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Migrant women are often viewed as producing cultural and social capital for their 

families and communities, treating them as repositories of capital. However, not 

enough attention has been paid to how migrant women mobilise capital for their own 

projects, nor how single women and those who might transgress heteronormative 

norms create and use social and cultural capital. Migration-specific cultural and social 

capitals are created with reference to multiple fields both within the place of origin 

and the place of settlement (Erel, 2010). The chapter argues that these processes 

should be explored through the intersecting power relations of gender, class and 

ethnicity. An analytical framework of intersectionality enables us to explore how 

cultural capital is part of the mutual constitution of migration, ethnicization, class and 

gender. An intersectional approach allows us a more nuanced and dynamic 

understanding of the relationship between, gender, migration and cultural capital. In 

particular, an intersectional approach can make visible  the interplay between 

differential social positioning of migrant women, their embodiment of different forms 

of ethnicised and classed femininities and their access to, and creation of, forms of 

cultural capital. Through a focused reading of the biographical narrative of a migrant 

woman from Turkey in Germany, I show how gendered power relations can work to 

marginalize women from ethnically specific social capital on one hand. On the other 

hand, migrant women can also mobilize particular classed, ethnicized forms of 

femininity as a form of cultural capital that can activate ethnically specific social 

capital. Thus, migrant women’s role in creating and using social and cultural capital is 

differentiated according to their social position of class, education, sexuality and 

identification with more or less hegemonic forms of femininity.  

 

 

Gender and Migration: Turkish women in Germany 

 

Migration is a contradictory social process which has the potential to contribute to 

reifications of existing gender relations as well as transformations. A gendered 

approach to migration should explore the differentiated categories of ‘women’ and 

‘men’ in order to shed light on the social construction of masculinities and 

femininities in the context of work lives, intimate relations, social and cultural 

activities (cf. Lutz, 2010; Mahler and Pessar, 2003).  

 

The topic of gender has long structured public debates – and research - on migrants 

from Turkey in Germany (cf. Rottman and Ferree, 2008; Yildiz, 2010). A key element 

of these public representations of migrant women from Turkey has been the notion 

that gender relations among migrants from Turkey are oppressive to women. The 

family is identified as the main locus for women’s oppression, while the women 

themselves are portrayed as passive and victimized. This image relies on a 

reductionist view of ‘Muslim culture’ as enacting religious and cultural paradigms, 

defined in an Orientalist manner by the researchers. The underlying concepts are 

problematic: identity is reduced to cultural identity and collapsed into ethnic identity. 

mailto:umut.erel@open.ac.uk


Moreover, this view does not take into account that culture is in its very nature hybrid, 

constantly changing and subject to political and social processes of signification 

(Bhabha, 1990). These representations of migrant women are anchored and 

complemented by a sharply contrasting, idealized image of ‘German’ women as 

embodying emancipated and democratic values in their femininity (Huth-Hildebrandt, 

2002). Similarities of experience and outlook among ‘Turkish’ and ‘German’ women 

as well as intra-ethnic differentiations are rarely acknowledged (Lutz and Inowlocki, 

2000; Gumen et al., 2006). Discourses about gender relations have served as a 

polarizing device in debates on migration and social cohesion. Thus, while the topic 

of migrant women from Turkey has been central to public debates on migration and 

integration, the agency of migrant women themselves has been obscured.  

 

Migrants from Turkey are the largest and most salient group of migrants in Germany. 

In 2006, 1,738.831 Turkish citizens lived in Germany, accounting for 25,8 % of the 

foreign population (Migrationsbericht, 2006, p.158). This group is ethnically diverse, 

reflecting the multi-ethnic composition of the population of Turkey (Zentrum für 

Türkeistudien, 1998). Despite their presence since the 1960s, migrants from Turkey 

continue to be depicted as the most culturally and socially distant group in public 

representations and opinion polls (Finkelstein, 2006; Mandel, 2008). 

 

Migrant women of the 1960s and 70s guestworker recruitment period have long been 

seen as dependents following their husbands. Yet, 21.4 percent  (Eryilmaz, 1998, 

p.134) of the 865,000 workers who migrated from Turkey to Germany  between 1961 

and 1973 (Jamin, 1998, p.149) were women. In the early 1970s, the Turkish 

authorities called on female guestworkers to embody and maintain ‘Turkey’s honour’ 

abroad. It was assumed that migration constituted a danger to the individual women’s 

sexual propriety and, as so often in representations of the nation, women and 

women’s bodies were assumed to be the symbol for the Turkish nation’s integrity (cf. 

Yuval-Davis, 1997). Therefore, official publications called on migrant women from 

Turkey to maintain high standards of sexual respectability, while some male Turkish 

migrants took it upon themselves to ‘protect’ and police single Turkish women’s 

sexual reputation.  

 

Migration enabled many of these early pioneers to gain independence from close 

social control of their families in Turkey. This allowed some of them to imagine and 

pursue living as divorced or single women, at times against their families’ wishes. 

This experience of living independently from their families or a husband, was an 

empowering experience for many of these early female migrants, that led some of 

them to develop a new sense of self.  

 

Yet, the migration experience also held hardships and disappointments. Thus, the 

available work was in factories, often involving dirty, arduous and physically tiring 

jobs (cf. Inowlocki and Lutz, 2000). Routes for occupational mobility were limited, 

even for migrant women with educational qualifications, as access to qualified jobs on 

the German labour market was highly regulated and dependent on credentials (Erel, 

2009). In some countries, credentialism and national ‘protectionism’ (Bauder, 2003) 

of professional labour markets have led migrants to move into self-employment, 

where they hoped for higher incomes and more job autonomy than possible in factory 

work. However, in Germany migrants’ permission to be self-employed was 

conditional on stringent regulations of residence permits, which were hard to fulfil 



(Alberts, 2003). Only in the early 2000s were these regulations relaxed. Until then, 

alteration tailoring was one of the few niches of self-employment for migrants from 

Turkey. Some migrant women saw this business as an opportunity to gain and 

establish their social and economic independence in the face of gendered and 

ethnicised legal, economic and social barriers to their participation in skilled labour 

markets (Zentrum fur Turkeistudien, 1995).  

 

Gender and Class in Migration-specific capitals  

 

In migration studies, the centrality of women’s role for producing networks and 

capital has recently been recognized. Feminist scholars have long emphasised the 

importance of women’s unpaid labour in migrant and ethnic minority family 

businesses as a key resource explaining the ability of some migrant groups to 

establish small businesses in the country of settlement (Anthias, 1992; Westwood and 

Bhachu, 1988). Women have also been recognized as central agents in building the 

social capital of migrant families and communities for the purposes of settlement and 

social mobility in the new country (Nee and Sanders, 2001).  

 

While this is an important recognition of the key role of women in constructing 

networks and social, economic and cultural capital, these theories envisage women’s 

role mainly as resources for the family or wider community. Women’s agency as 

actors with interests and strategies of their own, which might conflict with those of 

other family members, is under explored. A focus on women mainly as resources for 

the migrant family disregards the strategies for networking and building social capital 

of single migrant women, as well as those who challenge hetero-normative lifestyles 

(cf. Manalansan, 2006).  

 

Previous work has shown that there are differences in the extent to which men and 

women can access the social and cultural resources of a migrant group and use them 

as capital (Anthias, 2007). Here I develop this argument further: by using an 

intersectional analysis, I show that class, ethnicity, education, sexuality and marital 

status are important social divisions which differentiate the social positioning of 

migrant women. Thus, their social location at the intersection of relevant social 

divisions, such as class, education, ethnic identification, etc. need to be taken into 

account to analyse intra-gender differentiation within a migrant group. These intra-

gender differentiations matter because they produce distinct femininities. From an 

intersectional perspective, then, we can see that cultural and social capitals in 

migration are both produced by and productive of class and ethnically differentiated 

femininities.  

 

 

Gendered approaches to migration studies highlight that migration can be an 

opportunity for transforming as well as for reifying existing gendered relations among 

migrants (Pessar and Mahler, 2003). Indeed, some forms of social capital can be 

based on strictly defined and controlled femininities. Women who challenge such 

narrowly defined notions of femininity may be marginalized from these ethnically 

based networks, or unable to convert these networks into economic benefits or social 

mobility for themselves. Women may, in response actively engage in building 

alternative social networks that can support them in their life projects as they build 

alternative versions of femininity or challenge the duality of gender forms altogether.  



 

Immigration legislation and employer practices frequently combine to devalue 

migrants’ cultural capital, contributing to their de-skilling and de-classing in the 

country of settlement (Nohl et al., 2010; Erel, 2009; Kofman and Raghuram, 2006). In 

response to this, migrants may draw on social networks to convert their social capital 

into economic capital. Yet, such networks have contradictory effects: on one hand 

networks can help workers to access jobs and earn a living, as well as ensure the 

viability of small businesses- in this respect, networks constitute an effective counter 

structure to the exclusionary effects of migration regimes. On the other hand, such 

networks can be highly exploitative, with workers being paid below the minimum 

wage, working in unhealthy or unsafe conditions without workplace and social 

security. In addition, these networks can be reinforce sexist practices.  

 

 

Here I mobilize a Bourdieu’an notion of cultural and social capital to explore 

geographic and social mobility trajectories of migrant women. Bourdieu draws 

particular attention to the dynamic aspect of individual’s position-taking in the field, 

arguing that resources only have value in relation to particular fields, in which they 

can be converted into capital. Drawing on this analysis, Hage (2000) suggests that 

migrants seek to gain national capital in the country of settlement, that is, recognition 

of their right to be a legitimate part of the nation. Migrants also negotiate the value of 

particular cultural forms and practices within the migrant community in the country of 

residence as ‘migration-specific capital’, thus elaborating a new field in the country of 

residence in which to seek validation for novel, hybrid cultural forms and resources 

which cannot be reduced to pre-existing cultural fields either in the home country or 

the country of residence (Erel, 2010). Furthermore, migrants use the differential value 

of particular social, economic and cultural resources in the country of residence and in 

the home country, to compensate for the devaluation of their cultural capital in the 

country of residence (Kelly and Lusis, 2006). When migrants create transnational 

social spaces, they may engage in ‘transnational cultural currency speculation’ (Erel, 

2012), seeking to create new avenues for distinction on the transnational level or to 

sidestep national modes of validation to build explicitly transnational forms of 

cultural capital. These articulations of ethnicity, migration, national and transnational 

identifications intersect with gender.  

 

 

Intersectional Analysis  

 

Feminists have critically explored Bourdieu’s ideas for understanding gender (e.g. 

Adkins and Skeggs, 2004; Silva, 2005 and 2008). I am particularly interested in 

looking at how gender, ethnicity and class intersect in positioning migrant women vis-

a-vis cultural practices in migration. That is, I draw on an understanding of gender, 

ethnicity and class as power relations which are dynamically interrelated and 

intermesh in constituting social positions. Intersectional social analysis means 

acknowledging and challenging ‘multiple inequalities as it thinks about “the 

interaction of” those inequalities in a way that captures the distinctive dynamics at 

their multidimensional interface’ (McKinnon, 2013, p.1019). I draw on the concept of 

intersectionality to highlight the  

 



‘importance of attending to the multiple social structures and processes that 

intertwine to produce specific social positions and identities. From this 

perspective, we need to simultaneously attend to processes of ethnicity, 

gender, class and so on in order to grasp the complexities of the social world 

and the multifaceted nature of social identities and advantage/disadvantage.’ 

(Anthias, 2012, p.106).  

 

An intersectional analysis highlights that class, gender, ethnicity, ability, sexuality 

and other social divisions intermesh in the experience and social positioning of 

individuals and groups. Thus, ethnicity for example, cannot be understood as an 

ungendered, class-neutral process. While I cannot here attend to the controversial 

debates on the uses of intersectional analysis (e.g. Bilge, 2013), I argue that 

intersectional analysis matters not simply to de-essentialise categories of academic 

analysis, but especially as an epistemology to grasp and challenge multiple 

simultaneous oppressions and power relations (cf. Erel et al., 2011). In this sense, 

intersectional analysis has the potential to contribute to social change; it should be 

seen as a work-in-progress that can help us to explore new social contexts and power 

relations (Carbado et al. 2013). In this vein, here I focus on how cultural capital is 

both the product of and productive of specific femininities which embody 

contradictory social locations of class, ethnicity and migration trajectory. This is 

significant as there has not been enough analysis of contradictory intersectional social 

processes (Anthias, 2012). 

 

 

Feminist theorists argue that cultural capital theories tend to insufficiently engage 

with women as subjects producing and using cultural capital; Lovell (2000, p.22) 

suggests exploring:  

What kinds of ‘investment strategies’ do women follow in what 

circumstances? How may the existence of women as objects – as repositories 

of capital for someone else – be curtailing or enabling in terms of their 

simultaneous existence as capital accumulating subjects? The answers to these 

questions must be relative to historical and cultural contexts, and to positions 

occupied within ‘the social field’. 

 

Using an intersectional lens that focuses on gender, class, ethnicity and their 

formation and transformation in transnational migration, this chapter specifies these 

cultural contexts for migrant women from Turkey in Germany during the 1970s to 

1990s. Women migrants who at times transgress gendered norms, do not fit into a 

priori notions of cultural capital but rather have participated in creating new 

validations. Here I focus on how different modes of femininities have curtailed access 

to social and cultural capital in some instances and how in other instances, women can 

mobilize particular versions of femininity to access social capital.  

 

Biographical Case Study Methods  

 

Biographical methods in migration research can contribute to a fine-tuned 

understanding of the interaction between agency and structure as they describe the 

links between events, meanings, actions and practices. Biographical methods allow 

for a deconstruction of a unitary notion of ethnic identity: Since such research starts 

from the individual, it does not rely on pre-conceived notions of ethnic identity or 



bounded ethnic community. Biographical approaches are particular useful for 

understanding not only of differences between men and women but of intra-gender 

differentiation of which kinds of femininities or masculinities accrue capital in which 

circumstances. Furthermore, biographical approaches also allow for an understanding 

of the dynamic nature of producing, mobilizing and accumulating capitals. Both 

capital formation and gendering are processes bringing together subjective meaning-

making and social structure, it is this interplay of experience, structure and reflection 

which biographical methods render accessible to research. Life stories constitute 

social reality and the migrant subjects’ worlds of knowledge and experience (Apitzsch 

and Siouti, 2007, p.5). 

 

Biographical methods which dialogically engage with migrants’ subjectivity, 

validating it as a situated knowledge are well suited to challenging power relations 

between researchers and researched. In migration studies, where migrants’ 

experiences span different national conventions of biographicity, narrative cultures 

and meaning making, there is ample scope for misrepresentation and a methodology 

that takes subjects knowledges seriously engaging with them reflexively is 

particularly important (Erel, 2007).   

 

Biographical methods have often been combined with case study approaches, aiming  

for depth of analysis. While positivist approaches are critical of the extent to which 

researchers can generalize from a small number or indeed single case studies, Gobo 

argues that ‘probability/ representativeness and generalizability are not two sides of 

the same coin. The former is a property of the sample, whilst the latter concerns the 

findings of research’ (quoted in Brannen and Nilsen, 2011, p.606). There is a range of 

activities between construction of sample and presentation of findings which renders 

tenuous any simple connection between the sample and the quality of the findings: a 

large sample cannot in itself guarantee reliable generalizability.  

 

Indeed, qualitative research rather than aiming for generalization aims to enable 

transferability of knowledge by providing thick and convincing descriptions enabling 

the reader to draw conclusions about other cases and situations (Brannen and Nilsen, 

2011). Therefore, the selection of the ‘right’ case study is important to address 

specific research questions. Even a single case study can be highly instructive about a 

wider social context, addressing theoretical questions.  

 

Iosifides suggests that qualitative methods can be particularly useful for furthering our 

understanding of migration, social networks and capital. ‘Despite the high 

sophistication of quantitative methods, social capital research remains largely 

descriptive and variable oriented’ and tends to ‘reduce social causality to … empirical 

regularities’. He argues that qualitative methods examining ‘social interaction, actors’ 

practices, perspectives, meanings and societal constraints and opportunities’ may 

contribute significantly to theorising and empirically investigating the relation 

between capital and migration in specific contexts (Iosifides, 2011, p.27) 

 

 

Yet, biographical methods also have shortcomings. Thus, collective strategies of 

building and mobilizing capitals can only partially be understood through the analysis 

of individual life stories. Also, some strategies of deploying capitals in migration may 

indeed only be possible for individuals and not applicable as collective strategies. 



Whether and how migrants are able to construct a field in relation to which they 

deploy capitals may require multi-method approaches.  

 

In the following I show the usefulness of biographical methods for addressing the 

theoretical question of how an intersectional analysis of class, ethnic identification, 

and migration trajectory helps to better understand the ways in which cultural and 

social capital are products of and productive of specific forms of femininity.  

 

Tulin: Between gendered vulnerability and republican feminine capital  

 

When I interviewed Tulin in 1999, she was in her 50s. She lived in a German city, 

where she had her own alteration tailoring business in an exclusive shopping area. 

She was divorced and at the time of interview single. Tulin had been born in a village 

in Turkey and inherited a low volume of high cultural capital: As her grandfather was 

a religious teacher and her father was a school teacher, formally validated cultural 

capital was present in the family, however not transmitted to girls as female education 

was not supported. Indeed, girls’ individuality more generally was not appreciated, as 

Tulin’s story about the uncertainty of her age demonstrates:  

 

It is difficult to know my age. […] I have a younger brother who is one and a half 

years younger than me. They registered his birth as if he were older, so that he can go 

to military service early and jump into life early. And because I am his older sister, 

they automatically registered me as older, too.  

 

It is not unusual for births to be registered incorrectly in Turkey, especially among 

rural populations who may have limited transport, access to registry offices and non-

linear understandings of time. However, it is striking that the family’s decision was 

driven by considerations for her younger brothers’ future, any effects this might have 

had on Tulin were ignored.  

 

Although as a child she was keen on learning, the opportunities for female education 

were limited in the village, as there was no secondary school. After Tulin graduated 

from the compulsory five years of primary schooling, her family sent Tulin to a 

relative in another village where she attended a vocational course as seamstress. This 

decision was driven more by the availability of suitable accommodation than the 

specific qualification it would lead to. Especially after her father’s premature death it 

was the men of the wider kin group who decided about her education, and these 

decisions limited her ability to access formal cultural capital. This instantiates Tulin’s 

gendered vulnerability, as these decisions were primarily based on considerations of 

the family’s wellbeing, rather than her individual preferences, and resources were 

allocated primarily for the education of boys. Indeed, her mother’s lack of formal 

education exacerbated Tulin’s own vulnerability, so that the lack of decision-making 

power that Tulin experienced became an inherited aspect of the feminine role that life 

in the village held for her.  

 

This shows the difficulty for some girls and women, in particular in rural locations 

and families who do not value female education, in accessing cultural capital. This 

gendered vulnerability has resulted in limited access to cultural capital through formal 

education for Tulin. It is important to acknowledge that some social networks can at 

times enhance women’s vulnerability, as women may be seen as resources for their 



family or kin group to exploit for economic or sexual gain without taking the 

women’s own interests into consideration, such as in Tulin’s experience of her 

curtailed schooling. 

 

Shortly after Tulin returned from her sewing course, the family migrated to Istanbul at 

the instigation of their relatives. As a young teenager, Tulin found work in a textile 

factory. Within a few years she progressed from unskilled worker to manager of the 

department.  

 

I was very young but I was skilful for my age. […] After a few years they made me the 

manager of that workshop (laughs). 

 

While she was doing well in her job, Tulin was unhappy at home and accepted the 

advances of a young man to escape from her unloving family. While courting, she 

began to see her fiancé with more critical eyes: 

 

His father was … one of the moneyed guys of that period, he ran a gambling hall. The 

money comes without any problems and the boy was brought up in a spoilt way.  

Yet, as she had began dating against her family’s wishes, she felt compelled to go 

through with the wedding despite her doubts. After her wedding Tulin soon realised 

that her husband planned to continue relying on his father economically. She was very 

unhappy about this:  

 

What am I to do? At the time everybody was going to Germany and I had the notion 

that the best thing would be to take the guy and go to Germany (laughs). Maybe there, 

what do I know, if we stay there just the two of us, he can develop some sense of 

responsibility and learn to work. And we could be far from the family, because 

otherwise we would have ended up depending on them, unfortunately. Well, I am a 

working woman, I have my job and everything, and I didn’t want to be dependent on 

anybody. Well, that’s what I thought at the time, and it turns out I did well (laughs)!  

 

However, after a year in Germany, her hopes had been proven wrong and the couple 

agreed to divorce on a holiday trip to Turkey. However, in the event, her husband 

violently attempted to stop her from seeking a divorce. Tulin escaped back to 

Germany. Her husband followed her and threatened her. In fear of her husbands’ 

violence, she was compelled to leave the small town where she had, by then built a 

good social support network. In this instance, her resistance to her husband’s violence 

deprived her of her social networks. Indeed even though she moved several times, he 

kept tracing and harassing her through her old friends.  

This shows how Tulin’s transgression of the gendered expectation to stay married, i.e. 

her divorce against her husband’s wishes rendered her vulnerable again, depriving her 

of economic and social capital as she had to give up her job and friends to flee from 

her ex-husband. 

 

In the end, she approached the official Turkish Advice Centre, Turk Danis, who 

helped her to start a new life in anonymity in another German city.  

 

January 10, what a cold winter’s day, the year 1976. I got on the train, in my hand I 

only had one suitcase, I don’t know German, I haven’t got money. A strange city, I 

don’t know anyone, I don’t have a job. With that suitcase I let myself be carried away 



by the winds. My mind was so confused, that I couldn’t think straight either. I am 

saving myself from something, it seems.  

 

The local Turk Danis advice centre’s helped her to find a job and the adviser took her 

to her new accommodation: 

A very old house behind the station, the house is falling apart. There is no heating, the 

windows and the frames, everything is falling apart. Two young girls were at home, 

around 16, 17 and a little boy. A middle aged, short, half crazy man. His wife had left 

him and ran away. …The room was freezing, the door wouldn’t lock but there was 

nothing I could do. I relaxed a bit, the guy is old I told myself, he probably looks at 

me like a daughter. One night, it was the second night, I think, when I was sleeping I 

awoke with a sixth sense and saw the guy sitting at the end of the bed watching me. I 

panicked, and he said oh, don’t cry, I am leaving immediately alright. But I was so 

deeply shocked. […] Well, when the guy did such a thing to me, in the middle of the 

night I took my suitcase and left […] the guy had nurtured a hatred against me. He 

had dreamed up some things, that he was going to make me his woman. Ideas of his 

own […] that I was a loose woman. And he had gone through my personal belongings 

and there were photographs with men. My brother, my husband from whom I had 

separated, friends etc. and [he said that] I had slept with all of them. If I do it with 

everyone why not with him, because he was even prepared to save my honour etc. 

[…] I was shocked, he was going to tell Hurriyet [newspaper] about it, he was going 

to ruin me. This is what he told Turk Danis. 

 

This incident of sexual harassment shows the ambiguity of ethnically based social 

networks. While the official network of Turk Danis helped her find a job and 

accommodation, as her landlord’s behaviour shows, this network also held her 

accountable to restrictive gendered expectations of respectable behaviour. As a 

Turkish young woman, who had separated from her husband, her landlord portrayed 

her as having lost her honour and took it upon himself to restore it, whether Tulin 

agreed or not.  

 

This instance shows how strong normative expectations of women to be part of a 

heterosexual marriage or family can exclude single or non-heterosexual women from 

an important range of forms of sociality among migrants. This sociality is not only 

important as a form of emotional and social support, but is also a crucial element in 

business ventures, where information, financial help or support in kind, as well as 

access to cheap or free labour are key resources on which many migrant businesses 

are built, often through familial or kin solidarities. However, as a single woman, 

stigmatized as a divorcee, Tulin was not part of these social networks. 

 

Instead, Tulin again worked her way up from unskilled to skilled jobs in German-

owned seamstress workshops. At the same time, she built a social circle around 

embassy-sponsored cultural groups. She did not want to access social networks based 

on overtly political groups and felt that the embassy-sponsored networks, were based 

on ‘Turkish’ high culture. An investment in ‘Turkishness’ as a cultural and national 

identity was important in enabling her access to these social networks. This ‘Turkish’ 

identity is also, of course, gendered in so far as Turkish republican ideology of 

modernisation upholds a view of women as participants in public space as symbols of 

modernity. Sanli suggest that in modernizing Turkey, individuals accumulated 

‘republican capital’ by internalizing the tenets of secularism, nationalism and 



republicanism. This ‘republican capital’ converted into access to ‘a slice of the 

economic cake more easily […]. Republican capital served the purposes of 

‘distinction’ and legitimized the monopolistic rule of the republican elite.’ (2011, 

p.284). Within republican values, women held a special place as symbols of 

modernization in public space, modern dress and – de-sexualised – socialising of men 

and women, in particular in the appreciation of Turkish high culture, were markers of 

women’s modernity and embodiment of republican values.  

 

 

In time, these social networks became instrumental for Tulin’s professional mobility: 

she learned about job opportunities and later on her friends and acquaintances helped 

her to open an alteration business of her own by offering information and private 

credits.  

 

For about ten years, quite some time, I worked there. During this time, I continued my 

[cultural] activities. […] And then I got to know more people, to whom I could feel 

closer, with whom I could share more things. During that time I was self-employed, 

and there were a lot of activities and I looked and didn’t like the workplace anymore. 

[…] I can really do much better things. In the meantime there were so many luxurious 

shops in the city centre and I hear they also have alteration shops. Well I said, why 

shouldn’t I have one there (laughs).  

 

At the time of the interview, Tulin’s new alterations business was well established, 

allowing her the financial security to enjoy a range of cultural activities both within 

and beyond the Turkish embassy-sponsored circles. She was hoping to continue her 

business at a level to allow her a comfortable retirement in the future.  

Tulin built and participated in alternative forms of sociality that did not prioritise 

family and kinship bonds. This underlines the importance of analysing different ways 

of doing gender: thus the extent to which embodiments of femininity adhere to or 

challenge hegemonic gender norms within a migrant group crucially differentiate the 

possibility of using femininity as cultural capital in different contexts. While Tulin’s 

‘modern’ femininity rendered her vulnerable among the predominantly working class, 

socially conservative migrant circles she was initially was directed to, this very 

embrace of modern gender roles served as a republican capital which enabled her to 

access social capital and information which she could convert into the economic 

capital of self-employment. Tulin’s story also illustrates that the relationship between 

social and cultural and economic capital is dynamic. Not only did her social networks 

help her to establish her first business, but having more income to spend on her 

cultural activities also became a motor of her further economic mobility in that she 

opened a business in a better neighbourhood, providing services with higher profit 

margins. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

The assumption of a unitary form of cultural or social capital within a migrant group 

is problematic as it glosses over hierarchical social divisions and exclusions within 

the migrant group. Chief among these social divisions in the case of migrants from 

Turkey are gender, identification with Turkishness or with an ethnic minority identity, 

rural-urban distinctions and class. These social divisions intersect in producing 



individuals’ and groups’ concrete social locations. However, migrant women are also 

active social agents who negotiate their social position by actively investing in 

particular social networks and cultural identifications. In short, they take positions in 

the field of migration-specific cultural capital, accessing specific forms of femininity - 

for example through an identification with Turkish high culture or republican capital. 

These identifications with particular femininities can enabled migrant women to 

access and mobilise particular forms of social capital of specific cultural groups, 

women-centered groups or multi-ethnic groups, even or especially where the sociality 

of a large part of ‘their’ migrant group might be based on restrictive femininities. The 

extent to which gender differentiates cultural capital and is internally differentiated by 

it (cf. Silva, 2008), can best be understood by employing an intersectional 

analysis.The ability to convert cultural and social capital into professional mobility 

and thus economic capital depends on the social positioning of actors in the web of 

class, gender and ethnic identification. Gendered approaches to migration studies are 

useful in disentangling how articulations of femininity and masculinity at the 

intersection of class, ethnic and particular social and political projects allow access to 

social capital. Under some conditions, women migrants’ social positioning has 

curtailed their access to social and cultural capital, while in other instances women 

migrants can mobilize particular versions of femininity to position themselves 

advantageously in the field of migrant-specific cultural capital. In particular women 

who transgressed gendered norms within the migrant community are often excluded 

from patriarchal based forms of social capital and need to build alternative forms of 

social capital. Forms of cultural capital, which symbolically draw on women’s role as 

an emblem of modernity can form the bond for alternative social capital. These 

complex dynamics can only be fully appraised when gender is understood as 

constructed through intersecting social divisions of race, ethnicity, class, age and 

others.  
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