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I. INTRODUCTION 

Since the 1960 s , women in paid employment have become a major topic of 

interes t to researchers in the Wes tern World, the resul t be ing a rich 

li terature on employment is sues related to women ( Koziara, Moskow, and 

Tanner ,  198 7 ). In an attempt to answer questions on women and work, 

research has focused on a variety of issues ranging from labour force 

participation, wages and unionization to career and family respons ib ili ties 

of women. 

The role of women in developing countries '  urban labour markets , 

however , received l imited attention in the Western World (Gregory, 198 8). 

Furthermore ,  many original work that may have surfaced from thos e developing 

. d t h h w d . 1 countries o no reac t e es tern au 1ence . Thi s  s tudy attempts to 

partially fill that gap by examining gender divis ions in a deve loping , 

seculariz e d , and predominantly Mus lim country: Turkey. 

The purpose of this s tudy is to pres ent an overview of the current 

s tatus of women in paid work in Turkey ' s  labour market ,  and to discuss the 

achievements and prob lems encountered by Turkish women . In the fol lowing 

sections we will firs t trace the evolving pub lic pol icy treatment of women 

in Turkey throughout history. We will then analyze the occupational 

dis tribution of the labour force by gender . Finally, we will provide 

explanations for segregation in Turkey ' s  labour market . 



II. PUBLIC POLICY TREATMENT OF WOMEN 

The evo lution o f  public  policy on women is a reflec tion of the economic 

development , the class s tructure and the socio- cultural values that prevai l  

i n  that soci ety . The identi fication of Turkey as a deve lop ing country and 

as one having its 

indicators o f  the 

cultural value sys tem derived from Is lam, are bo th 

s tatus of women in the country (Kazgan , 19 8 1) .  In an 

attempt to unders ta�d where women workers s tand in Turkey's lab our market ,  

we will briefly examine the evolution o f  public  policy on women throughout 

his tory and present a summary discus sion on present day legislation. 

II. 1. Pre-Islamic Period 

The ancient his tory of Turkey can be traced back to the Hittite Empire 

(c . a. 1600 - 1200 B.C.) which was followed by the Eas t Roman Emp ire and later 

on by the Byzantine Emp ire (Shaban and Zeytinoglu , 19 8 5 ) . In this section 

our analys is will focus on women in Hittites as it represents the Turkish 

cul ture exi s ting under the Shaman religion , prior to the influence of I s lam . 

At the time of the Hittite Empire , women had respectab le positions in 

society . In the extended family hierarchy women were equal partners in the 

marriage relationship and had equal ownership of the family property 

(Velidedeoglu , 1983 ) . Women could work in any occupation they chose, 

including military occupations (Arat, 1986) . Respect for women was 

partially due to the fact that they gave birth to and raised children, 

therefore, they symbolized the continuation of kinship. The oldest male in 

the family was considered the head of the household but he would act more as 

a manager o f  family affairs than the authoritarian ruler. However, in 
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making major decisions , such as marriage , which would influence the future 

l ife of the female , their consent was not required ·(Altindal , 19 75) . 

II. 2. Ottoman - Islamic Period 

The s tatus of women in Turkish society deteriorated drast ically when 

Turks were converted to Islam ( Xth Century A . D.). S tart ing with the XIII 

Century A . D . , 

wholeheartedly 

culture . 

Mus l im rel igion , adopted , interpreted and defended 

by the Ottoman Turks , played a s i gnificant role in shap ing 

In the Ottoman - Is lamic period , women literally became slaves to men 

(Velidedeoglu , 

rights . For 

19 8 3). 

examp le ,  

They did not have any economic , social or pol itical 

they were not allowed to leave the family property 

without the permis s ion of the ir husband or other males in the family; they 

could not speak to any male other than the ir immediate family memb ers; they 

were required to wear a vei l  to cover their face , and they were not allowed 

to go to school . Thus , they were looked upon as sex objects and as a means 

of procreat ion .  Their s tatus improved slightly only if they had male 

children . Excep t  for rural women working on the family farms and women 

engaged in domestic services in the houses of the rich , the female 

population was prec luded from economic activity in the market (Kazgan ,  

1 9 8 1) .  

The I s lam religious law, Sharia, considered men superior to women . In 

courts , two women wi tnes ses were required for each male witnes s. Upon the 

death of the father , the daughter would inheri t  only half of what the son 

would inheri t. Husbands were permitted to divorce their wives but the 

oppos i te of that was not even thought of. Polygamy was allowed, therefore a 
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man could marry up to four women (Arat, 1986; Al tindal, 1975). In summary, 

women were imprisoned in their homes . . .  first in their fathe r ' s home, then in 

their husband's home. 

II. 3. The Awakening Period 

In the XIXth Century we started to see signs of Wes ternization in the 

Ottoman Empire and as a result of this , a relaxation of the Shariah rules 

and an awakening among upper class women. At that time , the official 

government policy was to provide more and b etter education for women so that 

they could contribute to the overall welfare of the family. 

The relative freedom provided to women in the XIXth Century showed its 

impact particularly after the return to the cons titutional rule in 1908 . 

Women in urban areas established various associations,  such as the 

" Association for the Betterment of Women" in 1 908 and the " Ottoman S ociety 

of Women " in_ 1910 , to discus s women's is sues and prob l ems. Women were 

allowed to work but only in occupations of nursing and teaching , which are 

seen as the extension of their nurturing positions at home . There were even 

journals published by women (Abadan - Unat, 1 9 8 1). 

Although smal l in number and res tricted to the urban , weal thy and 

educated women, the accomp lishments of these women and their as sociations 

opened the gates of the res trictive Ottoman Turkish - Mus lim society to 

feminist - progressive women . 
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II. 4. Independence Yar and Afterwards 

After World War I ,  the Ottoman Emp ire los t  not only much of its 

previous terri tory but also its sovereignty. Under the leadership of 

Ataturk , the Turkish national ist  groups fought the Independence War ( 19 1 8  -

19 2 3 ) , defeated the Engl ish , Italian , French and Greek invasion and 

abolished the Ottoman Emp ire ' s  government in Is tanbul . Consequently , in 

1 9 2 3 , Turkey was formally declared a Republic ( Shaban and Zeytinoglu , .198 5). 

As a result of the cris is of war , women were offered jobs in ammunition 

and food factories ,  in public service and hospi tals . S ome were even 

enrolled in the national is t revolutionary army. At the same time women were 

permitted to enter univers i ty which meant no t only opening up all the levels 

of educati on to women but also establish ing coeducational clas ses (Abadan

Unat , 19 8 1) . 

The political crises , improved education and the independence war 

provoked the political consc iousness among a small number of urban women . 

Although women from all social classes had fought for the independence as 

militants and s oldiers only an educated elite from the urban centres sought 

recogni tion . However ,  they were excluded from dis cuss ions in the Grand 

National As sembly on s tructuring the Republic . Although men from all soc ial 

classes  bureaucrats, soldiers merchants , and landowners were 

represented , women did no t have any repres entatives in Parliament and, 

therefore; did no t have a vo ice defending women's rights . As a result , the 

powerful coalition of religious fundamentalis ts (pres ent in all soc ial 

classes) , and the landowners repres enting the feudal economic and soc ial 

s tructure defeated a bill to provide universal suffrage ( Arat , 1986) . 

5 



Although the unfavourable economic and political conditions made the 

implementation 

the Republic, 

Within a few 

schools ,  the 

of modernization projects difficult , Ataturk, the founder of 

kept on preparing public opinion for deep seated changes .  

years, he managed to secularize the s tate, abolish religious 

Arabic transcript and poligamy ( Shabon and Zeytinoglu, 19 85) . 

He brought 

under the 

suffrage 

law . The 

rights to women, and equal treatment of women and men 

majority of the new legis lation was adap ted from 

For example, the Turkish Civil Code of 19 2 6 ,  took the Continental Europe . 

Swiss Civil Code as a model (Ve lidedeoglu, 19 8 3) and copied into Turkish 

legis lation its traditional values of the family and the role of women in 

the family unit . 

Once the extraordinary conditions of war had passed, women who had 

worked in indus try as wage lab ourers or fought as soldiers were forced back 

into their homes, leaving their jobs to the men returning from war . With 

the exception of a handful of progressive, " elite " ,  educated women in urban 

areas; the majority did not object to this process ( Tekeli, 19 8 1) .  In 

summary, all major rights were not fought for but were granted by men during 

the war crisis, and after the war they were taken b ack without any 

resis tance . 

II. 5. Present Day Legislation 

Present day employment laws are based on the equality of both sexes at 

work. In practice, however, there are deviations from the legally set 

standards. Although it is illegal, it is socially acceptable for women to 

be paid lower than men in the same j ob (Ozbay, 1981 ) or women to be denied 
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promotion b ecaus e of her sex . Furthermore , the Turkish Civil Code is a 

major obs tacle for the advancement of women in p aid employment . 

The Civil Code does not contain the principle of equality in the 

household. It defines the husband as the head of the household (Article 

152) and requires the wife to live in the home selected by the husband , and 

to b e  responsible for household chores and raising children (Article 153). 

In addition ,  according to Article 159, the wife has to obtain the husband ' s  

permis s i on in order to work for pay (Akinturk , 1986) .  S ince the type of 

work i s  not defined in the law , it can b e  interpreted as any paid work at 

home or outside the home . The C ivil Code discriminates agains t women and 

defines their role as secondary in the family and in society . Then what are 

the pos s ib le reasons that Turkish women do not attemp t  to change this 

legislation? A brief look at the Turkish socio- economic s tructure suggests 

some explanations. 

A legislative change requires political and economic power . Women in 

the Turkish pol i tical sys tem, however, lack power . They represent half the 

electorate, yet voting decis ions are made by me� and dictated to women 

(Arat, 1 9 8 6). Very few women are poli tically active (Tekel i, 1 9 81) and 

those that are in elected pos itions generally occupy their seats b ecause of 

" family" connections. Furthermore, thos e few women parl iamentarians do not 

believe in women's rights - - ·  they promote the exis t ing social norms and the 

dominance of men in society . 

A change in the legal s ys tem also depends on economic power . As the 

next s ection presents in deta il, many women work on small family farms as 

unpaid farm labour or are 'homemakers' and therefore, they are financially 

dependent on their hus bands or fathers . This economic dependence reinforces 
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their sub s ervience to the men in the family in making all major deci s i ons, 

including voting for poli tical partie s .  

Another obstacle for women in gaining equal rights provided under the 

law, is the lack of formal education. The majority of Turkish women are 

illiterate . It is  difficul t to expect s ocial consciousnes s  among women i f  

they cannot even read and write their name s . 2 Education enl ightens the world 

of every person .  I n  Turkey many women are denied the bas ic human right to 

be educate d ,  and even if they want to, they cannot ge t the education they 

deserve because their economic dependance on men in the family res tricts 

the ir attainment of educat ion . Under existing circumstances women are 

trapped in a vic ious c ircle which is difficul t to escape . 

III. WOMEN IN THE LABOUR FORCE 

III. l. Data and Definitions 

For our inves tigation we use publ ished Census and the 19 85 Labour Force 

data prepared by the S tate Institute of S tatistics ( S I S) .  The s tudy is not 

confined to adult workers, but includes any person 12 years or older who is  

not ins t itutional ized . Such a low cut off age is not taken arbitrarily; it 

is the officially ( S I S )  accepted labour force participation age. Schooling 

until 12 years of age is required but child employment is permitted and is 

common after 12 years of age. 

Census data includes people working without renurneration on the family 

farm as part of the labour force, therefore it gives an indication of where 

people are employed as paid and unpaid labour. Census data also gives a 
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listing of those groups not in the labour force. This l i s t  includes a 

section , ent itled 'homemakers' , which provides an important source of 

informati on. for our s tudy , indicating where women who are not in the labour 

force are concentrated . 

III. 2. Labour Force Participation 

As it is  in mos t developing countries of the world (Ados sana, 1987) , 

women in Turkey have always been engaged in rural activities. They have 

worked as unpaid labour on small family farms performing manual tasks in an 

effort to improve the family income . In addition to agricultural 

activities , these women are also involved in home -based production of goods 

and services. 

In the 1950s, approximately 80 percent of the population in Turkey was 

actively engaged in agriculture , of which women made up over 50 percent 

( Kazgan , 1981) . In the decades following that , the country's trans ition 

from an agricul turally based society to a semi-industrial one resul ted in a 

decl ine in the agricultural labour force ( to 63 percent in 1980) . 

Nevertheless women continued to be employed predominantly in agriculture (86 

percent in 1980) ( S IS, 1988) . 

As presented in Table l ,  the labour force participation rate (LFP) of 

women was approximately 37 percent in 1980. However, if farm labour is 

excluded from the data, the LFP of women decreases to 12 percent indicating 

the small percentage of women employed as wage earners. Although in 

comparison to 1950 when women employed in the non-agricultural labour force 

was only 3. 5 percent (Kazgan, 1981), in the 1980s women have improved their 

share. Yet, they still occupy a relatively unimportant place in Turkey's 
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urban labour . market. About 88 percent of working age, urban women are not 

in the labour force, resulting in a tremendous amount of unuti lized labour. 

These  women are primarily engaged in child rearing and the day to day 

activities o f  their househo ld but are not active in the productive labour 

market. 

III.3. Occupational Distribution 

10 

The concentration of women in a small number of occupations is well 

documented both in developed (Holden and Hansen, 1987; Reskin, 1984; Blau 

and Ferber, 1987) 

Kaz gan, 198 1 ) .  The 

and develop ing countries (Ados sama , 1987; Oral , 1987; 

mos t  casual inspection o f  the Turki sh-labour market 

reveals that females and males tend to be employed in different occupations 

( se e  Table 2). Females are heavily concentrated in unpaid farming 

occupations . They also have a cons iderable share in profess ional, technical 

and clerical occupations. Men are heavily represented in managerial and 

adminis trative occupations , as well as in production ,  trans po rtation , sales 

and service occupations. The occupational dis tr ibution of females and males 

has not drastically changed s ince 1975. Data in Tab le 2 ,  however, indicates 

that as the country becomes industrialized men occupy those industry and 

related urban jobs of sales and service, leaving unskil led farming jobs to 

women. 

Table 2 suggests that in compar ison to developed countries (see, for 

examp le, Reskin, 1984; Blau and Ferber, 1987), a relatively small percentage 

of women are employed in clerical and service occupations (2 8 and 8 percent, 

respectively, in 1985). In a developing country, where non-agricultural 
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jobs are scarce and the unemployment rate is high, the low paying, 

repetitive and manual jobs, typ ically held by women in developed countries, 

are filled by men . In Turkey it is  common for men to be emp loyed as 

administrative support or clerical staff, waiters, janitors and sales 

persons. 

Data on Table 2 does not reveal the full extent of occupational 

distribution by sex. For example , among profess ional and technical workers, 

which have a substantial proportion o f  women workers, women tend to be in 

profes s i ons that are cons idered to be appropriate for a women to work in , 

such as teaching, banking , nursing, law and medicine . The few women that: 

are employed as engineers fall into the "more delicate" engineering fields 

such as chemical engineering, industrial engineering and architecture . 

These fields attract females e ither because it is  presumed that the work 

environment provides physical protection, such as a laboratory or office , or  

the job requires concentration and preci s ion. S ince women are as sumed to 

possess those traits , or the occupation is cons idered more o f  an art than 

science, it is  therefore appropriate for women to work in . 

In production occupations, a small number of women (8 percent in 1985) 

are emp loyed in assembl ing, tobacco, textiles-apparel, food process ing and 

jobs . Women are totally excluded from the skil led and/or packaging 

phys ically demanding occupations of mining , manufacturing and construction. 

Certain service occupations which may require close contact with male 

cliente le, such as trade, transportation, communications and protective 

services,  are almos t  closed to women (Vel idedeoglu, 1983; Kazgan, 1981). 

Gender differenc es are often referred to as "occupational segregation" 

by sex which refers to the relative distribution of men and women in the 

labour market. This definition excludes the strictly segregated area, the 



home , and ana1yzes the dis tribution in the less segregated one - - the market 

for p aid labour . Perfect integration prevails if men and women appear in 

each occupation in the proportions in which they are found in the total 

labour force , and total segregation exis ts if men and women work in 

comp le te ly different occupations . 

The degree of segregation can be measured in various ways . The one 
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mos t commonly used is the Duncan and Duncan's (1955 ) segregation index . 3 It 

indicates the proportion of women in the labour force that would have to 

switch occupations in order to be distributed like men. The index in Tab le 

3 presents the sex segregation in Turkish labour markets . It is interes ting 

to note that occupational segregation appears to rise over time , rather than 

decrease ,  indicating that as the country's indus trialization level increases 

and as women enter into the non- agricultural labour force ,  they are. 

channelled into occupations that already have a large number of women. 

Kazgan (1981) has also noted the same phenomenon for the 1950 - 1975 period. 

Possib le reasons for this occupational segregation will be discus sed in the 

following paragraphs . 

IV. EXPLAINING SEX SEGREGATION 

The occupational segregation index shows the distribution of women and 

men in the labour force but it does not give any explanations about the 

process by which jobs are allocated. As stated by Beller (1982) ,  ttif more 

than half the population is denied access to 60 percent of the occupations, 

being crowded in a few at lower earnings, equality of opportunity does not 

exist. The major issue is whether the dramatic differences in the 



occupational 

each, given 

dis tributions of sexes result from different cho ices made by 

equal opportunities, or from unequal opportunities to make 
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s imilar choices . " 

Various approaches have been deve loped by social scientists to explain 

this phenomenon . The labour market theoreticians have either claimed that 

it is the result of processes on the supply s ide by which women and men, due 

to different preferences or human cap ital inves tments, choose different 

occupations ( Corcoran, Duncan and Ponza, 19 84) , or that emp loyers 

discriminate 

19 84). Class 

by as s igning women and men to different types of work (Blau, 

conscious exp lanations sugges t  that no t only cap ital ism but 

patriarchy is a factor holding women back in the labour market in o rder for 

men to maintain power within the family ( Hartmann, 19 81; Vel idedeoglu, 

1 9 8 3). 

Sociologists focus on socio - cultural factors, such as norms, values, 

attitudes and rel i gion, which influence an individual's decis ion to choose 

an occup ation or to be placed in one (Abadan-Unat, 19 8 1; Coldwill, 19 87) .  

Ins titutional economis ts as well as human resource speciali s ts have argued 

that, organizat ional processes and workp lace mechani sms constrain the sexes' 

occupational outcomes.  They have focus ed on formal mechanisms such as 

recrui tment, placement, evaluation and training policies, as well as 

informal mechanisms such as, mentoring and workplace social ization, in 

channeling people to sex-typed career paths (Roos and Reskin, 1984) . 

In this section we will provide explanatkons to sex segregation in 

Turkey's urban labour market by referring to a combination of these 

approaches becaus e none of them can alone fully explain the reasons for 

segregation but each has an impact. 
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IV.l. Labour Market Theories and Gender Divisions 

The human capi tal model as sumes that women and men's life styles as 

well as their investment in human cap ital are different . Men are expected 

to enter the labour force after comp leting their education and remain in it 

until  retirement . Women, on the other hand , are expected to work only if 

they can find jobs that do no t conflict with their domes tic obligations 

(Blau. and Ferber , 1987). Therefore , men will inves t in job- oriented 

education and on- the- job training, ·:;hi le women will choose general education 

which could also be utilized as a homemaker. 

For the emp loyers, · education is an important predictor o f  success 

(S tone and Meltz, 1988); showing the capac ity to acquire knowledge and 

perform jobs that may require new technology. Although agricultural jobs in 

Turkey can s till be performed with none or minimal education, mos t  non

agricultural jobs require formal education . 

·As displayed in the first three columns of Table 4 ,  the majority of 

women in Turkey lack education. Al though it is legally required for each 

Turkish c i tizen to have an elementary schoo l education, in 1980 still 51 

percent of the population (6 years old and above) were illiterate (S IS, 

1987). Within the illi terate group 60 percent were women. Furthermore , as 

the education level increases the number of women graduates decreases. For 

example , in 1980 while a s izeable number (41 percent) of elementary school 

graduates were women, only a minority (2 5 percent) of univers ity or 

community college graduates were women. 

The low educational attainment within the female population is cause 

and consequence of the low level of partic ipation and segregation in urban 

labour markets. 
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As presented in Table �. in 1980 only 1 percent o f  the illiterate women 

and 5 p ercent of the elementary schoo l  graduates were able to participate in 

the non - agricultural labour force . Participation o f  women increased in 

proportion to the increase in the educational level, In 1980 , close to half 

(46 p ercent) of female senior high schoo l  graduates and a majori ty (71 

percent) of the female university or community college graduates were in the 

labour force. 

How can labour marke t theories explain such a contras t in the labour 

market activity of highly educated and uneducated women? 

If we are to assume that the woman's decis ion to work in paid 

employment is a family decis ion and is related to inves tment in human 

capital, then for the uneducated and unskilled woman, the rational decis ion 

is to s tay at home and not participate in the paid labour market .  In 

Turkey, urban women who choose, or are forced, to be homemakers, can s till 

contribute to the family income by producing time - consuming, manual goods 

and services such as house cleaning, food canning or preserving, at home . 

Market jobs will no t pay them a sufficient salary to buy these  goods and 

services . Thus, for a great majority of uneducated women, non - market 

activity may be the bes t  available option . 

In addition, if they choose to work, these uneducated women will 

qualify only for uns killed occupations . Yet, due to the low level of 

industrialization, a large supply of labour compete for a small number of 

nonagr icultural job s and because men are cons idered to be the primary 

workers and the 'b readwinners ' ,  they will have prior ity in fill ing 

vacanc ies.  

Still s ome women would seek paid job s for economic reas ons. They would 

work in any avai lable job in order to contribute to the family income . Most 
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o f  these  women would be employed as clerical staff if they had a high school 

education, or they would be hired as labourers in the internationally 

competitive export indus tries, such as textile, light manufacturing or 

assembling, or agri-bus inesses of tobacco, tea, cotton, and haz elnut 

process ing and packaging . Employers in these indus tries would hire women 

only because they are cheaper to emp loy, the supply is abundant, the work 

force is obedient and willing to work in factories that resemble the sweat 

shops of early indus trialized North America. 

As the education level increases, and women become profess ionals and 

specialis ts, the ir market wage also increases to a leve l that can compensate 

the foregone production of home -made goods; work in a paid job becomes 

economically feas ible. These well-paid women can afford to buy mos t  home 

produced goods and services,  such as house - cleaning and child- care and can 

therefore, actively participate in the labour force. 

IV.2. Socio- Cultural Factors Influencing Gender Divis i ons . 

The nee- clas s ical labour market approach as sumes fami lies and 

individuals make rational decis ions in investing in human capital. In 

practice, however, s ocio - cul tural factors have a major influence on labour 

force participation decisions. As Velidedeoglu (1983) sug gests, the 

secondary position of Turkish women in the labour market is not only an 

economic disability, but also a result of the prejudices of men towards 

women, and of men who resist giving up their power·over women. Furthermore, 

religion is one of the most important cultural factors reinforcing the 

primary position of men (Arat, 1986). 
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Cons ider a hypothetical example of a Turkish family living in an urban 

area. Assume that they have two children; a daughter and a son. They have 

to decide which one o f  these two children wil l  be educated . Rational 

decision making should dictate that the mos t  "able" child should be provided 

with the opportunity to go to school. For this family, however, the 

decision will be to educate the son, no t necessarily because he is more 

"able" but because he is more valuable to the family ( Kongar, 1978; 

Kagitcibasi, 1981) . 

family property; he 

wil l  carry on the 

educated only to a 

When the son grows up, he wil l  be in charg� of the 

will provide old age security to the parents; and he 

family name. 

level where 

The daughter, on the other hand, will be 

she can contribute to the househo ld 

responsibilities . Quite often, educating daughters is considered " was ting" 

money on a consumed good because they will be married "out" and take the 

family inves tment with them to the husband's family . 

The s ocial conditioning, that men are more valuable than women, and 

that a woman ' s place is at home, is so influential that many women do no t 

even consider themse lves as equals to men nor do they demand equal 

educational opportunities. Only a small number o f  women are able to 

overcome the economic and social barriers to education. As an extension of 

that, when they are employed, they must overcome the barriers in the 

workplace, such as sex-role conditioning and stereotyping. 

As Colwill (1987) discusses, sex roles are rootad in the history of a 

country; they are defined by the religion, delineated by the legal system, 

and reinforced by the culture. Sex role socialization, the process by which 

people learn their sex roles, starts at the time of birth. It is learned at 

home, at school and in all social settings. It influences the occupational 

preferences, knowledge, skills and traits of women and men (Marini and 
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Brinton, 19 8 4) . It creates sex-role s tereotypes, bel iefs about how women 

and men will behave . Therefore, women and men at work develop prejudices 

agains t each other. Thus, people are as s i gned to different jobs and are 

treated differently based on sex ( Colwill, 19 87). 

Women workers in Turkey's urban labour market are faced with the same 

s ocial conditioning and sex-stereotyping that exis ts throughout the world. 

The only difference in Turkey is that there is a blatant sex discrimination, 

particularly for those few who would l ike to break into male dominated 

occupations . This is because s ociety accepts sex discr imination in hiring 

men as o pposed to women with the same educational background . 

At work, women are channe led into positions which are an extens ion of 

the ir home respons ibil it ies of organiz ing and care - giving but they are not 

emp loyed in decis ion making managerial and adminis tartive jobs . As 

presented in Table 2, in 19 8 5  women occup ied only 3 . 5  percent o f  managerial 

and administrative positions whereas 23 and 32 percent, of the faculty of 

bus ine s s  graduates in the univers ities in 19 80 and 19 8 5 , respectively, were 

women ( S IS,  19 8 8  and Table 5) . In addition, Table 4 displays that in 19 8 0 ,  

7 1  percent o f  female univers ity graduates were in the labour force . Then 

what are the poss ible explanations of such a low representation of women in 

manageri al and administrative pos itions? One can assume that after 

graduation some may have dropped out of the labour market to become 

homemakers. Many faculty of bus iness graduates , however, are discr iminated 

agains t and are placed into non-dec ision making pos i tions, such as 

adminis trative support-s taff job s. 

In the popular pres s, and among some academic circ les in Turkey (Oral , 

1986; Velidedeoglu, 1983; Asena, 1987; Ozbay, 1981; Gokturk and Cakir, 1987; 

Altindal, 1975), it is an accepted fac t that educated women, particularly 



the women in male dominated fields,  are faced with discrimination in 

recruitment, selection, placement decis ions and in job- as s ignments even if 

they have the same pre - employment training as men . Although our data does 

not suffice us to reach such a conclus ion, a combined analysis of the data 

in Tables 2, 3, and 4, suggests s ex discrimination in employment 

opportunities. 

IV.3. A Closer Look at University Educated Women 

19  

In a country where women comprise a small number in the nonagricultural 

labour force, it is interesting to observe that the majority ( 7 1  percent) o f  

female university graduates choose to participate in the labour market . In 

this section, we will focus on this se lect segment o f  the female l abour 

force and attempt to answer the question of why these women choose to work 

in a paid job, and the type of occupations they are in . 

· Table 5 displays the field 

community college graduates .  

of  study 

Although 

of the female university and 

data does not pres ent the 

occupational distribution, it gives us an indication of the type of jobs 

they may hold in the future . Here the analys is is based on two assumptions. 

First , we as sume that at least 70 percent of the 19 8 4-1 9 8 5  (academic year)  

graduands will work at a market job; second, that they will work in their 

field of specialization . 

As Table 5 presents, in 1 9 8 5  female graduates were heavily concentrated 

(42 - 45 percent) in the traditionally female dominated fields of education, 

fine arts, and social sciences. About one-third of law and business school 

(31 and 32 percent, respectively) graduates in 1985 were women. In medical 

sciences 41 percent of the graduates were female. Furthermore, within this 



field , females 

dentistry and 

comprised a large minority ( 40 percent) in medical school , 

pharmaceutical graduates . Even in the male dominated 

engineering.occupations 17 percent of all graduates are women. 

Data in Table 5 presents interesting findings on gender divisions . 

20 

S ome professions , such as nursing and teaching , generally considered as 

segregated in the Western World, are also segregated in Turkey; some o ther 

professions , such as law , medicine and pharmacy , where women in developed 

countries have not been able to enter into in large numbers until the last 

decade , have a high percentage of women graduates and potential job 

occupants . In fact, according to one study , even a decade ago , 2 5  percent 

of all practitioners in law and medicine were women (Oncu , 19 8 1). 

What are possible explanations for such a high participation rate among 

professional women in Turkey? First , in contrast to the classic 

professional image they have in the Western Worl d ,  the professions of law , 

medicine and certain areas o f  engineering are new to Turkish society. These 

professions date back only to 19 20s when the Turkish Republic was formed . 

There fore , professional associations which restricted the entrance of women 

to professions in Western societies , did no t exist in Turkey unti l  recently . 

After they were formed they did no t adopt policies that resulted in 

discrimination against women. On the contrary, these associations became 

the major defenders of human rights and social justice; they supported the 

equality of women and men in their profession and in all the aspects of 

life. 

Second, public policy has always been designed to increase the number 

of people in these professions by opening it up to society. Upon entering 

these professions, there are no special education requirements other than a ·  

high school diploma and receiving an acceptable score in the general 
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univers i ty entrance exams . Therefore, the training for these profess ions is 

open to and female or male s tudents. 

A third reason is that the mos t  educated women in Turkey come from 

families with a higher s ocio - economic s tatus than men with the same level of 

educat ion ( Kagitcibas i, 19 8 1) .  Therefore, they are more eas ily acccepted 

into thes e  profess ions where men may come from lower - social clas se s . 

Fourth, women in these occupations are able to accommodate the ir 

profes s ional and marital roles because domestic labour is cheap, child-

rearing tasks can be either de legated to o ther members o f  the family
4 

or 

women can afford expens ive and limited child care facilities . 

Las t ly, as a resul t of the large number of women participating 

succes s fully in thes e  occupations, there is no "masculine " image o f  law, 

medicine and o ther related occupations ( Oncu, 19 8 1). On the contrary, they 

are cons idered as des irable occupations for women ( Ozbay, 19 8 1) .  

V. CONCLUSIVE REMARKS 

Thi s  s tudy has attempted to present an overview of the current s tatus 

of women in paid work. We examined the achievements and problems 

encountered by women in Turkish labour markets throughout history. 

In discussing gender divisions in the labour markets and women's 

participation in market activity, we traced the influences of public policy 

throughout history , and the impact of economic and socio-cultural factors. 

Our goal was to provide the reader with a better grasp of the relationship 

of women and work and such basic issues of development problems, illiteracy, 

dependency and the struggle for social change. 



In examining gender divisions in Turkey's labour market, we observed 

the low participation rate o f  women in urban centres and the predominance of 

women as unpaid farm workers . 

2 2  

Data on occupational distribution of workers revealed that females and 

males in Turkish labour markets tended to be emp loyed in different , sex 

segregated occupations . In explaining gender divisions in Turkey ' s  urban 

labour markets, we took economic and socio-cultural theories developed in 

the Western world and blended those into the Turkish economic structure and 

cul ture dominated by the Muslim religion . 

We found the low educational attainment o f  females a cause and 

consequence of the ir low level of participation and segregation in urban 

labour markets . Analysis o f  the data also revealed that if women rece ived 

education, particularly a professional degree , they were more active and 

successful participants o f  the labour market .  Economic underdevelopment and 

the cultural restrictions on women were the major barriers women had to 

overcome in order to work in a market job .  

The future is optimistic only for the elite segment o f  educated , 

professional women . They have a greater chance of improving the ir status in 

the working world, and to bend the social barriers in the ir favour. For 

less educated women, however, participation in the labour force would be 

dependent on the economic development and change in social and religious 

norms. 



YEAR 

197S 

1980 

TABLE 1 

LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES BY S EX 
1975 - 1980 

LABOUR FORCE 
TOTAL FEMALES 

17, 384 

19,212 

(%) 

36. 0 

37.0 

NON-AGRICULTURAL LABOUR FORCE 
TOTAL FEMALES IN NON -AGR 

(%) LABOUR FORCE (%) 

34.8 12.8 

42.0 12.2 

23 

S ource: 197S and 1980 Population Census, S tatis tical Yearbook of Turkey 
1987, Ankara, S tate Institute of Statistics, 1988, pp. SS. 



TABLE 2 

LABOUR FORCE DISTRIBUTION BY OCCUPATION ANO SEX 

Occupation 197S 

% of Male % of Female 

Labour Force in Labour Force 

Occupation Occupation 

Professional & Technical 4.2 2.8 

Managerial & Administrative 0.6 0.0 

Clerical workers 3.6 2.1 

Sales Occupations 4.8 0.5 

Service \.lorkers 4.7 0.9 

Farming, Forestry, Fish i ng, 

Hunting workers 52.8 87.S 

Production & related, 

Transportation Occupations 29.3 6.0 

Other 

Total l
a 

100 100 

a: Total may be less than 100 percent due to roundi ng off. 

\./omen as % % of Male 

in of \Jorlcers in Labour Force 

Occupation Occupation 

27.0 6.9 

5.8 2.5 

24.9 6.0 

5.9 11.0 

9.5 9.5 

47.9 30.1 

10.3 33.0 

1.0 

35.7 100 

1985 

% of Female 

in Labour Force 

Occupation 

5.7 

0.2 

5.3 

1. 1 

1.8 

78.9 

6.8 

0.2 

100 

Sources: �975 Population Census and �he i985 Labour ;orce Survey, Statistical Year book of rurlcey 1987, AnKara, 
State !nstitute of Statistics, 1988, pp. 56 and 188. 

24 

\./omen as % 
in of Workers in 

Occupation 

26.6 

3.5 

27.7 

4.3 

7.5 

53.1 

8.2 

0.6 

30.2 



YEAR 

19 7 5  

1980 

19 8 5  

TABLE 3 

OCCU�ATIONAL SEGREGATION INDEX OF WOMEN 
( 19 7 5  - 19 8 5 )  

INDEX 

3 4 . 8 

43. 9 

48 . 8  

25 

S ources :  19 7 5  and 19 80 Population Census, Statis tical Yearbook of Turkey 
19 87,  Ankara, S tate Ins titute of S tatistics, 19 8 8 ,  pp. 56 and 188 . 
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TABLE 4 

FEMALE LITERACY AND NON-AGRICULTURAL IABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION, 1980 

Education Levela # of # of female % of # o f  % of female 
graduates graduates female females graduates 

in each in each in total in non- agr. in non-agr . 
leve l leve l labour force labour force 

(1) (2) (2/1) (3) (3/2) 

Illiterate 18, 402 11, 106 60 153 1 

Elementary S choo l 14, 216 5,821 41 289 5 

Junior High S chool 2, 137 691 32 89 13 

Senior High S chool 1, 902 682 36 311 46 

University or 
Community College 844 215 25 153 71 

a: Numbers in thousands . 

S ource: 1980 Population Census , Statistical Yearbook of Turkey 1987, Ankara, 
S tate Institute of Statistics , 1988, pp. 47 and 57. 



TABLE 5 

Percentage of Female Graduates from Universities and 
Community Colleges in the Academic Year 

Field of S tudy 

Humanities 

Educational Sciences 

Fine Arts 

Law 

Natural S ciences,  Mathematics 
and Computer Sciences 

Social S ciences 

Busines s  Administration 

Engineering 

Medical S ciences 

Agricul ture 

Total 

1984 - 1985
a 

1984 - 1985 
Graduates 

24 

42 

45 

31 

43 

42 

32 

17 

41 

27 

33 

27 

a: The separation of the field of study has been made according to the 
classificetion of UNESCO . 

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Turkev, 1987, Ankara, State Institute of 
Statistics, 1988, pp. 130- 131. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. Most o f  the studies o n  Women in the Third World have been published by 

the Uni ted Nations, the ILO, the UNESCO and various small women ' s  

presses . 

2. Readers should be reminded here that for the i l l i terate, TV and radio 

could be major sources of information. However, these information 

sources are owned by the Turkish government and are used as propaganda 

to promote official policies . 

3. The index is defined as I ( t) 1/2 � [m ( i, t )  - f ( i, t ) ], where 

i 

m ( i, t) is the percentage of all men in the labour force at t ime t that 

are employed in occupation i, and f ( i, t )  is the same percentage for 

women in occupation i .  

4. Extended fami l ies where grandparents l ive in the same house or close

by, are common in Turkey. 
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