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Ay§e Oncii

The Transformation of the 
Bases of Social Standing in 

Contemporary Turkish Society

mong lhe visible manifestations of the structural transformations undergone 
by Turkish society in the post-war decades, no other is as readily apparent as that 
of increased mobility, social and geographical. In terms of sheer magnitude, the 
scale and scope of the phenomenon has been unprecedented. Turkish society has 
become a more socially mobile, a more “open” society. At the same time, it has 
become a less equal and equitable society, characterized by profoundly uneven 
development. Both rapidly increasing social mobility and deepening social and 
economic inequalities are facets of ongoing social change in contemporary Turkish 
society. An understanding of the emerging patterns of social stratification must 
begin by attempting to clarify the interlinkages between them.

I. TWO SIMULTANEOUS TRENDS

To talk about rapidly increasing social mobility in the context of deepening social 
and economic inequalities may initially appear to be a contradiction in terms. This 
is because much of our thinking about social mobility has been shaped by the 
organizing assumptions of the status-attainment model which has dominated much 
of mobility research over the past three decades. The model’s format is familiar. 
Status is conceptualized in terms of finely graded rankings along which individual 
attainments are measured. Social mobility is cast as a synonym for competitive, 
individuated movement along uniform and unitary hierarchies. Individuals move 
up and down the stratification hierarchy by gaining and losing increments of 
education, income and occupational prestige. Thus, “rates” and “levels” of mobility 
which denote the aggregate of individual movements become indicators of “equality 
of opportunity” and perhaps a social research-based measure of “goodness.”

This voluntaristic, individualized conceptualization of social mobility explicitly 
ignores the embedding institutionalized structures of society, but implicitly as
sumes them.1 It presupposes a competitive market society wherein the allocation of 
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status is subject to determination by market forces; a framework within which free 
and rationally calculating individuals seek to maximize competitively their own 
wealth and prestige at the expense of others. Mobility patterns are decontextualized 
from historical roots and complex social relationships and treated as attributes of 
isolated individuals essentially related to each other as possessors of marketable 
commodities, subject to equivalence and exchange. Hence education units can be 
translated into occupation units, which can then be transformed into income units, 
akin to all commodities with standardized exchange values. The phenomenology of 
status and mobility is enveloped within a universal market, subject to the same 
structuring principles of impersonality, commodification and equivalency.

For the student of social stratification in Turkish society, both the usefulness and 
the limitations of the status attainment perspective stem from this homology 
between the guiding assumptions of the model and commodity relations within the 
market framework. The model is useful in capturing how the extension of the market 
logic transforms, qualitatively, social relations and the meaning of social status. It 
traces the powerful impetus toward standardization of status forms, signs and 
symbols immanent within market relations. The advent of the market provides a 
framework within which all social relations are mediated through a universal 
standard—money—thereby redefining personal worth in terms of standardized 
exchange value. The social bases of standing are increasingly dissociated from 
communal relations, atomized and individualized. The route to individual success 
is slowly recast in terms of a competitive ethos emphasizing the accumulation of 
commodified images and signs of social worth and badges of ability.

This process of individualization and standardization of the bases of social 
standing is a very important aspect of changing stratification patterns in contem
porary Turkish society. The extension of market relations is gradually transforming 
older patterns of deference in favor of individualized rank and mobility conditioned 
by the possession of commodities. Status relations based on communal structures, 
embedded in local groups and subgroups are being steadily displaced by the 
transactional networks of the market. As the universally desirable quality of all 
practical activities and products becomes marketability, status acquires a quantita
tive value, like all commodities. In contemporary Turkish society, status is increas
ingly becoming a purchasable commodity.

But important as it is, this trend toward individualization of status is only one 
facet of ongoing change in contemporary Turkish society. It proceeds with and is 
interlinked with another trend associated with the relative maturation of the market 
economy, the crystallization of class-imposed limits upon social ascent.

As an analytical construct, the “market” designates both a set of social practices 
and also an institutional framework within which these practices are enacted and 
experienced. Thus, the extension of market networks entails a transformation of not 
only social relations, but also the underlying structures and categories within which 
they are grounded. Bound with and interwoven in the same process are: increasing 
concentration and centralization of capital in larger, more complex, corporate 
organizational units; the extension of wage labor to an ever-growing proportion of 
the labor force; the continual reorganization of the labor process through the 
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introduction of new technologies and machines resulting in the simultaneous 
erosion of craft skills and their transfer to a supervisory stratum; and finally a 
redefinition of the role of the state itself as labor/capital relations become the pivotal 
axis along which conflicts crystallize. In sum, where social relations are commodified 
through the extension of market networks, there simultaneously arise class- 
imposed barriers upon patterned movements over time.

Clearly, we can neither talk about a full-fledged market economy nor a well- 
articulated class structure in contemporary Turkish, society. But any attempt to 
theorize about evolving forms of stratification must take into account two global and 
interrelated trends: the extension of commodified market relations which promote 
individualized forms of mobility and the crystallization of class relations which 
introduce new limits and categories, shaping patterned movements over time.

The reality of the Turkish stratification picture reflects the uneven and often 
contradictory progression of these trends, resulting in the co-existence of different 
stratification forms, both various and changing. We observe: a) the internal 
segmentation of labor markets inhibiting the formation of homogeneous, universal
ized measures of social standing; b) the spatially and sectorally uneven extension 
of wage labor contributing to a relatively unstandardized labor process and a logic 
of incommensurable positions; c) the co-existence of large corporate units with their 
complex bureaucratic hierarchies and elaborately rationalized promotional struc
tures, side by side with independent commodity production which depends upon the 
personal supervision and resources of the individual proprietor, precluding the 
routinization of skills and depersonalization of work relations; d) transactional 
networks often embedded in local groups and subgroups, occupational communi
ties of various types next to commodified market relations. What we observe then 
is a heterogeneous social structure in which the relational underpinnings of status 
and social ascent are both various and changing.

II. STUDY DESIGN: A COMPARISON OF THREE COHORTS

In a social setting where an amalgam of stratification forms co-exist, the descriptive 
utility of uniform, unitary measures of social standing is clearly limited. They do not 
even begin to describe surface appearances, let alone analyze them. Since our major 
interest resides in how the underlying categories and institutional framework of the 
Turkish stratification system are changing, rather than a mimetic picture at a cross
section in time, a research strategy which allows for the historical specificity of the 
situations being compared is essential. The present study is an effort in this 
direction. It is an attempt to contextualize and capture emerging trends through the 
study of a single occupation domain—civil engineering—over a thirty-year time 
span.

The research design is based on a comparison of social backgrounds and career 
experiences of three cohorts of civil engineers, the cohorts defined in terms of the 
period of entry into the professional job market with ten-year intervals in the post
World War II decades. All three cohorts in the study were practicing members of 
the occupation at the time of the study, although at different stages of their careers. 
What may be termed the oldest cohorts were about sixty to sixty-five years of age 
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at the time of study, having begun their professional careers between 1940-45. They 
had thus left behind their most active years of work, but were not as yet retired. The 
second cohort was composed of civil engineers who at the age of forty to forty-five 
could be considered at the peak of their careers. They had obtained their degrees 
between the years 1955-60 and hence had entered the professional job market ten 
years later than the first cohort. Finally, the youngest cohort was composed of civil 
engineers who graduated during the years 1970-75. They were at the very initial 
stages of their career at the time the interviews were conducted in 1979. Table I 
provides information on the size of these cohorts, sample size and sampling 
fractions for the Istanbul Chamber of Civil Engineers.

The strategy of attempting to contextualize change by focusing on a single 
occupational domain over time has its own conceptual pitfalls. There is little doubt 
that the unfolding of new social and economic forces in Turkish society has given 
rise, in each and every occupation, to a different configuration of changes which 
cannot be divorced from the unique features of the occupation itself. To the extent 
that changes in every occupation represent a unique drama, the danger resides in 
historicism as a smuggled substitute for theory. The conceptual problem implicit in 
the effort to sort out the general from the historically specific within the framework 
of a single case study cannot be entirely avoided. It can perhaps be mitigated by 
delineating, from the very outset, some of the unique features of the occupational 
domain under study. Hence before moving on to a detailed examination of the social 
backgrounds and career experiences of the civil engineers in our study, a few 
general remarks about the developments in the construction sector in Turkey during 
the post-war decades are called for.

III. POST-WAR DEVELOPMENTS IN THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

The post-war decades encompass rapid and transformative changes in Turkish 
society. During this era, Turkey embarked upon apath of rapid inflationary growth, 
accompanied by the creation of an import-substituting private industry behind 
protective barriers on the one hand, and a widening of the domestic consumer 
market on the other. In the political realm, the post-war decades witnessed the 
populist incorporation of the masses into the political arena through electoral 
politics. A new set of external relations in terms of ideological and political 
commitments was accompanied by ready availability of foreign loans and credit, 
which both spurred rapid growth and also imposed new constraints. Periods of 
inflationary expansion and political liberalization were followed by severe balance- 
of-payments crises and drastic stabilization efforts, culminating in regime break
down and direct military rule in 1960-61,1971-73, and 1980-83.

Overall, the post-war decades in the Turkish construction industry have been 
characterized by very rapid expansion, with more than 60 percent of gross capital 
formation, both public and private, allocated to construction investments.2 Not only 
have state investments towards the development of physical infrastructure and 
energy resources increased, but also private investments have expanded dramati
cally. This general trend had been pockmarked by three brief but very sharp slumps, 
coinciding with economic crises in the larger economy. The construction industry 
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is everywhere notoriously sensitive to short-term business fluctuations. During 
boom periods it expands very rapidly as projects increase in number and size and 
labor demand grows, while during recessions it immediately declines to very low 
levels owing to cutbacks in public spending, government efforts to curb inflation by 
raising interest rates, and the decline in aggregate housing demand. Perhaps more 
than any other branch of activity, the construction sector has been vulnerable to the 
episodic economic crises of the post-war Turkish developmentpattem. Construction 
activity literally ground to a halt during periods of direct military rule. But the 
subsequent recovery was very rapid in each case, resuming its overall exuberant 
growth.

At present, slightly more than ten percent of the non-agricultural labor force in 
Turkey is officially classified under construction. The real meaning of the figure is 
somewhat dubious, however, since the bulk of the unskilled labor force in construc
tion is seasonal workers from agriculture. The labor market in the construction 
industry in most national settings is characterized by job instability, unstable 
earnings, and low levels of unionization. Even in the most advanced industrial 
economies, the majority of the labor force in the construction industry is classified 
as “secondary” or “casual” in the classical sense of the term.3 The skilled segment 
tends to act more like traditional craftsmen, with high levels of self-employment 
because there has been no technological breakthrough to alter this situation. It is the 
unskilled labor force which bears the burden of uncertainty and instability in the 
construction industry, arising from fluctuations in demand, climatic and seasonal 
variations and fragmented production organization scattered among transitory 
construction sites. Thus, the majority of the labor force consists of unskilled workers 
hired for the duration of a site and dismissed when the project is completed, some 
being rehired for the following site. In the Turkish case, large internal migrations 
of the post-war decades have created such a fluidity of labor supply as to permit a 
continuous labor turnover in construction. And today, the overflow of population 
from agriculture continues to provide a vast reservoir of cheap, unskilled, non- 
unionized, often seasonal labor supply upon which the construction boom depends.

A particularly strong division between large and small firms is again a general 
characteristic of the construction industry, common to most national settings.4The 
typical pattern is the co-existence of a small number of large, technologically 
advanced companies on the one hand, with vast numbers of small, often one-man 
firms on the other, holding a substantial share of the market. Medium-sized firms 
are a rare species, mainly because they are most adversely affected by short-term 
business fluctuations. They lack the operational flexibility of small firms with low 
levels of initial capital outlay and minimum overhead costs. At the same time they 
are not large enough to compete for large-scale, long-term projects in national and 
international markets and have difficulty in maintaining a permanent skilled labor 
force which, once dispersed, is difficult to reassemble. The expansion of the Turkish 
construction industry in the post-war period conforms to this pattern, with the 
differences between the two categories of firms becoming more pronounced over 
time. What has to be borne in mind, however, is that in the Turkish context, 
segmentation in product and labor markets is characteristic of all branches of 
manufacturing activity, not only construction.
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Civil engineers, the professional cadres of the construction industry, show 
considerable variation in their historical evolution and social placement in various 
national settings. In France, for instance, where the engineering profession was 
from its very inception associated with the “grand ecoles,” civil engineering 
evolved as an elite occupation, linked to social, economic and political power. In 
England and the United States, by contrast, the older branches of civil and 
mechanical engineering were originally identified with subordinate positions of the 
skilled technician, supervisor or foreman. An engineering diploma signified applied 
training rather than scientific learning or university education. And the occupation 
served as a channel of upward mobility for youth of lower class, manual origins.5 
In the Ottoman/Turkish context, engineering education emerged as the embodiment 
of Western science and rationality. The first graduates of the select Engineering 
School established in 1884 were civil engineers destined for high-ranking positions 
in state administration, working towards the extension of national transport and 
power infrastructure. Despite the subsequent expansion of other, newer branches of 
engineering, civil engineers have since continued to be the largest single group in 
the profession. In 1983, they constituted roughly 25 percent of all engineers in 
Turkey, with mechanical engineering as the next largest group. (See Table II.) The 
bases of social standing in the occupation have, however, undergone a radical 
transformation in the post-war decades, a topic which will be taken up in detail in 
the following pages.

IV. CHANGING BASES OF SOCIAL STANDING AMONG 
CIVIL ENGINEERS: A STYLIZED HISTORY

Since our research design is based on a comparison of graduation cohorts rather than 
actual generations in the proper sense of the term, the changes examined below 
cover a thirty-year time span. Thirty years is perhaps too short a time span to merit 
the term “history.” But the particular three decades under consideration here are of 
critical significance in terms of the changes they ushered in to Turkish society. And 
the three cohorts Included in our study, while all practicing members of the occu
pation at the time of research, exhibit vast differences not only in terms of social 
background and career patterns, but even more important, in how they themselves 
interpret their experiences, define and evaluate their accomplishments, and the 
language and concepts they use to articulate them. In this sense, they are in truth 
different generations. To be able to convey these qualitative as well as quantifiable 
differences, each of the three cohorts will be taken up separately below. Beginning 
with the oldest cohort, information based on standardized questionnaire items will 
be combined with interview materials in an attempt to convey the ethos of each 
“generation,” as well as to compare it with others.

IV a. Civil Engineers in the Service of the State: 1940-45 Cohort

In the late 1930s and early 1940s, when the flrstcohortof civil engineers in ourstudy 
entered the state-sponsored Higher Engineering School, they were embarking upon 
a career which destined them for top positions in state bureaucracy. They are the 
product of an era in Turkey when advanced technical training was as yet synony
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mous with civil engineering, and civil engineers, entrusted with the task of 
“reconstructing the country,” were very much a part of the traditions of state 
administration.

The Higher Engineering School was first set up in the late nineteenth century as 
a part of the efforts to reorganize the central bureaucratic machinery of the Ottoman 
Empire and to furnish it with new cadres by establishing a series of educational 
institutions, patterned primarily after the French model. Among the schools thus 
created to provide recruits for the new system of administration, two stood out as 
grooming institutions for top government positions. One was the Civil Service 
School, first set up in 1859, later to form the nucleus of the Ankara University 
Political Science Faculty. The second was the Engineering School established in 
1884, with the explicit purpose of training technical personnel for central ministries. 
Throughout the decades following the demise of the Ottoman Empire and the 
subsequent establishment of the Turkish Republic, the Higher Engineering School 
(renamed as Istanbul Technical University in 1944) continued to serve as a key 
institution in furnishing technical expertise for future generations of bureaucrat
administrators.

From its very inception civil engineering was associated with the historic tra
ditions of state administration. The type of education students received was of a 
theoretical nature, academic rather than vocational. Thus, the engineering degree 
was never imbued with manual connotations, nor was there any question of manual 
origins among the student body. It was predominantly sons of middle-level or 
higher bureaucrats being prepared for careers in state administration. (See Table 4.) 
This homogeneity of social background, plus the fact that in the 1940s the Higher 
Engineering School was still very much patterned after a military academy, with 
most students residing in the school itself, all their expenses covered by the state,6 
meant that during theyears spentin school a close-knit community formed. Not only 
did the friendships established during school years endure throughout their careers, 
but also given the initially small numbers, most engineers of this generation knew 
each other either direcdy or through friends. The 1940scohortwasasmuchasocial 
community as an occupational one.7 The total size of this community does not 
appear to have much exceeded one thousand engineers in all (civil and other) when 
estimated on the basis of diplomas granted by the Higher Engineering School before 
1940.

The fact that the 1940s cohort received training of an academic nature and were 
foreordained for important government posts did not mean that their career path was 
one of direct transition from school to such positions. On the contrary, it involved 
torturous years of field work in the Anatolia of the war years. Coming from back
grounds which had exposed them to little else but the conveniences of the capital 
Ankara, or the cosmopolitan atmosphere of Istanbul, new graduates were sent to the 
far reaches of Anatolia to work on projects directed toward the repair and extension 
of transport and power infrastructure. The construction sites were non-mechanized, 
with hundreds of laborers and frequently a single government engineer on site, the 
nearest small town miles away. The years spent moving from one such site to the 
next before being assigned first to a post in provincial administration, then finally 
to one of the coveted top bureaucratic positions in one of the larger metropolitan 
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centers, indicate that the upward path, while perhaps guaranteed, was by no means 
an easy one. These initial difficult years, frequently described as “years spent in 
serving the state in the reconstruction of the country” by members of the cohort, are 
very much a part of the 1940s career experience and self definition of the generation 
itself.8

What distinguishes the 1940s cohort from previous generations of civil engi
neers who spent their careers “in the service of the state” is that at least for some who 
had attained important government posts by the mid-1950s, new opportunities 
presented themselves. These new opportunities were an outcome of the shift in state 
economic policies from an “etatist” to a “liberal” program and the leading role 
assigned to private initiative in the economic policies of subsequent decades.

The year 1950 constitutes an important benchmark in Turkish politics as well 
as economy. It marks the decisive end of the mono-party regime and the electoral 
success of the Democratic Party with its ideological commitment to private 
enterprise. It also stands at the beginning of a new chapter in development efforts, 
based on rapid inflationary expansion and heavy external borrowing. The begin
nings of a new emphasis on private entrepreneurship geared toward the manufacturing 
of consumer goods for the virtually untapped domestic consumer market did not 
diminish the importance of state investments. On the contrary, the extension of the 
transport network and power infrastructure became all the more crucial and not only 
did the government's share of total investments continue to increase (from about 38 
percent in 1951 to about 56 percent in the late 1960s) but also the relative share of 
infrastructural investments within it rose substantially. The leading role assigned to 
private initiative did have a very important implication, however. It meant that, 
henceforth, such state-sponsored infrastructural investments would be contracted 
out to private firms.

In the early 1950s, private contracting firms which could undertake to bid for 
large public projects simply did not exist. But the liberalization of imports, coupled 
wi th easy availability of credits earmarked for the development of the private sector, 
meant that for enterprising civil engineers the opportunities were limitless. Many 
members of the 1940-45 graduation cohort in our study had behind them nearly ten 
years of experience in state bureaucracy. For those who had climbed to administra
tive positions in, for instance, the State Railway Organization (DevletDemiryollari) 
or State Waterworks (Devlet Su I fieri), given their experience and connections, it 
proved relatively easy to obtain credit to import construction equipment and set up 
private contracting firms to bid for public tenders. To quote from an interview:

O zamanlar kredi boldu. Hie; duymadigimiz, gormedigimiz makinalari 
kataloglardaki resimlerine bakip ismarladik. (Credit was plentiful in those 
days. We ordered machines we had never seen before by looking at their 
pictures in catalogues.)

For the first time a civil engineering diploma meant more than a guaranteed road 
of ascent in the state bureaucratic hierarchy. It became a channel for capital 
accumulation in the expanding private sector. The civil engineering diploma was 
linked to entrepreneurship—a linkage which could be established without the 
benefit of inherited wealth. The newly burgeoning industrial bourgeoisie of the 
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1950s and 1960s in Turkey were not entrepreneurs in the Schumpeterian sense. The 
import-substitution drive simply meant that accumulated wealth in land or commercial 
ventures began to be invested in industry. This made the civil-engineer-bureaucrat 
tumed-into-entrepreneur pattern all the more significant. For it meant that a civil 
engineering diploma opened the possibilities of entry into the ranks of a burgeoning 
urban bourgeoisie for sons of bureaucrats. The civil engineering career, formerly 
identified with traditions of state administration, now became a very important 
channel of private wealth accumulation, through state sponsorship and connections. 
As will be elaborated later, this was in fact a short-lived phenomenon, no longer 
valid in the 1970s. But it was crucial in defining the power and prestige of the 
occupation throughout the 1950s and 1960s. The power stemmed from the mo
nopoly over state construction projects by a small and tightly knit community of 
civil engineers; the prestige was directly linked to the identification of the occupa
tion with the “self-made” capitalist.

In the specific instance of the 1940-45 cohort in our study, approximately two- 
thirds had resigned from their administrative posts to establish their own construc
tion firms by the mid 1950s, and had taken over large state construction projects. But 
the fact that the initial boom of the early 1950s in Turkey was very short lived made 
it difficult for many of these newly established firms to survive. The economic 
policies of trade liberalization adopted in the first few years of the 1950s decade 
quickly reached an impasse. The gold reserves accumulated during the exceptional 
conditions of World War II were soon depleted. With the slowing down of the 
Korean War prosperity, agricultural exports first stagnated and then began to 
decline. Under the pressure of inflationary domestic demand, great efforts were 
made to meet the growing balance of payments deficit through foreign aid and loans. 
Towards the end of the 1950s, the brewing economic crisis, with rampant inflation 
and a widening balance of payments deficit, had brought all imports to a standstill. 
The introduction of rigid controls and austerity measures were followed by a 
military coup in 1960. The end result was that for about three or four years all state 
construction projects were suspended, making it very difficult for contracting firms 
which were geared almost exclusively toward such projects to survive. In fact many 
of the civil engineers who had ventured out into the private sector to establish then- 
own contracting firms had to phase out their operations and return to public 
employment. Only about half survived, to grow once again in the 1960s decade.9 
The economic crisis of the late 1950s then constitutes a rupture in the careers of the 
1940-45 cohort, a break in the unfolding of a trend which became crystallized fully 
in the careers of the 1955-60 cohort.

IV b. Civil Engineers as Entrepreneurs: 1955-60 Cohort

The 1955-60 cohort entered the professional job market during what is generally 
known as the '60s boom in the Turkish economy. The economic policies which had 
been shaped in the 1950s were not substantially altered in the aftermath of the crisis 
and the short-lived military government of 1960-61. Rather the import substitution 
drive accelerated as state intervention through tariffs and quotas to reduce competition 
from abroad and new financial incentives and subsidies to encourage domestic 
investment were codified and regularized through a series of five-year development 



Oncil ♦ 149

plans. Real GNP growth ranged from 6 to 9 percent annually during the first five 
years of planned development. And it is in the context of these boom years that the 
civil-engineer as the owner/partner of his own contracting firm became the “norm.”

On the average, members of the 1955-60 cohort spent a much smaller proportion 
of their work careers in government employment. (See Table 1.) But perhaps more 
important was the change in the connotations of government employment—change 
which is not reflected in numerical comparisons. For the 1955-60 cohort, posts in 
the bureaucracy no longer constituted a “prestigious career” to be embarked upon, 
butrather an indication of failure. The definition of “success” in the occupation had 
been transformed. This does not mean, of course, that all the members of the 1955- 
60 cohort in our study were in fact owner/partners of their own construction firms. 
That nearly half were of course is important.10 (See Table 2.) But those who were 
in state employment at the ages of about forty to forty-five during the study (about 
20 percent of the sample, the rest being salaried employees in private construction 
firms) considered their jobs temporary. They were searching for opportunities to 
venture into the private sector, or had already done so but were forced back into 
government jobs when their firms failed. In either case, government employment 
was considered a guaranteed income until better opportunities presented themselves.

Those who were successful in establishing their own firms in this cohort ranked 
among the largest construction companies in the country. Since such large firms, 
equipped with machine parks and adequate capital to undertake big projects, are 
nearly always oriented toward public infrastructural investments, state sponsorship 
and connections still continued to be critical for the 1955-60 cohort, and in fact the 
bigger the construction firm, the more so. Table 2 provides information on both the 
numbers of civil engineers who were owners/partners of their own construction 
companies at the time of the study and also the size of the companies involved. 
Given the smallness of the actual numbers involved, a discussion in terms of 
percentages would not be meaningful in interpreting the information in Table 2. 
What it does indicate, however, is that in both the 1940-45 and 1955-60 cohorts the 
numbers of civil engineers who were able to begin in a small way to build up to the 
ranks of the largest construction companies in the country are by no means 
negligible. The two cohorts are substantially similar in social background in the 
sense that they predominantly come from professional and/or middle- and upper
echelon bureaucratic families (see Table 4). Without substantial inherited wealth, 
but armed with a civil engineer diploma, many were able by the age of forty or forty- 
five to head their own companies. What perhaps distinguishes the 1955-60 cohort 
is that they established their first company at a younger age and without the benefit 
of long years “in the service of the state” (see Table 1).

While in the case of the 1940-45 cohort, the opportunity for ownership/ 
partnership of a construction company presented itself after long years in state 
employment frequently on construction sites in the then inaccessible parts of the 
country. The economic boom conditions of the '60s provided nearly limitless 
possibilities for young civil engineers. Not only were alternatives to state employ
ment plentiful and civil engineers much sought after, but also the fully mechanized 
construction sites and the possibilities of flying in and out for frequent furloughs 
meant that the occupation was no longer identified with difficult working condi
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Table 1

PROPORTION OF WORK CAREER SPENT IN
GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT: 

Comparison of Three Cohorts

*Mean proportion of work career spent in government employment

Graduation 
Cohorts

Mean
Proportion*

P

Standard 
Deviation 

s
Variance

s2
Sample

n

1940-45 0.5624 0.4085 0.1669 67
1955-60 0.2834 0.3596 0.1293 59
1970-75 0.3713 0.4222 0.1783 91

TOTAL 0.4064 0.4150 0.1722 217

ANOVA ON THE PROPORTION OF WORK CAREER SPENT IN 
GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT

Sum of Squares
ss

Degrees of 
Freedom

Variance 
s2

Significance
F Level

Between
Groups 2.636 2 1.318

Within 8.161 0.0004
Groups 34.559 214 0.161



Oncii ♦ 151

Table 2

NUMBER AND SIZE OF ENTERPRISES OWNED OR PARTNERED 
IN 1978:

A Comparison of Three Cohorts

Company Ownership or Partnership

Size of Construction 
Company

1940-45
n

1955-60
n

1970-75
n Total %

1. Very Large 2 4 0 6 7.0
2. Large 5 4 0 9 10.6
3. Medium 6 1 14 31 36.5
4. Small 4 5 14 23 27.0
5. Technical-Drawing

firm /bureau 0 3 12 15 17.0
6. Consultancy firm 0 1 0 1 L3

Total Number of Companies 17 28 40 85 100.0
Sample Size (n) 67 60 92 217

Very Large Bids for public tenders in dam, highway, pipeline, port con
struction; equipped for massive excavation; has operations 
at several construction sites at the same time; employs a 
minimum of 10 civil engineers; certified as Class A by the 
Ministry of Public Works.

Large Bids for large tenders in factory, industrial building, bridge, 
etc., construction; employs two or three civil engineers; 
certified as Class A by the Ministry of Public Works.

Medium Specializes in housing and apartment complexes; does not 
employ civil engineers other than the owner/partners; certi
fied as Class B by the Ministry of Public Works.

Small Specializes in housing construction only; does not bid for 
public tenders; generally builds one unit at a time; does not 
employ any engineers other than owner/partners.

Technical-Drawing Does not undertake construction but provides civil-engi- 
firm/bureau neering services.
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Table 3

AVERAGE AGE AT TIME OF FIRST OWNERSHIP/PATNERSHIP OF 
OWN ENTERPRISE:

A Comparison of Three Cohorts

Graduation
Cohort Average Age

Standard 
Deviation

Number of
Enterprises

X s n
1940-45 35.7568 7.6209 37
1955-60 32.8333 5.9793 42
1970-75 28.3261 4.1529 46

The averages are based on the respondents’ age at the time of first venture 
in establishing own enterprise, in the form of ownership or partnership.

The totals refer to the number of civil engineers in each cohort who have at 
some point in their careers established their own enterprise. The same civil 
engineer may have later dissolved the original company to establish new 
ones; may have gone back to salaried employment; etc. The totals in the table 
do not reflect these subsequent changes or the status of last job.

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE OF AVERAGE AGE AT TIME OF FIRST 
ENTERPRISE

Sum of Degrees of Variance Significance
Squares ss Freedom s2 F Level

Between Groups 1172.047 2 586.024
Within Group 4332.753 122 35.514 16.501 0.0001
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Table 4

FATHER’S OCCUPATION: 
Comparison of Three Cohorts

Graduation Cohort
Father’s Occupation 1940-45 1955-60

n
1970-75

%n % n %

1. Professional 14 20.9 9 15.0 8 8.7

2. Large land owner, 
Entrepreneur, 
Big merchant 13 19.4 16 26.7 11 11.9

3. Business Executive, 13 19.4 7 11.7 7 7.9
High-level bureaucrat

4. Middle-level bureaucrat,
medium-rank salaried 
employee in private 
enterprise 21 31.4 24 40.0 24 26.2

5. Artisan, shop-keeper, 
small landowner 6 8.9 4 6.6 39 42.4

6. Landless peasant, 
laborer w 3 3.3

Total 67 100.0 60 100.0 92 100.0
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tions. Thus, the entire imagery of the occupation was transformed, so to speak. The 
association with traditions of state administration was replaced with a new cultural 
identity which coupled the occupation with the image and style of the young, 
enterprising and successful businessman, at the head of his own company. This 
imagery, stemming mainly from the experiences of the 1955-60 cohort, was crucial 
in shaping the aspirations of future generations of civil engineers. That it was no 
more than a myth by the time the 1970-75 cohort of civil engineers in our study 
entered the job market does not detract from its significance, for it continued to serve 
as the basic criterion of success against which the 1970-75 cohort measured then- 
own career experiences and future expectations.

IV c. Civil Engineers among the New Petty Bourgeoisie: 1970-75 Cohort

At the time of our study, most members of the 1970-75 graduation cohort were 
around thirty years of age and at the beginning of their careers. Their existing 
situation could hardly be considered an indication of their future career paths. But 
neither could the experiences of previous cohorts serve as an indicator of the future 
for the 1970-75 cohort. For the social and economic context of the occupation itself 
had been altered drastically, such that there existed little possibility of duplicating 
the experiences of previous cohorts of civil engineers.

One very important transformation resided in the structuration of the construc
tion market and the monopoly of large state-sponsored projects by a selected 
numberof giantconstruction companies. Given the capital, equipmentand personnel 
resources of such firms and their superior credit facilities, their market segment was 
closed to small-scale competitors. The very existence of a set of large firms 
established in the 1950s and 1960s presented an effective barrier to newcomers in 
capital accumulation through state credits and contracts in the 1970s. The histori
cally specific circumstances which had created the civil-engineer-entrepreneur path 
no longer existed.

A second, very important change was in the expansion of civil engineering 
education which broke down the restricted pattern of entry into the profession. The 
rapid increase in numbers was mainly a result of the establishment of a series of 
Academies of Engineering and Architecture, in addition to the traditional and 
prestigious degree granting institution, Istanbul Technical University. The growth 
in the sheer numbers of civil engineers within the span of ten years from 1965-75, 
from about four thousand to twelve thousand, is itself remarkable. But perhaps 
equally important is the breakdown of the social homogeneity which characterized 
the professional community in the 1950s and ’60s. As indicated earlier, the previous 
cohorts were as much a social community as an occupational one. Not only did they 
come from similar backgrounds but were linked together by virtue of being the 
alumni of the same prestigious institution. The 1970-75 cohort lacked these 
manifold bonds which linked the previous generations into a tight-knit commu
nity.11 The rapid expansion of civil engineering education enabled youth of modest 
provincial backgrounds to enter the occupation in sizable numbers for the first time 
(see Table 4). But by the time they obtained their diplomas, a civil engineering 
degree had ceased to be the channel of mobility they had envisaged.
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A third important factor which forms a part of the backdrop against which the 
career experiences of the 1970-75 cohort needs to be evaluated is the transformation 
of the status of government employment itself. In the mono-party era of the 1930s 
and 1940s, government careers implied becoming a part of a tradition of state 
administration which went all the way back to the Ottoman era. In the subsequent 
decades, a series of concomitant trends—the vast expansion of the government 
bureaucracy itself; the widening of educational opportunities; and income polariza
tion which has accompanied economic growth—combined to erode much of the 
former prestige associated with careers in the state bureaucracy. For the 1955-60 
cohort, government employment had already lost its attractiveness in the face of 
expanding alternative opportunities. But by the time the 1970-75 cohort entered the 
job market, state employees had experienced two decades of nearly continuous 
decline in income relative to other strata.12

It is in the context of these broader changes that much of what at first glance 
appears to be anomalous evidence with regard to the 1970-75 cohort becomes 
clarified. They are as heterogeneous in their initial experiences as they are in social 
background. Approximately a third were in government employment al the lime of 
the study. “Lack of alternatives” was the justification frequently cited. Their hopes 
for the future centered on a “break” which would enable them to establish their own 
construction companies, recognizing and acknowledging its unlikelihood, while at 
the same time maintaining the conviction that it would be possible at some future 
date to “turn the corner.”

The figures presented in Table 2 on the numbers and sizes of firms owned by 
members of different cohorts in our study indicate that the aspirations of the .1970- 
75 cohort continue to be molded by the experiences of previous generations—in 
sheer numbers, young civil engineers who have formed their own companies 
immediately after graduation is remarkable. What the figures do not reveal is that 
most of the “firms” are no more than “a desk and a safe,” to translate the Turkish 
expression. Such ventures into the housing market, where high rates of inflation and 
rapid urban growth make speculative earnings attractive, depend more upon 
business acumen than an engineering diploma. In fact, most of the small but highly 
profitable companies in the housing market do not even employ civil engineers, but 
simply use the services of the “technical-drawing bureaus,” which have mush
roomed in the 1970s. Unless a young civil engineer has the necessary family 
connections, either in the form of inherited wealth or a family-owned construction 
company, his choice in the housing market is limited. The only choice, in fact, 
resides in coming together with a classmate to establish a technical-drawing bureau, 
adding a new one to the already overcrowded market. Establishing such a bureau 
requires little else than renting two rooms and hanging a sign on the door. It is even 
possible to earn an adequate income by charging a little less than the going market 
rates for a complete set of blueprints. But this, of course, falls short of aspirations 
which embody visions of rapid wealth accumulation.

The final option for members of the 1970-75 cohort is seeking employment in 
one of the giant construction companiess,which employ large numbers of young 
civil engineers. Once again, while becoming a salaried employee of such a large 
construction company may be satisfactory in terms of remuneration, and may 
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eventually lead to managerial posts, it does not measure up to the aspirations of a 
cohort whose definition of occupational success has been molded by the civil- 
engineer-entrepreneur path open to previous generations.

The closing channels of accumulation for the 1970-75 cohort need not preclude 
“individual” success stories. What is important is that a civil engineering diploma 
has ceased to be an important vehicle for such success. It no longer provides entry 
into a communal network, which was a key element in the growing power and 
prestige of the occupation in the 1950s and 1960s. The rise of the large private 
contracting firm was obviously associated with a particular historical juncture in the 
structuration of the construction market. But it must be remembered that both at the 
awarding and bidding end of public contracts stood civil engineers who were alumni 
of the same prestigious institution, who knew of each other even when not 
personally acquainted. Members of the 1950-55 cohort referred to older graduates 
as abilerimiz (our older brothers), the kinship terminology used to both symbolize 
and also maintain communal solidarity. The 1970-75 cohort, having received a civil 
engineering diploma, long coveted as the magic key which would allow them to 
joint the ranks of the older cohorts, discovered a chasm which they could not hope 
to bridge. And this discovery is perhaps the only commonality members of the 1970- 
75 cohort share.

Very heterogeneous in terms of social background, quality of training and also 
in terms of career experiences, members of the 1970-75 cohort were far from 
constituting an occupational community. What they shared was an ideology of 
mobility through education and thwarted aspirations. Most were trapped in low 
paying government jobs, among the ranks of technical staff in large contracting 
firms, or self-employment in struggling technical bureaus. But they continued to 
maintain hope for a chance—in the form of an opportunity to establish their own 
contracting firm at some future date.

The persistence of this dream did not mean that the members of the 1970-75 
cohort failed to perceive the actual limits to ascent. On the contrary, “the existing 
system, which makes a civil engineering diploma a worthless piece of paper” was 
a continuous topic of discussion, frequently coupled with the conviction that short 
of some drastic change in the “existing system,” the situation could not be remedied. 
The persistent theme for the 1970-75 cohort, in evaluating their own experiences, 
was that of having become the “victims of a system which allows speculators and 
opportunists to build fortunes,” while failing to reward training, diligence and hard 
work.13 Solutions as to how “the system” could be changed ranged from advocating 
a united front composed of new and old working class, to visions of law and order 
through strong state action. Thus, the 1970-75 cohort, as distinct from the previous 
cohorts, was highly “politicized” in the sense of interpreting the causes of the 
situation they found themselves in and also in seeking remedies in the political 
realm. But their “politicization,” given the range of opinions advocated, from the 
militant right, to the m ilitant left, only appeared to add a new source of heterogeneity 
to an already divided occupation. The 1970-75 cohort, sharing little else but an 
ideology of mobility through education, while at the same time possessing few 
actual options of ascent, had come to join the “new petty bourgeoisie” of Turkish 
society.14
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V. SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING REMARKS

In the preceding pages, each of the three cohorts of civil engineers in our study 
was taken up separately, and their career patterns and social backgrounds compared 
with one another. The stylized history of the civil engineering profession which 
emerges in the end is at one and the same time three different “stories.”

First, it is an account of how an elite occupation, with restricted entry to a select 
few, gradually opened up to admit provincial youth of modest backgrounds to its 
ranks, reflecting the widening of opportunities in contemporary Turkish society. 
Our data on social backgrounds of three cohorts of civil engineers points toward 
dramatic increases in intergenerational mobility, suggesting that a career in engi
neering has come to attract and reinforce the instrumental attitude toward education 
among upwardly mobile youth.

At the same time, the story of the civil engineering profession in post-war Turkey 
can be told in terms of the dissolution of a tightly knit social and occupational 
community, wherein membership automatically paved the way to high administrative 
posts in government bureaucracy or top management/ownership in private enter
prise. Expanding numbers, disparities in social background or quality of education 
coupled with heterogeneity of career experiences have eroded the communal bases 
of social standing embedded in the profession itself. Older patterns of communal 
solidarity have been replaced by individualized rank and mobility, subject to market 
forces. The youngest cohort in our study, upwardly mobile youth who strived for 
and gained admittance into a much- coveted profession, found themselves bereft of 
a supportive communal network which guaranteed ascent in the professional ladder.

Finally, the story of civil engineering in post-war Turkey can be told in terms of 
the structuration of the market itself. The expansion of the construction industry was 
accompanied by market segmentation between large, capital-intensive firms cater
ing to national and international markets on the one hand, and, on the other, a vast 
number of small, ffequendy one-man firms specializing in the fragmented housing 
sector. The civil engineer-cum-entrepreneur, symbolized by the 1955-60 cohort in 
our study, was a product of the specific historical juncture at which a shift in state 
policy was coupled with technological developments to give rise to large, privately 
owned, capital-intensive contracting firms. But the rapid concentration and central
ization of capital in a select number of such giant firms, virtually monopolizing 
large-scale central and local government projects through the use of readily 
available credit and risk-reducing diversification, resulted in sharply drawn lines of 
market segmentation. The large firms’ market segment was closed to small-scale 
competitors. Small firms were confined to either subcontracting arrangements, 
which tend to create asymmetrical relationships of dominance and dependence 
(with additional risks of unfair prices and “squeezing” by the main contractor), or 
the fiercely competitive, uncertain and fragmented local housing markets. Within 
the context of this economic and institutional segmentation in both product and 
labor markets, class-imposed Emits on patterns of ascent came to the foreground. 
The youngest cohort of civil engineers in our study could either join the ranks of 
technical staff in a large contracting firm or a government organization, i.e., become 
“employees” in a large enterprise, with few chances of reaching top management 
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positions. Or they could become “self-employed” in the house-building market 
where survival is precarious and contingent upon business acumen rather than a 
professional diploma.

Our major argument is that these three “stories” are interlinked not only in the 
sense of being alternative readings of the same empirical material, but also at the 
theoretical level as different facets of the transformation of the bases of social 
standing in contemporary Turkish society.

The institutional framework and underlying categories of the Turkish stratifica
tion system are changing. Within the analytical framework of the present paper, this 
change has been conceptualized in terms of the extension of market networks and 
relations which lead to individualization of social standing on the one hand, and the 
crystallization of class relations on the other. It was argued that the unfolding of 
these simultaneous trends promotes both individualized forms of social mobility 
and at the same time generates new limits and barriers upon patterned movements 
over time. The changes in the social backgrounds and career patterns of the civil 
engineers in our study bear the impact of these concomitant trends. Their histori
cally situated experiences are interwoven with changes in the relational underpinnings 
of social status in Turkish society. The present research, albeit based on a single 
occupational domain, has been able to show how new economic forces and social 
relations of Turkish society unfold in the lives and careers of individuals, creating 
unprecedented opportunities, while at the same time generating new limits. Per
haps some knowledge about why and how contemporary Turkish society is simul
taneously becoming more open and less equal and equitable has been communi
cated in these pages.

NOTES

1. Initial criticisms of the status attainment model centered on its atheoretical 
data manipulations which describe stratification patterns in terms of correlations 
between abstract categories. More recently the “theory-laden” aspects of the model 
have come under closer scrutiny. See for instance, Horan (1978); Goldman and 
Tickamyer (1984).

2. Ann Krueger points out that this figure is substantially higher than other 
countries at comparable levels of socioeconomic development such as Argentina, 
Chile, Greece or Taiwan. See Krueger (1974) p. 13-14.

3. On labor markets in the British and Italian construction industry, see Moore 
(1981) and Villa (1981).

4. On segmentation of product markets in the German and British construction 
industries, see Grant and Streek (1985).

5. For a comparison of the social placement of engineering in France, England 
and the United States, see Silver et.al., (1969).

6. The school was attached to the Ministry of Public Works (Nafia Vekaleti) 
and most students received full scholarships (leyli meccani) from the state. For a 
very detailed study of the Higher Engineering School (Yuksek Muhendis Okulu) 
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which includes information about curricula, teaching staff and graduates, see 
Ulu^ay and Kartekin (1958).

7. Perhaps the best indicator of communal ties is the high response rate (see 
Table I, Appendix) for the 1940-45 cohort. It was initially assumed that this group 
would be most difficult to locate owing to out-of-date addresses in Chamber 
records, but since everyone knew each other and had kept up with their whereabouts, 
67 out of the original 75 in the sample were found. Members of this cohort still 
continued to refer to each other with nicknames from school days; they were curious 
to know who else was interviewed from among their friends and what they had said; 
were very pleased to have news of colleagues they had not seen in a long time.

8. In Turkish, “Uzun yillar devlet hizmetinde memleketin iman icin ?ali§tik, 
dagbayir gezdik.” One evidence of the importance of these “long years spent in the 
service of the state in the reconstruction of the country” was a picture album with 
faded photographs of long-gone construction sites. Much interview time with the 
older cohort was spent listening to explanations of these photographs of public 
projects which did, indeed, constitute landmarks in the history of Anatolia during 
the Republican period. While the nostalgia of near-retiremcnt may also have 
contributed, there is little doubt that the 1940-45 cohort measured their accomplish
ments in terms ofindividual projects, prefacing their commentary with, “I built ...”

9. Very specifically, 18 engineers from among 67 interviewed in the 1940-45 
cohort (27 percent) had worked in state employmen t throughout their careers. At the 
time of interviews in 1979, 37 (55.2 percent) were in state employment. Thus 19 
engineers had at one point in their career ventured into the private sector but later 
went bankrupt and returned to state employment.

10. Information on the 1950-55 cohort is based on 60 interviews out of a sample 
of 75. This 80 percent response is biased in favor of state employees. Many of the 
civil-engineer-entrepreneurs were easy to locate but very difficult to interview 
since they were extremely busy, and repeatedly canceled appointments because 
they had to travel outside the city or country, moving between various construction 
sites. Most of the lost interviews are such cases where the researcher finally gave 
up hope after repeated attempts over a period of six months.

11. The fact that not a single engineer interviewed in this cohort knew or 
recognized even one name on our sample list is revealing in this respect. In the older 
cohorts, the addresses obtained from the Chamber proved to be both more reliable 
and also easy to update through colleagial networks. In the case of the youngest 
cohort, the work addresses registered with the Chamber proved totally unreliable 
because they changed jobs so often. In most cases no one even remembered them 
by name in the last registered place of work; they had left behind no friends or 
acquaintances who knew their present whereabouts. Home addresses, their own or 
their parents’, proved more accurate, but were often located in low-income 
neighborhoods and had no telephones. Thus finding the civil engineers in this group 
entailed literal detective work, often unsuccessful as revealed by the 60 percent 
response rate. The 92 interviews conducted out of a total sample of 150 are likely 
to be biased in favor of govemmentemployees and those who established their own 
firms. The majority of those who could not be located were moving from one tem
porary job to another in various construction sites; changed residency as frequently, 
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and had no home telephones. Some had gone to construction sites in Eastern Turkey 
because they could not get jobs around Istanbul, according to information provided 
by parents. We thus believe our 92 respondents to be of somewhat higher socioeco
nomic background than average for the 1970-75 cohort as a whole, although of 
course they are still significantly different from the older cohorts.

12. On the relative income share of government employees and changes therein, 
see Dervi§ and Robinson. (1980)

13. In Turkish, “Bii diizende i§ yapmak i$in torpil ve yolsuzlugun igine girmek 
gerek. Diizen dalaverecilik iistiine kurulu.” The politicization of young civil 
engineers was brought to an abrupt end by the military coup of 1980.

14. I use the term “new petty bourgeoisie” in line with Poulantzas’ specification 
of the term. Thus, the emphasis is upon the ‘petty bourgeois ideological ensemble”, 
rather than the negative criterion of exclusion from the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat in terms of economic class relations.
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APPENDIX

Table I
THE SAMPLING FRAME

Number of
Graduation 
Cohorts

Registered 
Members*

Sample 
Size

Sampling 
Fraction

Completed 
Interviews

Response 
Rate

1940-45 165 75 %45.45 67 %89.33
1955-60 433 75 % 17.32 60 %80.00
1970-75 3568 150 % 4.20 92 %61.33

Totals: 4166 300 % 7.20 219 %73.00
*Registered members of the Istanbul Chamber of Civil Engineers. At the time of interviews 
in 1978 the totoal number of civil engineers registered with the Istanbul Chamber was 7271, 
encompassing approximately 50% of all civil engineers in Turkey.
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Table II

SIZE AND GROWTH OF MEMBERSHIP IN THE 
LARGEST ENGINEERING CHAMBERS: 1955-83

Registered Membership

Chamber 1955 1964 1975 1983

Civil
Engineering 2,371 4,077 11,888 28,956

Mechanical
Engineering 902 2,481 8,723 22,993
Agricultural
Engineering 733 3,102 6,689 11,856
Architects 746 2,159 6,388 14,040
Chemical
Engineering 312 1,090 4,793 11,595
Electrical
Engineering 672 1,482 4,332 11,328
Forestry
Engineering 615 1,289 3,987 4,300
Mining
Engineering 313 937 1,272 2,527
Others 158 944 1,908 11,348
TOTALS: 6,822 17,561 49,990 118,943

NOTE: The term “chamber" denotes occupational organizations with representational 
monopoly, i.e., compulsory membership and dues from all who work in the professional area 
represented. Chambers have been created by special laws, their statutes describing in detail 
the scope and characteristics of membership; organizational structure; range of activities and 
relations with “parent ministries”.

Engineering Chambers were first established in 1954 in ten different areas of specializa
tion, with a federation-type peak organization at the national level, Turkish Union of Cham
bers of Engineering and Architecture (TMMOB). The number of Chambers affiliated with 
TMMOB have increased from ten in 1954 to eighteen in 1983. The table above includes the 
largest eight Chambers, with more than 1000 members in 1975.

Apart from Engineers, the other major professions organized into Chambers include: 
Lawyers (18,148 members in 1981); Pharmacists (approximately 12,000 members in 1980); 
Medical doctors and dentists (approximately 25,000 members in 1980). Engineers thus 
represent the largest single organized professional group in Turkey, with a total membership 
size approaching 120,000 in 1983. The number of civil engineers alone is more than the total 
number of lawyers, pharmacists, or medical doctors and dentists in Turkey.
SOURCES: I. Annual Report of TMMOB, 1954-55

X. Annual Report of TMMOB, 1963-64
TMMOB, Miihendisler, Mimarlar .. ., Mimarlar Odas Yaynlar, 1978, p. 82 
Cumhuriyet Donemi Tiirkiye Ansiklopedisi, Cilt 6, p. 1582


