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Introduction

It’s the same with everyone, the same problem. . . . Nobody here, not
even doctors—not even other educated and experienced people with
stable jobs—can look after themselves on their salaries. US$50 a
month is the highest salary here. You can’t get by on that. It isn’t even
enough to pay the electricity and phone bills!

—Tatya, migrant worker, October 2004'

You can tell the people who have worked abroad: they hold themselves
in a different way, they have self-respect now, they were drowning and
now they are able to keep their heads above water.

—Tzina, daughter of a migrant worker, November 2004

There really is domestic work in Turkey?

—Iris, International Organization for Migration staff, October 2004

" All names used are pseudonyms. All translations are the author’s own. Moldovan spellings have
been used for places in Moldova, including locations in Gagauz Yeri.



2 Introduction

It was early fall in 2004, and Tatya, Lana, and I were sitting at a white plastic
table on the patio of a new market café. I had spent the day with Tatya in
her home in the Gagauz Yeri region of the post-Soviet state of Moldova,
interviewing women—teachers and administrators at a local elementary
school—who had migrated illegally to Turkey for short periods to work as
domestics. While walking through the center of town we had run into Lana,
a friend of Tatya’s who had also gone to Turkey to work, so we all decided
to sit down and talk about her experiences as well. It was toward the end of
this final interview of the day that Tatya, in a sad and exasperated manner,
commented on the meager wages available even to professionals.

In conversations over the course of fourteen months of ethnographic
research in the villages and cities of Moldova and in Istanbul, I listened to
women from Gagauz Yeri, an autonomous region of Moldova, describe the
effects of the end of socialism with the fall of the Soviet Union. The politi-
cal and subsequent socioeconomic upheavals had left everyone unemployed,
underpaid, and underserviced, and had changed long-familiar status dis-
tinctions—between white-collar and blue-collar workers, between doctors
and farmers, between urban and rural populations. At the same time, neo-
liberal capitalist restructuring, which emphasizes the retraction of public
services and the strengthening of the private sector, had prompted a need for
money to pay for basic necessities that once had been taken care of by the
state but now were the responsibility of individuals—and were very expen-
sive.? As a result, up to one-third of Moldova’s population, including half its
working-age population, now labored—and labors—abroad (World Bank
2004, 2005; Liicke et al. 2007; Migration Policy Centre 2013).

Most of these migrant workers “commute” back and forth in the margins
of Europe, working abroad for six to twelve months at a time to support their
families. Many “shuttlers” from Moldova are men who travel to Russia or
Italy to work in the construction industry. But women, especially mothers,
make up more than 40 percent of these transnational migrants. Some go to
Italy and Russia, but many go to Turkey. Known as a sender of Gastarbeiter
(guest workers) to Germany, Turkey has become a recipient of migrant
workers from the formerly socialist countries that surround it—especially

2By neoliberalism, I mean what is commonly known as “structural adjustment policies.” which
encourage state withdrawal from social welfare programs and fiscal conservativism and which put
less pressure on the state to support populations and more pressure on individuals to support them-
selves (see Harvey 2005). For the ways in which these policies have variously affected different
states in Europe, including examples of postsocialist states, see Joya Misra, Jonathan Woodring,
and Sabine N. Merz (2006).



