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Processes of Wage Theft
The Neoliberal Labor Market and 

Syrian Refugees in Turkey

Danièle Bélanger and Cenk Saraçoğlu

The unprecedented infl ux of Syrian refugees into Turkey since the onset 
of the Syrian civil war in 2011 has made this country home to the largest 
number of refugees worldwide. As of 2021, the number of registered Syr-
ian refugees in Turkey reached 3.7 million (UNHCR 2021). The Turkish 
government, which does not grant offi cial refugee status to war-displaced 
people from the Middle East, implemented the Foreigners and International 
Protection Law in April 2013.1 Based on Article 91 of this law, the Turkish 
government issued a temporary protection regulation in 2014 that applied 
specifi cally to the conditions of Syrians who were designated to be in mass 
infl ux seeking immediate protection. This new regulation granted Syrian 
refugees access to services, including public education and healthcare. With 
return prospects diminishing after 2011, Syrians, who have been dispersed 
across various towns and cities, had to build a sustainable life in Turkey and, 
hence, had to participate in the labor market to generate income. Under 
these circumstances, an additional decree took effect in January 2016 that 
provided Syrians with the right to obtain a work permit. According to this 
decree, a registered Syrian refugee can obtain a work permit only in the 
province of registration (TEPAV 2018). Moreover, the number of employed 
Syrians in a workplace cannot exceed 10 percent of the total number of Turk-
ish citizens at that workplace. As such, due to structural obstacles to formal 
employment, including strict rules, cumbersome and costly bureaucratic 
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procedures, and language barriers, a very small percentage of employed 
Syrians were able to regularize their situation (Del Carpio, Şeker, and Yener 
2018). As of the end of 2018, only 28,000 Syrians had work permits, which 
meant that most of them were employed informally without authorization.2

While a small segment of Syrians with suffi cient capital set up businesses 
and became entrepreneurs, the majority of them, without capital and lan-
guage barriers, had no choice but to sell their labor power on the informal 
labor market under precarious conditions in low-wage jobs in the textile, 
construction, agriculture, and food service sectors. It is estimated, as of 2018, 
that approximately 650,000 Syrians work informally (Erdoğdu 2018: 844; 
Erol et al. 2017). In this context, the Syrian refugee issue in Turkey can no 
longer be circumscribed to a legal relationship between the state and asylum 
seekers. Syrians in Turkey need to be treated not only as refugees but also as 
displaced migrant workers engaging in specifi c social relations with business 
and capital owners on the one hand and Turkish workers on the other.

The focus of recent academic studies has shifted from discussing Syrians’ 
precarious legal status and limited rights to empirically documenting as-
pects of their lives, including labor processes (Bélanger and Saraçoğlu 2018; 
Canefe 2016; Danış 2016; Erol et al. 2017; Lordoğlu and Aslan 2016). By 
focusing on various sectors of the labor market where informal employment 
is prevalent for both local Turkish workers and Syrian refugees, these studies 
document how Turkish business and capital owners impose lower wages, 
longer working hours, greater control, and less secure conditions on the 
Syrian refugees compared to the Turkish laborers working under similar ex-
ploitative conditions in the same sector. These studies also suggest that, rel-
ative to other workers, Syrians are more likely to be the target of workplace 
abuses, including wage theft, sexual harassment, and physical violence.

The status of Syrians as non-citizen war exiles enables capital and busi-
ness owners to impose such severe conditions on Syrians. The need to 
generate income forces Syrians to take on work under terrible conditions. 
Lack of monitoring, the indifference of state authorities toward workplace 
abuses, and the absence of support from Turkish workers who are also vul-
nerable in the context of the economic crisis contributed to Syrian workers’ 
extreme precarity. Turkish capital owners are able to avoid legal and social 
safeguards and continue exploiting Syrian workers. In this respect, Syrian 
laborers fulfi ll a function for Turkish capital similar to that of temporary mi-
grant workers and undocumented migrants employed in advanced capitalist 
countries and the Gulf region where the capital bypasses the domestic labor 
codes and regulations to exploit workers and accumulate capital (Hanieh 
2015; Anderson 2010).3

As such, the conditions of the Syrian refugees in labor processes need 
to be situated within the context of their relations with capital owners, the 
state, and other workers. This vantage point opens new avenues to unravel 
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the situation of Syrian refugees in Turkey. This research aims to further doc-
ument these relationships by focusing on practices of wage theft or unpaid 
salaries that Syrian refugees commonly experience. Wage theft is by no 
means unique to Syrian refugees in Turkey, but Syrians are much more vul-
nerable to capital owners’ utilization of it when they bypass social and legal 
limits to labor exploitation. An analysis of wage theft processes furthers the 
understanding of how the temporary protection regime equips the Turkish 
capital with more capacity to overcome domestic legal and social limits 
to exploitation and capital accumulation. In these very diffi cult conditions, 
some Syrians, however, deploy strategies to mitigate their precarious situa-
tion, albeit with very limited success. This analysis builds on fi eldwork we 
carried out in Izmir between 2016 and 2018, which includes in-depth inter-
views with Turkish workers, business owners, and Syrian workers employed 
in different labor-intensive sectors. 

Wage Theft: Defi nition and Cases

Wage theft falls under the broader practices of wage-related violations.4 Be-
cause of its prevalence in certain jobs in both formal and informal sectors, it 
is often studied as a key indicator of labor standard violations and a severe 
form of labor exploitation. Wage theft is defi ned as the partial payment or 
nonpayment of wages that should have been paid to a worker for work al-
ready performed. Moreover, wage theft occurs when a standard wage (such 
as minimum wage) or the wage agreed to by an employer and a worker is 
not paid in its entirety in due time (i.e., weekly, bimonthly, or monthly). 
Other examples of wage theft include the following: mandatory unpaid pro-
bation or training periods, theft of tips, denial of rest or meal times, man-
datory safety deposits (for instance, to prevent job desertion), mandatory 
unpaid or underpaid overtime work, unfair salary deductions (for example, 
fees for labor brokers or washroom use), and deduction or withholding of 
a portion of wages (“mandatory savings”) to be paid (theoretically) only 
upon termination of employment (Dasse 2012; Taykhman 2016). In some 
contexts, employees who are victims of wage theft may seek redress, but 
often employers will hide assets in order to prevent employees who win 
their case in court from collecting judgments. Worldwide, numerous forms 
of wage theft are widespread and amount to very large unpaid sums. These 
violations entail very negative consequences for workers and their families.

An extensive body of research documents the endemic character of 
various forms of wage theft practices, particularly in low-wage jobs. In the 
United States, for example, a number of surveys done in large metropol-
itan areas, including Los Angeles (Milkman, González, and Narro 2010), 
Austin (Galvin 2016), and New York (Dasse 2012), provide evidence of sys-
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temic practices of wage theft toward workers in construction, hospitality, 
agriculture, and service sectors where monitoring is considered diffi cult to 
enforce (Fussell 2011). Studies on construction workers in countries such as 
Germany (Gibney 2000), Dubai (Buckley 2013), and Singapore (Charanpal 
2015), for example, indicate systemic wage theft in this sector.

While widespread in all forms of employment, the occurrence of wage 
theft is higher, however, in the informal sector, the largest employment 
sector worldwide. Migrants with precarious status, including documented 
temporary migrants and migrants in irregular situations, are more likely to 
experience wage-related violations than others. According to research on 
the United States, undocumented Latino workers are particularly at risk of 
experiencing wage theft (Fussell 2011). Quantitative estimates based on sur-
vey data indicate that, nationally, nearly 50 percent of day laborers (many of 
whom are undocumented) reported at least one instance of underpayment 
of wages (Theodore, Valenzuela, and Meléndez 2009). Studies in the United 
States also indicate that gender matters: women are more likely to experience 
wage theft than men whether or not they are documented, American-born, 
Black, or working in specifi c sectors (Petrescu-Prahova and Spiller 2016).

Mechanisms for seeking redress exist, particularly for workers in the for-
mal sector who are covered by labor codes and laws. Among precarious 
migrants, including those without a work and/or residence authorization, 
reporting wage theft is generally extremely diffi cult due to fear of retaliation 
from the employer. Being fi red, reported to authorities, or illicitly detained 
are among common fears experienced by workers suffering wage theft. For 
undocumented migrants or migrants with precarious status, fear of depor-
tation stands as the most critical concern: complaints or wage claims to the 
employer or a third party are nearly impossible when the migrant is deport-
able due to the unauthorized residence and/or employment.

In the case studied in this analysis, Syrians in Turkey have the authoriza-
tion to reside in Turkey, but most do not have a work permit and, therefore, 
work informally. As non-citizens, their employment is unlawful, and thus 
they may suffer sanctions, including being caught by police and, in some 
cases, being deported. Despite such constraining environments, precarious 
workers who suffer from wage theft may deploy various strategies to mit-
igate their situations. For example, construction workers from South and 
Southeast Asia in Singapore who frequently experience deportation threats 
and physical and verbal intimidation use tactical accommodations when 
confronted with wage-related violations in order to obtain favors, including 
more hours of work or better jobs (Charanpal 2015). In Canada, tempo-
rary agricultural workers who suffer wage-related violations (not being paid 
hourly as they should be, for instance) may adopt compliant behavior to 
secure their jobs for the following agricultural season (Basok, Bélanger, and 
Rivas 2014).
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In sum, the existing research on wage theft captures the contradiction 
between economic inclusion through employment and exclusion and mar-
ginalization due to the extreme forms of abuse these workers are subjected 
to, along with the very few avenues they have for claiming their rights and 
seeking redress (Sung et al. 2013). The study of experiences of wage theft 
among Syrian workers in Turkey contributes to understanding the strong-
hold capital and business owners have on them as well as the contradic-
tory position workers fi nd themselves in as legal residents but unauthorized 
workers.

Syrian Refugee Workers in Izmir, Turkey

This analysis is part of a larger project on relations within the Turkish soci-
ety, including employers, citizens, nongovernmental organizations, and Syr-
ian refugees. A total of ten fi eld visits were conducted in Izmir in 2016, 2017, 
and 2018, as well as one in Gaziantep and Antakya in 2016. The fi rst part 
of the project, based on seventy-eight interviews with municipality offi cials, 
NGO employees, business owners, and workers, focused on the governance 
of Syrian refugees and the relationships among these actors (Bélanger and 
Saraçoğlu 2018), the social construction of Syrian refugees among various 
groups in Turkish society (Saraçoğlu and Bélanger 2019b), and the political 
construction of the Syrian refugee crisis in Turkey (Saraçoğlu and Bélanger  
2019a).

In 2018, we conducted in-depth interviews in Izmir, Turkey, with thirty 
Syrian refugees who had migrated to Turkey seeking refuge from the war 
that began in 2011 and were registered with state authorities under the Tem-
porary Protection Regime. The fi rst fi fteen interviews were conducted on 
the premises of a nongovernmental organization that provides services to 
Syrians in Izmir. Our interviewees lived in the neighborhood when they fi rst 
arrived in Izmir, and while some had moved, others were still living there. 
Some interviewees still used the services of this organization, particularly 
its Turkish language classes. The association introduced us to potential par-
ticipants according to the criteria we provided, including gender, age, and 
work situation. The interview guidelines of the fi rst fi eldwork explored the 
participants’ circumstances of leaving Syria, their trajectories, and their life 
and work experiences in Turkey. The second set of fi fteen interviews were 
conducted with Syrians in a location of their choice, their home, or a pub-
lic place (café, restaurant). For this group, the interview was more focused 
on insertion into the labor market, employment experiences, and working 
conditions. We asked questions about each employer as well the employ-
ment situation and history of family members, including children, spouses, 
and other cohabiting relatives. A few also provided information about close 
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friends. All interviews were fully transcribed and translated to English by a 
native Arabic-speaking professional translator. Both authors of this chapter 
were present for all interviews. In total, we interviewed eleven men and 
nineteen women: nine were unemployed, one was working as a volunteer 
in a school, and the others were employed, full-time or part-time.

The theme of wage theft was not anticipated prior to the research, but it 
emerged as a very systematic experience of workers in low-wage jobs and 
loomed large in participants’ narratives about their experiences in Turkey. 
This chapter primarily relies on the second set of interviews but is also in-
formed by the fi rst set, as well as all other interviews conducted as part of 
this project, including interviews with employers and NGO workers.

Making a Living in Izmir

Our sample of thirty interviewees indicates three subgroups with respect to 
work and income. The fi rst group included families with unemployed par-
ents (one in the case of single-parent families), who relied on their children’s 
labor and, in some instances, received supplementary income from allow-
ances donated by organizations, like the Red Cross and NGOs, on the basis 
of certain eligibility criteria. A strategy we noted in some families was to 
have some children in the home working to allow other children to remain 
in school. The second group was composed of families with at least one 
parent working for low wages in a labor-intensive sector. In these families, 
there were different confi gurations: both spouses may be employed, or one 
or more children may also be working. In the third group, we have a subset 
of families with one adult income earner holding a professional job. Most of 
these interviewees worked as teachers in temporary education centers and 
did not experience wage theft. Some of them, however, only worked a few 
hours a week, which resulted in a low but reliable income. Apart from the 
teachers, all others worked informally and only had a verbal agreement with 
their employer; among them, as we will see, wage theft was a very common 
experience.

Individual average monthly income among the eighteen interviewees 
who were employed was 1,500 Turkish liras (US$258). The household in-
come of our interviewees varied between 1,700 and 4,800 Turkish liras per 
month, with an average of 2,600 Turkish liras (US$473/month). Average 
household size was 5.3 persons; thus, the average monthly available income 
per household member was 502 liras (US$89). These incomes are signifi -
cantly below the legal minimum wage of US$418 per month and the na-
tional average household income per capita, which was US$3,604 in 2017. 
The poverty line set by the Turkish government for 2017 was 5,000 Turkish 
liras (US$861) per month for a family of four. The average household in-
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come of the Syrian families we interviewed was more than half below this 
threshold, and the average household size was above four.

Among the participants occupying low-wage jobs for whom we have de-
tailed employment histories, fourteen reported an incidence of wage theft 
that happened to them or to a close family member (a few mentioned in-
cidents that happened to a close friend). In total, the narratives provide 
information for twenty-six workers (participants and people close to them) 
who were subject to wage theft at least once, for a total of thirty-four cases/
instances perpetrated by thirty-four different employers (some workers ex-
perienced it with more than one employer). Some interviewees did not elab-
orate on the work-related violations they suffered, so we underestimate the 
prevalence of wage theft among our interviewees and their family members. 
Nonetheless, stories of wage theft were recurrent and similar across inter-
viewees in labor-intensive sectors, pointing to an existing pattern.

The most common types of wage theft occurred when workers’ wages 
went unpaid, were delayed, and/or were only partially paid. For example, 
in some cases, employers told workers that a portion of their salary would 
be retained until the end of their employment. The following section of 
this chapter discusses the relationships that unfolded in instances of wage-
related violations between employers, Syrian workers, Turkish workers, and 
state authorities. Unbalanced power relations are central to the dynamics 
that unfolded, due to workers’ fear of being denied overdue wages, fi red, 
reported to authorities (because of unauthorized employment), detained, or 
deported. The analysis shows how, among our study participants, the Syrian 
informal workforce in working-class jobs is used as a disposable workforce 
and, thus, experiences very severe forms of exploitation.

Processes of Wage Theft in Izmir

Processes and consequences of wage theft capture the extreme precarity 
of Syrian workers in low-wage jobs in the Turkish labor market. As non-
citizens without authorization to work, they live in a liminal situation that 
exposes them to various forms of labor exploitation. We provide cases from 
our interviewees to illustrate the extent of the power imbalance and the 
consequences on workers and their families. In some cases, however, inter-
viewees made attempts to seek redress when suffering from wage theft, but 
given their lack of access to legal recourse, their only option was to nego-
tiate directly with their employer. As we documented elsewhere (Bélanger 
and Saraçoğlu 2018), NGOs are very careful in assisting workers in seeking 
redress because they fear exposing them as unauthorized workers. We in-
terviewed NGO workers who instead focused on encouraging employers 
to obtain work permits for their Syrian workers. None of the Syrians we 
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interviewed contacted nongovernmental organizations when experiencing 
work-related violations. As nonauthorized workers, they have absolutely no 
ability to claim workers’ rights to state authorities.

As in many other countries, skilled workers also suffered from low wages 
because they could not obtain recognition for their skills. As unauthorized 
workers, they were, in addition, subject to frequent wage theft. Ibrahim was 
a professional truck driver in Syria and drove internationally to all neigh-
boring countries, using an international driver’s license he had obtained 
legally in Syria. He earned a good salary and enjoyed good working condi-
tions. After he arrived in Turkey, he could not get a Turkish driving license, 
and his international one was not recognized by his employer.

Ibrahim: They think that my driver’s license from Syria is fake, so I have to 
bring them very old evidence to tell them that I am a driver with experience. I 
tell them to test me, but they don’t believe me. They think that maybe I made 
fake documents. If someday they believe that my documents are authentic 
then they would give me the license for free. But they don’t believe me be-
cause I am not a Turkish citizen.

In this case, Ibrahim is forced into a deskilling process whereby he is em-
ployed for other manual jobs requiring no professional skills and is fre-
quently subject to wage-related violations. As many others, he felt powerless 
because he could not complain about this situation to anyone. This situation 
was felt by Ibrahim as a crisis of identity and masculinity because he could 
not adequately provide for his family. His wife expressed a desire to work, 
but Ibrahim refused, stating that he has to solve this license issue fi rst and 
that his family would be fi ne afterward.

Interviewer: When you weren’t getting paid in Mersin did you think of going 
to a police station and fi ling a complaint or lawsuit against them?

Ibrahim: No, it didn’t cross my mind, and the trip would have been a waste 
anyways because they would have asked me for proof. Where is my proof? 
Where would I get any evidence from? There is no proof that my boss is not 
giving me any money. There are four employers here that scammed me. I was 
robbed of 5,000 liras. One of them took 1,200 from me, another took 1,100, 
and another took 700. The total is about 5,000, and no one paid me back 
that money. I went to one of them and told him that if he doesn’t pay me the 
money then I would spill his oil. He told me to just go and there’s nothing he 
could do. God will pay me back.

In his case, he even moved from Mersin to Izmir, hoping to fi nd better 
working conditions, but he continued to face the same problems. Cases of 
internal migration within Turkey for fi nding better employment (in this case 
any employment, but with an employer that honors the verbal contract) was 
common among our study participants.
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Bassam, who worked as a pastry cook and baker in Syria, found work in 
an ironing business where he was not paid at all during six months of work; 
the boss told him every time he did not have money and that he would pay 
him the following month. He then left for another employer, but the new 
boss underpays him, pays him late, and intimidates and threatens him.

Bassam: I worked there for a while [six months without pay] and then I went 
around a few places until I found a place where they offered 400 liras for the 
same job [ironing]. But they treat me really poorly. They don’t pay you what 
you deserve; they don’t give me the money. Yesterday, I worked till 18:30 and 
I wanted to go home, but they wouldn’t let me; they told me that if I went 
home then I shouldn’t come back. “Go home but don’t return.” This happens 
every day.

Heba (his wife): And he can’t quit and fi nd another job because they owe him 
money.

Interviewer: How much does he owe you?

Bassam: About 1,800 or 1,700.

Every payday, Bassam only receives about half of the promised income 
(200 liras instead of 400 (US$33 instead of US$66), and he is not paid for 
the overtime he is forced to do on a daily basis. His situation is akin to 
forced labor in a situation of servitude. His wife Heba explains:

Heba: Working late is fi ne, but they don’t pay them for it. They were supposed 
to pay him 400 liras on Saturday, but they only give him 200, and because 
they owe you money, they guarantee that you will come back. But they never 
give the money. Every Saturday we pray for them to give the money, but they 
never do. Everyone in the family is constantly praying to God, so he will be 
paid his salary.

Facing a very low and unpredictable income, Heba explains how she 
struggles with landlords to pay rent. The family wanted to move to another 
place because they could no longer afford their rent. After she found the 
place and agreed on the rent, the new landlord increased the rent before 
they moved in. This situation was experienced by other participants as well.

Heba: When I went to pay the deposit before we moved, they said that we 
needed to sign a contract, and I saw that rent was 460. I told him that we want 
to move because we thought the rent was supposed to be 380, but he just said 
that it just increased. We told him that we couldn’t pay that amount, so he 
reduced it to 440, but I told him that it’s still too much. I asked him to reduce 
it to 400, but he refused … and then he agreed to 425, but that he would 
increase the rent by 50 liras every year. And then he told us to register the 
electricity meter in our name and pay 300. We told him that we couldn’t do 
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that, but he told us to come back next month when we can pay the rent and 
take care of the electricity. He tricked us and lied to us.

Teenage workers are particularly at risk for wage-related violations. 
When Mahmud was fi fteen, he and his brothers could no longer go to 
school after they sought refuge in Turkey, and they worked in various small 
garment shops to support their family. They earned extremely low incomes 
(about US$30/week, so four to fi ve times below Turkey’s minimum wage), 
but these very regularly went unpaid or were partially paid. When workers 
complained, the boss fi red them; in one instance, one boss just left the prem-
ises and “shut down” the shop.

Some employers hire Syrian labor as a “family.” We had instances of 
these practices in two sectors: agriculture and retail. In one case, Nooran, 
her husband, and their seven children worked in agriculture in the region 
of Torbalı. They lived in tents alongside other Syrian families, had no access 
to showers, and received meager rations of cold food while they worked 
peeling, coring, and removing the pith of large quantities of oranges all day. 
Every month, their employer promised to pay them the following month. 
After six months of full-time work without pay, they had to run away be-
cause the husband was severely ill. They never received compensation for 
their forced labor.

Rahima’s family worked in a store where wages were arbitrary and not 
paid regularly. The boss frequently complained they were not doing enough 
“as a family.” After her son did not receive his wages, Rahima decided the 
whole family would leave the employer. She then found another job, offered 
by her landlord, but she found herself in another exploitative relationship.

Her case was similar to others because her employer was also her land-
lord.5 In these cases, landlords directly retained wages in lieu of rent pay-
ment, although this arrangement was never discussed prior to the beginning 
of employment. Rahima was offered a job in her landlord’s restaurant. After 
she began working, the owner withheld her salary, saying it was for rent and 
electricity. This dual dependence made her family particularly vulnerable to 
eviction and extreme poverty.

These examples illustrate that wage theft processes generally entailed 
nonpayment, partial payment, and late payment of wages, often combined 
with other dependencies, like access to housing, food, etc. In fact, verbal 
agreements rarely had any value. and only after some weeks of work could 
workers really know their employer’s intentions. So much uncertainty re-
sulted in very unpredictable incomes, and this had repercussions in all 
spheres of their lives. Women talked about the diffi culty in providing ade-
quate clothes and school material for their children, who then easily became 
the target of schoolyard bullies. The urgent need to fi nd cheaper housing 
was also common for participants who could not secure a minimal steady 
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income. As indicated above, some families migrated within Turkey, seeking 
less exploitative relationships. Nonetheless, despite bleak prospects for fair 
treatment, some workers, as we will see, actively sought to improve their 
situation, but any improvement did not come from solidarity with Turkish 
workers, who were themselves feeling precarious and/or threatened by the 
presence of Syrian workers.

Relationships with Turkish Workers

Most Syrians work alongside Turkish workers for the same employers. In 
some cases, the Turkish workers were also employed informally, and in oth-
ers they had lawful contracts and other benefi ts. Hozan, for example, is the 
only Syrian worker in his workplace and suffers from partially paid wages 
from his employer of two years. His employer owes him more than 4,000 
liras, which he will forfeit if he leaves his job. When asked about whether he 
receives support from Turkish workers, he says it is impossible since their 
communication is minimal.

In all cases, Syrians report knowing that they earned less than their Turk-
ish counterparts doing the same job. When asked about forms of solidarity 
among them, Syrians report having cordial relationships, but, when prob-
lems arise, Turkish workers do not support or stand up for them.

Interviewer: How much do the Turkish workers earn?

Hozan: Honestly, they earn 150 liras more per day, and I work more hours 
than they do. The boss does this because we’re Syrian.

Interviewer: Do you talk with the Turkish workers about this? Do you ask 
them to stand by your side?

Hozan: No one is standing by our side because we’re Syrian.

In some larger workplaces with more employees, workers do not share 
the same socializing spaces. This spatial division maintained segregation 
and prevented the development of solidarity. In these cases, differences 
along national lines were reinforced, and communication was kept to a min-
imum. In one workplace, Syrian and Turkish workers did not eat their meals 
in the same place.

Muhammed: The Syrians would drink tea together. When it came to food, 
Turkish workers had this special restaurant for them while we ate in the 
warehouse.

As indicated in our previous fi eldwork (Bélanger and Saraçoğlu 2018), 
precarious Turkish workers employed informally feared being displaced 
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by Syrian workers; hence, it was diffi cult to develop bonds of solidarity 
with them. Employers’ differential treatment and special workplace ar-
rangements further entrench divisions among workers. While both groups 
are marginalized in the Turkish labor market, employment practices and 
frequent negative discourse about Syrians from some employers together 
create a climate of divisive politics hampering collective claims for better 
working conditions. More politically engaged ethnic Kurdish and Turkish 
workers expressed empathy for Syrians, but, at the same time, they were so 
preoccupied with their own precarity and downward socioeconomic mobil-
ity, given the economic crisis, that it was diffi cult for them to overcome fear 
of displacement, which was, to some extent, already taking place in some 
workplaces (Saraçoğlu and Bélanger 2019b).

Workers’ Strategies vis-à-vis Wage Theft

When confronting wage theft and other labor rights violations, workers de-
ployed various strategies to mitigate the situation. An immediate change of 
employer was possible when workers had another job opening immediately. 
Some left their employer without another job because their family had more 
than one worker and they could survive through a period of unemployment.

Leila for instance, tells the story of how her husband was not paid after 
his fi rst month of work. He changed jobs immediately.

Leila: He was supposed to be paid a monthly salary, but he didn’t get a salary 
the fi rst month, so he quit and found another job. His fi rst boss didn’t pay him 
what he earned. But then he gave him 100 every once in a while, but he didn’t 
get all of it. Over here if you don’t manage to get your fi rst payment at the end 
of the month then it is lost forever.

Some workers shared stories of attempts to report wage theft to the po-
lice, but all were told that they could not fi le a complaint of this type. For 
instance, Amira, whose husband was not paid at all for an entire month, 
explains why it was useless to go to the police.

Interviewer: Have you thought of going to the police?

Amira: No, we didn’t.

Interviewer: Do you think that going to the police would have helped you?

Amira: My cousin, who’s in Germany now, was living here with four children 
and worked as a tailor, and my other uncle lived with them as well, so they 
were fi ve people in the house.

Interviewer: Your uncle?
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Amira: Yes. They weren’t paid their salaries for three months. He went to fi le 
a complaint at the police station, but they told him that he’s a refugee and has 
no right to complain. This is why they went to Germany—illegally.

For Heba, not being able to complain stripped her of her agency and the 
ability to exert power over her life and destiny.

Heba: If you go fi le a complaint, they will tell you that no one owes you any-
thing, and you have no right to anything. If I try to take matters into my own 
hands then they will put me in jail.

Mothers with working children sometimes claimed their children’s sala-
ries. When her son, Asser, was not paid for his work, Rahima contacted his 
employer.

Rahima: I went and spoke to Asser’s boss and told him that he owed my son 
300 liras, and I asked him why he wasn’t paying him. He told me that he does 
give him money, but he saw that I am just an old concerned mother, so he told 
me that he only had 50 liras on him at that moment, so I asked him when he 
would pay us the rest, and he started saying to come back next week, but I said 
no. I said that I don’t have time to come back here all the time, so I asked him 
to give me the money right now or in two weeks. I took some of the rest, but 
there was still 50 liras left. But at least I was able to get 250 liras. I went to his 
workplace in Çankaya twice as well, and I managed to get 200 liras, but they 
still owed him some money. I am glad that he’s going to school now though, 
I’m just annoyed at what happened. Sometimes I consider immigrating some-
where else for their sake. For their future. I am learning English.

In workplaces where many Syrians worked together and the work re-
quired skills and experience to meet tight factory orders, Syrians had more 
ability to claim unpaid wages without fear of immediate retaliation. For ex-
ample, Muhammed worked for some time at a factory assembling lamps 
where nearly twenty Syrians were employed. The boss very frequently with-
held wages on payday. Whenever this happened, Syrians held a sponta-
neous strike to claim their salary.

Muhammed: We did get a salary, but they constantly were late in giving them 
out. It was a monthly salary, and it was always late, so we, as Syrian workers, 
would go on strike because we wanted to know why it was late as the new 
month would begin. We held a strike against the owner asking him why he 
wouldn’t give us our salaries. We formed a strike on the fi fth of the month, and 
they would be as late as fi fteen days into the next month even after the strike 
where we would ask “Where are our salaries? We need our salaries!” and so on.

Interviewer: A strike?

Muhammed: A strike where we would stop working because our salaries were 
late. Our boss was very diffi cult to deal with, and he was really mean. We 
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had to work for ten hours at a really high speed and productivity rate, and 
we never slacked. Work was going well, and we were hard workers and never 
slacked off, but then they would be late in giving out our salaries and cause 
these issues.

Despite the success of their protests, Syrian workers in this workplace still 
feared sabotage and arbitrary dismissal.

Muhammed: It’s not that he didn’t like Syrians; it’s just that if there was one 
bad Syrian, like if someone went and told him that one of the Syrian workers 
is bad, then he would just fi re them without really knowing what happened. 
That’s what he was like; everything was just according to his mood. There was 
no justice.

In response to wage theft and other work-related abuses, workers disci-
plined themselves to accept the situation to avoid problems. Many talked 
about not going out, avoiding public places, keeping a low profi le, and 
self-excluding themselves socially, always fearful of exposing themselves to 
situations that could further harm them and their families. All interviewees 
had internalized the fact that they had no rights in Turkey; they could only 
survive and wait.

Interviewer: When you were treated poorly by those Turkish workers did you 
discuss it among yourselves as Syrian workers?

Roshan: Yes.

Interviewer: What did you tell each other?

Roshan: We told each other that we had to stay strong because we were in 
a foreign country and that we should be patient. This country welcomed us; 
there was nothing we could do. We had to just be patient, and life gets hard 
sometimes. Hamdulillah [all praise is due to God alone] that we have each 
other, but we just have to put up with it so that we can survive.

Leila: The problem is that we are Syrian. He did think about doing this [com-
plaining to the police due to unpaid wages], but we are Syrian and we want to 
do things, but we get scared; there is no one on our side

Amira explains:

Interviewer: Do you have any experience dealing with the police? Or your 
husband?

Amira: No. We never faced any issues. We just go from work to home, so we 
don’t cause any problems with anyone. Same thing with the kids; they just go 
to school and come home; I don’t let them go out.

In sum, strategies to claim wage theft were few, and most workers ex-
pressed fear of drastic consequences if they dared complain. Because they 
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have absolutely no state protection as unauthorized workers, the only suc-
cesses came when confrontations with employers resulted in better pay 
(closer to the agreed-upon salary) or more timely pay (closer to the agreed-
upon payment schedule). Our cases indicate that the size of the business, the 
number of Syrian workers employed by one employer, the employer’s abil-
ity to quickly replace the labor force (more diffi cult when workers require 
training, for instance, and the employer has tight production deadlines), and 
workers’ willingness to take risks when claiming their rights together shape 
strategies and outcomes. Study participants who feel they have no choice 
but to accept the social exclusion their marginalization entails mention fac-
tors, such as developing self-discipline, possessing self-control, and adopting 
attitudes that are compliant, submissive, and obedient, as being important. 
Most had internalized their inferior status in Turkish society and even felt 
thankful to the Turkish government for giving them asylum and legal autho-
rization to reside in Turkey.

Conclusion

Wage theft is a worldwide phenomenon. It epitomizes the exploitation of 
workers in an extreme form, leading to situations of servitude and forced 
labor in some instances. Workers with precarious status and limited or no 
access to labor rights are particularly at risk of experiencing wage theft, 
since capital and business owners enjoy impunity when dealing with these 
groups of denizens—people settled in a country who lack citizenship. In the 
era of global neoliberalism and global labor markets, labor circulates, and 
employers can hire workers with various residence statuses and national or-
igins. As such, early capitalist forms of exploitation persist with the granting 
of precarious legal statuses to foreign labor or with the massive employment 
of undocumented residents (as in the case of the United States). Both groups 
become structurally incorporated in labor markets and provide new oppor-
tunities of expansion and accumulation to capital owners.

In Turkey, as elsewhere, capital and business owners employ precarious 
workers—in this case, Syrians who are employed informally without authori-
zation to work. Because these workers are not protected by labor codes and 
are subject to social marginalization, employers can assertively and openly 
subordinate and exploit them. In this respect, the presence of Syrian refugees 
enables the Turkish capital owners to surpass some social and legal limits of 
labor exploitation in Turkey. Hence, Syrian refugee workers in Turkey are 
comparable to temporary migrant workers in some other countries where 
the domestic limits to capital accumulation are bypassed through the import 
of foreign workers with no citizenship rights. In this case, the fate of Syrians 
in Turkey relies largely on capital and business owners rather than on state 
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institutions who fail to pay attention to work-related violations, including 
wage theft. Syrians’ position in the Turkish labor market must, therefore, 
be examined from the point of view of employment relationships, the most 
critical determinant of well-being for Syrians who have practically no other 
safety net when it comes to survival. The paradox of economic integration 
and social marginalization already noted for undocumented labor is pow-
erfully illustrated with the case of Syrians informally employed in Turkey. 
As put by Rajaram (2015), integration takes place through marginalization.

The consequences of systemic processes of wage theft, as Syrians we in-
terviewed experienced, are numerous and tragic. Not being able to provide 
for one’s necessities and being stripped of one’s dignity as a worker and res-
ident of Turkey together entail a cascade of negative effects, not only for Syr-
ian families and communities but for Turkish society as a whole. Moreover, 
more detailed analyses need to be done to document inequalities among 
Syrians in the labor market, including factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, 
religion, class, place of origin, and place of residence in Turkey.
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Notes

1. Turkey ratifi ed the Geneva Convention and the 1961 protocol so that refugee
status would be applied to European applicants only.

2. This information was revealed in December 2018 by Onursal Adıgüzel, a Turk-
ish MP from the opposition Republican People’s Party, in a press briefi ng.
Retrieved 1 April 2019 from https://t24.com.tr/haber/chpli-adiguzel-son-uc-
yilda-28-bin-suriyeli-calisma-izni-aldi,773713.

3. Elsewhere, we carried out a discussion comparing the conditions of Syrian
refugees in Turkey and temporary labor migrants, especially in Gulf countries,
around the concept of spatial fi x (Saraçoğlu and Bélanger 2019c).

4. According to the International Labor Organisation 1949 Protection of Wages
Convention (no. 95), which came into effect in 1952, wages are defi ned as “re-
muneration or earnings, however designated or calculated, capable of being ex-
pressed in terms of money and fi xed by mutual agreement or by national laws
or regulations, which are payable in virtue of a written or unwritten contract
of employment by an employer to an employed person for work done or to
be done or for services rendered or to be rendered” (Article 1, ILO: https://
www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11300:0::NO:11300:P11300_INSTRU
MENT_ID:312240). Turkey ratifi ed this convention in 1961. It is still currently
in force. According to Article 2.1, the convention “applies to all persons to whom
wages are paid or payable.” The ILO recommends applying the standards of this
convention to all workers, including those in irregular situations (https://www.ilo
.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/—-europe/—-ro-geneva/—-ilo-brussels/documents/
genericdocument/wcms_177275.pdf).

5. Families we interviewed rented very low-end housing in poor neighbourhoods.
Many spoke of unsafe, insalubrious, and promiscuous living conditions. Most
paid between 380 and 500 liras per month for housing.
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