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“It is very important that this result is achieved. I am so happy! The union never stepped back throughout the process, it insisted on its point. The role of women’s liberation movement was very influential in this process. To reach an agreement with the employer was unlikely. However women’s organizations claimed the resistance of women workers, rendered visibility to this struggle in the media, chased this and brought it to an end. After a long time the women’s movement cooperated with women workers, and proved a great solidarity with them. Women’s organizations realized that the female workers are also part of the women’s movement; this was colossal.”

(Necla Akgökçe, The Editor of Petrol-İş Kadın Magazine, Selen Doğan, Uçan Süpürge News Agency, 12/17/2007)


This statement is made on the day after the strikers in Novamed Factory won their 448-days struggle. It forcefully reveals the feminist involvement with a strike in Antalya –a city on the Mediterranean Sea famous for tourism- Free Trade Zone run by the Petrol-İş trade union for more than a year, where in which almost the whole striking workers were women. 

In this paper, I will track this process of this particular strike experience in relation to the interplay between identity formation and framing processes. I am going to draw a link between the two concepts as a dynamic mechanism having important influences on each other. I argue that the strike caused by women workers’ grievances both in relation to their productive and reproductive position were appropriated by women’s liberation movement in Turkey, lead to the ‘success’ of the strike as an end result, which seemed unlikely prior to the solidarity and support from feminist movement. Hence, my analysis will have a time-series fashion focusing on the development of frames with regards to strike over a 15-months period. 


Novamed Factory is located in Antalya Free Trade Zone operating under the multinational Frensenius Medical Care. The factory is opened in 2000, and has a workforce predominantly composed by women, with a 95%. These workers are all selected according to a recommendation process, which is run factory management. This is another factor in terms of the social control mechanisms among workers, in addition to the wide belief in literature about women being cheap laborers and docile workers staying away from labor militancy. 


However, the management’s intentions about these rather young female workers proved to be wrong, after they began a strike on Septemer 26, 2006 under Petrol-İş union. The pressure on the shop floor was intense ranging from limited breaks during the works, distributing bonuses for workers, who stay shorter in bathroom to declaring what they have done in bathroom and prohibition of talking at the assembly line. To this we should also add that the management monitors workers’ marriages and initiated a pregnancy schedule, in which each worker has to get pregnant according to their scheduled two-months interval. Given the structure of Turkish labor force, especially female workers, however, the workers in the factory were far from being among the most marginal and impoverished ones. This does not mean that they were well-to-do, yet they had formal employment, though not job protection, in a country, more than half of the workforce is employed informally. The rate of informality is higher for female employees. Secondly, the wages at Novamed was twice as high of the monthly minimum wage, which again could be seen as an advantage for female workers.


My central question will be how did the women’s organizations ample involvement with the strike contributed to the final success of the strike? Here another issue is what was the context, in which the strike occurred. Unlike the general belief in women’s employment literature these women are not stigmatized by the general public as job-stealers or easy on sexual matters. On the contrary, I argue that being women was more sympathetic for the understanding of wider public. Even the media coverage reveals that the involvement of women’s organizations contributed to the publicity of strike. 


On the other hand, achieving success with a strike is very unlikely in the Turkish context regarding the diminishing impact of unions, as well as the legal constraints on having a strike and ill-definition of strike activity. The Petrol-İş Union has done a really impressive job, in terms of sustaining the strike for such a long time. It not only undertook the financial burden of the strike on the workers, but also attracted international attention contacting with the unions organized in factories of FMC located in other countries around Europe and the European federation in the sector (International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers' Unions). Through these contacts, the union created an international pressure on the employer both by arranging visits by union representatives from other countries and relegating the issue all the way up to the European Parliament. 


The role of union is central for the object of the study, since I argue for a frame extension and a mutual interplay between labor and women’s movement rather than a frame shift from one to another. This is also significant for the other aspect of my study regarding collective identity formation among workers. Here my question is how the feminist involvement with the issue affected the understanding of workers themselves and talked about the issue? On this I anticipate that the workers have not gone through a narrative shift, but already have an identity bringing their gender and class locations together. Nonetheless, the women’s involvement was decisive for the publicity, pressure on employer through a national solidarity campaign and in the end final success of strike, in an environment, where the political opportunities are eminently against labor movement.
