and raising the age
deadline from thirty to thirty-two."3’

Still not satisfied, FEBAG continued to demand a reduction of the
sum to 5,000 DM and increased their efforts to lobby politicians. In
November 1984, the SPD fraction of the Hamburg city council peti-
tioned the state senate to mitigate the problem by guaranteeing that
the young men be allowed to return to Germany without losing their
jobs even after serving the full eighteen-month military service, and the
state senate enacted the law the following spring.’3® West German pol-
iticians’ willingness to accommodate young Turkish migrants made the
Turkish government’s continued refusal to lower the price to 5,000

3T Hubert Wolf, “Wir arbeiten und schenken das Geld unserer Regierung,” WAZ, May

15, 1984.
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“Ayda 96 marka bedelli askerlik,” Hiirriyet, May 19, 1984.

134 «Askerlik kisaltilacak,” Cumburiyet, May 18, 1984.

135 “Askerlik 18 aya indirildi,” Cumburiyet, June 16, 1984; “Geidnderte Wehrpflicht fur
Turken,” Pro Lokalzeitung, October 19, 1984.

136 SPD-Fraktion, “Antrag. Betr.: Auswirkungen der Wehrpflicht auf die in der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland lebenden auslindischen Mitbiirger, deren Linder der
NATO eingehoren,” Drucksache 11/2901, November 1984. Printed in “Karar tasarilari
eyalet parlamentolarinda,” Bedel, 1985.
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DM all the more frustrating. By 1986, FEBAG had developed more
creative ways of lobbying, including protesting in front of eight Turkish
consulate offices throughout West Germany while wearing nothing but
their pajamas. As the organization elaborated in a flyer, “Up until now,
we have worn suits and ties, and nevertheless we were ignored by the
Turkish authorities. Now we are going to show up in pajamas and
nightgowns.” 37

Despite such stunts, FEBAG’s 5,000 DM goal never materialized. Even
though Turkey reduced the price to 10,000 DM in 1988, the activists
continued to portray themselves as “victims.” In an elegant poem speak-
ing to Turkish migrants’ larger sense of betrayal, one activist echoed the
oft-touted notion that the Turkish government viewed them as little more
than “remittance machines”: “Have you ever worked abroad? Do you
know what it means to be a migrant? Do you understand the younger
generation? You have your palms open, expecting something from our
wallets. All the laws you have passed are for yourselves. You want to take
advantage of the destitute migrants ... We are not remittance machines.
We are Turkish youths living abroad.”*3?

Whether redirecting West German development aid, urging guest work-
ers to send remittance payments, or squeezing money out of young
military-age men, the Turkish government’s opposition to return migra-
tion throughout the 1970s and 198o0s reflected a consistent trend: prior-
itizing national economic goals over guest workers’ and their children’s
needs. Whereas the Turkish government in the early 1960s valued the
guest workers for their ability to return and contribute to their home-
land using their knowledge and skills cultivated in West Germany, by the
1970s and 1980s the government derived the migrants’ value as citizens
precisely from their absence from their home country. Turks living in
West Germany remained official citizens of Turkey, but their value to the
nation was no longer tied to their physical presence within the borders of
the Turkish nation-state. Instead, it was based on their ability to contrib-
ute to the country’s economy by remaining abroad, by not inundating the
overburdened Turkish labor market with their unwanted bodies, and by
investing Deutschmarks in their homeland.

137 FEBAG, flyer, “Bedelzede Geng!” June 21, 1986, TUSTAV; “Keine tiirkischen Armee
fiir im Ausland lebende Tiirken,” March 2, 1984, AdsD, DGB-Archiv, 5/DGAZ000988.
138 Poem in Bedel, September 1984, TUSTAV.
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This new set of relations reflected Turkey’s efforts to position itself
within the broader world and to make sense of its own identity. In prac-
tical terms, the obsession with guest workers’ Deutschmarks was funda-
mentally the product of Turkey’s macroeconomic struggles as it adjusted
to its outward orientation in the age of global neoliberal capitalism and
attempted to alleviate the debt crisis of the late 1970s. But it also reflected
a deeper crisis of Turkey’s national identity as those at home grappled
with redefining their relationship to the Almanc: 3,000 kilometers away.

To conceal their obsession with coopting guest workers’ Deutschmarks,
both the government and corporations — from banks to cigarette compa-
nies — used nationalist rhetoric that sought to embrace the ostracized
migrants as core parts of the nation, or the vatan. But guest workers
saw through this rhetoric. Many sincerely wished to return to their
home country and could have greatly benefitted from Turkey’s cooper-
ation with West Germany’s bilateral development programs promoting
return migration. Instead, they felt as though they were being abandoned
and exploited by the government of their homeland. The novelist Bekir
Yildiz’s satirical interpretation — that guest workers should even “give up
eating” for the sake of their home country’s struggling economy — rang
true. Manipulation had created mistrust.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.005

