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Class, migration and masculinity among Syrian and 
Turkish youths in working-class neighborhoods of 
Istanbul
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aDepartment of Sociology, Izmir University of Economics, Izmir, Turkey; bDepartment of 
Political Science and Public Administration, Istanbul Kent University, Istanbul, Turkey; 
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ABSTRACT
This article describes the masculinity narratives of working-class Syrian and 
Turkish youths in Istanbul on their lived experiences of socio-economic 
inequalities, everyday violence, and discrimination. Based on qualitative 
fieldwork conducted in 2020 and 2021 with male youths in two 
districts, it emphasizes the common experiences of Syrian and Turkish male 
youths shaped by their working-class predicaments, but also demonstrates 
that certain forms of masculinity performances emerge as strategies to tackle 
the difficulties in their lives. Turkish youths’ masculinity narratives display 
nationalism and anti-migrant discourses, whereas Syrian youths seek to affirm 
their dignity against racism through performances of masculinity.
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Introduction

In the summer of 2019, a rumor that a Turkish girl was molested by a Syrian 
man led to protests against Syrians in a working-class neighborhood of the 
Küçükçekmece district of Istanbul. A mob broke the windows of Syrian- 
owned shops and Syrians’ homes. The incidents calmed down only after 
police intervened and it became clear that the rumor was false.1 While inci
dents like this targeting Syrian communities have been increasing in recent 
years, Turkish political parties have capitalized on growing anti-migrant sen
timents. Amidst the intensifying anti-migrant discourse, the main opposi
tion Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP) organized 
a campaign in 2021 involving the hanging of banners in large cities 
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proclaiming ‘The Border is Honor’ (Sınır Namustur), a slogan equating mas
culine honor with the defense of the nation.2

These incidents exemplify the sexualized and gendered character of the 
political representation of migration. Although anti-migrant discourses 
involve a variety of concerns such as the fear of refugees’ and other 
migrants’3 effect on the labor market, none of them has an impact as 
strong as those related to gender. Gender often appears as a fault line 
bearing the tensions between migrants including refugees and host societies. 
Although there is a large scholarship on different aspects of gender and 
migration, few of them focus on men and masculinity. This article aims to 
understand the relationship between migration and masculinity at the inter
section of social class and nationalism through an analysis of the experiences 
of Syrian and Turkish male youths in Istanbul based on qualitative fieldwork 
in 2020 and 2021. The article describes the masculinity narratives and per
formances of Syrian and Turkish youths pertaining to their lived experiences 
of socio-economic inequalities, everyday violence, and discrimination.

The shared paths of class treaded by the Turkish and Syrian male youths 
are marked by low wages, joblessness, and hopelessness about the future. 
Against perspectives viewing migrant and native communities as inherently 
different, this article emphasizes their common experiences shaped by social 
class, but also demonstrates that certain forms of masculinity performances 
emerge as strategies to tackle with the difficulties in their lives. While Turkish 
youths’ narratives about masculinity are intertwined with nationalism and 
anti-migrant discourses, Syrian youths also seek to affirm their dignity in 
the face of racism through performances of masculinity.

Several million Syrians arrived in Turkey after the civil war started in Syria 
in 2011. Currently, official figures put the number of Syrians at 3.115 million, 
roughly half of whom are at or below 18 years of age.4 Syrians were brought 
under temporary protection in 2014 and, since 2016, piecemeal policies for 
their integration into Turkish society have been adopted. For instance, 
school-age Syrians were gradually incorporated into Turkish schools. A 
regulation allowed Syrians to get work permits under restrictive conditions. 
Nonetheless, around one million Syrians still work informally. As economic 
troubles intensified in the country in recent years, survey studies have 
pointed to rising levels of prejudice towards Syrians.5 In the past several 
years, violent acts against Syrians have erupted, such as the mob violence 
in Ankara in 2021.6 Most recently in July 2024, mobs attacked Syrians and 
their property in the province of Kayseri, triggered by a rumor that a 
Syrian man had molested a child. The violent protests then spread to 
other cities before they could be contained.7

Given these circumstances, studying the lived experiences of young 
Syrians in comparison with native youths who live in the same working- 
class neighborhoods is important. The findings of this article contribute to 
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a relational understanding of masculinity in a migration context, especially 
in a political environment marked by rising anti-migrant discourses and 
actions in Turkey. In what follows, we first review the literature on masculi
nities, especially in relation to migration. Then we explain the methodology 
of the study. The analysis of the findings starts with a description of the edu
cational and working conditions of Syrian and Turkish youths, followed by a 
discussion of the violence to which they are exposed. As we discuss next, 
native youths’ prejudices against migrants and Syrians’ accounts of how 
they counter prejudice and racism both yield narratives on performances 
of masculinity, albeit in different ways.

Hegemonic masculinity at the intersection of migration, class, 
and nationalism

Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as a normative ideal of heterosexual 
masculinity that establishes patriarchal power relations and male domina
tion. Connell describes it as ‘the configuration of gender practice which 
embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of legitimacy of 
patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant pos
ition of men and the subordination of women.’8 Rather than a simple and 
static male domination, hegemonic masculinity is a core of traits and a 
crux of gendered discursive space that act as an aspirational ideal type that 
men strive to achieve. Hegemonic masculinity can only be created by exclud
ing subordinate masculinities and femininity. For Howson and Hearn, these 
excluded identifications lead hegemonic masculinity to constitute and re- 
constitute itself to accommodate new meanings and practices.9 Far from 
being stable and fixed, hegemonic masculinity is shaped and re-shaped by 
its inimical others, i.e. subordinate masculinities and femininity. The core 
traits and values defining the hegemonic feature of masculinity are empha
sized, changed, shifted or deleted by the influence exerted upon it by other 
masculinities and femininity based on changing social, historical, political, 
and economic circumstances. Increasing visibility of women in work life, 
changes in gender roles and the rising political influence of feminist and 
LGBTI+ movements can create a ‘crisis in masculinity’. However, the 
power of hegemonic masculinity is not declining; in line with its fluid char
acter, hegemonic masculinity may gain a different configuration to confront 
the challenge posed by such a crisis.

Migration may have a powerful influence upon performances and sign
ifiers of masculinity. Refugees and other migrants as well as native men 
encounter a fluidity and diversity in gender constructions and contestations. 
The more divergent and drastic these changes are, the deeper and harsher the 
contestations. For example, the experience of migration can undermine mas
culine identity of refugee and other migrant men as a loss of masculinity, or 
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in the form of a crisis of masculinity. Male refugees and other migrants and 
native men may attempt to redefine a desirable masculinity to confront con
straints and disappointments. The crisis of masculinity may appear in the 
form that refugee and other migrant men can be subject to infantilization, 
feminization, and racial taunting in the host country.10 They may (re)negoti
ate their masculinity to adapt into the new circumstances, or some may 
protest against their loss of status and agency in the form of aggressive 
and violent acts.11

At the other end of the spectrum of (re)negotiation is the strife of being 
invisible. If refugee and other migrant men are stigmatized and discrimi
nated against through emasculation and infantilization, then they can try 
to hide their visibility in public as migrants. Another strategy can take the 
form of differentiation between migrant masculinities as creating a scale of 
acceptability, for example, married Indian migrant men in Italy contrast 
their own respectable masculinity with the ‘barbarous’ masculinity of undo
cumented Punjabi migrant men.12

Refugee and other migrant men are generally represented in policy texts 
on migration as perpetrators of violence and troublemakers, with claims that 
such attitudes are rooted in their culture and traditions.13 We argue that such 
an essentialist perspective can only be overcome through an understanding 
of the power relations constitutive of gender differences. Those power 
relations are shaped by economic and class parameters, and political and 
social factors. For example, as Achilli shows, the ingredients of the masculine 
performance of Palestinian refugees in Jordan have changed in line with the 
changes in the Palestinian resistance movement from 1948 until now, 
gaining more religious and devout tinges as Hamas’ influence grew.14

Migration as a destabilizing and disturbing factor over masculine identi
ties may in some cases take an egalitarian shape because of the renegotiation 
process. Refugee and migrant men can develop a more egalitarian and less 
oppressive form of masculinity while they confront challenges. For instance, 
Turkish and Moroccan migrant men in the Netherlands adopt more gender 
egalitarian attitudes within their families as their sojourn becomes longer.15

However, especially in the case of forced migration, such positive changes 
can be hard to observe since migration is experienced drastically and 
abruptly. The confrontation between refugees and other migrants and the 
host society can foment division and discrimination and can result in the 
exaggeration of masculine traits by both groups. Loss of economic and 
social status, cultural alienation and spatial segregation experienced by 
migrants including refugees may be reflected in exalted efforts in the per
formance of masculinity. As Charsley and Wray assert, ‘men in positions 
of weakness may seek solutions not in the rejection of the norms of hegemo
nic masculinity but in their reassertion, even in “hypermasculinity”,’16 that is, 
overemphasis on manly traits such as physical strength, violence, and virility.
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Studies on migration and masculinity, including in Turkey, have mostly 
focused on adult male migrants.17 They consider migration as a destabilizing 
process over the established structures and values of masculinities. Especially 
refugees and other migrants from more conservative gender regimes 
migrating to more egalitarian gender regimes are said to experience a 
crisis of masculinity, since the established structures and value systems for
tifying their masculinities do not exist in receiving societies. Economic 
factors also contribute to this crisis. For example, having to let their wives 
or daughters work outside the home may lead to a loss of status as the 
sole breadwinner of the family, which might then have a negative effect on 
the parameters of masculinity which a migrant man may guard.18

In the nascent literature on masculinities and migration in the Turkish 
context, Bozok19 and Çarpar and Yaylacı20 describe migration as an unset
tling force leading to the loss of power and patriarchal privileges among 
adult refugee and other migrant men. Adult male migrants might face a mas
culinity crisis due to loss of status and power they previously enjoyed in their 
countries.21 A significant proportion of the refugees and other migrants who 
arrived in Turkey in the past decade were children and adolescents. For the 
young generation of male refugees and other migrants who are growing up in 
Turkey, masculinity also plays a role in the shaping of their identity as young 
males, as we seek to show in this article.

Masculinity creates its own hierarchical status structure where some men 
are more manly than others. This masculinity structure is constantly shaped, 
negotiated and contested. Huizinga and Van Hoven call this constant for
mation ‘relational masculinity,’22 and Wojnicka and Nowicka name it as 
‘masculinity through intersectionality.’23 We believe that masculinities in a 
migration context should be studied in a relational, intersectional and com
parative perspective. There is a large body of scholarship on Syrian refugees 
in Turkey, but comparative studies are few. Likewise, studies on Syrian youth 
are relatively few, not comparative,24 and focus only on education25 or inte
gration and aspirations for onward migration to Europe.26

The significance of social class in the formation of masculine performance 
has been one of the main focal points of masculinity studies, as class appears 
as the fundamental factor shaping differences in masculinity performances.27

However, in studies of masculinity in a migration context, class is usually 
ignored because migrant status/identity takes the foreground in the analysis 
of masculinity by establishing a migrant/refugee-native men dichotomy. In 
this article, we bring back class as an important determinant into the discus
sion of masculinity by going beyond the limits of the migrant/ refugee-native 
men duality.

We seek to demonstrate that masculinity narratives and performances of 
Syrian and Turkish youths living in working-class neighborhoods of Istanbul 
are not only shaped by migration but also contested and negotiated through 
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class dynamics. Although there is a tension zone between Syrians and 
natives, social class, and the male-dominant value system constitute a 
common ground for Syrian and Turkish male youths. These fault lines 
and convergences produce certain masculinity hierarchies which in turn 
produce anxieties and antagonisms that are rampant ground for everyday 
forms of violence and prejudice.

Methodology of the study and data collection

The findings for this paper derive from two rounds of qualitative fieldwork in 
2020 and 2021 in the Küçükçekmece and Sultanbeyli districts of Istanbul. 
Both districts have received intensive internal migration since the 1990s. 
Since the mid-2010s they also received significant Syrian arrivals. The 
fieldwork locations were working-class neighborhoods, where both native 
and Syrian laborers find jobs in manufacturing workshops or the service 
sector.

The studies were conducted in September–October 2020 and August– 
November 2021.28 In total, semi-structured interviews with 18 Syrian and 
11 Turkish male youths in Küçükçekmece on the European side of Istanbul, 
and 16 Syrian and 14 Turkish male youths in Sultanbeyli on the Asian side, 
were conducted.29 In addition, four focus group meetings with Syrians and 
three with Turkish youths were carried out. The youths were between the 
ages of 14–20. In the second study, a total of 32 Turkish and Syrian female 
youths were also interviewed in the two districts. The findings of the research 
with female youth are scrutinized in a separate paper with a different analyti
cal focus and therefore not included in this article.

Participants were reached with the help of civil society organizations and 
district municipalities. Syrian youths self-identified as Arabs, Kurds or Turk
mens, and Turkish youth described themselves as Turk or Kurdish. Hence in 
this paper, the adjective Turkish refers to nationality, not ethnicity. Written 
informed consent was obtained from each participant if they were above 18 
years of age, and from a parent or adult relative if they were below 18.30 In 
the first study, the individual and focus group interviews were conducted by 
four women – two of the researchers and two scholars from Terra Araştırma, 
a research company which helped with data collection. A Syrian man and a 
Syrian woman assisted with interpreting during the first fieldwork. The 
fieldwork for the second study was coordinated by the three researchers. 
Eight trained research assistants (RAs) (four men and four women), all 
graduate students or university graduates, four of whom were Arabic speak
ers and who also acted as interpreters/translators, conducted most of the 
interviews. The researchers conducted focus group meetings and some inter
views. In the second study, the male researcher and male RAs spoke with the 
male youths. The semi-structured interview guides for Syrian and Turkish 
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males included questions regarding their families, migration history, social 
activities, educational and work experience, their opinions on the relations 
between Turkish citizens and Syrians in their neighborhoods, their aspira
tions for the future, and attitudes on gender relations.31

Voice recorded interviews were anonymized, (if in Arabic, first translated 
into Turkish), and then fully transcribed by the RAs. The researchers then 
coded the transcripts for the following themes: education, employment, 
social activities, future aspirations, attitudes on intergroup relations and atti
tudes on gender.

Findings

Many Syrian and Turkish male participants had trouble at school, started 
working at an early age in blue collar jobs and were surrounded by violence 
at school and on the streets. Using the findings of our field study, we seek to 
show that these working-class realities and the lack of prospects for the 
future trigger certain narratives and performances of masculinity among 
both groups. While Turkish male youths’ masculinity narratives reflect 
elements of the prevailing anti-Syrian nationalist discourses in the country 
and a quest to ‘protect’ their ‘territory’, Syrian youths respond to these 
through various tactics for raising their self-worth and staying out of trouble.

School-to-work transition: frustrated expectations, workshop 
realities

We start this section by describing the working-class characteristics of their 
lives in terms of their school and work experiences. Both Syrian and Turkish 
youths had problematic relations with education. Among the Turkish par
ticipants, there were several high school dropouts. There were more school 
dropouts among the Syrians, and several participants had not attended 
formal education after their families arrived in Turkey. Some families had 
sent their kids to Quran training (Kuran kursu) instead of school. Syrian 
youths were thus integrated into formal education in Turkey only partly 
and after a long delay.

In Küçükçekmece, many participants and/or their fathers worked in shoe 
manufacturing or related sectors due to the proximity of their neighborhood 
to a large organized industrial zone. In Sultanbeyli, Syrian and Turkish par
ticipants worked in garment workshops, carpentry, auto repair shops or in 
the service sector. In both districts, Syrians started working at an earlier 
age, and many worked fulltime jobs. Turkish youths, if they had dropped 
out of school or when they completed it, found blue collar jobs in manufac
turing or the service sector. However, the jobs were often precarious, leading 
them to move from one to another or remain jobless for periods of time.
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An 18-year-old Turkish youth had dropped out of high school to start 
working in blue-collar jobs. He thought that education had nothing to 
offer to him and so he had quit to find a job. However, he was jobless 
when we met him for an interview. 

I went to school until ninth grade. In ninth grade, I attended classes for one 
week and then ditched school the next. Because, I said – and you will under
stand it yourself if you observe it – in this country however much you go to 
school, you should either be super intelligent, or you should not go to 
school (Turkish, 18, 2021).

Syrian youths had enrolled in Turkish schools late, creating an interrupted 
educational experience that was intertwined with working for wages, as 
exemplified by the testimony of a 19-year-old. 

When I came [to Turkey] in 2014, I was 13. I did not go to school for two years. 
Because I worked in a job. I worked in a garment workshop (tekstilde). (…) 
Then in 2016 I started going to school. I went to a temporary education 
center for two years. (…) I went to a Turkish school for grades 11–12. Now 
I have completed high school and was placed in a university [in the university 
entrance exam] (Syrian, 19, 2020).

This young Syrian man was ethnically Turkmen, which gave him an advan
tage in learning Turkish, perhaps also helping him get into university, but his 
situation was more of an exception among the Syrian participants. As the fol
lowing account shows, it was more likely for Syrians to completely drop out 
of school. 

The first year I dropped out of school, I worked in garments (tekstil) for a year 
due to financial difficulties. Then I enrolled in a course (kurs). There I did both 
open education (açık öğretim) and learnt the Quran for one-and-a-half years 
and then I dropped out. I enrolled in a [regular] school but I flunked 
because of the pandemic. Thus, I wasted three years (Syrian, 17, 2021).

For some Syrian youth, ‘having to financially contribute to their families,’ or 
replacing their fathers as the main wage earner in the family placed them in 
the gender role of male breadwinner, as the following words of a 17-year-old 
youth exemplifies. 

I told my family that I didn’t want to work, but they said to me: “If you don’t 
work, we will have difficulty.” (…) During the Covid-19 [pandemic] I quit 
work. I was jobless for three months and then I understood what my family 
meant. I realized that it was not enough for only my father to work (Syrian, 
17, 2020).

Syrian participants worked informally for long hours and without social 
security for wages below the legal minimum. Turkish participants were 
more likely to have social security and receive the legal minimum wage for 
their effort. Some Turkish youth mentioned the impossibility of making a 
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living on the legal minimum wage or finding a job congruent with one’s edu
cation level. Having to work in a jewelry workshop for the minimum wage 
felt oppressive for a 20-year-old Turkish man who had finished high 
school, and who thought that he was more skilled compared to a university 
graduate. 

There is an inequality. (…) But since we work as a normal employee, we have 
more knowledge than someone who [completed university]. Yet we have to 
work for the minimum wage because we didn’t go to school (Turkish, 20, 
2020).

While Syrians expressed the reason for working as a necessity, some Turkish 
youths said they worked for ‘making pocket money,’ wanting to emphasize 
their difference from Syrian youths in terms of economic standing. In fact, 
the jobs they did for pocket money were also quite hard and low paying, 
as the following testimony demonstrates. 

After finishing secondary school, I wanted to make my own pocket money. I 
started working as a street vendor. (…) After a couple of years, I started 
working as a motorcycle courier for fast-food restaurants. (…) After that, I 
worked in printing houses for an extra job (Turkish, 16, 2020).

During the pandemic, economic hardships increased for the working classes 
in Turkey. Due to COVID-19, education was based on distance learning, 
leading some participants not to follow the online classes and find wage 
work instead. A 16-year-old Syrian who said he worked since when he was 
14, was compelled to start working in a garment workshop, as he told us: 

I actually would not work in garment workshops. But when I was working in a 
telephone business, the owner had to close the store due to Covid-19, so I had 
to leave the job. So, instead of staying at home and doing nothing, I had to start 
working in a garment workshop as a last resort (Syrian, 16, 2020).

Due to lockdowns and falling demand, many workplaces in manufacturing 
and retail services were closed, leading to unemployment in the neighbor
hoods of Küçükçekmece where we conducted fieldwork. A Turkish 
twenty-year-old high school graduate who worked in a workshop in the 
nearby jewelry industry complex said he observed many layoffs in his 
sector, although he had kept his job: 

(Question: How did it go during the pandemic? Could you work regularly?) Our 
sector does not function properly as you know (…) (Question: Did any layoffs 
take place?) Many. It did not happen in our workplace, but it happened in 
others that I know (Turkish, 20, 2020).

Rising unemployment was translated into a sense of competition for the 
same jobs among Syrians and natives. Turkish youths we interviewed in 
both Küçükçekmece and Sultanbeyli districts in both rounds of fieldwork 
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complained that Syrians were the cause of rising unemployment and that 
they were taking over their jobs, as the following testimonies exemplify. 

[Syrians] left Turks jobless, now no one can find a job, whether he has a uni
versity degree or not (Turkish, 18, 2021).

Before, there was a little unemployment in Turkey. (…) [Syrians] said that they 
could do the job for less money than a Turkish worker. Then, business owners 
started to fire Turks (Turkish, 15, 2020).

But some Syrian youths had a different perspective. One participant said 
Syrian workers were more competent in sectors such as shoemaking, 
which prompted Turkish nationals to envy them, as his words below testify: 

I realized that when Syrians work better than Turks for less money, Turks do 
not take it well. They say “we earn more than them. Our positions are better 
than theirs, but we cannot have what they [Syrians] have” (Syrian, 19, 2020).

Frustrated with wage work, many participants aspired to become entrepre
neurs in the future. ‘Being one’s own boss,’ not being subjugated to 
someone else in wage work is a common theme in expressions of masculinity 
among Turkish men. The ideal of self-employment was echoed in the testi
monies of several Turkish participants in unrealistic plans about making easy 
money, either through TikTok or by investing into cryptocurrencies. The 18- 
year-old high school dropout who was jobless when we met him was one of 
them: 

[I am] saving money. There is an application like Bitcoin, but it is safer. Your 
money stays there. If the dollar’s value rises, then your amount of money rises, 
too (Turkish, 18, 2021).

A 17-year-old high school student, aware that there is an economic crisis, 
dreamt about ‘turning the crisis into an opportunity’ by making money on 
TikTok. 

If I had the resources, I would venture into the TikTok business. There are 
many people watching it, I would like to make lots of money on it. I mean I 
would like to turn the crisis into an opportunity (Turkish, 17, 2021).

Interestingly, similar aspirations of self-employment were present among 
Syrian participants as well. Having dropped out of school, some Syrian par
ticipants said they wished to open manufacturing workshops in the future, as 
the following two quotes exemplify. 

Well, if we can establish our own shoe-making factory one day, it would be 
quite nice, I have such a dream (Syrian, 16, 2021).

One day, I want to establish a shoe-making factory (Sy’rian, 17, 2021).
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But there were also others who aspired to go to university, although that was 
also often tied to desires to open a business, as the words of a 19-year-old 
Syrian in Küçükçekmece, who had a job in a shoe workshop, show: 

I am planning to study at the university. (…) I want to continue shoe-making 
business after university because I love that job (Syrian 19, 2020).

In both groups, youths had conservative perspectives on gender relations. 
Both Syrian and Turkish participants subscribed to traditional gender 
roles where men are the breadwinners. When asked about a future marriage, 
they said they would not want their wives to work in working-class jobs, but 
only in professions such as teaching. This ‘preference,’ which objectifies 
women by assuming that decisions about whether a woman should work 
are to be made by men, was justified by saying that a man should provide 
for his family, or that interactions between women and male bosses in a 
workplace would violate their manly honor.

Many Syrian and Turkish participants had mediocre educational and job 
prospects. Members of both groups started working in labor intensive, low- 
paying jobs during their teenage years without any employment security. 
Thus, their class predicaments were quite similar. Their opinions about 
gender roles, especially with respect to women’s work, were also alike.

Violence: a staple of everyday life

A common characteristic of the social environments of the Syrian and 
Turkish participants in both districts was that they all operated in a male uni
verse. Syrian and Turkish youths were socialized in a male environment 
where fights were solved by ‘bigger brothers’ (abiler) in the neighborhood, 
friend circles contained only males and social activities such as playing foot
ball or hanging out in the park also involved only males. Bullying and phys
ical violence were rampant in schools, as their testimonies and studies 
indicate.32 Thus, facing and dealing with violence contributed to the 
shaping of their narratives of masculinity.

While the vocational schools they attend often do not lead to pathways for 
decent employment, everyday forms of violence in these schools ‘toughen up’ 
young Syrian and Turkish males into ‘men’. In this section, we discuss how 
Turkish and Syrian youths strategized to deal with the violence, which is 
reflected in their narratives of masculine performance.

Bullying and violence occurred even in middle schools, often prompting 
police presence. Sometimes fights between boys flared because of ‘girl issues’ 
as a 14-year-old Turkish youth in Küçükçekmece who went to an imam 
training middle school (Imam-Hatip ortaokulu) recounted: 

It is about the girl issues mostly. (…) For example, it happened to me once. A 
kid from the high school said bad things about my sister and attacked me 
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outside of the school. (…) They came and tried to beat me up, but my friends, 
they protected me. (…) After those fights, undercover policemen started 
coming to the school frequently (Turkish, 14, 2020).

He was so disturbed by the bullying that he told the interviewer that he 
would have dropped out school were it not for his mother’s insistence. 
Another Turkish youth said he had to change his school when he was 
beaten up in his previous vocational high school because of his worsening 
health. 

A troubled kid from the school messed up with me in ninth grade. After we 
received report cards, he beat me up in front of the school. I have had a 
cardiac illness since eighth grade. (…) I was beaten up and kicked in the 
chest. I could not breath and passed out (Turkish, 16, 2020).

Violence was not confined to schools. Many of the participants in both dis
tricts talked about muggings on the street and attempts to steal their money 
or phones. Perceived threats required them to strategize to deal with vio
lence. Turkish youths thought that aggression requires reprisals. One 
should be prepared to take a beating as well as to give one, as two Turkish 
participants, 19 and 17, both high school dropouts in Sultanbeyli, recounted. 

We have been beaten up many times; we have beaten them up many times. 
This is the (…) district. We have to be prepared for anything anytime 
(Turkish, 19, 2020).

If you grow up in the streets, you learn how to be beaten up, there is nothing 
you can do about it. You learn how to beat someone up in the end (Turkish, 17, 
2020).

In the case of Syrians, violence directed at them often stemmed from preju
dice and racism. Many Syrian youths said they would fight fact back against 
aggression coming from natives. The testimonies of two 16-year-old Syrians 
below indicate that even if they were beaten up, self-respect and the quest to 
get respect from others was based on standing up against the aggressors. 

We won the [football] match. (…) The other team was Turkish, they attacked 
us. I beat up one of them, then the whole team came down on me. My body 
turned all blue. We beat them up, but we also got beaten up quite well. (Ques
tion: Did the fight serve anything?) No, it did not, but I did not bow down 
(kendimi ezdirmedim) (Syrian, 16, 2020).

Someone attacked me, but I overcame him. I did not let him stand up. Another 
one attacked me from behind, I turned and hit him, and he ran away. After that 
they have not done anything to me, they started respecting me (Syrian, 16, 
2020).

But more commonly, Syrian participants said they tried to keep out of 
trouble. One Syrian youth who talked about a previous beating by Turkish 
tough guys which resulted in hearing loss, wanted to stay out of harm’s way. 
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If I don’t stay away from them, they can stab me. So, I try to stay away from 
them (Syrian, 17, 2020).

Similarly, the 19-year-old Syrian mentioned earlier who was about to start 
university education, said he avoided walking around in this own 
neighborhood. 

I am not spending much time in this neighborhood. It is full of trouble. (…) 
Now it is rare, but bad things used to happen all the time (Syrian, 19, 2020).

Instead of responding to aggression, other Syrian participants preferred 
employing different strategies such as trying to be invisible. As Walter, Bour
gois, and Loinaz describe in their work on Latino day laborers in the United 
States, Mexican irregular migrants prefer to appear obedient and docile con
trary to the general perception about them as macho troublemakers.33 Their 
fragile position as undocumented migrants leads them to adopt such a strategy 
by forfeiting their desire for looking masculine. In our study, some Syrian 
young men said they preferred to hide their nationality and to be invisible 
to avoid any conflict or violence by sacrificing the ideal of masculinity. 

They always look down on you because you are Syrian. I was mugged several 
times. They pulled out knives and asked for money. (…) After a while, I 
stopped saying that I am Syrian, I hide it. (…) There is no one left around 
me who knows that I am Syrian. (…) I stopped spending time with my 
friends because they are Syrians. I am always hanging out alone. I stay away 
from crowded places (Syrian, 17, 2020).

Anti-migrant sentiments expressed through masculinity: defending 
one’s territory

Shows of aggression, threat perceptions and defending oneself against them 
shaped Turkish participants’ performances of masculinity. Many Turkish 
youths we interviewed held prejudicial attitudes against Syrians, echoing 
anti-Syrian discourses circulating in the broader society propagated by poli
ticians and the media. In this section of the paper, we address how Turkish 
male youths’ anti-migrant attitudes were mixed with narratives of masculi
nity that alluded to class injuries, a quest to recover manly honor and the 
protection of women.

A majority of Turkish participants expressed negative opinions about 
Syrians’ presence in their neighborhoods and in Turkey. Among recurrent 
themes in the interviews were that Syrians had not fought for their 
country, whereas Turkish soldiers were fighting in Syria (a reference to the 
Turkish military’s presence in northern Syria); that Syrians audaciously dis
played their flag in public but did not come to the help of Turkish people 
during the coup attempt on July 15, 2016; and that Syrian men disturbed 
young Turkish women by staring at or harassing them. A 20-year-old 
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participant in Küçükçekmece who worked in a jewelry workshop com
plained that Syrians did not have a belonging to Turkey. His example was 
about the military coup attempt on July 15, 2016, when thousands of 
Turkish citizens took to the streets in Istanbul and other big cities in 
support of the elected government. 

July 15 took place. I did not see a single Syrian go out to the street and support 
Turkish people. They all locked themselves in their homes (Turkish, 20, 2020).

His narrative implicitly suggested that although the government had wel
comed Syrians, they had not come to its support. While his words implicitly 
hint at nationalist sentiments, in the case of the unemployed high school 
drop-out in Küçükçekmece mentioned earlier, the nationalist lens through 
which he interpreted Syrians’ actions was clearer. 

Some Syrian was waiving his [Syrian] flag in my neighborhood; I could not 
handle that. I cannot wave my flag in my own country. Of course, we may 
hang it in our balconies or windows. But it offends me that I don’t wave my 
flag whereas they do. I had a fight (with Syrians) (Turkish, 18, 2021).

His account about the waving of the Syrian flag might have been based on 
hearsay rather than facts. The same youth also described an incident in 
which he had a fight with a Syrian man who he claimed had harassed his girl
friend. In both accounts, we may surmise that this young man considered a 
Syrian’s perceived unwanted approach towards a Turkish woman or the 
waiving of a flag as violations of symbolic borders, which deserved reprisal. 

[A young Syrian man] came and put his hand on my girlfriend’s shoulder. I 
asked him “what are you doing dude?” and he responds “what is it to you? 
She is my friend.” But the girl says, “I don’t know you.” I told him to leave 
but he retorted: “Who are you to say that to me?” I was mad, I hit him of 
course (Turkish, 18, 2021).

Some Turkish male youths in Sultanbeyli expressed similar views about 
Syrian men posing a threat to Turkish women, or not having fought for 
their country, as exemplified below. 

I am not being racist of course, but we are very disturbed by Syrians’ presence. 
Syrians come and they could do something or rape my friend, my daughter or 
maybe my sister (Turkish, 17, 2021).

These men have not made any effort in their own country in the war. (…) They 
fled their country without fighting (Turkish, 18, 2021).

We might argue that all these accounts demonstrate an effort to define and 
defend one’s territory. Turkish participants thought that Syrians were violat
ing their territory in two senses: first, Syrians were perceived as violating 
familiar spaces in the neighborhood such as parks, common areas in build
ings or on the streets by staring at women. Secondly, this also permeated 
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the level of the national territory: Syrians were said to wave their own flags, 
not to have defended their country, and not to have come to the defense of 
Turkey during the coup attempt. This attitude also resonates with the notion 
of ‘the border is honor,’ an anti-migrant nationalist slogan that has been put 
into circulation by opposition parties in recent years, as we mentioned at the 
beginning. Thus, protecting one’s neighborhood, female relatives and 
acquaintances and country were intermingled, creating a narrative and per
formances of masculinity infused with nationalism.

In a contradictory way, these narratives simultaneously emasculate Syrian 
men and label them as displaying unwanted acts associated with masculinity. 
Accordingly, not fighting for one’s country is unmanly, assuming that joining 
the army is the appropriate masculine behavior. But at the same time, the 
claims about Syrians staring at Turkish women, and disturbing or harassing 
them in public are interpreted as unacceptable displays of masculinity.

Some of the Turkish participants responded to these perceived violations 
of their space with acts of aggression. In Küçükçekmece, several of the 
Turkish participants we interviewed in 2020 talked about beating up or stab
bing Syrians or having witnessed the mob who attacked Syrians’ homes and 
Syrian-owned stores during the incidents in the summer of 2019 recounted 
at the beginning of this article. 

An incident took place. Turks rose up a little bit. They showed themselves. Of 
course, [Syrians] could not come out to the street for a week or two after their 
shops and homes were looted. (…) We don’t know if the rumor was based on 
truth or not. But you know, something happens, it triggers another one, and 
then that triggers another one. That’s how the incident got bigger. (…) 
Since nobody wants [Syrians], this was an excuse. (…) The urge to attack 
them was already pent up (Turkish, 20, 2020).

The words of this 20-year-old high school graduate worker’s account shows 
that, while he questioned the veracity of the accusations against a Syrian man 
which triggered the incident, he did not necessarily regret what happened, 
since he suggested indirectly that Syrians had to be put in their place. He 
also associated the anger towards Syrians in terms of a competition for 
jobs in the neighborhood, as his words below indicate. 

This is why anger was accumulated. I will give an example from my family. My 
father worked in a workplace. The reason why he was fired was because of 
Syrians (Turkish, 20, 2020).

In Sultanbeyli, some Turkish youths shared similar views, as the below 
example shows. 

My father has been in this district for 45 years. (…) My father’s store cannot be 
opened now. They [Syrians] have a tax exemption. (…) But we have to pay 
ÖTV and KDV [special consumption tax and value added tax] (Turkish, 17, 
2020).
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This youth blamed his father’s store’s closure on unfair competition from 
Syrians who he claimed had tax exemption, which is an incorrect but wide
spread label about Syrians that they are favored by the government in 
opening businesses.

Responding to prejudice and racism: asserting one’s self-worth

Syrian youths’ testimonies included their experiences and perceptions of 
discrimination and racism, and how they coped with these. Syrian 
participants recounted facing prejudice and racism at school, on the street 
or in the football field. We have already discussed in a previous section 
how some Syrian youths considered that responding to aggression, even if 
one gets beaten up, is important for protecting one’s honor, while others 
emphasized that they would rather stay out of the path of aggressors. 
Another strategy in the face of prejudice, discrimination, and aggression is 
to separate oneself discursively from other co-nationals to assert one’s 
self-worth as above them.

In Küçükçekmece, some Syrian participants had lived through the inci
dents that took place in the summer of 2019 and still remembered it. In 
the focus group meeting with Syrians, two high school students recalled 
the incident vividly although they were only 15 years old back then. 

After that incident we could not come out of the house for a week. When that 
incident happened, they were attacking even Syrians walking on the street. 
That’s why we did not come out of the house for a week. My brother has a 
friend. [The aggressors] blindfolded him and took him to a place and beat 
him up. Then they brought him back and threw him on the street (Syrian, 
16, 2020).

(Question to another participant: Do you remember that incident?)

No one can forget it (Syrian, 16, 2020).

One of them carefully explained to the researchers that the incidents had 
started based on a false rumor that a Syrian man had harassed a Turkish 
girl in the neighborhood. 

That incident was triggered by a rumor that a Syrian had raped a Turk, but 
later it turned out that that person was not Syrian (Syrian, 16, 2020).

The Syrian participants were also careful to disassociate themselves from 
Syrian males who lived in shared rental rooms for single men (bekar 
evleri) and worked in informal workshops in the neighborhood. In the 
focus group meeting, one of the 16-year-old Syrians who recounted the inci
dents in 2019 put the blame for natives’ prejudices and racism on the behav
ior of single Syrian laborers who rented shared rooms, while affirming the 
dignity of families. 
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Syrian fights come out of the shared rental rooms for single men. There are 
many shared rental rooms for single men in this neighborhood because it is 
an industrial area. A person who has a family would not take part in fights. 
But those who stay in a shared rental room have nothing to lose. The fights 
between Syrians and Turks always come out of singles’ rooms. Here, no 
families would fight with each other.

(…)

Single Syrians spoiled this neighborhood a bit. Suppose a single Syrian starts 
an incident. Then he packs up and leaves. He never comes back. It is the 
families who remain here who are harmed. There is racism, stores were 
broken down. People got wounded (Syrian, 16, 2020).

Another participant in the focus group meeting, the 19-year-old Syrian who 
was about to start university clearly defined the incidents as racism, and 
pointed out that individual behaviors were blamed on the entire community. 

There was racism, especially against the ones living in shared rental rooms. If 
one person or two does something wrong, the whole community gets pun
ished. Syrians’ shops were looted (Syrian, 19, 2020).

As we described in the previous section, some Turkish youths, probably 
echoing the thoughts of many in their neighborhood, stigmatized Syrian 
males as a threat to their community. Çelik’s study on Turkish male students 
in Germany shows how they adopted different strategies in the face of stig
matization of the Turkish minority. One of these is a quest to detach them
selves from the stigmatized community by differentiating themselves from 
their co-ethnics’ stigmatized presumed traits.34 In a similar way, in the 
above accounts, Syrian youths also sought to detach themselves from 
single Syrian men who lived in their neighborhood, identifying them as trou
blemakers. This strategy of differentiating themselves from others creates a 
scale of masculinity in terms of acceptability. As Gallo points out in his 
work on Indian migrants in Italy, married Indian men separate their respect
able masculinity as family men from the undocumented Punjabi migrant 
men’s ‘uncivilized’ masculinity.35 Similarly, in our study too, Syrian youths 
considered single Syrian men as threats and a menace to the community 
and distanced themselves from them, so that they can create a certain 
scale of masculinity within the Syrian community where the single men rep
resent a subordinate masculinity that must be excluded.

Conclusion

The everyday lives of Syrian and Turkish male youths in working-class 
neighborhoods of Istanbul are fraught by similar challenges. Their edu
cational prospects are not bright; they toil in blue-collar jobs with little 
future; they come face to face with violence on a regular basis. They seek 
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to make sense of their place in these social environments in terms of defend
ing one’s territory and asserting one’s self-worth, which yield narratives of 
masculinity that strive for a higher ground.

Nevertheless, despite the similarities in their classed experiences and nar
ratives, prejudice and racism against Syrians creates a sharp divide between 
the Syrian and Turkish youths living in the same neighborhoods. Syrians try 
to cope with stigmatization and discrimination by detaching themselves 
from troublemakers but sometimes also by forfeiting their masculinity in 
return for safety. Turkish youths’ prejudices and anti-migrant attitudes, on 
the other hand, display a quest to protect their territory which they discur
sively define in a gendered way at the level of both their neighborhoods 
and the nation. The injuries of class are thus translated into narratives and 
performances of masculinity that are entangled with racism and nationalism.

Hegemonic masculinity is not monolithic and static, but (re)negotiated by 
different social forces. Migration is a significant factor that shapes and con
tests narratives and performances of masculinity. Migration can undermine 
the masculine identity of refugee and other migrant men such that they may 
attempt to redefine a desirable masculinity to confront constraints and dis
appointments, they may opt for invisibility or may try to affirm their 
‘respectable’ masculinity in comparison to others. Despite paying attention 
to these negotiations, much of the scholarship on masculinity in migration 
contexts focuses on the experience of refugee and other migrant men exclu
sively. The major contribution of this article is that, by including both natives 
and refugees and other migrants, it brings a comparative and relational per
spective. It shows that Syrian and Turkish youths’ performances of masculi
nity are shaped in relation to each other as well as within the context of 
changing political and socio-economic conditions. As such, migration is a 
significant factor shaping performances of masculinity, but not the sole 
determinant. Through taking the discussion beyond the migrant-native 
dichotomy and by focusing on youths in both groups, the article displays 
the constitutive forces such as class dynamics and nationalism shaping 
young men’s masculinity performances. While Turkish youth regard 
Syrians as the other who steal their jobs and who did not defend their 
own country, Syrian youths also produce their own scale and hierarchy of 
masculinities by looking down upon single Syrian male workers and by 
praising their own job skills and ethics against those of the natives. This 
article also sheds light on the dynamics through which anti-migrant dis
courses turn into violence, as witnessed in Küçükçekmece, Ankara, and 
Kayseri in recent years.

This negotiation and contestation do not lead to a new and egalitarian 
gender regime. Our findings demonstrate that Syrian and Turkish youths 
have more commonalities than they might want to admit. Economic difficul
ties and social class boundaries determine their future prospects and hopes. 
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Both groups come from male-dominant social environments and have con
servative attitudes about gender roles. Thus, a form of exaggerated masculi
nity through othering remains as a very important coping strategy in their 
hands.

This article brings social class and nationalism dimensions to the analysis 
of Turkish and Syrian youths’ masculinities in working-class neighborhoods 
in Istanbul, but it does not focus on female youths’ perspectives on their male 
peers’ narratives. Also, an analysis of how Syrian and Turkish male youths 
from middle class backgrounds may construct their masculinity narratives 
differently was beyond the scope of the research. Therefore, future research 
might bring in comparative male and female as well as middle class perspec
tives on understandings of youth masculinity.
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