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Abstra&

In the Midst of Shame, Guilt, Needs and Aspirations:

Financial Indebtedness of White-collar Workers in Istanbu

Ceren Merve Karaca, Master’s Candidate at the Atatiirk Institute

for Modern Turkish History at Bogazi¢i University, 2019

Associate Professor Berna Yazici, Thesis Advisor

In Turkey, as elsewhere, statistics indicate a significant increase in household
indebtedness since the beginning of the 2000s. This thesis focuses on experi-
ences of indebtedness among a specific group, young white-collar workers,
and is based on qualitative interviews conducted with twenty-one white-collar
workers living and working in Istanbul. The study builds on and contributes
to two strands of literature on indebtedness: the studies focusing on subjectiv-
ity and indebtedness and the studies examining the meanings associated with
indebtedness.

This thesis firstly argues that indebtedness is perceived as something that
is needed to be justified and morally evaluated. It explores how debtors justify
their indebtedness to deal with the shame, guilt and negative stigma concern-
ing their indebtedness. It shows that the indebted narrate their experience of
indebtedness over some binaries -reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and
responsible debtor vs. irresponsible debtor- and justify their indebtedness by
identifying themselves as responsible debtors who engage with reasonable
debts. Secondly, the study argues that indebtedness is experienced around
multiple and ambivalent feelings and meanings that go beyond shame and
guilt which is much underlined in the literature. Several themes emerge
around these multiple meanings attached to debt including, debt as a normal

experience of life, debt as a burden, debt as a means of relief and happiness.
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Ozet

Utang, Sugluluk, Thtiyaglar ve Arzularin Ortasinda:

Istanbul’da Beyaz Yakali Calisanlarin Finansal Borglulugu

Ceren Merve Karaca, Yiiksek Lisans Adayi, 2019

Bogazici Universitesi Atatiirk Ilkeleri ve Inkilap Tarihi Enstitiisii
Docgent Berna Yazici, Tez Danigmani

Istatistikler, Tiirkiye’de, baska yerlerde oldugu gibi, hane halki bor¢lulugunda
2000lerin basindan itibaren kayda deger bir artis oldugunu isaret eder. Bu tez
belirli bir grubun -gen¢ beyaz yakali ¢alisanlar- borgluluk deneyimlerine
odaklanir ve Istanbul’da yasayan ve caligan yirmi bir beyaz yakali ¢aliganla
gerceklestirilmis nitel goriigmelere dayanir. Bu ¢aligma, 6znellik ve bor¢luluga
odaklanan ¢aligmalar ve bor¢lulukla iligkili anlamlar1 inceleyen ¢aligmalar
olmak tizere bor¢luluga iliskin iki literatiire dayanir ve bu literatiirlere katkida
bulunur.

Bu tez, ilk olarak, bor¢lulugun hakli gosterilmesi gereken ve ahlaki olarak
degerlendirilen bir sey olarak algilandigini savunur. Borglularin utang, suglu-
luk ve negatif damgalama ile basa ¢ikmak i¢in bor¢luluklarini nasil hakli
gosterdiklerini arastirir. Borglularin bor¢luluk deneyimlerini makul bor¢-ma-
kul olmayan bor¢ ve sorumluluk sahibi bor¢lu-sorumsuz bor¢lu ikilikleri
tizerinden aktardiklarint ve bor¢luluklarini kendilerini makul bor¢lar1 olan
sorumluluk sahibi borglular olarak tanimlayarak hakli gosterdiklerini gosterir.
Bu ¢aligma ikinci olarak, bor¢lulugun literatiirde ¢ogunlukla vurgulan utang
ve sugluluk duygularinin 6tesine gegerek ¢oklu ve ikircikli hisler ve anlamlar
etrafinda deneyimlendigini savunur. Borgla iliskilendirilen bu ¢oklu anlamlar
etrafinda normal bir deneyim olarak borg, bir yiik olarak borg, rahatlama araci
olarak bor¢ ve mutluluk araci olarak borg temalarinin dahil oldugu birtakim

temalar ortaya ¢ikar.

43.000 kelime
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Introduction

n my daily life, I have been surrounded by lots of conversations concerning

harsh working conditions, low wages and debt. That is how I initially de-
cided to study debtors’ experience and perception of indebtedness. I was also
influenced by the studies on indebtedness that go beyond statistics and focus
on debtors’ experiences.! In other words, for my master’s thesis, I wanted to
study an issue that I encounter in everyday life. I became interested in explor-
ing personal indebtedness and tracing the feelings that it brought into exist-
ence and its effects on subjectivity In addition, it attracted my academic curi-
osity to study a topic that is mostly associated with numbers, but actually
extends the realm of economics and spreads over in every aspect of the lives
of the debtors.

Obviously, debt is exceedingly widespread and visible in daily life. It is a
common experience to be in debt in today’s Turkey, as anywhere else, since
financialization has become a global phenomenon. In Turkey, statistics indi-
cate that household indebtedness has become part of the daily life of more and

more people since the beginning of the 2000s. Total household debt was 548,6

Maurizio Lazzarato, The Making of the Indebted Man (Los Angeles: Semiotext(E, 2012. Clara
Han, Life in Debt: Times of Care and Violence in Neoliberal Chile (Berkeley: University of Cal-

ifornia Press, 2012
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billion TRY? in 2018, while according to Banking Regulation and Supervision
Agency (BDDK , this number was 6,7 billion TRY in 2002, when the Justice
and Development Party (AKP government came to power.’ This striking in-
crease in household indebtedness requires an examination of the effects of this
common experience on the lives of debtors. In this sense, this thesis aims to
explore how this shared experience of daily life is went through, perceived and
narrated by debtors. In order to do so, I draw on data generated from qualita-
tive interviews.

It is important to mention how bank credits turned into substitute for bor-
rowing money from people within personal networks. In addition to the bank-
ing strategies that encourage people to get credit and promote it as something
normal of daily life, it is important to note people’s reluctance of borrowing
from their networks.

The majority of the informants stated that they avoid from borrowing
money from a relative, friend or colleague concerning about their personal
relations. It is emphasized a lot that getting credit is anonymous transaction
and it is a good option for people who do not want to display their economic
troubles to others and concern about failure in repayment. In addition, it must
be also noted that borrowing money over personal networks might not be an
option, perhaps, because economic conditions of people are not suitable to
lend. When we look at the informants’ reasoning, there are certain common
perceptions. Firstly, credit offers an opportunity without deterioration of per-
sonal relations between borrower and lender, especially in the case of a failure
to pay debt back. Secondly, some informants refrain from negative evaluations
of lenders about themselves. Thirdly, they avoid paving way for any interven-
tion from the lender to their lives. Being indebted to a person whom the bor-
rower was in a more or less equal relation previously puts the borrower in an

inferior position by making her dependent on not only the money of the

Tiirkiye Bankalar Birligi Risk Merkezi, Risk Merkezi Aylik Biilteni, 40, Aralik 2018.
https://www.riskmerkezi.org/Content/Upload/istatistikirapor-
lar/ekler/1691/Risk_Merkezi_Aylik_Bulteni_Aralik_2018.pdf.

Meral Tamer, “Hane Halki Borcu 12 Yilda 55 Kat Artts,” Milliyet, March 11, 2015,
http://www.milliyet.com.tr/hane-halki-borcu-12-yilda-55-kat/ekonomi/ydetay/2026251/de-
fault.htm.
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lender but also the terms of her. In this sense, asking money from someone is
perceived as a threat to their working adult identity and to their personal re-
lations with their friends and relatives. They are also concerned about causing
to monetary troubles for the lenders by using their money. As a consequence
of these concerns, getting into debt via banks is much more preferable, while
formal borrowing is mostly an unwanted option.

On the other hand, relying on personal relations are not out of the picture
as this research shows. For instance, it might be the case that credit is paid
back together with family members. Sometimes people get credits to fulfill the
desires of their parents, while the parents might offer, in some other cases,
financial support for the credit repayment of their children.

More specifically, this thesis examines how indebtedness is experienced by
a specific group -young, middle class white-collar workers living and working
in Istanbul. I wanted to look at the experiences of white-collar workers since I
had the chance of listening to and learning about their experiences of indebt-
edness as well as of working life through the friends who have been working
as white-collar workers in various sectors. In my conversations with them, the
topic of work emerged as exhausting and far away from being rewarding. In
this sense, I wanted to look at these young, white collar workers’ experiences
of indebtedness taking into account their working experience as well. Since
there cannot be a coherent identity of white-collar worker, I specifically had
in mind a particular sample similar to my circle of friends -young adults from
lower-middle class families- who have been working for a couple of years as
white-collar workers in Istanbul.

In contrast to the popular image and expectation that this group of white-
collar workers would be in a good socio-economic position and receive decent
wages, given their high-level educational status, they, in fact, face burdensome
working and living conditions. White-collar workers gradually lose their rel-
atively secure positions in the society in terms of their income, working con-
ditions and social status as it was represented in certain academic works that

focused on the experiences and feelings of white-collar workers in Turkey.*

Aksu Bora, Necmi Erdogan, Tanil Bora, {lknur Soniistiin, eds., “Bosuna mi Okuduk?”: Tii-

rkiye’de Beyaz Yakal Issizligi (Istanbul: Iletisim Yayinlari, 2011, Asli Vatansever and Meral
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Surely, white-collar workers are still in a more advantageous position in terms
of their income and education comparing the lower-class members, but they
are not exempt from the precarious working and existence conditions shared
by the majority and they still have to resort to credits for various reasons that
cannot be labeled easily as consumption craze. Besides, these people joined
the job market having expectations of a proper social and economic position
in the society. They hold prestigious occupations like lawyer and finance con-
sultant from the perspective of lay people, but, in practice most of them have
to work during long hours with inadequate wages that fail to meet the needs
and targets of a middle-class life, such as having a house, a car, going on a
holiday, purchasing technological devices. This tension between the reality
and expectation attracted me to examine this specific group for this study. In
this sense, I intend to look at young, white-collar workers” experience of in-
debtedness taking into account their experience of work as well.

My research, for example, shows that the wages of many young white-col-
lar workers at the beginning of their career are barely enough to cover any
unexpected expense beyond their monthly budget. In other words, they have
to resort to bank credits for any extra expense like an urgent payment for ed-
ucation, marriage or a health problem. In addition, this group of young adults
also resort to credits for various other needs and aspirations.

By looking at the experiences of these young white-collar workers living
and working in Istanbul, this thesis explores the questions of “Why do these
individuals get into debt?” and “How do they experience, perceive, narrate and
justify their indebtedness?”, specifically focusing on bank credits that were

gotten for various reasons.’

Gezici Yal¢in, “Ne Ders Olsa Veririz”: Akademisyenin Vasifsiz Isciye Doniisiimii, (Istanbul:
[letisim Yayinlari, 2015. Ebru Isikly, “Ofis Calisanlarinin Yalnizligs,” in Sinsftan Sinifa: Fabrika
Disinda Calisma Manzaralar, ed. Ayse Bugra (Istanbul: Iletisim Yayinlari, 2010, 181-208.

For this research, credit card debt was excluded, since it is not relevant for the group I focused
on for this research. While one is counted as a debtor in the case of not being able to pay the
minimum payment on credit cards, the informants regularly pay either their total monthly
credit card debt or the minimum payment, except the two informants who got credit when
they could not handle the growing credit card debt in my sample. Although most of them

relied on credit cards to compensate their wages to pay for various goods and services from
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§ 1.1 Main Arguments and Theoretical Contribution of the Study

This thesis draws on existing literature on household indebtedness that is
mainly divided into three groups of studies. The first group of studies exam-
ines the reasons behind the increasing indebtedness, the second group aims
to understand the effects of indebtedness on subjectivities, that is, exploring
what kind of subjects are called forth by indebtedness. Lastly, the third group
examines the function of debt in lives of the indebted.

The reasons for increasing indebtedness which is taken up by the first
group of studies are not the major concern of this thesis, yet, they are impli-
cated in this study. The literature focusing on the increasing household debt
offers three explanations for the growing household indebtedness. First, there
are studies that argue that structural factors like wage stagnation, precarious
working conditions and retrieving welfare state lead to the increase in house-
hold debt, since individuals have to rely on bank loans and credit cards under
these conditions.® Second, there are studies which argue that individuals adopt

a financial culture as a result of financialization and getting into debt turned

groceries to holiday expenses, they do not have any credit card debt. For this reason, I focused
on bank credits and omitted credit card debts in this thesis.

6  Christian Weller, “Need or Want: What Explains the Run-up in Consumer Credit,” Journal of
Economic Issues 41, no. 2 (January 2016, doi: 10.1080/00213624.2007.11507048. Elizabeth War-
ren, “The Over-Consumption Myth and Other Tales of Economics, Law, and Morality,” Wash-
ington University Law Review, 82, no.4 (2004, https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/law_lawre-
view/vol82/iss4/8. Johnna Montgomerie, “Giving Credit where it's Due: Public Policy and
Household Debt in the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada,” Policy and Society
25, 10.3 (2006. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1449-4035(0670085 -6. Kevin T. Leicht, “Borrowing
to the Brink: Consumer Debt in America,” in Broke: How Debt Bankrupts the Middle Class,
ed. Katherine Porter (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012. Johnna Montgomerie, “The
Pursuit of (Past Happiness? Middle-class Indebtedness and American Financialisation,” New

Political Economy 14, no.1 (March 2009, doi: 10.1080/13563460802671196.
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into a normal daily action.” Last group of studies regards increasing indebted-
ness as a result of consumer culture and extravagancy that urge people to
spend for goods and services beyond their needs and means.® This thesis
demonstrates that all of these explanations are relevant regarding growing
household indebtedness in Turkey except the last one arguing that desire of
consumption creates this increase.

Although the reasons behind the increase in indebtedness are reflected in
this thesis, the thesis mainly engages with the other two strands of literature
on indebtedness: firstly, the studies focusing on subjectivity and indebtedness
and secondly, the studies examining meanings associated with indebtedness.

Regarding how indebtedness shape subjectivity, Lazzarato argues that in-
debtedness functions as a governmentality mechanism and constructs a com-
mon subjectivity, “indebted man” who is surrounded by

feelings of guilt and responsibility as a result of her indebtedness. In other
words, neoliberal economy creates a subject who internalizes feelings of guilt
and responsibility concerning her debt as well as economic conditions that
leads her to indebtedness, and responsibility for repayment of her debt.” Other
studies within this group argue that neoliberalism and financialization aim to
create responsible and disciplined financial subjects who use financial services
prudently by undertaking their own responsibility to meet needs or being mo-
tivated to increase their economic gain. These studies investigate the charac-
teristics of this specific financial subject by taking into account the strategies

of the governments and financial institutions in creating such subjects."

Randy Martin, Financialization of Daily Life (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002.
Shaun French, Andrew Leyshon, and Thomas Wainwright, “Financializing Space, Spacing Fi-
nancialization,” Progress in Human Geography 35 no. 6 (December 2011
doi:10.1177/0309132510396749.

Juliet B. Schor, The Overspent American: Why We Want What We Don't Need (New York: Har-
per Perrenial, 1998.

Maurizio Lazzarato, The Making of the Indebted Man (Los Angeles: Semiotext(E, 2012.

Paul Langley, “Equipping entrepreneurs: consuming credit and credit scores,” Consumption
Markets ¢ Culture 17, no. 5 (2014, doi: 10.1080/10253866.2013.849592. Donncha Marron “In-
formed, educated and more confident”: financial capability and the problematization of per-
sonal finance consumption,” Consumption Markets & Culture 17, no.5 (2014, doi:

10.1080/10253866.2013.849590.
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These arguments in the literature focusing on the role of indebtedness on
subjectivity formation are relevant for this study, but they do not fully capture
how indebtedness is experienced by the indebted. Alternatively, this thesis of-
fers two main arguments regarding how indebtedness is experienced, per-
ceived and narrated by debtors.

Firstly, I suggest that, in exploring the experience of indebtedness, it is not
enough to say that indebtedness generates feelings of guilt and responsibility.
What also needs to be analyzed is the strategies of indebted subjects to deal
with these feelings of guilt and shame to have a better and fuller understanding
of the experience of indebtedness. Secondly, I suggest that, in addition to guilt
and responsibility, there are also other feelings and meanings attached to in-
debtedness. In other words, whereas the studies in the literature assume a sin-
gle and uniform experience and subjectivity, debt does not necessarily create
a uniform experience. Instead, there are ambivalent experiences, meanings
and feelings attached to indebtedness. What I aim to show in this thesis is that
subjects might recognize and identify their relation to indebtedness differ-
ently. In this sense, I argue that indebtedness creates varied and contradictory
perceptions that do not call forth a unique and coherent subjectivity of either
“indebted man” or a “responsible financially self-disciplined subject.” Fur-
thermore, as the following chapters will demonstrate, how indebtedness is
perceived and experienced differs and is determined by various factors related
to the characteristics of both the debtor and the debt itself."

This thesis argues that indebtedness is, first and foremost, perceived as
something that needs to be justified, as demonstrated in the analysis of the
informants’ narratives in the following chapters. Because there is a prevailing
negative image of indebtedness as something burdensome, unwanted and
shameful within the society, the informants appeal to two reasoning to deal
with and alleviate the distastefulness of any stigmatization directed to their
experience. Firstly, they underline the normalization of indebtedness taking

into account the current economic conditions, high cost of living in Istanbul

These factors include the reason behind getting into debt, amount and length of credit,
amount of interest payments of credits, economic conditions and employment conditions of

debtors and whether debtor has any financial support from family and friends.
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and inadequate wages that make them resort to the use of bank credit. Sec-
ondly, they make an effort to justify their indebtedness by differentiating their
own “planned and calculated and responsible involvement” with debt from
those who “get into debt irresponsibly.”

In that sense, firstly, this thesis offers an account on, thus, contributes to
the existing literature, how debtors justify their indebtedness and deal with the
shame, guilt and negative stigma stemming from their indebtedness. Another
argument of the thesis is that debtors think and narrate the experience of in-
debtedness over some binaries and position themselves at the favorable side
of those binaries to justify their indebtedness. In other words, they define their
experience of indebtedness within these binaries by positioning themselves as
responsible debtors engaging with a reasonable debt. This way, they deal with
shame, guilt and negative stigma.

It must be noted that by focusing on the binary of responsible debtor and
irresponsible debtor, I do not claim that indebtedness creates subjectivity of
either a responsible debtor or an irresponsible debtor. Instead, I refer how debt-
ors themselves perceive being a debtor.

As the analysis of narratives generated through interviews will reveal, the
informants express their perception of indebtedness, first and foremost, by
making distinctions between certain categories of debts and debtors. In this
regard, they use two main binaries: Reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and
responsible debtor vs. irresponsible debtor. Furthermore, these binary catego-
rizations of debt and debtor are constructed upon certain other binaries: Need
vs. joy/pleasure, necessity vs. luxury and tangible vs. temporary.

Informants define “reasonable debt” as debt (bank credit that is acquired
after a careful planning either to meet urgent needs like health care or to reach
a better social and economic status through obtaining certain goods like a
house. A “responsible debtor” is defined in relation to three criteria: whether
she uses the debt for a “good purpose” that will either meet a vital need or

create a significant economic and/or social value at the end, whether she plans
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and calculates her indebtedness by taking into account her existing economic
situation and whether she prioritizes being loyal to her debt.'?

In sum, this thesis firstly claims that indebtedness is, before anything else,
perceived as something that requires justification. Debtors justify their indebt-
edness by resorting to certain binary categorizations to deal with the shame,
guilt and negative stigma concerning their indebtedness.

Secondly, this thesis offers an account on experience of indebtedness be-
yond feelings of shame and guilt by analyzing the ambivalent feelings and
meanings expressed by the informants. Despite the coherent and confident
narratives that revolve around reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and re-
sponsible debtor vs. irresponsible debtor binaries, experiencing indebtedness
is, in fact, complicated, ambivalent and contains multiple meanings and feel-
ings. When, in the interviews, informants talked more in-depth about their
feelings regarding indebtedness, the coherent and neat accounts on indebted-
ness were replaced by contradictory statements and complicated feelings. In
chapter 4, these other meanings and feelings related to indebtedness expressed
by the debtors will be examined by analyzing the experience of indebtedness
through various dominant themes: Debt as a normal experience of life, debt
as a burden, debt as a means of relief and debt as a means of happiness.

Under the existing economic conditions, getting a bank credit is perceived
by the informants as inevitable and normal (debt as a normal experience of life
either to meet a need or to reach a better material state through possession of
certain goods that are also assigned with social values in addition to their
monetary values such as a house and car. Regardless of how logical the use of
credit is and how careful indebtedness is planned, for the majority, debt is re-

garded as a heavy burden (debt as a burden that debtors wish to get rid of

One important point needs to be kept in mind regarding this study’s limits. The research was
not able to trace whether the informants engaged debt as “reasonably” or in a “calculated
manner” as they claimed. In other words, it is not easy to grasp whether informants disre-
garded any past problematic experiences with bank credit in their narratives. It might be the
case that I really might have encountered debtors in my sample who engaged with debts in a
“calculated way” or they might have preferred to exclude any experience that they cannot
justify. Either way, the narrative data is significant for demonstrating the discursive strategies

debtors use to justify their indebtedness.
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immediately as a result of obligations and restrictions it brings along. How-
ever, debt also can create relief, joy or happiness (debt as a means of relief and
happiness through either enabling debtors to e lude economic hardships or to
acquire desired objects. In other words, people do not have an utterly negative
perception about their debts since they are content to acquire what they
needed or desired even if it could be possible through debts. In this sense,
debts might open some space to “breathe” in the face of inadequate incomes
and harsh working conditions by enabling people to fulfil their needs or have
desired things beyond their means. For example, clearing another debt creates
relief, while buying a house that means a lot and calls forth “joy and happi-
ness’, mostly along with feelings of stress and responsibility. In this regard,
indebtedness is experienced around multiple and contradictory feelings that

coexist with dominant feelings of guilt, shame and responsibility.

§ 1.2 Literature Review

The studies that examine household indebtedness can be categorized into
three main groups regardless of their theoretical standing. Firstly, some stud-
ies explore the factors creating the increase in household indebtedness. Sec-
ondly, there are studies examining the subjectivity created by indebtedness
through a Foucauldian framework. The studies within the last group focus on
the function of debts in the lives of debtors by considering the meanings and
perceptions of indebtedness. In this thesis, I will engage and agree to a certain
extent with all these literatures to explain how indebtedness has become a
common experience in daily life and how it is experienced by debtors. Yet, my
primary engagement and contribution will be with the first two strands of lit-

erature on indebtedness.

10
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1.2.1  Studies on the Reasons behind the Increase on Household Indebt-
edness

Household indebtedness has been increasing as a result of various structural
factors that can be listed as: inadequate wages, high cost of living'® as well as
prevailing of financial culture as a result of ascending financialization."* Alt-
hough the existing studies examining the household indebtedness in the con-
text of Turkey as well as my research show that this is not the case, there are
also studies that argue that consumer culture created this increase.” For ex-
ample, in her book that examines the spending behavior and indebtedness of
middle class and upper middle-class families, Schor argues that the majority
of Americans consuming excessively within a circle of “see-want-borrow-and-
buy”.'® Referring to scholars like Veblen and Smith, she argues that they spend
more and more and beyond their both needs and means, since they are com-
peting with others and want to reach a higher social status through what they
buy.'” However, in contrast to what Schor argued, both spending and indebt-
edness are quite planned and carefully considered for the majority of white-
collar workers whom I interviewed for this research. As Warren states, for
them, inadequate wages in the face of increase in cost of living is the main
reason for their indebtedness rather than desire of consumption. Comparing
data on spending behaviors of middle-class Americans in 1970s and early
2000s, Warren objects to the above-mentioned argument by Schor. She shows
that the amount of money that households allocate for housing, health care
and education increased in a substantial level. Purchase of house constitutes a

great share among other costs, since housing prices increased a lot during the

Montgomerie, “Giving Credit,”112. Montgomerie, “The Pursuit of (Past Happiness?,” 16-17.
Warren, “Over-Consumption Myth,” 1502. Weller, “Need or Want,” 591.

French, S., Leyshon, A., & Wainwright, T. (2011 ‘Financializing space, spacing financializa-
tion, Progress in Human Geography, vol. 35, no. 6, pp. 798-819. Randy Martin, Financializa-
tion of Daily Life (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002. do0i:10.1177/0309132510396749
Juliet B. Schor, The Overspent American: Why We Want What We Don't Need (New York: Har-
per Perrenial, 1998.

Ibid., 74.

Ibid., 7.
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early 2000s. In consequence, households could save less and spend more, de-
spite there are mostly two wage-earners within a household comparing to the
1970s. In this sense, she argues that increasing household debt and bankruptcy
levels are not results of overspending.'® Similarly, Weller argues that the in-
crease in household debt mainly results from high cost of living and weak la-
bor market, instead of lack of self-control, extravagancy and desire of con-
sumption. When we look at the literature that focuses on the role of structural
factors, there are other important contributions. In her study concentrating
on the US, UK and Canada contexts, Johnna Montgomerie examines the role
of public policies on the increasing household indebtedness. She argues that
non-inflationary growth policies that led to wage stagnation and liberalization
of financial services engendered an increase in the use of credits to maintain
the existing consumption behavior of households in the face of inadequate
wages.' In a later study, she lists factors creating increasing indebtedness as:
inadequate wages, increase in cost of living, decrease in welfare services, easy
access to credits as well as consumer aspirations.” Montgomerie’s arguments
are quite relevant, since the need of security was emphasized a lot by the in-
formants about their housing credits, while easy access is one of the explana-
tions offered by them for increasing indebtedness they observed around.

In addition, financialization, which I choose to define, by utilizing Ep-
stein’s conceptualization, as “the increasing role of financial motives, financial

markets, financial actors and financial institutions”?!

, plays an important role
in increasing household indebtedness. Randy Martin’s study, even if it does
not focus on household indebtedness, helps us to understand how we are sur-
rounded by financial world. He states that through the expansion of banks,
stock markets and financial services in general that surround us, ordinary
people are invited to think like finance professionals and to participate in stock

market. In this sense, the mentality of finance and stock market penetrated

Warren, “Over-Consumption Myth.”

Montgomerie, “Giving Credit.”

Montgomerie, “The Pursuit of (Past Happiness?.”

Gerald A. Epstein, “Financialization and the World Economy” in Financialization and the

World Economy, ed. Gerald A. Epstein (Cheltenham, Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2005, 3.
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into the realm of everyday life and was adopted by ordinary citizens who wish
to make a lot of money. He argues that this ascendance of personal finance
mentality has severe effects over perceptions of meaning of life and way of
life.2

Above mentioned studies are relevant to explain the increasing personal
indebtedness in the context of Turkey as well. However, as I expressed in the
introduction, I will be engaging with the two group of literatures examining
the effects of indebtedness on subjectivity and the perceptions and the mean-

ings attached to indebtedness.

1.2.2  Studies on Indebtedness and Subjectivity

When we look at the effects of the increase in household indebtedness in the
lives of debtors, it is evident that financial indebtedness has a great effect on
subjectivity. In one of the most influential studies within this literature, “The
making of the Indebted Man”, Lazzarato argues that current neoliberal econ-
omy is a debt economy, and it plays a great role in shaping subjectivities.” He
indicates that indebtedness functions as a governmentality mechanism and
constructs a specific subjectivity, “indebted man”, around the feelings of guilt
and responsibility. In other words, “indebted man” feels the guilt of being in-
debted and internalizes the feeling of responsibility to pay his debt back. He
states that debt economy determines the actions of both the state and citizens
by shaping subjectivity enfolded by the burden of indebtedness. Lazzarato’s
analysis is significant because it takes into account feelings and states, that is,
how indebtedness is experienced by feeling guilty, ashamed and responsible.**
However, Lazzarato does not look at the experiences of debtors themselves to
show how those feelings influence the lives of debtors. In other words, he does
not give place to debtors’ narratives to express how they experience indebted-
ness and how do they feel about it. In addition, he portrays a coherent subject
around strict meanings and feelings as if there are not others, specifically those

perceived as positively like relief, attached to indebtedness. However, when we

Martin, “Financialization.”
Lazzarato, Indebted Man, 15.
Ibid.

13



25

26
27

CEREN MERVE KARACA

take into account the meanings of what debt made possible in lives of debtors,
experience of being a debtor exceeds this strict and limited portrait.
Following Lazzarato, Di Feliciantonio also states that indebtedness creates
subjects who are “responsible’ debtors feeling guilty and anxious to repay
their debts”* He examines the squatting movement of the poor debtors in the
face of austerity policies and housing crisis in Rome. In this context, the poor
relied on credit to meet their basic needs, squatting for housing. He focuses
on experiences of those poor debtors and states that debt, along with being
poor, creates constant feeling of failure in life from the poor’s point of view.
Although they feel ashamed and failed, they take action in the face of the
structural conditions that prevent them to access decent housing.” As these
two studies indicated, those feelings are at the center of the lives of debtors.
However, although feelings of shame and guilt are relevant to explain the
experience of debtors, their subjectivity are not only shaped by these feelings,
especially of those who are motivated for making investment. During my
fieldwork, it was revealed that some of the informants have multiple motiva-
tions from the need of security to making profit within a strict and planned
financial agenda. In this sense, their perception of indebtedness is beyond a
conceptualization of “indebted man” by Lazzarato since entrepreneurial mo-
tivations are present as well. An entrepreneurial subject was formed in an en-
vironment that society itself turned into an enterprise within neoliberal order.
This subject is characterized by an entrepreneurial self-government and per-
ceives herself within a constant competition in which she aims to maximize
her gains and to realize herself with an endless enthusiasm and energy. She is
concerned with care of herself all the time. Factors like efficiency and cost-
benefit analysis determine whether any action take place or not. In order to be
efficient and productive, she obeys principles like lifelong learning and flexi-
bility.*” In the case of Turkey, where neoliberal policies and practices have been

ascending, people are engaged with financial knowledge and calculations to

Cesare Di Feliciantonio, “Subjectification in Times of Indebtedness and Neoliberal/Austerity
Urbanism,” Antipode 48, (2016: 1223. doi: 10.1111/anti.12243.

Ibid.

Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society, trans.
Gregory Elliott (London & Brooklyn: Verso, 2013.

14



28

29
30
31
32

IN THE MIDST OF SHAME, GUILT, NEEDS AND ASPIRATIONS

make investments by using credits. In this sense, entrepreneurial aspirations,
active calculations, self-discipline, desire of making investment, and respon-
sibility shape subjectivity along with shame and guilt in the case of indebted-
ness.

In this sense, the studies examining how ideals of entrepreneurialism and
self-responsibility of neoliberalism influence indebted subjects give insight to
creation of debtors. These studies are mostly focused on Anglo-American con-
text. On the one hand, some of them focus on what kind of subjects are created
or aimed to be created.”® On the other hand, the rest of the studies specifically
look at the strategies of state and finance institutions in the creation of those
subjects.” The first group of studies sheds light on how financially disciplined
and responsible subjects are created. For example, Paul Langley examines how
personal saving and borrowing has turned into practices that require pru-
dence and discipline more and more in the current global finance. He argues
that contemporary neoliberal era and financialization create responsible and
financially self-disciplined individuals who has obtained financial
knowledge.*

When it comes to second group of studies, they look at the strategies uti-
lized by the state and financial institutions to create such subjects. Langley ar-
gues that credit scoring as a disciplinary technique plays a crucial role in the
creation of entrepreneurial credit consumer who is expected to acquire
knowledge of how to use financial products effectively to maximize her gain.*!
Similarly, Marron examines the government level attempts in Britain, specifi-
cally focusing on financial capability programs, to construct capable financial
subjects who are engaged with financial products responsibly.** Marron adds

another related point. He states that getting credits are evaluated as consumer

Paul Langley, The Everyday Life of Global Finance, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008.
Stacey Coppock, “The everyday geographies of financialisation: impacts, subjects and alter-
natives,” Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society 6, no.3 (November 2013.
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsto12.

Langley, “Equipping Entrepreneurs.” Marron, “Informed, Educated.”

Langley, Everyday Life.

Langley, “Equipping Entrepreneurs.”

Marron, “Informed, Educated.”
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choice and freedom of “financial subjects”, and the whole responsibility of
over-indebtedness is mostly attributed to individuals who are labeled as inca-
pable of self-government, while the failure of structures and authorities lead-
ing to poverty and over-indebtedness are ignored. The article mentions how
consumer over-indebtedness perceived as a threat to the neoliberal autonomy
by authorities such as government departments, academics and policy ana-
lysts. Authorities acknowledge that the use of certain types of credit is essential
for the realization of individual consumer freedom.*”* Although these studies
offer important insight to explain what kind of a subject molded by indebted-
ness, they do not give voice to indebted subjects themselves to express their
experiences of indebtedness as well as how they give meaning to this experi-
ence.

While these studies provide important insights about debtor’s subjectivity,
Stacey Coppock’s study is significantly important since she examines the role
of place in shaping financial subjects by adopting financial ecologies approach.
This approach aims to understand the working of financial system in different
areas with different economic and social characteristics. Coppock looks at fi-
nancial service provision in the rural areas and expresses that local specifici-
ties concerning financial structures as well as social and economic ways of do-
ing things led to creation of different financial subjects. Her study is important
since she argues that there is not a standard and universal financial subject
who is responsible, equipped with financial knowledge and discipline contrary
to the neoliberal discourses that claim that is the actual case.*

This thesis takes a similar stance with Coppock by arguing that there is
neither a uniform and coherent “indebted man” who is shaped by shame and
guilt nor a uniform and coherent “responsible financially self-disciplined sub-
ject” who is equipped with financial wisdom and discipline. Instead, this thesis
offers two arguments regarding the subjectivity of the indebted. First, debtor
might adopt characteristics attributed to “indebted man” as well as to neolib-
eral financial subjects. Second, subjectivity is shaped depending on the mean-

ings attached to debt. In this sense, the meanings attached to indebtedness are

Donncha Marron, “Producing Over-indebtedness,” Journal of Cultural Economy s, no.4 (2012
doi: 10.1080/17530350.2012.703144.
Coppock, “Everyday geographies.”
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multiple and ambiguous and cannot, thus, be grasped within a strict category.
In this regard, I will lastly utilize a third literature that examines the meanings
and perceptions attached to indebtedness from debtors’ point of view to figure

out this complex experience.

1.2.3  Studies on Meanings Attached to Indebtedness

There are a group of studies that explore the meanings attached to debt and
what the function of debt is in the lives of debtors.”” In one of these studies, by
focusing on the middle-class credit users in the US, Penolaza and Barnhart
investigate what kind of meanings play a role in normalization of indebted-
ness, which led to an increase in household indebtedness. They argue that fi-
nancial institutions promote self-discipline and self-regulation that play great
role in the normalization of indebtedness. In parallel to this, debtors regard
use of credit as “American way” that the majority involved in to reach better
economic situation and become independent and free. According to the find-
ing of their research based on interviews with debtors, they state that debtors
generally perceive debts within three categories: good debt, bad debt and neu-
tral debt. Debts used for business purposes, homeownership and education
that have potential to create gain in the future are regarded as “good debt”. In
contrast, “bad debt” is used for more temporary items and services, in this
sense, there is not tangible gain as in the case of good debts. When it comes to
“neutral debt’, it is undertaken for items like car and furnishings that are as-
sessed as need and be more solid in terms of their time of use and durability.*®

Similar to what my study reveals, it shows that debtors tend to make categori-

Deborah James, Money from Nothing, (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2015.
Lisa Peflaloza and Michelle Barnhart, "Living U.S. Capitalism: The Normalization of
Credit/Debt." Journal of Consumer Research 38, no. 4 (2011. doi:10.1086/660116. Mateusz

<

Halawa, “In New Warsaw,” Cultural Studies 29, no. 5-6. (2015. doi:
10.1080/09502386.2015.1017141.

Pefaloza and Barnhart, “Living U.S. Capitalism.”
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zation between debts. Although this study offers a strictly schematized ac-
count on the meanings that debtors attach to debts,”” what the informants ex-
pressed about debts is quite parallel to what my fieldwork data revealed on
how they make sense of indebtedness in terms of both perceiving debt around
binaries (bad debt vs. good debt and paying attention to the empowerment
that debt can bring into existence in the lives of debtors.

Another noteworthy study points out the role of aspirations in leading
people to getting into debt. Deborah James examines how indebtedness, both
formal and informal, is experienced in post-Apartheid South African context
where access to financial services increased as a result of the state policies. She
argues that the main motivation behind relying on debts is the desire of up-
ward mobility while there is an ongoing status competition in the society.”®
Similarly, Halawa examines the experiences of mortgage credit users in War-
saw, where a house regarded as a prerequisite of middle-class life as well as
reaching standards of a European life in the face of long-lasting problem of
reaching decent housing in the city.”® She argues that what debtors desired, a
house, represses them spreading over their space and time for many years be-
cause the mortgage credits are with at least 30 years terms. In other words,
following aspirations very much beyond their means leads them to live under
a financial burden prevailed for a very long period of time.* Those studies of
James and Halawa are important because they shed light on the motivations
beyond obligation of fulfilling needs. For example, housing credit is a means
of reaching a better socio-economic status, even if it is also regarded as a
means of social and financial security in the context of Turkey. While possi-
bility of enhancing their life prompts debtors to get into debt for a house, it
brings a burden felt in daily life of debtors for a long period of time as Halawa
stated.

They list main meanings attributed to debts as: independence vs. social integration, indul-
gence vs. self-discipline, security vs. threat, freedom vs. constraint.

James, Money from Nothing, 45-46.

Halawa, “In New Warsaw,” 711.

Ibid., 709-710.
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1.2.4  Studies on Indebtedness in Turkey

Even though studies exploring the meanings and perceptions related to in-
debtedness and impacts of indebtedness on subjectivity in Turkey are very few,
there are important contributions. Two of these studies that rely on fieldwork,
give place the experiences of debtors and focus on how indebtedness is expe-
rienced by the poor are noteworthy. While the first one looks at the experi-
ences of debtors to portray how indebtedness was normalized, the latter ex-
amines the production of subjects by indebtedness in the face of poverty,
unemployment and indebtedness.*!

Elif Kara¢imen examines “how consumer credit has become a part of daily
life of wage earners in the age of financialization” by focusing on the experi-
ences of metal workers in Istanbul. Regarding how negative perceptions about
indebtedness weakened and debt turned into the normal in the lives of metal
workers, she argues that these took place through two factors: that credits
turned into substitute of inadequate wages in the face of increasing needs and
that consumers have been target group of banks increasingly. In addition,
Karagimen’s study reveals that debtors make distinctions between appropriate
and inappropriate ways of getting into debt in parallel to what my fieldwork
shows regarding perception of debt, reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt.*

Similarly, in her study based on fieldwork conducted in a marginalized
neighborhood located in Antalya, Kart portrays how the poor is enfolded by
unemployment, poverty and indebtedness that reproduce each other con-
stantly. She investigates how global economy and neoliberal policies led to the
increasing household indebtedness and what kind of subjects and emotions
got created by indebtedness. In the face of either unemployment or precarious
employment with low wages, the poor has to rely on indebtedness to survive.

In addition, an urban transformation project that took place in the neighbor-

Elife Kart, “Yoksullugun Mekanlarinda Borglulugun ve ‘Bor¢lu’nun Uretilisi,” Praksis 38, no.2
(2015.

Elif Karagimen, “Consumer Credit as an Aspect of Everyday Life of Workers in Developing
Countries: Evidence from Turkey,” Review of Radical Political Economics 48, no.2, (2016. doi:
10.1177/0486613415591806.
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hood called forth increasing household debt in the district. Apartment build-
ings preponderate over gecekondus after the project and the dwellers desired
to have flats in those buildings through using housing credits. She portrays
how indebtedness resulted from needs as well as aspirations experienced by
taking into account emotions. She argues that poor debtors live with constant
anxiety and despair resulted from not being able to earn both the money they
need to survive and the money they need to pay their debt back. Besides, being
obliged to pay the debt back forced them to work under harsh conditions that
exploitation of their labor took place in large scale.*’ Even if these studies look
at the experiences of a different socio-economic group, there are similar re-
search agendas and findings with my research, so they helped me to figure out
the fieldwork data.

Another contribution within this literature deals with indebtedness as a
gendered experience. Kilingarslan makes comparative research and examines
how indebtedness is experienced by women in Turkey and Greece by conduct-
ing in-depth interviews with lower- and middle-class women who experi-
enced indebtedness. She investigates the meanings attributed to the indebted-
ness by women and how indebtedness impacts women’s lives, primarily their
engagement with wage labor and unpaid work. In turkey, indebted women
tend to regard debt as a means of financial independence, although their ex-
periences include restrictions and requirements that occupy their mind. Be-
sides, indebtedness is normalized and seen as part of daily life. In contrast, in
Greece, indebtedness is perceived as a political and economic problem as a
result of the devastating effects of the economic crisis on their lives. Because
of the crisis, for example, women are in a more vulnerable position in job mar-
ket. In this sense, indebted women criticize policies of the governments, and
indebtedness causes anger and criticism.*

In her master’s thesis, Demirci shows how discourse of need urged people

to use credit by dissociating debt from moral and religious concerns of using

Kart, “Yoksullugun Mekanlarinda,”
Pelin Kilingarslan, “Bor¢lu ve Borgla Yagamak: Yunanistan ve Tiirkiye Ornekleri Uzerinden
Kadin Deneyimleri” (paper presented at Dicle Kogacioglu Article Award Conference, Istan-

bul, 22 December, 2018.
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interest and prompt people to resort to credits. She examines online forum
discussions from “Memurlar.Net”. She reveals that people were urged to use
credits despite their religious concerns because fulfilling the need of family is
a priority in the society. She argues that this is the main reason behind the
increase in household indebtedness in Turkey.*

This thesis aims to contribute to the existing literature through offering an
account on how debtors deal with feelings of shame and guilt resulting from
indebtedness. It will do so by going beyond the arguments within the existing
literature and demonstrating that indebtedness creates multiple meanings and
feelings exceeding shame, guilt and responsibility. The effects of logic of self-
responsibility, entrepreneurial motivations and being engaged with financial
services on debtor subjectivity will also be examined. The main argument of
this thesis is that indebtedness is, first and foremost, morally evaluated and
justified. On the other hand, it is a complex experience which brings together

ambivalent feelings and meanings.

1.3 Contemporary Context: The Increase in Household Debt

During the 2000s

Since the 1980s, Turkey has been going through a neoliberal transformation.*®
Neoliberal developments accelerated during the Justice and Development
Party (AKP government. In parallel to this, hous ehold debt increased sub-

stantially.*” As a result of the economic policies of the AKP governments that

Ferda Nur Demirci, “Financialization And Morality: Indebtedness Under A New Regime Of
“Need” In Turkey” (master’s thesis, Bogazici University, 2016

Fikret Senses, “Turkey’s Experience with Neoliberal Policies Since 1980 in Retrospect and
Prospect and  Prospect”  New  Perspectives  on  Turkey 47  (2012.
d0i:10.1017/50896634600001680.

Erkan Aydoganoglu, “Bor¢ Ekonomisi,” Evrensel, June 7 2018. https://www.evren-
sel.net/yazi/81619/borc-ekonomisi. Mehtap Ozcan Ertiirk, “Vatandagin Borcu 541 Milyari
Ast1,” Sozcli, December 2, 2017. https://www.sozcu.com.tr/2017/ekonomi/vatandasin-borcu-

541-milyari-asti-2114607/
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complied with global trend of financialization, households have become the
target of banks as a prominent source of profit.

On the one hand, after the 2001 crisis, Turkey’s economic policies led to a de-
crease in profits of banks that gained through financing the state. As a result,
households became the target group of the banking sector. On the other hand,
global trend of increasing financialization boosted retail banking in Turkey as
well.*® Karagimen states that low income groups and wage workers have a great
share in the increase in household indebtedness. As a consequence of chang-
ing economic policies following the crisis in 2001, stagnation of wages, precar-
ious employment and diminishing of welfare policies took place. Under these
conditions, indebtedness turned into an inevitable part of wage workers’ life
by becoming a substitution for wages.*’

It must be noted that the construction sector grew through supportive pol-
icies of AKP governments and the economic growth of Turkey has been based
on construction during the terms of these governments.” In this context, get-
ting into debt for housing has been promoted in order to boost the construc-
tion sector via increasing demand. This context must be taken into account
for a better understanding of increasing indebtedness, since housing credits
hold a significant share within the total amount of household debt.*!

Household indebtedness has increased in a substantial level since 2002.
Below, Table 1.1 shows the extent of this growth.

Elif Karagimen, “Tiiketici Kredisinin Ekonomi Politigi: Tiirkiye Uzerine Bir Degerlendirme,”
Praksis 38, (2015: 82-83.

Ibid., 90-92.

Osman Balaban, “Insaat sektdrii neyin lokomotifi?,” Birikim 270, (2011: 19-26. Mehmet Pen-
pecioglu, “Kapitalist kentlesme dinamiklerinin Tiirkiye’deki son 10 yili: Yapili ¢cevre iiretimi,
devlet ve biiyiik 6l¢ekli kentsel projeler,” Birikim 270, (2011: 62-73.

According to TBB, the total amount of housing credit is 191,9 billion TRY in 2018.
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Table 1.1 The Total Amount of Household Debt by Years

Year Amount (Billion TRY
2002 6,7
2003 13,4
2004 28,1
2005 50
2006 73,5
2007 100,5
2008/II1. Q 123,4
2009 148,8
2010 195,1
2011 251,9
2012/111. Q 284,4
2013/ 1. Q 3593
2014/1. Q 37L,4
2015/1. Q 410,7
2016/1. Q 441,9
2017/1. Q 499,9
2018/1. Q 57555
2019/1. Q 590,7

SOURCE  Central bank of the Republic of Turkey Financial Stability Report

According to the data received from the latest report of the Banks Association
of Turkey Risk Center that included the data of March of 2019, the total
amount of consumer credit loan is 546,9 billion TRY>?, while the total number
of credit users is 31,0 million. When we look at the division of credits: 25,0
million users got a total amount of 220,4 billion TRY credit for need and other
credits, 2,5 million users got a total amount of 191,9 billion TRY housing credit

and 590,000 users got a total amount of 29,5 billion TRY vehicle loan.”

Credit Card debt is included.

Tiirkiye Bankalar Birligi Risk Merkezi, Risk Merkezi Aylk Biilteni, 43. Mayis 2019.
https://www.riskmerkezi.org/Content/Upload/istatistikirapor-
lar/ekler/1791/Risk_Merkezi_Aylik_Bulteni_Mart_2019.pdf. It must be noted that debtors

who has more than one credit loan was counted one time in these statistics.
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According to the available data offered by the Banks Association of Turkey
Risk Center, the number of debtors who failed to pay their credit loans and
credit card debt is approximately one and a half million. Below table shows the

data that belongs to the last ten years.

Table 1.2 The Number of Retail Customers with Unpaid Consumer Loans

and Credit Card Debts

Years The number of debtors
2009 1,555,998
2010 1,121,660
2011 990,117
2012 1,257,397
2013 1,209,119
2014 1,297,132
2015 1,331,305
2016 1,321,053
2017 1,293,314
2018 1,388,673

SOURCE  The Banks Association of Turkey Risk Center (2019.

Another important data regarding this research is the level of unemployment
in Turkey. According to Eurostat data, the unemployment rate for the gradu-
ates of higher education was 12.2 percent in 2018.* One quarter of the unem-
ployed consisted of university graduates and the total number of the unem-

ployed university graduates is approximately a million.”

Eurostat Table of Unemployment rate by educational attainment level https://ec.eu-
ropa.eu/eurostat/tgm/refreshTableAction.do?tab=ta-
ble&plugin=1&pcode=tepsr_wci4o&language=en

Erdogan Siizer, “Universite mezunu igsiz sayist 1 milyonu ast1,” Sozcii, February 24, 2019,

https://www.sozcu.com.tr/2019/ekonomi/universite-mezunu-issiz-1-milyonu-asti-3658827/

24



IN THE MIDST OF SHAME, GUILT, NEEDS AND ASPIRATIONS

§ 1.4 Methodology
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57

Jennifer Mason states that if you give importance to the perceptions, experi-
ences, understandings of people, you use qualitative interviewing.”® In this
sense, in order to shed light on why people use credits, how they experience
indebtedness, and how they feel about it, this study follows a qualitative re-
search method making use of semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted
with white collar workers who got bank credits. The study specifically utilizes
semi-structured interviews because they give opportunity to follow both a
route determined before with certain topics to discuss and a loose structure to
add new points emerged as a result of the interaction with the interlocutors.”
Besides the interviews, the study derives from the statistics of use of credit in
Turkey to see the spreading of credits over the lives of individuals.

In this study, I wanted to focus on the indebtedness of white-collar workers
because I could observe their experiences through the experiences of my
friends in daily life. Job market is competitive and finding a decent job is dif-
ficult. My observation is that white-collar workers gradually lose their rela-
tively secure positions in the society in terms of their income and social status
as it was represented in certain academic works that focused on the experi-
ences and feelings of white-collar workers.

Obviously, there is not a homogeneous identity of white-collar worker. For
this research, I specifically have in mind a particular group similar to my circle
of friends, who are university graduates, coming from lower-middle class fam-
ily backgrounds and who have been working for a couple of years as white-
collar workers. I focused on this group since I can observe their experiences.
In this sense, the research sample composed of young white-collar workers
who are at the beginning of their careers working in various sectors. Among
the informants, the shortest period of employment is two years, while the
longest is eight years. People whom I interviewed in this research are middle

class members in terms of their, level of education, occupations and level of

Jennifer Mason, Qualitative Researching, (London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage, 2002,
62.
Karen O’reilly, Ethnographic Methods, (London; New York: Routledge, 2005, 116.
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wages. More than half of them experienced upward mobility as people coming
from lower class backgrounds.

In composing my sample, I relied on my friends who can ask their friends
and colleagues to talk to me. Keeping in mind the importance of multiple en-
try in snow-ball sampling, I reached informants through the help of friends
from different circles by aiming to talk people from different backgrounds. In
this sense, I reached the informants through the help of eleven friends. The
interviews took place between 17th November 2017 and 12th of July 2018 at
intervals. I conducted interviews with people who are in age between twenty-
six to thirty-three and earn between 2,500 TRY and 6,000 TRY. I did not de-
liberately select people in exactly these ages and with these wages, I just aimed
to conduct interviews with workers who are relatively new in the job market.

Since I reached all of the informants via the reference of my friends, I had
an advantage to gain trust and build rapport. Even if it took more time than I
expected to reach individuals who fit into my sample and are willing to talk
about their experience of indebtedness, they trusted me more or less to meet
me and answer my questions because I am a friend of a friend in the eyes of
the informants.

However, as Hammersley and Atkinson stated: “Access is not simply a
matter of physical presence or absence.”® What they pointed out is meaning-
ful during the interviews especially when I asked about how the informants
feel about being debtor. Indebtedness is something perceived negatively in the
society and personal finance is an intimate issue that is abstained from talking
with others. Indeed, some of the informants were reluctant to talk about their
feelings. There were also some moments in the interviews when they tended
to save face, instead of expressing their genuine thoughts and feelings. I also
felt uncomfortable asking certain questions about their income and amount
of debt not wanting to make them nervous or offended in any sense. In order
to eliminate, as much as I can, any discomfort resulted from this negative im-
age, I utilized certain strategies to create rapport and trust. First of all, when I

explained what my research topic is and the reason why I want to study the

Martyn Hammersley and Paul Atkinson, Ethnography: principles in practice, (London, New
York: Routledge, 2007, 43.
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issue of indebtedness, I always mentioned briefly my own experience of in-
debtedness and my effort to keeping up with the standards of a “proper” living.
In this way, I also hoped to eliminate the effects of an existing power relation
that I am positioned higher than the informants because I am the researcher
and from Bogazigi University, which is regarded as one of the prestigious uni-
versities in Turkey. Of course, I was the one who asked the questions, and this
created a hierarchical relation, but I simply did not want to add an image of
somebody who is economically superior to the informants. In addition to this,
people might have assumed that I expected certain academic and sophisti-
cated answers from them, so I wanted them to know we share a common ex-
perience. When I told the interviewees that I am also indebted, I told so not
only to hear as much as possible about a common experience we shared, but
also, I did not want them to feel ashamed by positioning me economically su-
perior to themselves. In other words, I gave importance to not making the
informants feel regretful, ashamed or anxious because they would tell me
something about their private life. However, especially, while interviewing one
of the informants, Deniz, on feelings, I realized that people might tend to save
face even if you are inferior to them economically. Therefore, it must be noted
that I do not claim to grasp totally what the genuine feelings are.

I conducted in-depth interviews with twenty-one white collar workers,
thirteen females and eight males, seven married and fourteen singles, living in
Istanbul whose ages range from twenty-six to thirty-three (See Appendix A.
The occupations of the informants are as such: accountant (3, financial advi-
sor (2, lawyer (2, NGO worker (2, auditor (1, chemist (1, chemical engineer
(1, civil servant (1, communication professional (1, debt enforcement officer
(1, digital pro duct developer (1, electrical and electronic engineer (1, mar-
keting expert (1, social media specialist (1, software developer (1, program
officer in a university (1. Wages of the informants who declared it range from
2,500 TRY to 6,000 TRY. The wage range is between 2,500-2,999 TRY for three
informants, between 3,000-3,499 TRY for two informants, between 3,500-
3999 TRY for two informants, 4,000-4,499 for three informants, 4,500-4,999
for three informants. Two informants earn 5,000 TRY and one informant

earns 6,000 TRY. There are six informants who did not declare their wages.
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There is also a valuable interview conducted with Kumru (29 who holds
an associate degree of tourism administration and works as a receptionist in a
hotel. Although she does not fit into the sample, her account on indebtedness
was included in this study, because she offers an illuminating account on
building a life through credit loans as someone who got credit many times for
various reasons from buying a computer to a house.

The reasons for informants for receiving credits are as following: five cred-
its to buy a house, three credits to buy a car, three credits to cover marriage
expenses, three credits to clear past debts, two credits for education, two cred-
its for paid military service, two credits to have some money for possible hard-
ships in life, two credits for the use of someone else from the close circle, one
credit to make investment, one credit to buy a mobile phone and one credit to
buy a motorbike. Ten of twenty-two informants pay their credits back together
either with their spouses or their family members®, while the rest pay their

debt on their own.

Seven informants pay together with spouses and three pay together with parents or siblings.
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Making Sense of Debt around Feelings of Shame and
Guilt: Reasonable Debt vs. Unreasonable Debt

uring the interviews, the informants expressed their perception of in-

debtedness, first and foremost, by making distinctions between certain
categories of debts and debtors. Their narratives called forth two main binaries
about how they regard debt and debtors: reasonable debt vs. unreasonable
debt and responsible debtor vs. irresponsible debtor. I discuss these binaries,
reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and responsible debtor vs. irresponsible
debtor, with reference to the discourses of the informants. These categories of
debt and debtor were constructed upon certain other binaries: need vs.
joy/pleasure, necessity vs. luxury and tangible vs. temporary, which were ex-
pressed by the informants throughout the interviews. According to them,
credit debt is not something to feel bad about, when it is planned carefully
prior to getting credit and used for either to meet a need or to acquire some-
thing tangible, not for the sake of temporary pleasure.

Even if none of the informants said explicitly that she feels shame and guilt
about her debt, their narratives based on these dichotomies point out that in-
debtedness is something that needs to be justified. In this sense, these binaries
of reasonable vs. unreasonable and responsible vs. irresponsible reveal how
morality is at the center of the experience and perception of indebtedness. Be-
sides their constant efforts to justify their indebtedness around the binaries,

some of the narratives of the informants demonstrate more overtly shame and
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guilt felt by them. Ceylan, for instance, says: “Because I have little debt and I
can pay, I do not have difficulty. I mean, I have an investment and I am paying
for it. I am paying for something to be mine. It is a nice feeling.” Similarly,
Meryem shows shame and guilt stemmed from being in debt saying: “I would
get credit for education expenses. To buy a house, a car, for my child, for our
health... But I would never get into debt for a holiday or a mobile phone.”

Being aware of the negative image of indebtedness as something burden-
some, unwanted and shameful within the society, the informants appeal to
two kinds of reasoning to alleviate the distastefulness of any stigmatization
directed to their experience. Firstly, they underline the normality of indebted-
ness by referring to the economic condition of Turkey, high cost of living in
Istanbul and low wage levels that make them resort to use of credit. Secondly,
they make an effort to justify their indebtedness by differentiating their own
“planned and calculated” involvement from getting into debt “irresponsibly”.
In this sense, the informants define their experience of indebtedness within
these binaries by positioning themselves as responsible debtors engaging with
a reasonable debt.

This chapter offers an account on how debt is perceived around the above-
mentioned binaries. According to the narratives of the debtors, reasonable
debts are debt for need, debt for something tangible, planned and calculated
debt. After exploring these three categories of debt, the chapter discusses
housing credit as an epitome of “reasonable debt.” Lastly, it explains how “un-
reasonable debt” is understood by looking at examples of debts that were got-
ten for luxury, pleasure and clearing past debts. I argue that informants per-
sistently use binaries to justify indebtedness, since debtors see debt as
something creating guilt and shame for themselves. There are also other com-
mon perceptions of debt, such as debt as a burden, debt as a normal experience
of life, debt as a means of relief and debt as a means of happiness which will
be analyzed in the fourth chapter focusing on ambivalent meanings and feel-

ings associated with indebtedness.
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§ 2.1 Reasonable Debt

Penolaza and Barnhart state that debtors perceive debts within three catego-
ries: good debt, bad debt and neutral debt. According to the findings of their
research based on interviews with debtors, debts used for business purposes,
homeownership and education that have potential to create gain in the future
are regarded as “good debt”. In contrast, “bad debt” is used for temporary
items and services, in this sense, there is no tangible gain as in the case of good
debts. When it comes to “neutral debt”, it is undertaken for items like car and
furnishings that are assessed as need and more solid in terms of their time of
use and durability.'

Similarly, Marron points out a distinction based on how credits are used.
He says: “Under a nascent capitalism, although credit secured for commercial
and productive purposes was generally accepted, credit for personal con-
sumption was stigmatized as wasteful, prodigal and a debilitating influence
upon practices of self-management and self-discipline.”

Deriving from above-mentioned studies and the narratives of the inform-
ants whom I interviewed, I offer two categorizations, reasonable debt and un-
reasonable debt, to make sense of how debt is perceived by debtors.

With reasonable debt, first and foremost, I refer to a debt regarded as nec-
essary and inevitable under the existing living conditions of the informants.
According to the informants, if someone is devoid of both financial resources
and support of her family in the face of an urgent need like health care, it is
considered quite normal and acceptable to get credit to fulfil that need. In re-
lation to this account, reasonable debt is repeatedly characterized as a debt

that is not resulted from desire of consumption. Weller says in the US context:

Against the backdrop of a weak labor market and much higher prices,
many families expanded their debt. This rise in debt is more likely a

result of economic necessity than of profligate spending. Much of the

Pefialoza and Barnhart, “Living U.S. Capitalism,” 749.
2 Donnhca Marron, “Debt, Consumption and Freedom: Social Scientific Representations of
Consumer Credit in Anglo-America.” History of the Human Sciences 28, no. 4 (October 2015:

28. d0i:10.1177/0952695115599314.
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new debt was used to pay for necessary investment items, such as

homes and education, and not consumption items.’

Secondly, a debt is regarded as reasonable when it leads to a tangible financial
and/or social gain in the life of the debtor. For example, a house is a crucial
means of social and financial security for many informants in the face of any
possible hardships in life. In this sense, indebtedness for the sake of a house is
quite reasonable for many informants, while some others find getting a house
using credit unreasonable under the existing economic conditions in which
they cannot see themselves positioned economically secure.

It is, however, not enough a rational reason behind the debt in determin-
ing whether a debt is reasonable. Another prominent factor is whether indebt-
edness was planned carefully along with deliberate calculations by debtors.
Many informants regarded a planned agenda prior to indebtedness as a re-
quirement not to be exposed to catastrophic results of indebtedness at the end.

It must be taken into account what determines a reasonable and an unrea-
sonable debt is from the point of view of the informants is also very much
related to the informants’ economic and employment conditions, amount of
interest payments of credits, amount of debt and whether informants have any

financial support from family or friends.

2.1.1  Debts for Needs

Within the literature examining increasing household indebtedness, the stud-
ies focusing on the role of structural factors argue that credits compensate the
stagnation of wages, retrieving welfare state, while cost of living accelerates
more and more.*

During the fieldwork, it was expressed many times by the informants that
credits are used to compensate inadequate wages in the face of high cost of
living in Istanbul. Majority of the informants regard living in Istanbul as one

of the reasons of indebtedness because of the high prices of goods and services

Weller, “Need or Want,” 591.

Di Feliciantonio, “Subjectification,” Fiona Allon, “Everyday Leverage, or Leveraging the Eve-
ryday,” Cultural Studies 29, no.5-6. (2015. doi: 10.1080/09502386.2015.1017140. Langley,
“Equipping Entrepreneurs,”. Weller, “Need or Want,”. Montgomerie, “Giving Credit,”.
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comparing to the other cities of Turkey. The informants expressed two cases.
Firstly, because the wages are barely enough to cover their usual expenses, they
resort to credits to support themselves financially in the face of an unantici-
pated need exceeding their planned budget. For example, there are informants
who got credit to pay for the paid military service because they did not have
any money for this. Secondly, because their wages are not enough to cover
their expenses, they use credit cards, and when their credit card debt increased
in a level they cannot manage to pay back, they resort to credit to clear their
debt. Almost half of the twenty-two informants experienced these situations
and used credits for various needs from education expenses to marriage ex-
penses due to lack of monetary resources. They emphasize that it is quite ac-
ceptable to get into debt for the sake of a need that cannot be fulfilled with the
existing economic means of individuals.

In her study examining how bank loans turned into ordinary means in the
daily life of metal workers by eluding negative stigma of indebtedness, Elif
Karagimen argues that this could be possible through two factors. First, credits
turned into substitute of wage for the workers who have various needs, while
their wages are very low. Second, consumers have increasingly become the
target group of banks in financialization process.’

Regarding the increasing dependence on debts Marron asserts: “Now fi-
nancialization, neo-liberalism and the consequential decline in both living
standards and everyday security encourage and necessitate dependence on
debt.” The experience of Mehmet’ (27 reveals how people are obliged to re-
sort credit even to meet basic needs.® He was faced with an urgent need of
money to cover the expenses resulted from settling a house in a new city. He
has been living in Istanbul where he moved to work for an NGO eleven
months ago. After along period of indebtedness due to limited income, he had
cleared previous debts before he moved to Istanbul. However, he got a 10,000

TRY credit to clear credit card debts arisen as he set up a home in a new city,

Karagimen, “Consumer Credit,” 254.
Marron, “Debt, Consumption,” 35.
Names of the informants are pseudonyms.

Allon, “Everyday Leverage,” 688.
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Istanbul. While there is remaining 8,000 TRY from the credit debt, additional
4,000 TRY credit card debt accumulated during that time.

I had cleared all my debts just before I moved to Istanbul. I said to
myself ‘my wage will be mine completely hereafter’. When I was just
happy about not having any debt, I made a job application and moved
to Istanbul. Just Istanbul itself is enough, you know. You buy household
goods, you rent a flat, you pay the deposit for the flat, water, electricity
and internet subscription etc. (... The total cost of moving into a new
house in Istanbul is 12,000 TRY. That is the money that I am indebted.
That is the money that I just can’t pay back fully. I can’t because I can
only pay it little by little. When you receive your wage, you pay the rent,
you pay this and that, so you have little money left. You see, I try to
clear the debt.’

Afterwards, he states that he could not clear the debt because his wage is not
adequate to cover both the installments of the credit and his needs for a proper
life that he can allocate some money in the minimum for recreational activities
and the installments of the credit.

During the interviews, health care was arisen as an epitome of an urgent
and crucial need that justifies indebtedness for the sake of itself. All inform-
ants stated that they would resort to credit to cover health expenses, while two
have already gotten credit for this purpose. This overt leaning to reliance on
credit for health expenses also shows the prevailing social insecurity felt by the
informants as well as how they regard welfare as individuals’ own responsibil-
ity as a result of both ascendance of financialization and retrieving welfare

provision.'

“Tam Istanbul'a gelirken sifirlamistim [borglarimi]. Bundan sonra dedim alacak oldugum
maagim artik bana kaliyor. o bor¢gluyum diye sevinirken baska bir is bagvurusu ile Istanbul'a
geldim. Istanbul zaten basli bagina yetiyor yani. Esya aliyorsun, ev kiraliyorsun, evin
depozitosu, elektrik su, internet iizerine alinmasi falan filan. (... Istanbul’da benim eve
tasinmam 12.000 lira. Iste 0 12.000 lira bu 12.000 lira. Bir tiirlii bitmeyen 12.000 lira bu aslinda.
Clinkii yavas yavas yapiyorsun. Maas aliyorsun evin kirasina gidiyor suraya gidiyor buraya
gidiyor derken ¢ok az bir sey kaliyor elinde. Iste onlar1 eritmeye caligtyorum.”

Ariel Wilkis, “The Moral Performativity of Credit and Debt in the Slums of Buenos Aires,”
Cultural Studies 29, no. 5-6 (2015: 762. doi: 10.1080/09502386.2015.1017143.

34



11
12

IN THE MIDST OF SHAME, GUILT, NEEDS AND ASPIRATIONS

Nihan (31 and Ali (28 have gotten credit for the sake of a possible emer-
gency case in their lives. When their fathers suffered from a heart attack, both
of them felt insecure and worried during this bitter experience not only be-
cause their beloved ones were going through a severe health problem, but also,
they were concerned about whether health insurance would cover the health
care costs. Even if they eluded this difficult situation afterwards through the
support of the health insurance, the fear and insecurity resulted from their
lack of money at that time led them to strive for putting money aside for any
other emergency that they would encounter in the future. Since their wages
are not enough to save money, they got credit for any possible emergency case
in the future.

Ali (28 actually decided to get credit to pay the tuition of his MA program
that he enrolled to postpone the military service. While the money required
is 2,500 TRY for the program, he got 12,000 TRY credit, as a result of his
above-mentioned need of security in a case of emergency. He explains the role
of being caught unprepared within an emergency case on his indebtedness as

follows:

My father had a heart attack in the summer of 2015. He was subscribed
to BAG-KUR. In such a situation, you don’t know whether the state
will cover the health costs or not. You turn to yourself and ask ‘don’t
you have any amount you've put aside?” You have never experienced
anything like that, so you have never considered about what you would
do. To tell the truth, this experience changed my mind about saving
money. I got the credit by thinking that anyone should have some
money that can be used in her hard times. Even though you try to save
money more or less from your salary, you can’t really save considerable
amount of money. (... Since you don’t get such amount of money as

a wage worker, where can you get that money? You get credit.'

Social Security Organization for Artisans and the Self-employed.
“2015 yazinda babam kalp krizi gecirmisti. BAG-KUR’lu babam. O zaman bilemiyorsun simdi
devlet kargilayacak mi karsilamayacak mi? Déniip baktigin zaman calistyorsun kenarda hig

mi yok bunu karsilayabilecek? Ciinkii bunu yasamamigsin ve diisiinmemissin bugiine kadar.
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He states that because he did not adjust his budget according to the credit in-
stallments and did not limit the money allocated to his recreational activities,
his income fell short both to pay the credit installments and to cover the usual
monthly expenses. As a result, he spent the money that came from the credit,
and his plan failed.

In contrast, after the same bitter experience, Nihan followed a more strict
and strategic agenda by pursuing the aim of both saving and profit making.
She got an approximately 20,000 TRY credit in 2011 with four-years term. Be-
cause she had not been capable of saving money back then, she decided to get
credit so that the monthly payments of credit would force her to keep some
money aside. Thus, she managed to save money in a way. She put the money,
first, in a gold current account, then in a US dollar account by following their
values at that time to make some profit. She does not see the interest as a
source of concern comparing to the monetary gain resulted from her transac-
tion. The amount of interest payment of the credit was 1,850 TRY, while she
got more than the amount of interest because dollar gained value against Turk-

ish currency. She keeps that money to this day.

There was a period when gold prices were increasing rapidly. I got
credit to put into a gold current account. I planned to pay the credit
installments as if I was putting money aside. And the money in the
gold account would just stay there. I have spent some of that money
for family expenses. I transferred the money from gold current ac-
count to dollar current account about 2 years later because dollar was

gaining more value than gold. (... That is, I got that credit to save

Acikeasi benim birikim konusunda fikrimi degistiren olay bu oldu. Kenarda insanin kotii
giinlerinde kullanabilecegi belli bir paranin, bir seyin olmasi lazim diye diistinerek o kafayla
biraz sey yapmaya ¢alistim. Yine maastan az ¢ok arttirip yapmaya ¢alisiyorsun o birikimi ama
olmuyor agikgast. (... Toplu para gelmedigi i¢in, maasl ¢alistyorsun, toplu para nereden al-

abilirsin? Kredi ¢ekersin.”
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money by thinking that, God forbid, something bad might be to hap-

pen in life.”?

Obviously, both Ali and Nihan also give importance to the fulfilment of their
need of security in their experiences. Otherwise, they would get credit when
an urgent need came to exist. Instead, they want to have a fair amount of
money at their bank account, so they take action and start to pay beforehand
for an urgent need.

Lazzarato argues that the transformation of social policies is one im-
portant factor creating neoliberal debt economy. He says: “The privatization
of social insurance mechanisms, the individualization of social policies, and
the drive to make social protection a function of business constitutes the foun-
dations of the debt economy.”* Thus, one can argue that the marketization
and privatization trend in health care and social policy that has been ongoing
in Turkey in the post 1980s may be a partial explanation for Nihan’s and Ali’s

concerns.

2.1.2  Debt for Something Tangible

Obviously, indebtedness is not only a result of being in need. In her study ex-
amining the reasons behind increasing formal and informal indebtedness in
post-Apartheid South Africa, James points out that the desire for upward mo-
bility plays a great role. Wants and desires of subjects might also be a reason
for getting into debt. In various cases of indebtedness, as James says, “Aspira-
tion and indebtedness are intertwined.”" In this sense, credits can also be a
means to reach better material and social state through possession of certain

goods that are also assigned social values in addition to their monetary values

“Altin yani bir dénem béyle ¢ok hizli yiikseliyordu. Oraya yatirmak igin kredi gektim. Sanki
kenara para koyuyormuscasina kredimi 6derim. O para da orada durur. O paranin bir
miktarin1 daha sonra bagka ailevi sebeplerden dolayr harcadim ama iste altin ¢ok hizli
yikselmiyor, dolar ¢ok hizli ylikselmeye baslad1 diye bir buguk iki sene 2 sene falan da olabilir,
daha fazla da olabilir dolar hesabina gegirdim. (... Yani o paray: biriktirmek i¢in sey yaptim
bir sey olur Allah korusun iste zor bir sey olur falan filan.”

Lazzarato, Indebted Man, 29.

James, Money from Nothing, 237.
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such as a house and a car. In this section, I will mention a common statement
uttered by debtors.

A debt is reasonable, if it has the capacity to generate long-lived financial
and social gain. This motivation differs from fulfilling an urgent need in the
sense that the effect of the credit in life is more enduring. Both the duration of
existence and the concreteness of what is acquired are determining factors.
More importantly, what is gained through the credit is regarded as a personal
achievement in life from debtors’ point of view.

The experience of Kumru (29 eloquently demonstrates this situation. She
has an associate degree of tourism administration and works as a receptionist
in a hotel. Although she does not fit into my sample, I give importance to her
experience of indebtedness for two reasons. Firstly, her case portrays how
credit turns into “normalcy” of life for lots of people and functions in building
alife. As someone devoid of familial financial support, she has relied on credits
since the university years for various purchases from a computer to a house.
Secondly, she epitomizes a “financial subject” equipped with financial
knowledge through her involvement in a cautious, planned and calculated in-
debtedness within a particular agenda many times.' She identifies herself as a
sort of conscious consumer who has the ability to use credit to prosper in her
life and as someone who cannot be deceived by the banks.

She addresses getting credit from a bank as a burdensome experience be-
cause of the procedures and long-term of the credit, but she is content to build
a life through the opportunity offered by the credit. She states that all of her
past debt had positive effects on her life by enhancing her life standards. Re-
garding the feelings, she states that she does not feel bad about the credits,
because, referring to their house and car, she has something tangible in life
thanks to these credits. In this sense, she also distinguishes her indebtedness
from unreasonable indebtedness by referring to debtors who get into indebt-
edness for things that bring nothing gainful at the end. She emphasizes how
acquiring something tangible, in her case a house and car, preponderate over

burdensome feelings resulting from a huge amount of debt:

Langley, The Everyday Life. Marron, “Informed, educated and more confident.”
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Of course, there is a psychological pressure resulting from being in-
debted to the bank, because you will be indebted during long years.
You sign lots of papers in order to get credit. It is a heavy responsibility.
On the other hand, I would not have what I have now if I did not get
the credits. I see this as a help. Of course, the banks give me one, while
they take three. So, you have to come to terms with the bank’s interests.
But I have a roof over my head, and this could be possible thanks to
the banks. (... IfI had not gained something concrete through these
debts, I would feel bad because of debt, but I have something tangible.
(... Thave never gotten credit for something ephemeral. Some people
get into debt from here and there but there is nothing coming out of it.

Neither property nor service, nothing."”

Kumru’s words also reveals that she is proud for what she acquired through
credits. Feeling of pride is also expressed by other informants. Similarly, Mer-
yem (28 is proud to have a house without the support of their families. In
these examples, pride emerges as a result of becoming successful adults
through possession of certain goods given importance socially. Informants see
credits as assisting them to reach a better economic and social state.
Experiences of Ceylan and Deniz add another dimension. According to
them, a debt to obtain something tangible is valuable since what is acquired
through credit corresponds to the whole labor power of an individual and in
addition to creating success in life. Deniz (30 is a financial consultant working

as an accounting assistant manager in a company. She got married five months

“Bankaya borglanmanin vermis oldugu psikolojik bir baski var ¢iinkii seni uzun yillar bor-
¢landirtyorlar ve boyle defter kalinliginda imzalar atiyorsun ve bunun sorumlulugu gergekten
¢ok agir. Ama soyle de bir sey var su anki sartlarda benim yani kredi ¢ekmesem sahip
oldugum seylerin higbirine sahip olamazdim. Dolayisiyla bunun bana bir yardim-- tabii boyle
bir yardimi saglarken banka kendine 3 fayda saglarken tabii ki sana 1 faydas: oluyor. Onun
menfaatlerini daha ¢ok oksamak gerekiyor. Onun disinda yani tabii ki kétii bir psikoloji ama
su an bagimi sokacak bir evim var diyorum bu da banka sayesinde oldu. (... Eger benim bor-
¢lu kaldigim soyut bir sey olsaydi bence kendimi daha kotii hissederdim borglu oldugum i¢in
(... Soyut hicbir sey icin de 6yle gidip kredi ¢ekmedim yani s6yle kimi insanlar var gidip
oraya borg yapiyor oraya bor¢ yapiyor bir seyler bir seyler ama ortada higbir sey yok. Ne mal

var ne hizmet var, hi¢bir sey yok.”
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ago. She got credit two times. Firstly, she got a 25,000 TRY credit with 3-year
term for a car. Then, she got a 11,000 TRY credit for marriage expenses. She
expresses that she undertook the burden of livelihood very early because of
the economic hardships her family faced, so, neither indebtedness nor paying
debt back is a shocking event for her. She states that she acts very planned and
reasonably in life since high school years when she started working. Having a
car is a source of happiness for her because it is something tangible (elle tu-
tulur gained in retur n of long years in working life. Even if what makes pos-
sible the purchase of car is not her wage but credit, it is still seen as a valuable
personal achievement by her. In a way, she regards having a car as a symbol of
her success in life. In that sense, credit functioned as an assistant for her to

reach a better state in life.

I think, buying the car made me feel good maybe because I have been
working for long years, actually, since the high school internship, but I
didn’t have anything, because there had been household expenses,
hospital and medical expenses [of my mother] and so on. I didn’t have
anything in life. But now this car belongs to me. (... That is, I bought
it with my own money. It was the only return of my whole labor all
these years. I paid the bills; they are all gone. I bought groceries; they
are all consumed. There is only the car that I can say I accomplished

something tangible and I bought it with my own money."®

Same desire of having something tangible in life in return of labor power led
another informant, Ceylan (29, to buy a house by using credit together with

her husband. She is a graduate of sociology and works as an officer for a sport
federation for three years. She got a 195,000 TRY credit with five-years term
together with her husband. They will pay 260,000 TRY back. What she em-

phasized more about this experience is her motivation behind getting credit.

“Arabay1 almak bana soyle de bir iyi gelmis olabilir. Yillardir, ben lise stajindan beri
calistyorum. Baktiginda benim higbir seyim yoktu ¢iinkii hep ev gegindirme, hep iste has-
tanesi, osu busu hep onlar vardi. Ve benim higbir seyim yoktu baktiginda. Bu araba benim.
(... Kendi param baktiginda. Bu zamana kadar ¢aligmamin tek karsilig1 o ¢iinkii. Faturalari
6dedim onlar gitti. Iste market aligverisi yaptim onlar bitti. Elle tutulur bir tek o var benim

yaptim dedigim, benim paramla kazandigim.”
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Her decision is very much determined by her father’s lack of any solid posses-
sion, specifically a house and a car, in spite of long and harsh working years.
She is concerned about not to experience the same situation with her father.
Contrary to her father, she wants to own something tangible that will be both
a reward of working and a means of security for possible hardships in life. She
regards a house as a stick in this world, dikili aga¢, and quite content to take a

step to reach this aim by getting credit.

I was thinking all the time why I don’t have anything in life although
I'm working and earning money. I have trousers, sweaters, books and
so on, but I don’t have something tangible. I think, I see the house as

something tangible like something dikili agag."

In sum, it is quite reasonable for the informants to get into debt, if debt creates
long-lasting financial and social gain and serves to reach an achievement in
life. In other words, not only needs but also aspirations might be counted as
reasonable causes to get into debt depending on their importance in life of
debtors.

2.1.3 Planned and Calculated Debt

In evaluating debt as reasonable or unreasonable, whether a debtor has gotten
credit according to her economic conditions by taking into account her in-
come, life conditions, plans, employment security is seen as important as for
what the credit is used. The informants underlined frequently importance of
careful consideration before getting into any debt. If debt is gotten according
to their budgets and there is not any risky situation, like unemployment, ahead
of a debtor, indebtedness is not regarded as a huge trouble to be overcome. In
addition, it might be even profitable to get into indebtedness, if the price of

the good or service is increasing constantly.

“Hep dugiiniiyordum ¢alistyorum kazaniyorum neden higbir seyim yok. Pantolonum, ka-
zagim, kitabim, suyum buyum var ama elle tutulur hi¢bir seyim yok. Bunu biiyiik ihtimalle
elle tutulur bir sey olarak goriiyorum, dikili aga¢ gibi bir sey yani.”
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Regarding his getting credit to cover marriage expenses, Vedat (30 under-
lines two characteristics of his debt distinguishing reasonable and unreasona-
ble debt. Because it was necessary to get credit to cover costs of marriage and
set up a new house, and he and his wife made plans carefully before getting

into debt, he feels at ease.

I don’t feel regret about getting into debt to cover marriage expenses.
If I had to resort it one more time, I would get credit again. It was
30.000 TRY, but if it was 50.000 TRY it would be okay too. We can pay,
then, there is no problem. We made calculations, we considered our
income, and when we saw that we can pay our debts, we got the credit.
If we tried hard, we could even get 50.000 TRY instead. There was no
problem. (... It is wrong to get into debt imprudently. (... If you
planned according to your income, you would not be regretful after-
wards. It is not a problem at all, if you planned it before. You just pay
it back by installments. Only it is bothersome to get into debt for just

pleasure, for unnecessary things.*

Doing plans and calculations about use of credit is also seen as one of the pre-
requisites of being a responsible debtor. Although I will explain what I mean
by saying responsible debtor in the next chapter, it is necessary to mention
briefly how being engaged with calculations and being alert about spending
money carefully as practices requiring discipline shape subjectivity of debtor.

Langley argues that contemporary neoliberal era and financialization cre-
ate financially self-disciplined individuals.?' The fieldwork revealed that there

is not such a coherent subject position, but there are certain manners and at-

“Hani evlenirken yaptigim borgtan bir kez olsun bir kez daha alirrm. Mecbursam yaparim,
hi¢ o konuda rahatsiz degilim. 30 (30.000 Lira oldu 50 de olabilirdi, sikint1 yok yapardik yani
sonugta evlenmeyecek halimiz yok ya. Odeyebiliyoruz problem yok. (... Baktik; su borcu
aldik, su krediyi ¢ektik, 6deyebiliyor muyuz? Aylik hesabimizi yaptik, 6deyebiliyoruz, ¢ektik.
Elliyi de belki kassak 6derdik, ¢ekerdik. Problem yoktu. (... Gozii kara borglanmak ¢ok
yanlis. (... Gelirine gore planladiysan agikgasi rahatsiz olmazsin. Odeyebildikten sonra nedir
yani planlanmis bir sey 6diiyorum taksit taksit bunda ¢ok bir sey yok. Sadece keyif i¢in bor-
¢lanmak biraz can yakiyor insanin canini sikiyor yani.”

Langley, The Everyday Life.
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titudes of the above-mentioned subjectivity adopted by the debtors in my sam-
ple. This issue will be discussed in detail afterwards. Here, I just wish to men-
tion this issue briefly to make sense of Zeynep’s narration within this frame-
work. Below, she states her engagement in a planned and calculated debt and
indicates how indebtedness that is experienced is quite related to debtors’
manner in dealing with debt. Her words reveal that indebtedness is acceptable
and normal as long as debtors act according to a planned agenda and being
aware of their responsibilities resulted from debts. In that sense, she portrays

herself as a responsible debtor who knows how to deal with debt.

When I got the credit, I was not like ‘credit is like this and that, it is so
bad etc.” Oh, gosh! I do not see getting credit as something to be ab-
stained. Because I know I am capable of managing it. I know how
much I spend, how much I earned and how much I have to pay for the

installments. I mean, it is related to the person herself. *

2.1.4 Housing Credit as an Epitome of Reasonable Debt

As I stated previously, getting into debt for health expenses was emerged as an
epitome of reasonable debt during the interviews. Even if there is not a mutual
agreement as it is in the case of credit for health care, most informants also
regarded housing credit as a reasonable debt regardless of whether they used
this form of credit. According to the majority of the narratives, indebtedness
for the sake of a house contains all characteristics of a reasonable debt. Need
of financial and social security and desire of having something tangible in life,
which can be also a sign of personal achievement in life, urge individuals to
get credit to have a house. For these reasons, this sub-section is particularly
devoted to the discussion of housing credit as perceived by the debtors.
Eighteen of twenty-two informants with whom I conducted in-depth in-
terviews, regardless of whether they have already gotten or plan to get housing
credit, indicated that it is a rational decision to get into debt to buy a house.

Six of them have already gotten housing credit, while three more informants

“Ben kredi ¢ektim diye kredi ¢ok kotii, aman soyle... Ya Rabbim! Yapmayin etmeyin gibi
gormiiyorum. Ciinkii ben kendimi biliyorum, ben harcadigimi biliyorum, aldigimi biliyorum,

6demem gerektigini biliyorum. Biraz kisinin kendisi ile alakali bir sey yani.”
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lean towards getting credit to have a house in the near future. In spite of their
plan of doing this transaction in a prosperous future, seven informants think
that it is not a rational decision for themselves to undertake such a huge debt
under their existing economic situation with inadequate wages and precarious
working conditions. Four informants are totally against using housing credit
because of high interest rates that make this transaction unprofitable.

Susan J. Smith states “Owned homes are a hybrid of money, materials, and

”23 These words summarize well what the narratives of the inform-

meanings.
ants on homeownership underscored throughout the interviews. When we
talked about the reason why housing credits are rational and acceptable form
of debt for them, four specific meanings attributed to homeownership arose
often to explain their leaning towards use of housing credit. Homeownership
might mean security for possible hardships in life, a profitable transaction
made wisely or a way of avoiding paying rent regarded as wasted money. While
these three reasons expressed more often and overtly, there are also other
meanings related to its material and social value expressed by the informants
in a subtler way. For example, a house might mean having something tangible
that is perceived as a solid sign of achievement in life as a crucial step towards
middle class life** and successful adult life.>> As I will explain subsequently, the
reason behind wanting to have a house might vary and include all these mo-
tivations at the same time. In this sense, an analysis for the use of credit for a
house requires to take into account all those meanings related to homeowner-
ship because how debt is perceived by debtors is predominantly determined
by what the credit is used for. In this sense, any possible burdensome effects
on life as well as any negative feelings resulted from indebtedness weaken in
the face of these meanings attributed to homeownership.

First and foremost, the need of financial and social security was stated as
the main motivation behind getting credit for a house. The informants got or
plan to get credit for a house as a result of the need of security in a case of

possible economic and/or health related problem. In this sense, indebtedness

Susan J. Smith, “Owner-occupation: at home with a hybrid of money and materials”, Environ-
ment and Planning A 40, no.3 (2008: 521.

Halawa, “In New Warsaw,” 711.

Ibid., 715-716.
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resulted from this need is quite reasonable according to them. They expressed
concern for a possible severe health problem that would be costly and/or that
would prevent them from earning a living. Another source of concern is un-
employment that will make them without means of making a living. In such
hardships, an owned house will be a shelter in case there is no income. Four
of six informants who got housing credit stated that their main aim was to call
forth financial and social security for themselves. In addition, two more in-
formants, who plan to get credit to own a house adopted the same reasoning.
Meryem (28 explains how her concerns about losing her health and not being
able to make a living motivated her to buy a house so that she can utilize a safe
place without the obligation of paying any money for accommodation as fol-

lows:

I'm healthy right now, but I might become sick, my health might
worsen, so I want to have at least a roof over our head because, you
know how they say, you can always find something to eat. I can find
bread but what if I can’t pay my rent? I just aim to have a house that I

feel safe in any case of illness.?

Deniz (30 also aims to create security using credit, specifically for the possi-

bility of economic hardships, as someone who experienced economic hard-
ships and had to undertake economic responsibility to support her family
starting from high-school years. For her, safety to be provided by an owned
house is welcomed regardless of how miserable material conditions inside the

house are.

I might only get housing credit in the future, because, as I said before,
I think that a house is means of security for people. You might be hun-
gry, you might not have any food, but you have a house at least. You

might be hungry and unemployed for a month, but you can stay in

“Su an belki saglikliyim ama ileride bana bir sey olursa saglikli olmayabilirim. En azindan o
zaman kafamizi sokacak bir evimiz olsun, hani mutlaka yiyecek bir yemek buluruz derler ya...
Ekmek hani onu bulabilirim ama hani kira veremezsem? O duruma diisersem bir evim olsun,

tek amacim o0.”
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your house. You can cook a packet of pasta that costs just 1 TRY. But
you have to pay your rent because you are staying in someone else’s
house, using it. That is, you have to pay the rent, no matter whether

you are hungry or dying.”’

Above-quoted statements reveal how an owned house is considered as a safe
shelter in the face of both health problems and economic hardships as well as
how social welfare is regarded as individual’s own responsibility.”® In this
sense, credit functions as a means of social security/welfare.
It must be noted that while housing credit is seen as a means of security in the
face of severe and unexpected health problems and economic hardships ac-
cording to many informants, some informants avoid involving in this form of
credit precisely for the same precarious conditions that might make them fail
to pay the credit installments. The opposing informants emphasize the riski-
ness of undertaking the responsibility of a huge debt under poor economic
conditions both in personal and country level. Firstly, it is risky to undertake
a huge amount of debt while there is no guarantee of employment, and eco-
nomic future is unpredictable for individuals. In addition, it is emphasized
how risky it is to undertake such a huge debt while the economy of Turkey
worsens day by day. From this perspective, debtors who get credit for a house
actually take risk to build a safe future for themselves, ignoring the fact that
misfortune might come right now. The opponents also argue that high interest
rates make purchase of a house unprofitable transaction.

In addition, single informants who think that economic responsibility of
a costly credit is already too much for a single person regardless of the emer-
gence of a problem that will make them fail to pay the debt back. For this rea-

son, they postpone this transaction. By the way, it must be taken into account,

“Su an ileriye doniik baktigimda gekecegim tek kredi ev kredisi olur ¢iinkii evin, dedigim gibi,
bir insanin giivencesi oldugunu diisiiniiyorum. Hani a¢ olursun, sofranda hicbir sey olmaz
ama senin evindir. Ay boyunca ag kalirsin, issiz kalirsin evinde yatabilirsin. Dedigim gibi bir
makarna pisirirsin makarna paketi 1 liradir. Ama baktiginda kiray1 6demen lazim ¢iinkii
baskasinin evinde kaliyorsun, evini kullaniyorsun. Yani sen olsen de kalsan da ne kadar ag
kalsan da o kiray1 6demek zorundasin baktiginda.”

Wilkis, “The Moral Performativity,” 762.
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involvement in such an indebtedness is also have a cultural aspect. Homeown-
ership appears as a requirement of normative life for the married not for the
single.

One of the informants, Ayse (27, as someone who expre sses herself to be
determined to act cautiously in every realm of life, opposes getting a housing
credit by seeing such an indebtedness extremely risky and irrational, because
according to her, people have limited money, possibility of unemployment is
always available, and the economy of the country is bad. She explains the rea-
son why she is against getting a housing credit, underscoring that life is full of

uncertainties and insecurities.

There will probably be an economic crisis in 2018. There will be an
economic crisis. If people are laid of... That is, you have to be prepared
to live on an amount of money for 6 months according to economists,
for 10 months according to me, in the case of unemployment. That is,
if you can say that I can live without a wage for 10 months, you can get
into debt. Of course, I don’t mean a debt of 350,000 TRY. (... The
things whose consequences I do not know always scare me. (... There
are people who have credit with 10 years term. You might have two
kids within 10 years. You never know what the future brings. You
might get very sick within 10 years. God forbid, one of your family
members might get cancer and you might give all your money to her.

That is, 10 years is a long time.”

It must be noted that the opponents’ dislike of housing credit is also derived

from the restrictive effects of costly housing credits on life, especially on rou-

“2018 muhtemel kriz yiiksek goriiniiyor. Muhtemel bir krizimiz var, ekonomik kriz. Orada
personel ¢ikartmaya gidilirse... Yani her daim sen igsizsen kendini igsiz kaldigin siire boyunca
ekonomistlerin goziinde 6 ay, benim goéziimde 10 ay kendini idame etmen gerekiyor. Yani 10
ay daha yagayabilirim dersen bir borcun altina girebilirsin. Tabii bu 350 binlik bir bor¢ degil.
(... Sonucunu bilmedigim seyler beni her zaman korkutuyor. (... 10 yillik bir kredisi var
adamin. 10 yila insan iki gocuk yapabilir. Hayatin ne getirecegini bilemezsin yani 10 yil iginde
sen ¢ok hasta olabilirsin. Allah korusun ailenden biri kanser olabilir ve biitiin paray1 ona vere-

bilirsin. 10 y1l ¢ok uzun bir siire yani.”
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tine spending on recreational activities. Ahmet (31 states that it is u nreason-
able to undertake a huge amount of debt that put you in a harsh and stressful
economic situation for a long period of time and restrict your spending on

what gives you joy in life.

I think that both a house and a car are means of living in better condi-
tions. So, one should not live worse for the sake of them. I don’t find it
reasonable to spend my five or ten years to have a car or a house. After

all, you want a house to live better.*

Similarly, Himeyra (29 is opposed to get a costly credit for the sake of a house
or a car, because the high cost will reduce the quality of her regular life. She
states that her wage is barely enough to lead a life spending beyond basic needs
and allocating money for social activities, so a credit for a house or a car pre-
vents her from spending for activities like travelling, which she enjoys a lot.
She expresses her opposition to getting housing credit with certainty saying:
“I can’t ruin my life.”*!

Another factor that makes housing credit as reasonable and preferable
form of debt according to the informants is related to the general perception
of rent. Regardless of whether they got housing credit, many informants tend
to see rent as a wasted money and do not want to pay it vainly.** Instead of
paying rent, they prefer to pay credit installments to own a house that is some-
thing tangible and permanent, even if the amount of the monthly installments
is higher than the amount of their current rent, and this calls forth a monetary
burden leading to limit their habitual spending. In addition, rents are high in
Istanbul comparing to other cities and this also urges people to have their own

houses. Meryem expresses her reasoning as follows:

“Ben evin de arabanin da insanin daha iyi kosullar icerisinde yasamas i¢in araglardan biri
oldugunu distinityorum. Ugruna daha kétii yasayacagin bir arag degil. Bir arabaya sahip
olmak igin, eve sahip olmak i¢in hayatimin 5 yilini, 10 yilin1 vermeyi mantikli bulmuyorum.
Sonug itibariyle o evi iyi yasamak i¢in istersin.”

“Hayatim1 mahvedemem.”

Tomas Samec, “Performing housing debt attachments: forming semi-financialised subjects,”

Journal of Cultural Economy 11, n0.6 (2018: 7. doi: 10.1080/17530350.2018.1493611.
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Think that you pay rent. You give money the landlord in every period
and he keeps the money. The money you paid does not return you, but
credit is different. You pay credit installments but after a while the
house is yours. So, it [debt] did not create pressure on me, because I
think that it [the money] will return to you. There was already an
amount of money that I have to pay every month. I think that I pay
that money to the bank for myself instead of paying it for someone

else.®

This dislike about rent is not necessarily economic, as Yasemin (31 introduced
referring what she observes around her about people’s resorting to housing
credits. She indicates that the arbitrary decisions of landlords make tenants
prompt to have their own house. In this regard, bank credit is seen as assisting
tenants to gain control on their living space.

Wanting to make investment also urges individuals to get housing credit.
If a credit is used to carry out a profitable transaction, it is regarded as a rea-
sonable debt.* Three informants who got housing credit seeing a house as a
means of investment that can provide profit for any other use in the future. In
spite of high interest payments, it is still profitable and logical to use credit for
this purpose according to them. What creates this perception is primarily the
possibility of a rise in their houses’ prices. Two informants expect a possible
increase in the value of the house they bought, while one has already experi-
enced the increase. These increases in value are quite common as a result of
construction of fancy shopping malls, metro lines. In addition, through the
projects of third airport and third bridge, new areas from periphery were

opened to settlement.”

“Kirada oldugunu diisiin, her dénem veriyorsun mal sahibine parayi, onda kaliyor. Bir daha
sana geri gelmiyor ama kredi boyle degil. Sen krediye 6diiyorsun ama o bir siire sonra senin
oluyor o yiizden sana geri déndiigiinii diistindiigiim i¢in bende bir bask: yaratmadi. Zaten her
ay 0deyecegim bir bedel vardi ben onu bagkasina 6deyip baskasinin parasi olacagina kendi
adima bankay1 6dityorum diye diigiinityorum.”

Pefialoza and Barnhart, “Living U.S. Capitalism,” 749.

“Istanbul’daki metro projeleri konut fiyatlarin1 artirdl!,” Zingat, March 13, 2017

«

https://www.zingat.com/blog/istanbuldaki-metro-projeleri-konut-fiyatlarini-artirdi/. 3.
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As it was mentioned before, Meryem (28 aims both to make an invest-
ment and build a secure future by utilizing her housing credit. She got a
120,000 TRY credit to buy a house together with her husband. Because they
cannot afford to buy a house in Istanbul, they bought a house in her husband’s
hometown, Adana, where the prices are lower than Istanbul. She states that
she wanted to have a house because a house is both a means of security and
investment. The house will be utilized as an investment tool for another house
they want to buy and live in the future. In addition, they will get rid of paying
rent, a money regarded as wasted, because at the end tenant gains nothing
tangible. They will pay approximately 170,000 TRY back. Because a shopping
mall opened in the district where they bought the house, the price of the house
increased, she estimates that the new price is approximately 250,000 TRY, she
enjoys from the benefit outweigh the costs. She states a comprehensive and

planned agenda about her transaction and future plans:

Luckily, a shopping mall opened there [the area where their house lo-
cated in]. As soon as it opened, values of properties increased in the
area. Everyone wanted to buy house there. Since there was an increas-
ing demand for houses in the area, the value of our house increased. It
was a great chance. We weren’t sure about buying a house in Adana at
that time, but we thought that it is an investment in any case, and it
will bring something in at the end. When the value of the house in
Adana increase more, we plan to make it as the advance payment of
the house we will live in here. If you sell it for 250,000 TRY, it is easier
to buy a house with 250,000 TRY advance payment. While the credit
debt is stable, I work with an increasing wage. Since my wage will in-

crease, I can buy a more luxurious house. We have such dreams.*

Havalimanrnin yil yil konut fiyatlarina etkisi,” Zingat, May 31, 2016, https://www.zin-
gat.com/blog/3-havalimaninin-yil-yil-konut-fiyatlarina-etkisi .

“Bizim sansimiza orada bir AVM acildi. AVM agilir acilmaz oradaki degerler yiikseldi. Herkes
oradan ev almak istedi. Tabii talep ¢ogalinca fiyat yiikseldi. Bityiik bir sans. Biz o zaman ¢ok
emin olamamistik Adana’dan ev alinir m1 diye ama yatirim yatirimdir, bir sekilde kazanir diye

dislintip aldik. $u an planimiz oradaki evin biraz daha piyasas: yiikselince burada kendi
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Her words reveal how they made an investment to be able to reach a more
desired house. It should also be noted that, she does not want just a roof over
her head, she wants a “dream house” in a desired location, in Izmir. In this
sense, the motivation of making investment goes hand in hand with providing
financial and social security for her family.

For Sevgi (29, a house is a means of investment to reach a better economic
and social status. She got a 190,000 TRY credit with 10-year term together with
her family in order to buy a house as a means of investment. While the
monthly payment is approximately 2,500 TRY, she pays 1,500 TRY of it. Even
though a considerable amount of her wage goes to credit installments, and this
leads her to reduce her spending, especially, for social activities to minimum,
she is content with getting a credit because she will own a house that can be
used for a possible investment in the future. She has an agenda, making profit,
and after considering thoroughly the profitability of this purchase, she decides
to get credit.

I can use this as an investment. I can sell it when I want, and I can use
the money for an investment in Istanbul in case of a marriage for ex-
ample. That is, I can use it to buy a new house, because you need a
certain amount of saving to buy one. You cannot get credit [housing
credit] just with your wage. So, it is not just a ten-year long debt, or it
is not just to buy that house. You also see that as an investment because
the house is somewhere that can gain value and it is within a newly
constructed site, so it would be more profitable... That is, when I cal-
culate how much we will pay for the credit, how much we will pay for

interim payment and so on, it seemed profitable, so we embarked on

yasayacagimiz evin pesinati olsun istiyoruz. Ciinkii 250 bin liraya sattigin zaman bu devirde
250 bin lira pesinatla bir ev almak daha kolay. O orada sabit oranli bir kredi iken ben her yil
artan bir maasla ¢alistyorum. Gelirim artacags i¢in kendimin oturabilecegi daha liiks bir ev

alabilirim. Boyle hayallerimiz var.”
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such a thing. We saw it as a means of investment not for living in it

afterwards.””

§ 2.2  Unreasonable Debt

37

Obviously, unreasonable debt is the opposite of reasonable debt for the in-
formants. A debt is primarily perceived as unreasonable when it was gotten
for something that is not indispensable to survive, instead, it is just associated
with joy and pleasure. Furthermore, it is worse, if it is undertaken without
careful planning. All of the informants agree with that it is unreasonable to get
into debt for the sake of luxury spending and consumerism by indicating the
use of credits for top model mobile phones and holidays. I will not repeat the
same accounts constructed upon the binaries of need vs. joy/pleasure and tan-
gible vs. temporary here since I offered an analysis before in the reasonable
debt section. Instead, I will briefly mention how credits for luxuries, credits
with huge interest payments and credits used to clear existing debts are re-
garded as unreasonable debts to complement the account of reasonable debt
vs. unreasonable debt.

During the interviews, luxury mostly was made sense through three char-
acteristics: something unnecessary, something beyond basic needs and some-
thing pointlessly more expensive than its equivalent just because of brand
value. The informants stated that they mostly avoid luxury consumption. One
interesting point is that some of the informants stated that they spend money
for certain things that can be counted as luxury when it was taken into account

the economic conditions of Turkey as well as their own. However, they do not

“Bunu yatirim olarak kullanabilirim istedigim zaman satabilirim ve oradan gelecek seyle eger
olur da iste evlilik su bu olursa Istanbul'da bu yatirimi yaparim. Yeni bir ev i¢in hani onu
kullanabilirim ¢iinkii o evi almak i¢in de belirli bir miktarda birikiminizin olmasi lazim,
krediyi de boyle hadi gittim ve maasima kredi ¢ektim diye alamiyorsunuz. Dolayisiyla bir
noktada bdyle sadece o 10 yil1 degil ya da o evi almak i¢in degil bunu bir yatirim olarak da
goriiyorsunuz ¢iinkii ev degerlenebilen de bir yerde ve sifirdan yapilan bir site oldugu icin
daha karl1 olabilecegini... Yani krediyi 6deyecegiz ne kadar olacak arada nasil 6deyebiliriz
sudur budur diye hesapladigimda biraz da karli geldi o yiizden de boyle bir seye girdik. Ama
daha cok gidip iste sonra oturmak degil aslinda bir yatirim araci gibi de baktik.”
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get into debt for those spending. In addition, they did not express regret be-
cause they need to relax and enjoy life. For example, many informants stated
that consumption of alcohol and cigarette, drinking a coffee at a café or eating
in a restaurant are might be counted as luxury because they are highly costly
as well as majority of people in Turkey cannot afford them with the existing
inadequate wages.

For Ahmet (31 , it is quite evident that it is unreasonable to get credit, if it
is not indispensable to get credit in the face of a need. He got an 18,000 TRY
credit for the paid military service in 2014. His main motivation was to be able
to act in working life without minding the military service that must be com-
pleted sooner or later. He actually allocates some of his income for goods and
services that he counted as luxury under the existing economic conditions of

Turkey. However, he opposes to get into debt for these luxuries.

I don’t get credit to go on a holiday, for instance. I don’t actually know
how much money they usually get credit for a holiday, but I mention
this case because I see there are holiday loans around. I don’t get credit
for things that I defined as luxuries constituting the 20% of my budget.
I don’t get credit for a holiday that I will go on to spend quality time
together with my friends or something like that. I don’t get credit for
things without which I would be okay. Probably, most of the people

wouldn’t get either, I don’t know.*

When it comes to using credit to clear existing debts, it is not welcomed to
clean past debts by getting into debt via another credit constantly within a vi-
cious cycle of debts. It is evaluated as imprudent behavior that people should
avoid by controlling their spending decisions. Kumru (29 exp resses her

stance regarding such cases of indebtedness as follows:

“Tatile gitmek i¢in gekmem mesela. Tatil icin kag¢ paralik bir sey ¢ekiyorlar bilmiyorum ama
tatil kredisi goérdiigiim igin s6ylilyorum hani. Demin o [biitgemde] %20lik alanda
tanimladigim, o liiks ihtiya¢ olarak tanimladigim alana denk diisen seyler i¢in kredi ¢ekmem.
Arkadaslarimla daha iyi vakit gecirmek igin tatil olabilir, baska bir sey olabilir. Yapmasam da
olacak seyler i¢in kredi ¢gekmem. Bunu herhalde ¢ogu insan ¢ekmez de bilmiyorum.”
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It appears unreasonable to me to pay your debt by getting into debt again. I
observed that over my husband’s cousin. He has a huge amount of credit card
debt. He was paying credit card debts by getting credits. Then he got another
credit to pay the previous debt. He was within a vicious circle. Get credit and
pay the debt all the time. One has to draw the line somewhere. You should
know where to stop this. How long can you get credit and continue this? *
Interest payment is another determining factor on whether it is sound to
get into debt, because paying interest is seen mostly as throwing money away
as Yasemin’s experience shows. She is a software developer who is quite pas-
sionate about technology. She wants to buy a computer that is beyond her
means. In spite of her great desire, she starts to save money waiting a discount

in the price of the computer at the same time.

Just because it is my dream PC, I could buy it immediately by using
credit. (... But, why bother? (... Let’s say that the computer will cost
me 1,000 TRY of interest. I will pay an approximate amount of 1,000
TRY interest in vain, whereas I can use that 1,000 TRY for something

else.®

As I noted before, there is not a mutual agreement among the informants on
whether it is reasonable to get credit to buy a house. Here I give place a narra-
tive that expresses eloquently the concerns of those who oppose using housing
credits. Ali argues to be cautious in the face of huge amount of credits like
housing credits with long term by indicating the burden of the high interest
rates of these credits, unpredictability of future economic conditions of debt-
ors and obligation of working that indebtedness brings to be able to pay debt
back.

“Borcu borgla kapatmak kismi bana mantiksiz geliyor. Ben onu esimin kuzeninde deneyim-
ledim. Cok fazla borglar1 vard: kredi karti. Kredi ¢ekiyordu o borcu kapatiyordu, o borcu ka-
patmak icin tekrar bir kredi gekiyordu. Bu sefer bu bir ¢ikmaza doniiyordu stirekli bir kredi
¢ek kapat... Bir yerde ashinda kendin durmasimi bileceksin. Hani nereye kadar kredi
cekeceksin?”

“Ben o bilgisayar1 geceleri rityamda goriiyorum diye sabah gidip alabilirdim kredi ile. (...
Ama ne gerek var? (... Atiyorum bana bilgisayar gelecek faiziyle, 1000 liraya yakin bir faizle
gelecek. 1000 liraya yakin bir faizi anlamsiz yere havaya verecegim. 1000 liray1 bambagka bir

yere, bambagka bir sekilde harcayabilirim yani.”
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One can get credit for need depending on the urgency of his need. That
is acceptable. But I wouldn’t buy a house by using credit because the
interest I will have to pay is an incredible amount. (... You are in-
debted for 5 or 6 years, 10 years or 15 years without knowing what will
happen tomorrow, that is, you can’t really act freely. As I said before,
you become too dependent on where you are working. You can’t be
unemployed even for two months, because debt enforcement proceed-
ings are immediately initiated, and your house is sold below its value

in exchange for your debt.*

This chapter reveals that a debt is seen as reasonable if it is used for a need or
for reaching a better material and social state after a detailed consideration. In
parallel to this, a debt is unreasonable, if it is getting into for the sake of luxury
consumption or to clear debts of past profligate spending. In addition, indebt-
edness has to be planned carefully taking into account a debtor’s economic
conditions and amount of interest payment. The presence of the binaries of
reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and responsible debtor vs. irresponsible
debtor reveals that that indebtedness is an experience that, first and foremost,
engenders shame and guilt. For this reason, debtors do some active work to
differentiate themselves as subjects who get into debt with great caution, that
is, careful planning and forehandedness. This way, they alleviate the burden-
some feelings of indebtedness. Next chapter, complementing what is offered
in this chapter, examines meaning of being a debtor from the point of view of

debtors and effects of indebtedness on the subjectivity of debtors.

“Ihtiyag kredisi alinabilir bak o ihtiyacinin aciliyetine gére degisir. O konu tamam. Mesela
kredi ile konut almam ciinkii 6dedigin faiz akil alir bir sey degil. (... Yarin ne olacagim
bilmeden 5-6 sene, 10 sene, 15 sene vadeli bor¢lusun ki yani bu sefer hi¢ kimildayamiyor yani.
Dedigim gibi o kadar bagimli hale geliyorsun, ¢alistigin yere bagimh hale geliyorsun. 2 ay

acikta kalma liiksiin yok, hemen takibe geciyor, evini 3 paraya satiyor alacagina mahsuben.”
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Debtors Perception on Being a Debtor
and Subjectivity of Debtors

his chapter examines meanings, feelings and perceptions about being a

debtor by focusing on two related aspects of being indebted. Firstly, the
meaning of being a debtor according to debtors is examined. In this regard,
firstly, this part analyses how debtors perceive being a debtor in general as well
as how they perceive themselves as debtors. Secondly, what kind of a subjec-
tivity is produced by indebtedness is investigated.

As I already discussed in the preceding chapter, debtors make sense of debt
and being a debtor in reference to certain binaries. While the main binary
about debt is reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt, when the informants ex-
pressed their thoughts and perceptions on being a debtor, their narratives
pointed out another binary that I call responsible vs. irresponsible debtor.
Their narratives based on these binaries reveal that guilt and responsibility
have great effect on debtor subjects as Lazzarato has pointed out. For this rea-
son, they strive to prove that neither they nor their indebtedness is unreason-
able.

In addition, I argue that indebtedness creates a debtor subject enfolded by
ambivalent feelings and meanings besides shame, guilt and responsibility.
Feelings of responsibility towards their debts makes debtors live under con-
stant anxiety. They are on the alert for any possible failure in paying install-

ments in the face of risks. At the same time, credits enable some debtors to
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acquire certain goods and services, giving them happiness in the words of in-
formants. The aim to make profit via credits demonstrates another aspect of
the indebted subjects, pointing to entrepreneurial motivations of some debt-
ors. These debtors have financial knowledge and act within a quite planned
agenda to improve their standards or to secure their futures.

This chapter firstly examines how debtors perceive being a debtor around
the binary of responsible debtor and irresponsible debtor. Debtors regard re-
sponsible debtor as a debtor who get credits for a good cause after a careful
planning and remains loyal to her debt. This discussion is followed with a re-
flection on the changing moral evaluation of indebtedness, which is linked to
the central binary of responsible/irresponsible debtor. Then, the chapter ex-
amines how being loyal to debt is seen an important characteristic of being a
responsible debtor. Next, the effects of the use of credit with motivation of
making investment and/or reaching a desire on subjectivity are investigated.
Lastly, the role of disciplining effects of indebtedness, feelings of shame, guilt
and responsibility, and entrepreneurial motivations on subjectivity are ana-
lyzed. I argue that debtor subjectivity is shaped, to a great extent, by shame,
guilt and responsibility, but entrepreneurial motivations are also determining,
and they play a role on engendering prudent, planned, profit seeking debtor

subjects.

§ 3.1 Making Sense of Being a Debtor: Responsible Debtor vs. Ir-

responsible Debtor

Marron expresses a cultural distinction regarding debtors: “deserving” and
“undeserving” debtor in terms of the reason of getting into debt. He says:
“While a predilection compulsive shopping with one’s credit card might mark
the individual as an ‘undeserving’ debtor, job loss and falling behind on mort-
gage payments might, on the contrary, mark the debtor as being more ‘deserv-
ing”! I utilized this distinction offered by Marron to make sense what is ex-

pressed by the informants. However, the binary of deserving debtor and

Marron, “Over-indebtedness,” 417.
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undeserving debtor does not fully cover what the responsible debtor and irre-
sponsible debtor distinction implies. According to the narratives of the in-
formants, whether a debtor is responsible depends primarily on three criteria:
whether she used the debt for a “good purpose” that will either meet a vital
need or create a significant economic and/or social value at the end, whether
she planned and calculated her indebtedness by taking into account her exist-
ing economic situation and whether she prioritizes being loyal to her debt. The
informants made distinctions and almost all of them? positioned themselves
as responsible debtors who act carefully and responsibly. They stated that in
getting into debt, they either wanted to fulfil a need or to create an economic
and social gain contrary to those who get into debt for temporary pleasure by
exceeding their budget. It was underscored many times that they engaged with
indebtedness after careful planning taking into account their economic situa-
tion and future. In addition, they are well aware of their responsibilities as
debtors, so they give priority to being loyal to their debts.

In addition, since the characteristics describing and assessing a debt and
being a debtor are mingled at many points, this part complements the analysis
on the binary reasonable and unreasonable debt offered in the preceding chap-
ter.

This perception based on responsible debtor vs. irresponsible debtor is, of
course, part of their subjectivity. This binary shows how debtors tend to justify
their indebtedness by creating binaries and positioning themselves at the fa-
vorable side of responsible debtors. In this sense, shame and guilt exist and
they influence debtor subjects. Below, Hiimeyra and Leyla define responsible
debtors as well as differentiate themselves from irresponsible debtors.

Hiimeyra says:

I am not actually frugal, but neither am I a lavish person. I arrange my

debts according to myself [my economic conditions]. I see around me,

Except Vedat who declared clearly how he got into indebtedness irresponsibly in the past, all
of the informants differentiated themselves as responsible debtors.
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there are lots of people who get credit to clear a past debt. I am not that

kind of a person.’
Similarly, Leyla says:

I think the causes of debt matter. How can I say? Let’s say, I will give
example over my father, he receives a pension of 1,300 TRY in a month.
Let’s say, he gets credit to spend more. A person who gets credit use-
lessly by saying ‘Somehow banks give me credit, so I get credit’ is an
idiot. That is, to show off or to go holiday abroad. There is no need, it

is okay even if you do not do that.*

In addition, it must be noted that being a debtor is not merely perceived and
made sense through responsible and irresponsible debt binary. The pressure
and concerns felt about credit repayment engender other meanings about be-
ing a debtor. For example, on the one hand, concerns about failing to pay back,
constraints on spending and allocating a substantial amount of their wage for
the credit installments bother debtors. On the other hand, debtors are usually
pleased for what they reached through credits. Ceylan’s words on how she
feels about being a debtor eloquently express multiple and contradictory feel-

ings about being a debtor.

Being a debtor means giving your wage away, to your mother, to banks
or to someone else. That is, it is like as if you do not earn money. It is
tiredness, sadness... It does not make you feel good at all. When you
paid your debt back, you say: “Oh, it is finished.” The idea of being
indebted, of a continuing debt is too bad. The possibility of failure in

repayment... Being a debtor brings together a lot of factors. Can it be

“Ben biraz tutumlu degilim ama 6yle agilan bir insan da degilim hani. Cok bor¢larimi
kendime gore ayarlamigimdir. Cevremden goriiyorum bir borcu kapatmak i¢in bagka borg
gekiliyor hani dyle bir insan degilim.”

“Yani ne i¢in yaptig1 6nemli bence. Ne diyeyim? Diyelim ki, ben babamdan &érnek vereyim,
1300 lira emekli maagi var. Diyelim ki ne i¢in ¢ekilecek para yetmiyor biraz daha harcayacak.
Kredi gekeyim, banka nasilsa bana kredi veriyor deyip bosu bosuna para ¢eken insan salaktur.
Hani birilerine bir sey gostermek i¢in ¢ekmek ya da para ¢ekeyim tatile yurtdisina ¢ikayim.

Ne gerek var gitmesen de olur.”
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paid or not? How many months are remaining? It is something tiring,
you know. Your wage flies distressingly away as if you have not earned
it at all. It is fine when you get credit at first, but afterwards... Now, I
feel happy. Because I have little debt and I can pay, I do not have diffi-
culty. I mean, I have an investment and I am paying for it. I am paying
for something to be mine. It is a nice feeling. Even so, it is a tiring feel-
ing.’

These other meanings constructed upon various feelings and effects of debt
on life will be analyzed in the next chapter on multiple and ambivalent feel-
ings, perceptions and meanings about indebtedness. Responsible debtor vs.
irresponsible debtor binary also indicates how indebtedness is evaluated mor-

ally. In the next section, this change in moral evaluation is analyzed.

3.1.1  Changing Moral Evaluation of Indebtedness

During the interviews, what is acceptable, justifiable and moral concerning
indebtedness was expressed repeatedly by the informants. Evidently, it is not
the involvement itself, but how that involvement took place that is moralized
as Marron argued in his study on over-indebtedness in the UK. He states that
instead of being indebted or not, the manner of the use of credit and of repay-
ment of credit are moralized by the government authorities. In this sense, what
matters is whether debtors can engage with indebtedness by holding control
and acting “responsibly” in a way that debt increases their freedom through

using credits. He says:

“Borglu olmak benim i¢in kazandigim paray: baska bir yere anne olur banka olur vesaire
aktarmak demek yani paray1 kazanmiyormussun gibi bir sey oluyor. Yorgunluk, iiziintii... Hig
iyi bir sey hissettirmiyor. Borcu 6diiyorsun, oh bitti diyorsun. Borglu olma fikri, borcun de-
vam ediyor olmas fikri kétii. Odeyemeyecek olma olayt... Borglu olmak beraberinde bir siirii
degiskeni de getiriyor. Odenebilir mi, 6denemez mi, ka¢ ay kaldi, ne kadar kaldi, nasil
Odeyecegim? Yorucu bir sey yani. Kazandigim para ¢ok {iziicii bir sekilde sanki o parayi za-
maninda almamugsin gibi elinden gidiyor alirken giizel krediyi ama 6derken... (... $u an
kendimi mutlu hissediyorum. Biraz borcum var ve 6deyebiliyorum diye sorun yasamiyorum.
Yani yatirimim var onun i¢in 6dityorum. Bir seyin benim olmasi i¢in 6dityorum. Giizel bir

duygu. Ama yine de yorucu bir duygu yani.”
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What become moralized is the degree and extent to which credit use
furthers and degrades individual freedom. In other words, to what ex-
tent individuals are able to sustain a satisfactory arc of self-government

over their credit consumption and their personal repayment regimes.®

Marron complements his above-mentioned point saying: “How debt is be-
lieved to have been accumulated strongly affects our everyday perception of
the individual’s moral culpability for, and relationship to that debt.”” Deniz’s
words reveal the adoption of the above-mentioned perception of morality by
debtors themselves. When we were talking about her credit loan that she used
for her marriage expenses, I asked why she could not make a saving. My ques-
tion prompted her to defend herself as a debtor, as if I judged how she spends
money and her indebtedness. In return, she strictly expressed that she spends
money very carefully and that her indebtedness was not the result of any ex-

travagance.

It wasn’t something like I exceeded my budget, so I got into debt. I had
been already bringing home the bacon as well as paying my car’s credit
instalments on my own. While I was doing these, I was also saving
some money. There had been some money in the gold account, and we
used it [to set up a home]. To tell the truth, we bought stuft for an
empty house. It wasn’t something like I came short on money since I
bought something that cost 2,000 TRY instead of the one that cost 500
TRY. I really bought everything at a minimum cost by searching and
comparing the prices. This money [that came from credit] was neces-

sary.®

Marron, “Over-indebtedness,” 410.

Ibid., 417.

“Blit¢eyi saptirma, yapamama falan degildi. Zaten elimdeki kaynaklarla, zaten tek basima bir
maagla bir ev gecindirdigim i¢in hem kendi ihtiyag¢larimi kargiladigim i¢in. Hani bir yandan
bunu yaparken, bir yandan araba kredisi 6derken, bir yandan ben yine koseye para atmistim
yine. Altin hesabinda vardi zaten, onlar1 bitirmistik. Hani aldiklarimiza ettiklerimize bak-
tiginda bos bir evi dolduruyorsun. Yani bu da iste attyorum soo liralik bir sey vard: da ben

gidip 2000 liralik aldigim icin yetistiremedim diye bir sey yok. Yani gercekten her seyi en
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Since economic hardships are common and debt in a way becomes a “helping
hand” for many, it is not something necessarily immoral from the point of
view of debtors. For instance, when I mentioned an informant, who said that
indebtedness might decrease the value that someone gives himself, if it is un-
dertaken irresponsibly for the sake of joy, Mehmet mentioned how his
thoughts changed about indebtedness after he lived through indebtedness
himself. While he did not have sympathy very much for debtors previously,
his own indebtedness called forth an understanding for debtors. Now, he sees

indebtedness as an unavoidable experience.

I also didn’t lean towards indebtedness until I got credit. I was like ask-
ing myself: “How come can someone get into debt?” After I got credit,
I realized that life is full of things we don’t expect to experience and
this [indebtedness] is a very common situation. Now, I don’t see in-
debtedness in the same way I saw before. (... You also realize that all
of us are going through the same things, actually we have to go through
these things. So, I don’t see myself in a bad or negative condition. But,
as I said before, I used to see being indebted as something bad before
I got credit. I used to judge people, thinking how come they don’t man-

age their expenses. It appeared that you just can’t.’

Mehmet (27 and Meryem (28 introduced another point concerning being a
debtor. Let alone thinking indebtedness as a shameful experience, they tend
to see indebtedness as a possible sign of doing well as an adult. For them, the
capability of getting credit is a sign of well-being. Therefore, if someone can

get credit, it shows that she holds a fine position, because being able to get

minimumda, en arastirarak en karsilastirarak aldim zaten. Bu para gerekliydi, olmas: gereken
bir seydi.”

“Kredi ¢ekene kadar ben de aslinda ¢ok sicak bakmiyordum. Onun dedigi gibi nasil yani nasil
yani falandim. Cektikten sonra aslinda hayatin ne kadar tahmin edemedigimiz seylerle dolu
oldugunu ve bunun ¢ok olagan bir durum oldugunu gérdiim. O yiizden su anda hig 6yle
goérmityorum. (... Insan birazcik da seyi fark ediyor ki hepimiz bu yollardan gegiyoruz yani
geemek de zorundayiz. O ylizden kétii veya olumsuz bir noktada gérmiiyorum yani. Ama
dedigim gibi gekmeden 6nce gérityordum ben de biraz, niye kontrol etmiyorlar harcamalarin

falan filan diye. Edemiyormugsun.”
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credit depends on certain criteria like having a good credit score and perma-
nent employment. In this way, their views demonstrate how a negative per-
ception about being a debtor might be transformed into a positive one. For
Mehmet, being able to get credit means that someone has the opportunity to
anticipate her future and feel secure to get into debt. His perception turns
around the risks and the individual’s capacity to endure them. Meryem says:
“If someone can get credit, how can I say, it means that she is in a good eco-

nomic condition. It means that she is capable of paying her debt back.”°

3.1.2  Being Loyal to Debt as a Requirement of Being a Responsible
Debtor

Graeber states that debt has been conceived by the majority as something
closely related to morality, and it is a prerequisite of being moral to pay your
debt back." Lazzarato says: “Debt economy requires homo debitor internalize
repayment with notions of responsibility, guilt and fault.”'* Regardless of the
cause of their debt, debtors internalize the responsibility of paying debt back
taking it as a requirement of being moral. Banks’ harsh policies and structural
factors leading to indebtedness are disregarded to a great extent. According to
the informants, one of the main requirements of being a responsible debtor is
being loyal to debt.

One of the informants for whom being loyal to debt is a great priority is
Sinan (30 . As a lawyer whose job requires him to deal with debtors for fore-
closure suits, he expressed his thoughts and feelings about being a debtor by
mentioning some of his encounters with debtors who failed to pay their debt
back. He emphasized a lot to being loyal to debt as a requirement of respect
towards other people and criticized those who are not loyal to their debts by

labelling them immoral. Although those who are not loyal to their debts are

“Bence eger borg alabilecek durumdaysa eger o kisi, nasil diyeyim size durum olarak iyi
demektir. Borcunu 6deyebilecek durumdadir.”

David Graeber, Debt: The First 5000 Years, (Brooklyn, New York: Melville House Publishing,
2011

Lazzarato, Indebted Man, 31.
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negatively perceived by all informants, only Sinan articulated an explicit dis-
gust against debtors who are disloyal to their debts and adopted an uncon-
cerned attitude about their accumulated debts. He regarded them as totally
immoral as a result of his troublesome encounters'’ with them during the ex-
ecution cases. On the other hand, he is aware of the uncertainties and unex-
pected hardships in life and excuses those who failed to pay as a result of un-
expected economic hardships or severe health problems and expressed his
concern for their failure. In this regard, he has sympathy for those who strive
to find a solution. Therefore, for him, it is not something terrible to get into
debt as long as you strive to pay it back by acting responsibly. He explained

one of the cases as follows:

The other day, I received a petition. It wasn’t an official one. What the
petition’s owner said is: “I am a cancer patient; my health is deterio-
rating day by day. It is apparent that my life will not be long. I got a
4,000 TRY credit from your bank and the debt is 20,000 [with the ac-
cumulated interest] right now. I don’t want to die while I have a debt
to your bank. Please reduce the debt to 10,000 TRY, I will pay it one
way or another.” There are this kind of people too. (... On the other
side, there are people who got huge amount of credits and do not care

at all afterwards. This is immorality."*

In addition, during the interviews, some informants emphasized that they pay
their credit installments on time, even before. They expressed that they are
concerned about not paying their debt back because of any possible misfor-
tune, so they pay the installments as soon as they get their wages. Therefore,

their narratives revealed that it is better to pay earlier to be a responsible

He states that one of such debtors attempted to stab him when he went his house for the exe-
cution.

“Gegen giin bir tane dilekce geldi bana. Resmi dilekge degil de... Adamin yazdig: sey su: Ben
kanser hastastyim, hastaligim her gegen giin daha kétiiye gidiyor. Belli ki ¢ok uzun vadeli
olmayacak benim hayatim. Size de su kadar borcum var 4.000 lira ¢ekmistim, su anda 20.000
lira olmus. Size borcum varken 6lmek de istemiyorum. 10.000 lira yapin bunu ben bir gekilde
Odeyecegim, protokol yapalim aramizda diyen insan da var. (... Ama dedigim gibi bagka in-

sanlar da var ¢ekiyor diinya krediyi sonra umurumda degil diyor hani bu ahlaksizlik yani.”
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debtor. It can also be inferred from their effort that they aimed to show how
responsible debtors they are.

The failure of repayment is not the only concern, debtors are also con-
cerned about not to have bad credit scores that will affect negatively their fu-
ture attempts of getting credit loan. Paul Langley argues that credit scoring is
a disciplinary technique that plays a crucial role in the creation of entrepre-
neurial credit consumer who is expected to be disciplined about his debt and
to acquire knowledge of how to use financial products effectively to maximize
her gain.”” He states that: “[...] credit scoring would seem to provide an in-
creasingly pervasive means of surveillance that divides “good” from “bad”
credit consumers and which produces “docile bodies” who meet their repay-
ments.”'® For any future application for credit, users of credit loan want to have
a clear credit score. Regarding paying the installments immediately as a result

of these concerns Sinan (30 says:

I receive my salary on the last work day of the month. For example, I
am going to receive my salary after tomorrow, on Wednesday. I pay my
debt immediately on the day my wage came to my bank account by
aiming a lot of things like not to forget to pay the debt, not to go into
default and not to have my credit rating go down. I put the money into
the bank account of the credit. The due date is actually on twentieth of
each month, so I can wait, but concerned about not being able to pay

the debt, I pay immediately.”

It must be noted that people are quite aware of the realities of life in making

assessments about debtors. An individual might find herself in a situation of

Langley, “Equipping Entrepreneurs,”.

Ibid., 455.

“Ben maagimi ayin son giiniinde aliyorum, son is giiniinde aliyorum. Bu ay mesela yarindan
sonraki giin c¢arsamba giinii maasimi alacagim. Para geldigi anda ben unutmayayim,
temerriide diismeyeyim diye, kredi puanim diismesin gibi nedenlerle diisiinerek maagimin
yattig1 giin 6dityorum hemen. Oradaki banka hesabina kredinin oldugu hesaba yatirtyorum.
Ayin 20'sinde mi ne aslinda 6demem, bekletebilirim ama bir sey olur falan diye hemen paray:

gonderiyorum.”
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indebtedness that cannot be carried out within a planned agenda and the re-
payment might not be possible. Even if she could not pay back her debt she is
distinguished from an irresponsible debtor under certain conditions. A debtor
surrounded by helplessness as a result of economic hardships is distinguished
from a debtor who uses credit for the purpose of “getting enjoyment” and is
“careless” about the repayment of his debt. Regarding this distinction, Ali says:
“There is nothing more normal than getting into debt, if someone comes short
of money because she earns a minimum wage while she has a family of three
or four in which no one is employed other than herself. But, getting into debt
and buying iPhone X does not make sense.”® Ali’s words demonstrate that
debtors who have to rely on credit due to reasons beyond their control, such
as extremely inadequate wages to make a living or a serious health problem
are not counted as irresponsible debtors when they fail to pay their debt back.
The informants hold a sympathetic position. In this sense, the reason behind
the indebtedness and failure in repayment are crucial factors determining how

a debtor is morally evaluated.

§ 3.2 Disciplining Effects of Debt on Debtors

18

19

Hardt and Negri argue that welfare system is replaced by “debtfare” system,
and subjectivity is shaped by being depending on debts for needs and feeling
obliged to be responsible to pay your debts back. As a result of this feeling of
responsibility, indebted individuals have to be disciplined and constantly con-
trol themselves by determining as well as restricting their actions and deci-
sions about how to consume, spend, work etc.'” According to the narratives of
the informants, it is evident that paying debt back requires debtors to disci-
pline themselves especially on spending money and to maintain their jobs by

enduring the hardships encountered in working life.

“Eger cidden yetiremiyorsa adam, iste asgari ticret aliyor, evde 3-4 niifus var bagka ¢alisan da
yok onun borglanmasi kadar normal bir sey yok yani su glinde. Ama atiyorum onun haricinde
iPhone X de almayiver borglanip.”

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Duyuru, trans. Abdullah Yilmaz. (Istanbul: Ayrint: Yayimn-

lari, 2013, 18.
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Credits have a determining effect on how money is spent. It is clear that
people allocate a substantial amount of their income to the monthly payments
of the credit, so they limit their ordinary spending for recreational activities.
There are three informants who emphasized how credit changed their manner
of spending money and prevented them to spend money lavishly. They express
that they started to spend within certain limits, even after their credit debt
finished. While they could not save money before the credit, credit forced
them to save, in a way making them obliged to keep money instead of spend-
ing it immediately. They stated that they learned to save money through credit.
After getting used to the strict payment system of banks as well as the eco-
nomic constraint felt in their lives during the repayment period, they started
to save money regularly. In this sense, as Allon says: “Debt and indebtedness
are steeped in the quotidian world of bodies, intimacies and materialities, in-
separable from habits and routines, dispositions and moods, as well as the dis-
ciplining rhythms of the repayment schedule.”

Ibrahim (31 states that use of credit tamed him to manage his money pru-
dently. Despite the hardships, he regards the acquisition of the ability of saving
money as the most important effect of the credit on his life. While before he
took credit, he had been spending money lavishly, after the end of credit pay-
ments, he has become able to control his spending and save some money for
both future economic plans and possible unexpected expenses. He is content
with this disciplinary effect of credit that led him to use his money responsibly.
When I asked the effects of the debt on his life, he says:

I went through a difficult period, but indebtedness made me finan-
cially well-disciplined after all. It made me realized that I have to be
more careful against the economic and political system. I understood

very well what saving means. I mean, I understood very well what hav-

Allon, “Everyday Leverage,” 698-699.
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ing some money aside means in this period, whereas I was not con-
cerned about those things when I first got credit. Indebtedness has

such effects on my life.”

Similarly, Kumru (29 got bank credits many times to make investments and
to meet her needs. She states that she and her husband learned how to make

good use of money after long years of indebtedness.

After we pay back the debt of the car, we do not plan to get any credit
in the future. We aim to make savings in the future because we got used
to saving money. When we were a newly-wed couple, we were very
immature to make savings and it took us time to learn family economy.
At that time, bank credit helped us a lot because I could never save
such an amount of money. But I am able to save money now. That is, I
can manage well even the small amount of money that remained after
I spent the credit installments. I utilize even that little amount of
money by saving some of it and I am able to make interim payment in
this way. Therefore, we want to take action with our savings rather than

bank credits in future.??

These examples reveal how disciplining financial indebtedness is. It disciplines
the debtors so that they act in certain ways that strict their actions. Their rela-
tions with money are rearranged according to the order created by strict and

repetitive monthly payments of the financial system.

“Zor gecti yani o siire¢ ama en nihayetinde hep ayn1 yere geliyorum ehlilestirdi yani. Daha
dikkatli olmam, sisteme kars1 daha dikkatli olmam... Birikimin ne demek oldugunu ¢ok iyi
anladim. Yani bir kenarda paran olmasinin manasini ¢ok iyi anladim bu siirecte. ik gek-
tigimde bunlar1 diisiinmeyen bir adamdim o yiizden béyle yansimalar1 var hayatimda.”

“Arabanin da bittikten sonra hicbir 6ngériimiiz yok, herhangi bir sekilde banka borglanmasi
planlamiyoruz. Bundan sonrasi i¢in birikim hedefimiz ¢iinkii birikim olayina da adapte
olduk. Yeni evli ciftken ¢ok toyduk iste bizim aile ekonomisini 6grenmemiz zaman aldi. O
donemde banka kredisi bize ¢ok yardimci oldu ¢iinkii ben asla o paray: biriktiremezdim. Ama
su anda biriktirebilecek kapasitedeyim. Yani su anda elimde yani kredileri 6dedigimde elimde
kalan o kii¢iik paray: bile giizel idare ediyorum, ondan bile yani sinegin yagini ¢ikarip (olma-
yacak seylerden yararlanmaya ¢alismak biriktirip de simdi ara 6deme yapabiliyorum.

Dolayisiyla bundan sonra kredisiz, kendi birikimimizle gidelim istiyoruz.”
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§ 3.3 Debtors Who Use Credit for Investment

23

Most of the informants, in one way or another, expressed some of the charac-
teristics attributed to the “financially self-disciplined responsible subjects” by
making detailed calculations about cost and benefit of the credits, program-
ming carefully their indebtedness and internalizing feelings of responsibility
and risk. Although the majority used credits to fulfil needs, there are also some
informants whose way of involvement with credits complies with those “en-
trepreneurial borrowers” indicated in the literature.

Regarding this kind of relying on credit, Marron states that credits started
to be considered as means of ascending the standards of living of individuals
on condition that they act within a planned economic agenda undertaken re-

sponsibly and carefully.

Consumer credit now comes to be presented, in essence, as one finan-
cial tool among a wider set that enables consumers to maintain, pro-
mote and enhance their own welfare. This, however, as we shall see,
calls forth particular kinds of subjects who are capable of exercising
the ongoing self-government the calculated prudence, adaptiveness
and reflexivity required to preserve and enhance their own autonomy

as economic actors.?

Similarly, Kumru (29 regards herself as a financially conscious credit con-

sumer who makes detailed calculations and plans and differentiates herself
from debtors who lack financial capability of using credit in a right way to
enrich their economic condition. She implies that such debtors are vulnerable
to the fierce strategies of the banking sector that target them to make profit. In

contrast, she claims that she has control over this process.

I am not deceived by the parlor magic of banks through using cash
advance, credit card, individual pension account and so on. We focus
on what we want and act according to it. I never get more than what I
deem as necessary. (... Because of the use of services like credit card

and cash advance, people get into trouble. For example, they charge

Marron, “Over-indebtedness,” 407.
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high interest rates for the service of cash advance without informing
the customers. That is, banks make effort to hurt people, but I suppose

we are a bit conscious consumer. We act according to our wish only.**

Meryem (28 thinks that credits can be utilized either to meet a need or to

reach a better material and social state. She expresses her perception of indebt-
edness around the binaries that distinguish reasonable and unreasonable debt,
the binaries of need vs. pleasure and necessity vs. luxury, tangible vs. tempo-
rary. She is ready to embark on indebtedness for any profitable reason and
completely against getting into debt for the sake of any pleasure and luxury.

She claims she is quite careful and planned about credits.

I would not get credit for brand new mobile phones or something like
that. I am not fond of technology at all. Any phone that does the job is
okay for me. I would not pay 2,000 TRY for a mobile phone. For me,
if a 1,000 TYR mobile phone meets my need, it is enough for me. I
would get into debt, if debt yields profit at the end. I would get into
debt to invest in myself. I would get credit for education expenses. To
buy a house, a car, for my child, for our health... But I would never get

into debt for a holiday or a mobile phone.”

“Ben bankanin ucuz oyunlarina diigmiiyorum. Iste avans limittir, kredi kartidir, bireysel
emekliliktir, sudur budur falan filan... Biz ne istiyorsak ona odakl1 gidiyoruz. Fazlasini asla
almiyorum. (... Ciinki insanlarin bagi ¢ok yaniyor bu yiizden kredi kartidir avans baki-
yedir... Avans bakiyelere verdikleri o kazik¢1 hesaplara ¢ok yiiksek faizler isletiyorlar ve bir
sey soylemiyorlar falan vesaire... Yani bankalar ¢ok can yakmaya ¢alistyorlar ama bilingli bi-
razcik bilingli bir tiiketiciyiz galiba. Sadece kendi istegimize gore sey yapiyoruz.”

“Ben mesela telefon yeni ¢ikan telefonlar bilmem ne... Teknoloji ile hi¢ aram yoktur zaten.
Benim ihtiyacimi gorsiin yeter. Ben bir telefona 2000 lira vermem mesela. Kendi géziimden
1000 liralik bir telefon eger benim ihtiyacimi kargiliyorsa yeterlidir. Benim i¢in énemli olan
bor¢lanma eger sonrasinda bana bir getirisi varsa, bana sonra bir kar saglayabiliyorsa onun
i¢in bor¢lanabilirim. Kendime yapacagim yatirim igin bor¢lanirim. Egitim i¢in onun igin
kredi gekerim. Evim i¢in, arabam i¢in, ¢ocugum igin, saglik i¢in... ama asla tatil i¢in, telefon

i¢in bor¢lanmam.”
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§ 3.4 Subjectivity of Debtors

26
27
28

The effects of indebtedness on subjectivity of debtors is one of the concerns of
this thesis. During the interviews, there is a constant effort on the part of in-
formants to explain that their way of dealing with credits are proper and ra-
tional. They constructed their indebtedness and subjectivity in two different
ways: either by referring to the conditions that are beyond their control,
mainly the inadequate wages and high cost of living in Istanbul, and how they
are forced to get into debt or by emphasizing their ability to build a “good life”
with financial knowledge, responsibility and skillfulness despite their limited
sources. In both of these cases, a debtor is exempt from shame as revealed in
the informants’ narratives. In this sense, the informants present themselves as
responsible and prudent subjects who know what to do.

When we look at the existing studies that investigate what kind of a sub-
jectivity indebtedness creates, there are two arguments that I will utilize for
my analysis on subjectivity of debtors. In his influential study, Lazzarato states
that neoliberal economy, that is a debt economy, creates the subject of the “in-
debted man”?® This subject is enfolded by repeated debts as well as guilt and
responsibility resulting from indebtedness.?” In other words, this subject feels
shame and guilt of being a debtor and internalizes the feeling of responsibility
of the repayment of her debt. Similarly, Di Feliciantonio states indebtedness
brings into existence a specific subject, responsible debtor, who enfolded with
both the guilt of getting into debt and the stress about paying it back.”®

My study shows that this is also the case in the context of Turkey, although,
what is experienced by debtors goes beyond being an “indebted man”. The
fieldwork showed that shame, guilt and responsibility are very much present
for the debtors. First and foremost, the binaries of responsible debtor vs. irre-
sponsible debtor and reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt reveal the pres-

ence of these feelings for debtors.

Lazzarato, Indebted Man, 37-38.
Ibid.

Di Feliciantonio, “Subjectification,” 1223.
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However, there is not such a uniform subject shaped solely by shame, guilt
and responsibility. While the “indebted man” is presented as a coherent sub-
ject in the literature, the experiences of debtors whom I interviewed are com-
plex and contradictory in many cases. They are not “indebted man”, since suf-
fering from guilt, shame and responsibility is not preponderant over their
awareness of how inevitable getting into debt is under existing economic con-
ditions. Also, they feel relief after handling an economic problem through
credit and experience “happiness” for what they bought through credits. In
this sense, the figure of the “indebted man” offered in the literature does not
fully capture the subjectivity of debtors who were the focus of this study. In
addition, Lazzarato concentrates on the post 2008 crisis period and states that
the outbreak of the crisis led to that neoliberal figure of “the entrepreneur of
the self” superseded by “indebted man” in the face of growing private and sov-
ereign debt. Neoliberal logic of self-responsibility and entrepreneurialism
along with financialization bring other aspects into picture concerning the
debtor subjectivity. In his book, Lazzarato underestimates the effects of these
factors on debtors as if they lose their influence on subjects totally.

In this regard, it is beneficial to utilize from the second body of literature
examining the subjectivity of debtor. Neoliberal economy along with its insep-
arable aspects of logic of self-responsibility, entrepreneurialism, growing in-
debtedness, and prevailing of financial transactions in daily life shapes subjec-
tivities, and there are various studies that examine financial figures.”

In his book focusing on the contexts of the US and UK, regarding the ef-
fects of daily engagement with financial services on subjects, Langley says
“[...] the ever-greater outstanding financial obligations of a majority of indi-
viduals and households, created primarily through mortgage and consumer
credit networks, entail the disciplinary summoning up of the subject of the

responsible and entrepreneurial borrower.”* He states that this subject is not

Coppock, “Everyday Geographies,” 482. Langley, “Everyday Life,” 185. Langley, “Equipping
Entrepreneurs.”

Langley, Everyday Life, 185.
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a uniform figure depending on the engagement with different financial prod-
ucts of borrowing.** He names credit card users as “revolver” who makes an
effort with self-responsibility and self-discipline to pay at least the minimum
of her credit card debt to be able to consume by relying on her card.*? On the
other hand, he calls mortgage creditor as a “leveraged investor” who strives to
acquire a house with self-responsibility and self-discipline and regards her
house as a tool for investment. In this sense, a house becomes more than a
personal space of living.”> Langley does not claim that these subjects absolutely
act like entrepreneurs, especially if they have low incomes and are subprime
mortgagers. He states that creating such subjects is “an ambition rather than
an achievement” of neoliberal economies.’* In another study, he specifically
focuses on how credit scoring plays a great role in creation of the “entrepre-
neurial credit consumer” who acts according to the obligation of the repay-
ment of her debt as well as to the motivation of increasing her financial gain.”
Similarly, Coppock states that neoliberal economy “promote universal ideals
of responsible financially self-disciplined subjects, who are literate and confi-
dent to actively plan and manage their future financial security through sav-
ings and investments.” Those studies are especially enlightening to reveal the
influence of omnipresence of financialization in the daily life of individuals.
In other words, they help to figure out how debtors who used bank credits
adopt a financial logic and use cost and benefit analyses on a daily basis.

On the one hand, some of the informants of this study are target-oriented
and determinant debtors who are focused on making investment as suggested
in the studies summarized above. They engaged with credits after gaining fi-
nancial knowledge, making careful planning and focusing on making profit.
On the other hand, the majority of the informants cannot be evaluated as en-
trepreneurial debtors since their indebtedness resulted from aiming to fulfil

their needs. However, even the ones who got into debt to meet their needs are

Ibid., 187.

Ibid., 189.

Ibid., 196.

Ibid., 207.

Langley, “Equipping Entrepreneurs,” 460.
Coppock, “Everyday Geographies,” 482.
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not very much different from the debtors explained in the above-mentioned
studies, because they act by adopting self-responsibility and discipline to fulfil
the obligations of their repayment as well as engage with detailed calculations
about their credits.

Deriving from both the studies mentioned above and the fieldwork data, I
aim to show that subjects might engage with, recognize and identify indebt-
edness differently. In this sense, I argue that indebtedness creates varied and
contradictory perceptions that do not call forth a uniform and coherent sub-
jectivity of either “indebted man” or a “neoliberal financial subject.” Instead,
debtors carry certain characteristics attributed to both of these figures. Moral
concerns, entrepreneurial aspirations, calculations, restrictions of debt on life
and anxieties about the repayment intertwine.

In conclusion, debtors perceive, first and for most, being a debtor within
the binary of responsible debtor and irresponsible debtor. They feel compelled
to justify their indebtedness and differentiate themselves from some other
debtors who got into debt for “nothing”, without planning thoroughly and car-
ing to be loyal to their debts. Indebtedness is evaluated morally and how peo-
ple get into debt and whether they are careful, planned and loyal to their debts
determine their moral value in a way. When aspirations of making investment
are present, debtors act within a planned agenda to make profit. In addition,
regardless of the cause behind getting into debt, debt requires debtors to act
responsibly, carefully and engage with calculations. In this sense, it is disci-
plining. Put another way, debtors undertake the responsibility of their debt
and fulfil their needs or reach their aspirations through engaging with credits
with great caution and through a detailed examination. In this respect, they
claim themselves to be “responsible financially self-disciplined subjects.”

On the other hand, it must be noted that during the interviews, the in-
formants discussed the figure of the irresponsible debtor in reference to the
experiences of others, not their own experiences. As James expressed on her
study in South African context, it might be easier to talk about extravagance
of others rather than that of oneself.”” This absence of unreasonable debt in the

informants’ narrated experiences might be the actual case of wanting to save

James, Money from Nothing, 9.
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face as a result of perceiving debt as something associated with guilt and
shame as Lazzarato argues.*® One limit of this study is its inadequacy to differ-

entiate these two situations.

38  Lazzarato, Indebted Man.
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Ambivalent Meanings and Feelings

Concerning Indebtedness

espite the coherent and confident narratives that revolve around the bi-
D naries of reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and responsible debtor
vs. irresponsible debtor, experiencing indebtedness is, in fact, complicated,
ambivalent and contains multiple meanings and feelings. When we talked
elaborately about the feelings that indebtedness called forth and effects of in-
debtedness on the lives of debtors, the coherent and neat accounts on indebt-
edness built on a serious of binaries analyzed above were replaced by contra-
dictory statements and intricate feelings.

Beyond money, interest, profit, elaborate calculations and plans, debt gen-
erates an abundance of feelings and meanings as well as influences the life of
debtors significantly. In this regard, experiencing indebtedness not only led
debtors to engage with numbers and financial world but with multiple, even
contradictory, feelings and meanings which coexist at the same time. During
the interviews, anxiety, responsibility, fear, relief and happiness were expressed
as common feelings by the informants. For instance, regardless of whether a
debt is seen as reasonable, and a debtor as responsible, feelings of anxiety and
responsibility might be in the picture, so debt might be a source of burden at

the same time for a debtor. Similarly, being convinced that indebtedness is a
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normal, even inevitable, experience in life does not prevent debtors from see-
ing debt also as a burden. In this sense, indebtedness is a complex experience
like subjects themselves are.

The narratives of Zeynep (30 reveal eloquently how the perception of in-
debtedness involves ambivalent feelings and meanings exceeding the binaries
of reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and responsible debtor vs. irrespon-
sible debtor. For her, indebtedness brings together fear, anxiety, happiness and
pride. While she asserted previously that indebtedness is not a worrisome ex-
perience as long as debtors have control on their indebtedness acting respon-
sibly to gain something valuable in life, her narrative on how she feels showed
that her experience is more complicated than this neat account. Her state-
ments make evident that she has ambivalent and contradictory feelings re-
garding the debt. While she was initially very concerned about the repayment
of the huge debt, she calmed down when she realized that she and her husband

could manage to pay the installments regularly.

Ah! When we took the credit, at first, it was really horrible for me be-
cause we ran here and there all day. In the end, we sat in the bank, I
saw the money, then, a big amount of it went directly to the landlord
even before I could touch it. At that moment, I felt very bad and un-
happy. How would we manage? Would we be able to pay it back? There
were these kinds of fears, to be honest. Besides, I am a bit restless, I
panic. I lose sleep over my credit card debt if I am one day behind the
due date. And this time, the debt of the house comes up... What if we
cannot pay it back? Fortunately, my husband is of a calmer personality.
He said: “We can handle it. We'll be alright.” It reduced my stress to

see that I can pay my debt along with sustaining my living standards."

“Of! Cok ¢ok koétiiydii benim igin [ilk ¢ektigimiz an] ¢linkii o giin biitiin giin kosturduk oraya
buraya gittik. En son bankada oturduk, paray1 gérdiim sonra bir siirii para daha ben
dokunamadan direkt ev sahibine gitti. O an kendimi ¢ok bdyle kotii hissetmistim, mutsuz
hissetmistim. Nasil yapacagiz, acaba 6deyebilecek miyiz? Hep boyle korkular oldu agikeast.
Bir de ben biraz tez canliyim, panik oluyorum. Yapabilir miyim, edebilir miyim? Kredi kart1

borcum oldugunda bile bir giin geciktiginde uykularim kacar. Bu sefer ev borcu yapamazsak
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Nevertheless, afterwards, she expresses high stress because of the repayment
of a ten-year-long housing credit. She wishes to clear the debt as soon as pos-
sible, since the debt controls and restricts her life by prevailing a very long

period.

It makes me scared because eight years is a very long period. That I
have to pay those installments for eight more years... I mean, I wish it
was not that long. Its duration makes me scared. I wish we were able
to clear it earlier. So, I can understand people who do extra work to
clear their debt. If I had the opportunity, I would do the same. Even I
wish my husband would do some extra work and would earn more

money to clear the debt earlier. Because it is a burden.?

However, happiness and pride of having a house preponderate over all the
stress and fear about the debt. Zeynep feels happy about achieving something

in life by using her money wisely.

I do not know how to put it... We bought a house; we did this on our
own. The sense that we are paying this on our own by our labor has
made me feel good. Of course, I've had a hard time because of the debt
but I feel that we are paying for this house, we bought this. Being able
to say this has made me feel good. Besides, it makes me happy to know

that, at least, I did not spend my money on anything unnecessary.’

Odeyemezsek diye... Neyse ki benim esim biraz daha sakin biri. Hallederiz, yapariz dedi.
Odeyebildigimi gorebilmek hem de standartlarimda hayatimi devam ettirebilmek bunlar
benim stresim azaltt1.”

“Korkutuyor beni ¢iinkii 8 sene bence ¢ok uzun bir siire. 8 yil boyunca daha o taksitleri
Odeyecek olmam... Yani keske bu kadar uzun olmasaydi. Zaman olarak korkutuyor beni
keske daha erken kapatabilme sansimiz olsaydi. Mesela o yiizden krediyi kapatmak icin ekstra
is yapan insanlar1 anlayabiliyorum mesela. Ben de imkanim olsa yapmak isterdim. Hatta esim
keske yapsa mesela ekstra bir seyler yapsa ve daha fazla para kazansa ve bunu daha erken
biterse. Kiilfet ciinkii.”

“Nasil diyeyim sana biz bir ev aldik, biz bunu kendi bagimiza yaptik. Biz bunu kendimiz ¢alisip
kendimiz 6dityoruz hissi bana iyi geldi agikcasi. Tabii ki de bor¢ anlaminda beni zorladi etti
ama his anlaminda bu evi biz 6diiyoruz biz aldik. Bunu sdyleyebilmek bana kendimi iyi hisset-

tirdi. En azindan parami gereksiz bir yere harcamadigimi bilmek de beni mutlu ediyor.”
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In this chapter, these other meanings and feelings related to indebtedness ex-
pressed by the debtors will be analyzed by highlighting several dominant
themes: debt as a burden, debt as a means of relief, debt as a means of happi-
ness and normalization of debt. These expressions are based on the discourses
of the informants themselves. The main argument of the chapter is that in-

debtedness creates ambiguous feelings and meanings.

§ 4.1 Debt as a Normal Experience of Life

During the interviews, the informants mentioned normalization and unavoid-
ableness of indebtedness in the face of their lack of money and abundance of
needs as a recurrent theme in expressing their feelings and thoughts about
being a debtor. In her study examining the experiences of indebted women,
Kilingarslan also states that indebtedness is normalized in the context of Tur-
key.* Referring to the economic conditions of Turkey, inadequacy of their wage
and costliness of living in Istanbul, majority of the informants regards indebt-
edness as an inevitable experience and “normality” of today. In addition to
these economic factors, the informants pointed out the easy access to credits
as an important factor encouraging the use of credits. In this sense, the prolif-
erating marketing strategies of the banking sector for loans to individual con-
sumers play a crucial role in this normalization. Since I explained two of the
factors that create indebtedness, high cost of living in Istanbul and inadequate
wages, in the section on debts used to fulfil needs to explain what reasonable
debt is in the previous chapter, I will not repeat the same account here. Instead,
I offer a discussion on two issues in this section. Firstly, I will briefly mention
how the strategies of the banking sector play a role in the increasing use of
consumer credit by individuals. Secondly, I will discuss how the normalization
of indebtedness are made sense by debtors.

Regarding the reasons of this normalization, the strategies of banking sec-
tor that target households play an important role on urging consumers to use
credits. In his master’s thesis, Odemis focuses on the role of the banking sector

in increasing credit use and indebtedness and argues that indebtedness has

Kilincarslan, “Borglu ve Bor¢la Yagamak,” 12.
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been normalized through increasing the use of consumer credits in neoliberal
Turkey. Marketing policies and regulations of banking system like huge adver-
tising campaigns encourage consumers to consume through debt so that
banks themselves gain profit from interest income of these credit card and
consumer credit debts.” This focus on households is a result of the financiali-
zation process. Epstein defines financialization as “the increasing role of finan-
cial motives, financial markets, financial actors and financial institutions.®
Lapavitsas explains the effects of turning households into one of the targets of
banks as a result of financialization through the term of “financial expropria-
tion” that implies taking advantage of credit users by banks to get profit in the

face of low wages and diminishing welfare services. He asserts:

[...] workers have become increasingly involved with the financial sys-
tem both with regard to borrowing and to holding financial assets. The
retreat of public provision in housing, health, education, pensions and
so on has facilitated the financialization of individual income, as have
stagnant real wages. The result has been the extraction of bank profits
through direct transfers of personal revenue, a process called financial

expropriation.”

In this sense, as Langley states, increasing use of consumer credit is not nec-
essarily result of either discrepancy between incomes and needs or consumer-
ist desires. He indicates that marketing and advertising strategies of banks also
play an important role in this increase.® During the interviews, it was ex-
pressed many times how banks exhort the consumers to use credit by sending
e-mails and messages constantly and how easily they lend credits. There are
many informants who found the money they needed on their bank account

just by processing on the internet without going to a branch bank. Individuals

Erkin Odemis, “The Financializationn of Consumption in Turkey: The Emergence of Con-
sumer Credits (1988-2008” (master’s thesis, Bogazici University, 2009

Epstein, “Financialization and the World Economy,” 3.

Costas Lapavitsas, “Theorizing Financialization,” Work, Employment and Society 25, no. 4
(2011: 623. doi: 10.1177/0950017011419708.

Paul Langley, “Consuming credit,” Consumption Markets & Culture 17, no.5 (2014: 421. doi:

10.1080/10253866.2013.849594.
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are encouraged to get into debt constantly through advertisements, text mes-
sages and e-mails. Ayse (27 expresses her own easy access to a 10,000 TRY

credit as follows:

It was harder to get credit in the past. Now, SMS messages saying
things like “Click if you wish to get a loan.” come all the time. I got my
credit very easily. I even didn’t have to go to the bank branch. I applied
online for a loan. The contracts were sent to my e-mail account, I con-
firmed them online, and then the money was put in my account. It was

pointlessly easy, you know.’

Under the constant invitation for using credits, either through messages and
e-mails or fancy advertisements circulating around, getting into debt becomes
very normal either to meet a need or to reach a desire.

When it comes to how normalization of indebtedness is perceived and felt by
debtors, since indebtedness is a common experience shared by masses, as a
result of both the economic conditions and the strategies of banks, its negative
image lessened in comparison to the past.

According to the informants, what matters, as I discussed in the previous
chapter, is what kind of a debtor one is and whether the motivation for indebt-
edness is reasonable. This normalization of using credit contributes to keeping
people within a circle of indebtedness by persuading them that credit loans
are available over there when money is needed, and it is quite an ordinary
transaction to get credit.

It must be noted that I did not come across debtors who cannot pay their
debt back and got trapped by it and traumatized. My focus has been on the
ordinariness of indebtedness, how debtors get used to its presence in their
struggle in daily life. In that sense, this thesis did not focus on cases of indebt-
edness that is experienced with severe outcomes and great misery. Instead, I

wanted to show debt’s striking ordinariness.

“Eskiden kredi almak daha zordu. Siirekli telefonlara mesajlar geliyor simdi ‘Kredi istiyorsaniz
tiklayin, onaylayin.” vesaire. O giinkii kredimi de ¢ok kolay aldim. Ne bankaya gittim ne bir
sey yaptim. Bagvuruda bulundum internetten, mailime sozlesmeler diigtii, online onayladim

ve kredi hesabima gecti yani gereksiz kolayd: hani.”
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Yasemin (26 indicates how an ordinary experience of indebtedness is re-
ferring to the experiences of people surrounding her. “I look at the people
around me, all of them have credit debts except me. As I said before, every-
body has certain responsibilities. For example, one of the friends got credit
because her mother was supposed to have a medical operation.”*® She added:
“They do not have any opportunity to save money. There is no money left to
save. Level of wages and expenses speak for themselves.”"!

During the interviews, it was repeatedly expressed that expensive pur-
chases like buying a house cannot take place without using credit because of
inadequate wages. Meryem is one the informants who agree with this idea and
she used credit quite confidently. As mentioned before, she follows a very
planned agenda about using credit, and she is determinant to use credits either
to reach a better material status through possessions or to fulfil urgent needs.
She argues that indebtedness is very normal by making an analogy between

the individuals and companies.

I think that there are few people, in our time, who can manage to do
such things on their own just with their wages. I doubt that there is
someone without debt. It is the same even for big companies. They also
finance their debts through getting credits. There is no one without
debt anymore, that is, indebtedness became part of people’s life. It is

different now, being a debtor is not as stigmatized as it used to be.'?

Obviously, even though being indebted is not a “great trouble” anymore in

terms of its image in the society, its effects on lives of debtors prevent this nor-

“Etrafimdaki insanlar1 diisiiniiyorum herkesin kredi borcu var benim disimda. Dedigim gibi
herkesin belirli sorumluluklar: var yani. Arkadasin mesela annesi ameliyat olacakt: dogal
olarak kredi ¢ekti.”

“Birikim yapacak firsatlar1 yok ki. Kazang belli, gider belli birikim yapacak bi para yok or-
tada.”

“Su an zamanimizda kendisi kazanip da bir seyler yapabilen ¢ok azdir. Bor¢lu olmayan insan-
lar yoktur diye diisiiniiyorum. Biiyiik sirketlerde bile ayni seyler gecerli. Diisiinsenize en
biiyiik sirketlerde bir siirii kredi alarak kendi borglarini finanse edebiliyorlar. Bor¢lu olmayan
kimse yok yani artik bor¢luluk normal insan kisiligine biiriinmiis bir sey. Eskisi kadar o borglu

bu borglu diye bir sey yok yani.”
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malization by freeing feelings of anxiety. Contrary to Meryem’s assertive ac-
count on her indebtedness, the majority is overwhelmed by the indebtedness.
From their point of view, this normalization is actually concerning and fright-
ening.

For Can (26 indebtedness is, first and foremost, something normalized
and it penetrates everyday life, and he finds this situation frightening. He is a
graduate of political science and international relations and has been working
in an audit company for approximately two years. In order to clear credit card
debts, he got credit three times within two years. He got two 5,000 TRY credits
in 2016. Because they were not enough both to cover the debt and sustain the
existing living standards of him, he got another credit again, a 15,000 TRY
credit by the end of 2017. He earns 2,500 TRY per month and states that he
cannot make a living with this wage without the support of his family. He lives
with his family and he is exempt from paying for household expenses, alt-
hough he makes small contributions to the family budget. His income mostly
remains to himself and his existing debt resulted from his personal spending
on activities like going out at night and having holidays. He stated that he
spends most of his income for socializing with friends. However, he adds that
he does not spend on any luxury, and he does not have any habits of, for ex-
ample, eating at a luxury restaurant.”” He thinks that this normalization of in-
debtedness is actually appalling, especially for the credits in huge amounts,
since the future of people is uncertain. He believes that large amounts of cred-
its were risky while there is no guarantee of the future, especially in terms of
employment. Regarding his credits, he wishes not to have gotten them, but

adds that there was no other option and he was helpless in a way.

It is something extremely normalized nowadays. (... This extreme
normalization is frightening. No one has job security guaranteed with
law. That is, something bad might happen to you and you might be
unemployed even if you are working in governmental institutions. I

suppose the banks are regardless. Unless there is a severe problem like

He defines luxury over giving example. For him, it is luxury to eat expensive and trendy res-
taurants, while you can eat the same food at half price in another place. In this sense, he de-

fines luxury on paying too much for any service and good.
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a health issue, they one way or another receive their money back. I
don’t know, it is frightening. I have a little debt, but there are people
who are paying mortgage debt. It is frightening to me to have a
300,000 TRY, 400,000 TRY or 500,000 TRY debt, but it is seen as
something normal. It is not reasonable to get a credit in an amount 200

times more than your wage to buy a house or a car."

Similarly, Hiimeyra (29 expresses pessimism and tiredness about the use of
credit as an unavoidable and ordinary transaction in daily life in the face of
limited income. She is a graduate of management information systems and
works for a bank in the department of digital product development. She is
single and lives with her family, sharing the household expenses. She got a
5,000 TRY credit to buy a mobile phone that she regards as luxury spending
resulting from her fondness for high technology. However, she distinguishes
her indebtedness from an indebtedness embarked on without careful planning
and calculation. In this sense, she does not reflect regret and shame. What is
striking about her experience of indebtedness is that she expects a life with
constant indebtedness in the face of everlasting needs and her limited income,
and this makes her anxious and pessimist about the future. She eloquently ex-
presses her feelings about this condition saying: “It seems to me that I won’t
be able to get rid of debts.”*

Will I have these debts forever? I ask myself this because there is no
end to needs. When you just fulfilled a need, a new one emerges im-
mediately. I think about getting into debt again because I don’t have
any savings. I need approximately 20,000 TRY. I will probably get

“Hani ne bileyim giiniimiizde asir1 olaganlasmis bir sey. (... Cok olaganlastirilmasi biraz
korkung bir sey. Ciinkii agir1 olagan bir hale getirilmis durumda yani. Hi¢ kimsenin isi garanti
degil yani sonugta yasal olarak ya da iste ne bileyim devlet kurumunda da ¢alistyor olsan her
an basina bir sey gelebilir ve issiz kalabilirsin. Ve banka béyle bir sey dinlemiyor hani ne bi-
leyim saglik sorunu falan olmadig1 siirece sanirim senden o paray: bir sekilde geri aliyor. Ne
bileyim korkung bir sey yani. Benim borcum az ama ne bileyim mortgage 6deyen insanlar
var. Hani biraz korkung geliyor bana ii¢ yiiz binler, dort yiiz binler, bes yiiz binler. Ve bu ¢ok
normal bir sey olarak goriiliiyor. Bir insanin maasin 100 kat: kadar para yiiz degil hatta 200
kat1 kadar para verip bir ev almasi, bir araba almasi ¢ok akillica degil.”

“Bor¢lardan kurtulamayacakmisim gibi geliyor.”
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credit again, but this time it will be for health expenses. I think about
wearing braces and undergoing a genioplasty surgery. That is, it is
completely for the sake of health. I have no savings, but I have to get
these done. Maybe I will get these done and will pay their debt, but
then, God forbid, a problem might emerge in my eyes after a couple of
years, so I might undergo a laser operation for it. All the time, I think
that when I cleared one debt, another one will come into existence im-
mediately. All the time, I have in mind to get another credit after fin-
ishing to pay my existing debt. (... I feel that there will be indebted-

ness all my life.'s

These narratives reveal that normalization of indebtedness as a widely shared
experience and the worries it brings into existence. This normalization en-
courages debtors to keep using credits in the face of inadequate wages as well

as endless needs and aspirations.

§ 4.2 Debt asa Burden

16

Regardless of how logical the use of credit is and how careful indebtedness is
planned, for the majority, debt is regarded as a heavy burden that a debtor
wishes to get rid of immediately. Although that might not be the exact case for
the ones who use credit to make profit, indebtedness is, first and foremost, a
burdensome experience revolving around feelings of responsibility, anxiety
and uncertainty. Some of the informants directly said that debt is a burden for
them, while some others demonstrated that this is the case for them by refer-

ring to their experiences such as their wish to get rid of debt by paying as much

“Hep bu borglar olacak m1 ya? Ciinkd ihtiyaglar hi¢ bitmiyor. Bu bitti tamam diyorsun sonra
yarin bir giin bir sey ¢ikiyor. Mesela su an bir borca daha girmeyi diisiiniiyorum yine biri-
kimim yok. Bi 20 bine yakin bir paraya ihtiyacim var. Muhtemelen yine kredi ¢ekecegim ama
o saglik icin. Mesela dis teli takmay1 diisinliyorum, ¢ene ameliyat: olmay: diisiiniiyorum.
Saglik i¢in tamamen. Birikimim yok ama yaptirmak zorundayim. Belki bunu yaptiracagim,
bir iki sene bunun borcunu 6deyecegim sonra Allah korusun géziimde bir sey ¢ikacaktir, lazer
yaptiracagimdir. Hep béyle sey diye diisiiniiyorum, bir borg bitecek sonra baska bor¢
gelecekmis gibi diisiiniiyorum ve kafamda da sey var su an bir kredi 6dityorum bu bitsin buna

baslayayim. (... Omriim boyunca bu borglanma olacakmus gibi hissediyorum.”
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as possible or how they made calculations constantly as if debt will evaporate
all of a sudden.

When we look at the factors that make debt a burden, there are four recur-
rent themes. Firstly, the fear of failure in paying back debt in the face an un-
known future with full of risks leads indebtedness to be experienced as a bur-
den. Secondly, debt make debtors dependent on itself by restricting their life,
determining their overall life decisions and making them feel under pressure.
Thirdly, indebtedness, along with the obligation of struggle to earn a living,
forces people to continue working even under difficult labor market condi-
tions to be able to pay debt back. Lastly, paying interest for the credits makes
debtors feel exploited because of the high interest rates banks charge.

4.2.1  Fear of Failure in Paying Debt Back

While I was conducting the interviews, Turkey has been going through an
economic crisis that its effects have started to be felt in daily life. Prices of
goods and services increased in a substantial level and Turkish Lira lost value
against USD and EURO. While the wages remained almost at the same level,
the cost of living was increasing persistently. During the interviews, these ef-
fects were made sense by some informants as either an existing crisis or a pos-
sible crisis that would emerge soon. More importantly, presence of the crisis
or an expected crisis strengthened their fear of unemployment. Therefore,
concerns about failing to pay their debts were present and these concerns aug-
ment their stress concerning their credit loans.

For example, Leyla (33 indicated the economic conditions of Turkey as
the main factor that increases the pressure indebtedness creates for her. Since
she used her savings to buy a car for which she got credit as well, she feels
vulnerable in the face of various risks. She said: “You can’t trust your country.
There might be an economic crisis at any time; I might get fired. I don’t have
any saving anymore-I used it for the car, so, I want to get rid of this burden as

soon as possible.””

“Giivenemiyorsun lilkene. Yasadigin sartlarda her an bir kriz olabilir, isten ¢ikarilabilirim.
Oyle birikmis param da yok artik kenarda ¢iinkii araba icin kullandim onu. O yiizden bir an

once bu tizerimdeki yiikiin kalkmasini istiyorum.”
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During the interviews, employment security emerged as an important fac-
tor, determining informants’ feelings. While a few informants were not con-
cerned about unemployment because they found themselves advantageous to
find a new job in any case, all other informants were concerned about the pos-
sibility of unemployment. During the fieldwork, I had the opportunity to trace
the effects of unemployment on the experience of indebtedness through the
narratives of two informants. One of them, Mehmet (27, reveals how burden-
some and worrisome indebtedness may become, especially, if you face unem-
ployment while you are in debt. As I mentioned in previous chapter, Mehmet
got credit to clear his credit card debt that accumulated because of the ex-
penses of setting up a home when he moved to Istanbul for work. In conse-
quence of growing credit card debt and his incapability of clearing it mainly
because of high cost of living in Istanbul, he decided to get credit to clear his
previous debt. He got the credit after asking his director whether he would

continue to work and receiving employment guarantee from her.

I got the credit after talking to my director. For three weeks, I kept ask-
ing her about our situation, because I was either going to look for a job
or get a credit. They said that they were pleased to work with me, and
they would continue to work with me. I got credit after that guarantee.
When you received such a guarantee, even if it is just stated verbally,
after asking three times and receiving the same answer about your em-
ployment situation, you get credit confidently. With the new year com-
ing, my director had said there would be an extra rise in addition to
annual rise, since they appreciate my work. So, I thought about to can-
alize all my debt under a single debt, because my existing credit card
debts accumulated to an extent that was beyond my means. The mini-
mum payment amount of the credit card was also increasing. I got the
credit to pay my credit card debt by thinking about clearing the debt

of all credit cards and having one debt only. (... But you become un-
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employed all of a sudden. And they tell you that in an extremely inap-
propriate way. What is it going to be? In truth, nobody cares about you

really. 8

While expecting an economically stabilized life, Mehmet found himself in a
turmoil. He feels that he was left in the lurch, since he took a crucial decision
trusting the words of his director and became both unemployed and indebted.
He demonstrates a great disappointment since he planned his life according
to his work. He summarizes the stress and sadness he felt saying that a wound

emerged in his mouth.

And what is more, I had rented a house near the workplace. (... I
planned my whole life in Istanbul according to that job. But now, they
left me flat. In case I can’t find a new job until the end of January... By
the way, it is not an easy task to find a job in this field especially in
Istanbul. Besides, I liked Istanbul in one way or another, and moving
out means new expenses for your basic needs, accommodation and so
on... You change your living space. Leaving aside the moral hardships
of this, I am not able to overcome the financial hardships at all any-
more. That is why, I am very sad and lost in thought [kara kara
diisiiniiyorum], and this leads me to feel stressful. I haven’t been able

to eat properly for two weeks because a wound emerged in my mount

“Onu [krediyi] konusarak ¢cektim ben. Hatta yoneticimle konustum 3 hafta boyunca. Duru-
mumuz ne? Ben ¢iinkii ona gore ya is bakacagim ya da kredi ¢ekecegim. Biz ¢ok memnunuz
devam edecegiz dediler, tamam dediler. Onun tizerine kredi ¢ektim. Tabii sey oluyor bir
giivenle ¢ekiyorsun 3 kere sormussun, 3 kere ayni lafi almigsin. Sozlii dahi olsa aldim ben bu
laf1. Ve yilbas: geliyor, yaptigim is bi sekilde takdir ediliyor. Genel zammin yaninda bir artirim
daha olacagindan bahsetti yoneticim. Dolayisiyla sey yani tamam ben borcumu tek bir yere
kanalize edeyim ¢iinkii kredi kart: artik 6deyemeyecegim bir noktaya geliyor ¢iinkii asgarisi
de artiyor. O krediyi aslinda kredi kartimin borcunu 6demek i¢in ¢ekmistim hani onu kapat,
tek bir yere borglan. (... Ama bu iste-- bunun tizerine hoppa issiz kalacaksin ve ¢ok sagma

sapan bir gekilde bunu soylityorlar. Ne olacak? Seni diisiinen yok gercekten seni diisiinen.”
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because of the stress I felt. Normally, when I am very sad, I eat, but I

can’t now because of the wound."

Besides, indebtedness is very worrisome for him since there is no one that can
undertake the responsibility and pay his debt back on behalf of him if he can-
not manage to pay. Knowing that there is no one who supports you financially

augments the stress and concern.

This debt might be a small amount of money for many people, but it is
a great amount of money for me because I do not earn more than that
amount. I have to earn more money to be able to cover this debt, so,
this is, in fact, a considerable amount for me because there is no one
who can pay it back on behalf of me, when I could not. (... So, no
matter how necessary it is I do not lean towards indebtedness for my-
self, because I do not know what will happen to me six months later or
after I left here. That is, debts will accumulate in case of unemployment
or becoming disabled as a result of a car crash while I am crossing over.
The possibility that debts may turn into a huge amount makes me anx-
ious. What makes me stressful is actually this anxiety. Will I be able to

pay it back or not? What will happen, If I cannot?*

“Bir de evimi de ise yakin olsun diye o tarafta tuttum. (... Tim hayatimi buna [ise] gore
sekillendirdim Istanbul’da. Su anda tamamen ortada, dimdizlak ortadayim. Bunun sonu-
cunda eger, iste ocak sonunda ¢ikacagim, ocak sonunda bagka bir is bulamazsam, ki hi¢ kolay
degil bu alanda Istanbul’da is bulmak &zellikle. Istanbul'u da o veya bu gekilde sevdim ve
tasinmak masraf demek aslinda o temel ihtiyacin barinmadir bilmem nedir... Yasam alanin
tekrar degistiriyorsun manevi zorlugunu bir sekilde bir kenara birakiyorum ama o maddi zor-
lugun altindan kalkabilecek durumda degilim artik. O yilizden su anda kara kara
diigtiniyorum bu da insani ister istemez stres igine atiyor. Gergekten boyle iki haftadir ne
dogru diizgiin yemek yiyebiliyorum ne bagka bir sey ciinkii stresten agzim yara oldugu igin
yiyemiyorum. Uziintiiden yemek yerim, ¢ok iiziiliince ben yemek yerim ama yiyemiyorum
yani.”

“Bu bor¢ mesela belki de bir¢ok insan i¢in az bir meblag ama benim i¢in ¢ok bir meblag ¢iinkii
ben ondan fazla bir para kazanmiyorum. Bu borcu kapatabilmek i¢in de daha fazla para ka-
zanmam gerekiyor bu benim i¢in 6nemli bir miktar dolayisiyla. Ciinkil ben bunu 6deyem-

edigimde bunu &deyebilecek kimsem yok. (... Yani ne kadar temel sey i¢inde olursa olsun
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As Mehmet’s words pointed out, availability of financial support is one of the
factors determining the feelings about indebtedness. In contrast to Mehmet,
three informants, share the credit payments with their family members, while
two of them know that they are ready to help, and married informants are
already paying the instalments together with their spouses and they state that
they undertook the responsibility by reckoning on each other. This support
reduces anxiety and responsibility resulting from debt. Ceylan (29 expresses

how her and her husband’s families as well as her husband’s boss are ready to

help in the case of failing to pay installments and how this comforts her.

I also think that my family can help us, and this decreases my anxiety.
Erol Bey also [her husband’s boss] might help. Someone can help in
any case, because they tell this kind of things. I feel the comfort of this.
I do not think in a negative way like I embarked on buying a house just
relying on Volkan’s and my wage. For example, I had a tooth filled. I
paid some of it and my mother paid the rest even though I did not
want her to do so. My mother and Volkan’s family always support us
in one way or another. (... Maybe the correct expression is that I feel

that I am not alone.?

In sum, economic uncertainties that both Turkey and individuals themselves

face engender concerns about being indebted by making debtor be alert for

ben bor¢lanmaya, ben yani kendim i¢in ¢ok sicak bakmiyorum c¢iinkii sey 6 ay sonra 6 aya
bile gerek yok buradan ¢iktiktan sonra ne olacagini bilmiyorum. (... Yani isten ¢ikmak, sura-
dan karsidan karsiya gecerken arabanin ¢arpmasi sonucu sakat kalmak durumunda bunlarin
hepsi boyle patir patir orada yigilacak sana daha fazla bir sey olarak geri dénecek dolayistyla
beni tedirgin ediyor. Tedirgin etmesi aslinda beni bu kadar sey strese yonelten sey tedirginlik.
Odeyebilecek miyim 6deyemeyecek miyim? Olmazsa ne olacak?”

“Bir de seyi diistiniiyorum yani gerginligimi azaltan da onlar ailem yani yardim edebilir. Erol
Bey [kocasinin patronu] de yardim edebilir. $u yardim edebilir bu yardim edebilir, ¢iinkii bu
tarzda konusuyorlar. Onun rahatlig1 var. Ev isine girdim ama sadece Volkan'in ve benim
maagim var gibi sikic1 bir diisiincem yok. Mesela disime dolgu yaptirdim bir kismini ben
Odedim bir kismini annem, ben istemedigim halde annem 6dedi. Annemin bir eli Volkan'in
ailesinin bir eli hep biraz da tizerimizde. (... Yalmiz olmadigimi hissediyorum belki de dogru

kelime bu.”
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any possibility of failure to pay back unless there is any financial support that

can alleviate anxiety and fear.

4.2.2  The Restrictive Effects of Indebtedness on the Lives of Debtors

Taking into account the effects of indebtedness on the lives of debtors, the re-
strictions and obligations on their shoulders, it can be said that a debt is actu-
ally a burden. The informants expressed many times how debt limited their
usual spending, especially leading to cuts in spending on recreational activi-
ties. The more severe restrictions are of decisions related to life and work.
Knowing that there is a debt to be paid back is to prioritize it and act accord-
ingly to secure the repayment. Lazzarato eloquently articulates how debt de-

termines the actions of debtors and limits their freedom as follows:

The debtor is “free”, but his actions, his behavior, are confined to the
limits defined by the debt he has entered into. The same is true as much
for the individual as for a population or social group. You are free in-
sofar as you assume the way of life (consumption, work, public spend-

ing, taxes, etc. compatible with reimbursement. *

Regarding the constrains, obligations and concerns that indebtedness creates
on debtors, Sevgi’s words are enlightening. She says that she felt the pressure
of entering into the adult world when she got the credit for a house. She ex-

presses her feelings as follows:

I think, I am growing. These are the issues, jargons and calculations
that I am not familiar with at all. I felt that the debt is a sign of you for
entering into a new order, and also the system making you obliged you
itself. Even if it is for investment, it forces you to act according to itself
for ten years. It is clear, you have to pay it back. (... I felt a bit anxiety.
That is, I felt responsibility. Will I be able to pay it back? It might be
being in debt to banks or being in debt to someone. (... There is some-
thing that has to be carried out, so there is a responsibility. That is, I

have to carry out this. If the debt is owed to a bank, you know how

Lazzarato, Indebted Man, 31.
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heavy the burden of those contract articles and so on. So, there is a

high level of responsibility and some anxiety.”

Similarly, Kemal likens indebtedness to shackles, because debt restricts plans
and spending decisions of debtors by limiting their income as well as acting
according to their will. He has problems in work and wants to quit, but his
debt leads him to postpone this action. “It is like shackles; it is nothing else.

Indebtedness is like to be fettered; it is nothing else.”*

4.2.3  Obligation of Work for the Repayment Turns Debt into Burden

One of the aims of this research is to understand under what conditions debt-
ors earn money to pay their debt back and how indebtedness influences their
working life. When we talked about their work and how they evaluate their
working conditions, informants stated various problems regarding employ-
ment security, wage levels, working hours, and relationships between col-
leagues and bosses in the workplace. Regarding work, feelings of disappoint-
ment, resentment and being exposed to unfairness are present for the majority
even if there are different reasons behind these feelings.

In this sense, I want to mention some aspects of work that make it an un-
pleasant experience to point out how work can make debt a burden for debt-
ors. Obligation of work is expressed as a prominent effect of indebtedness on
working life by the informants. For example, some of the informants expressed
how they have to continue working in their current job despite their unhap-
piness and how they look for a new job to guarantee employment to be able to

cover their living expenses and credit installments. In this respect, I argue that

“Biiyliyorum galiba. Hi¢ bilmedigim diinyalar hi¢ bilmedigim diller, hi¢ bilmedigim hesaplar
bunlar. Bagka bir seyin igine girdiginin aslinda o hani gostergesi gibi hissetmistim biraz daha.
Ve sey tabii o sistemin seni bir noktada bagladigini ister istemez. Bu yatirim yani ¢ok sey bir
sey bile olsa hani 10 y1l ne yapman gerektigini biliyorsun, 6demek zorundasin iste. (... Biraz
kaygi aslinda yani hani sorumluluk. Odeyebilecek miyim? Bu banka da olabilir kisi de olabilir.
(... Hani bir sey var yapilmasi gerekiyor ve ona gore sorumluluk yani bunu yapmam lazim.
Ve bu bir banka olunca ne kadar kétii oldugunu da biliyorsun o seylerin maddelerin, sunlarin
bunlarin. Dolayisiyla yiiksek bir sorumluluk ve biraz kayg:.”

“Pranga yani bagka bir sey degil yani. Ayagina vurulmus bir pranga baska bir sey degil yani.”
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knowing that you are obliged to work as well as the unpleasant conditions un-
der which you have to work make debt a burden.

Hardt and Negri state that indebtedness has great control on your deci-
sions related to work and pushes you to keep a job no matter its quality.” In-
debtedness, forces people to continue to work even under unpleasant condi-
tions to be able to pay their debt back. A word of caution might be necessary
at this point. I do not claim that the people whom I interviewed work only
because of they have debts to pay back. Some find meanings in their work, get
satisfaction from what they are doing and there are many factors that they are
content with as well. Some expect career advancements; some enjoy reasona-
ble work load and friendly working environment etc. In her influential study
that questions how work is presented as the ultimate goal in life through var-
ious strategies, Kathi Weeks indicates that work ethics plays a prominent role
in making possible people to work so determinately under harsh conditions®

along with other factors. She argues:

Structural coercion alone cannot explain the relative dearth of conflict
over the hours we are required to work or the identities we are often
expected to invest there; individual consent cannot account for why
work would be so much more appealing than other parts of life. No
doubt our motives for devoting so much time and energy to work are
multiple and shifting, typically involving a complex blend of coercion

and choice, necessity and desire, habit and intention.”

What I aim to show in this section is that there are debtors who are over-
whelmed by work and who wish to quit their current job as a result of various
work-related problems but cannot quit because of their debt.

Can (26 , who got credits two times to clear his accumulated credit card
debt and currently has both a credit and a credit card debt, says that his debt

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Duyuru, trans. Abdullah Yilmaz. (Istanbul: Ayrint1 Yaymn-
lari, 2013

Kathi Weeks, The Problem With Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork
Imaginaries, (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2011, 37-38.

Ibid., 38.
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forces him to continue working, although he is totally annoyed at his job be-
cause of long working hours and inadequate wages. Succinctly, he likens his
situation to slavery. He expresses how debt controls and restricts his life as

follows:

I have been exhausted this year. I said myself, in March, “I will quit the
job now, even if I cannot find a job, I will quit.” Then I thought a bit
and I considered my loan and credit card debts, and this made me de-
pendent on my current work in a way. It might be an exaggerated state-
ment, but this situation is actually something like slavery. You are de-
pendent on your work and you simply cannot quit. Although I have
opportunities such as that I live with my family, I spend nothing for
household expenses, and I can eat and drink whatever I want at home.
So, my family can provide basic necessities for me to live a minimal
life. But there is the question of “What will happen to my debts?”, so I

have difficulty to embark upon something new.*®

As Can (26 said, for debtors, it is unacceptable to quit your job before finding

a new one for debtors. Similarly, Hiimeyra (29 has problems with her col-
leagues and thinks about changing her job. When I asked about what the ef-
fects of her debt on her work life are, she expressed her concerns about finding

a new job before quitting her existing job.

You cannot quit by simply saying that you are resigning. You have to
secure yourself, find a job before you quit. It has such an effect. I ask
myself “If I quit without finding another job, how will I be able to pay
back my debt?” You cannot quit because of the possibility that you

“Bu sene ¢ok bunaldim. Bu martta sey dedim hani ¢ikayim artik, is bulmasam da ¢ikacagim
falan gibi bir sey dedim. Sonra diisiindiim ve aklima kredi borcum, kredi kart1 bor¢larim geldi
ve bu da beni aslinda bir yandan bagiml yapti. Aslinda sey gibi belki ¢ok abarti bir séylem
olabilir de kélelik gibi bir sey oluyor bir yerde hani bagimlisin o ise ¢ikamryorsun. Sonugta
sOyle imkanlarim olmasina ragmen: ailemle yagiyorum, higbir seye para harcamiyorum, evde
rahatlikla yiyip igebilirim. Hani minimal sekilde hayatim1 gerceklestirebilecek seyleri saglay-
abilir ailem ama borglarim ne olacak sorusu oldugu igin hani yeni bir seye atilmakta ¢cok

glicliik ¢ekiyorum yani boyle.”
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might not find a job. Sometimes I go to the workplace saying to myself
“Oh! I've had enough! I will quit already.” However, of course, I cannot
dare to quit. Firstly, I have to secure myself by finding a job because I
have debts. So, I stay. This is the effect of my debts on my work life.”

Obviously, not only indebtedness but also obligation of making a living forces
debtor to endure unpleasant and harsh working life. Throughout our inter-
view, Ahmet (31 emphasized that indebtedness, along with obligation of mak-
ing a living, functions as a disciplining mechanism that bonds individuals to
the existing economic system. Below, he eloquently articulates how debt and

making a living prompt people to continue to work.

While you have such a burden on your shoulders, it is not possible that
you quit. By the way, you do not have only credit debt, you pay rent
and some other stuff. You have already necessary expenses in life. Get-
ting angry, you think that it is okay, you can quit, and you can pay your
rent late this month. No matter I cannot pay the rent this month, I can
find a new job within one month and I can pay the two months’ rent
together. But if you also have debt... Furthermore, the debt is not only
due for this month. You will pay it for the upcoming months as well.

Then, you become dependent on your job.*

“Yani istifa ediyorum diyerek ¢ikamiyorsun. Bir is bulup da kendini garantiye alarak ¢itkmam
gerekiyor. Bu konu da etkiliyor. Simdi diyorum ki isten ¢iksam, is bulmadan ¢iksam bu kadar
bu kadar borcum var, ben bunlar1 nasil 6deyecegim? Ya bulamazsam is diyerekten hani
¢ikamiyorsun. Bazen boyle sey diye gidiyorum “Of ya! Yeter ya! Birakacagim isi diyerekten
gidiyorum. Tabii ki cesaret edip ¢ikamiyorum. Bir giivenceye alip hani borglarim var benim
bunu 6deyebilecegim yeni bir is bulmadan ¢ikmamaliyim. Duruyorum yani hala borcumun
baoyle bir etkisi var.”

“Uzerinde boyle bir yiik varken zaten boyle bir sey imkanin yok. Senin sadece kredi borcun
yok bu arada. Kira 6diiyorsun, bilmem ne yapiyorsun. Zaten hayatinda mecburi giderlerin
var. Diyorsun ki yani iste bu ay kiray1 geciktiririm iste ne olacak isten ¢iksam sinirlenirsem.
Ne olur bir ay kiray1 6deyemem ama bir ayda is bulurum, 6biir ay hemen ikisini birden
Oderim falan diye diigiiniiyorsun. Ama bunun iizerine bir de borcun varsa... Ve borg sadece
bu ayin borcu degil ki. Bir dahaki ay da bir dahaki ay da var. O zaman isine bagiml hale

gelirsin.”
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These statements reveal how obligation of working strengthens the pressure
felt by the debtors by determining their work decisions and restricting their
life. In this section, I also want to examine the factors that make work a trou-
blesome experience. When we look at the conditions of work, it becomes
clearer why work makes indebtedness burdensome. I argue that if work itself
is seen as a burden too, indebtedness turns into a tougher experience. Obvi-
ously, work is not a uniform experience. It is not necessarily burdensome for
all informants or if it is burdensome, it is not so for the be same reasons. The
informants whom I conducted interviews have different problems, as well as
satisfactions, related to their work.

When we look at how informants express their overall work experience,
two issues emerge as common points. Firstly, except two informants who are
tired of paper work and monotony of their work, most like their job and get
some satisfaction. Secondly, there is one common problem shared by almost
informants. All of the twenty-two informants, except two, think that they earn
less than the wage they must be paid. What can be inferred from their overall
experience is that the informants tend to tolerate certain unpleasant things
they encounter in work life by focusing on the gains that their work brought
into their lives. This gain might be a friendly working environment or the pro-
spects for a future career advancement. Besides, they focus on the advantages
they have by comparing their situation with worse situations. On the other
hand, as I stated above, some of the informants express that what they face in
their current work is quite unpleasant and they want to quit their job as soon
as possible. What keeps them working in their current job is mainly their debt.

According to the narratives of the informants, the factors making work an
unpleasant experience can be listed as: fear of unemployment, unpleasant
working conditions, inadequate wages and excessive working hours. What
bothers workers varies but they have at least one of these problems, while there
are also informants who face almost all of these problems. Below, I will discuss
how debtors make sense of these work conditions.

Firstly, I want to mention concerns about unemployment. Unemployment
is actually not expressed as a shared problem for the informants. Except
Mehmet (27 and Zehra (29, informants did not face unemployment during

their period of indebtedness. However, concerns about the possibility of it are
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present for majority. Even though there are some informants who are quite
confident about their skills and capabilities for finding a new job, fear of un-
employment is one of the main concerns of most debtors.

While fear of unemployment is already a troublesome experience, experi-
encing it when one is in debt is much more burdensome. The narratives of the
informants who lost their jobs while they were in debt is very striking and
enlightening to understand the effects of indebtedness on subjects. Both of
them were enfolded by stress and despair. They worked for an NGO and faced
a bitter experience of indebtedness that mingled with unemployment.*!

It is noteworthy how the fear of unemployment forces informants to con-
tinue to work in their current jobs despite unpleasant conditions. Even if they
express that they can find a job easily, they do not quit their jobs.

I give importance to Sevgi’s account, since it actually expresses omnipres-
ent anxiety felt by the majority of informants even if they are well-educated
and skilled. She expresses eloquently how employment security turns into al-
most a “luxury” even for the graduates of prestigious universities of Turkey.
Regardless of how equipped they are with the desired qualities demanded by
job market, the risk of unemployment or employment with extremely low

wages are existing.

It is supposed that companies wait for you to work with them if you
are a graduate of Bogazi¢i University. (... However, it is not enough
to be a graduate of Bogazici, you need to acquire other skills, because
the market actually is full of graduates of Bogazi¢i and Kog. Even the
market is full of not only graduates of Bogazigi but also graduates of
francophone or Anglo-Saxon high schools. You find yourself in a more
unjust situation than university entrance exam in the market. So, you

might get confused about what will happen to you and what to do. (...

Even if the first image of NGOs revolves around working for a good purpose according to the
narratives of the informants, there is one aspect of work needed to be noted. NGOs offer very
limited permanent positions for workers, while majority of the workers work on project basis
and with fixed-term employment contracts that provide employment within a limited period
of time. In addition, flexible working is almost inevitable, and majority of the workers work
out of working hours. See http://www.sivilsayfalar.org/2018/10/16/toplu-sozlesme-uzmani-

irfan-kaygisiz-stklar-birer-isyeri-ve-calisanlari-da-isci/
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For me, this is a century of anxiety. We were raised and constantly told
that if you enroll in a good university, then, you will get a good job
afterwards. I got a scholarship in undergraduate years and studied for
master’s degree with scholarship again. My educational cost for my
family was minimum. We all, the students of Bogazigi, worked a lot for
this. People suppose that if you continue a good school, you reach a
good position. But I realized that the reality is different. And it be-
comes more brutal increasingly. We were not ready to face with this.
Maybe you remember, a few years ago, there was this talk about quar-
ter-life crisis, and it became a popular issue. The real reason behind it
is that our anxiety level is very high because we were always successful
in the exams [in the school] but the things in the real sector do not
work in the same way. You are graduate of Bogazici, but they make you
start to work for 2,000 TRY. Even one of my friends, a graduate of

management, was paid minimum wage.*

Work in return of inadequate wages is a shared problem for the informants as
well. Almost all of the informants are totally sure that their labor is worth more

and that they deserve better wages. Ali expresses the reason why he thinks that

“Bogazigi'me gidince sirketler sanki diploman1 aldin m1 kapida siraya diziliyorlarmis gibi bir
hava vardir hep. (... Sadece Bogazicili olmak yetmiyor bagka becerilerinin de olmasu...
Clinkii piyasa aslinda Bogazigililer ile dolu Koglularla dolu. Hatta Bogazigili olmak da degil
iyi liselerde iste Frankofon liselerde, Anglosakson liselerde okumus insanlarla dolu. Daha
boyle bir tekrardan OSS’den daha adil olmayan bir seyin icine giriyorsun. Dolayistyla orada
bir insan bocalayabiliyor ne olacagim ne edecegim diye. (... Benim icin bir kayg1 ylizyili bu.
Giinkii sey diye bityiitiildiik iyi bir okula gidersen iyi bir isin olur. lyi bir iiniversiteye gidersen
yani. Ben iste lisansta burs aldim, yiiksek lisansta burslu gittim falan. Boyle hani aileme
olabilecek minimum costlarda mal oldum. Bunun i¢in de hepimiz ¢ok ¢alistik yani
Bogazici'ne giden herkes ¢ok ¢alisti ne olursa olsun. Ama hep bizde sey saniliyor iyi bir okula
gidersen okey iyi bir yerlere gelirsin falan ama baktim ki gergeklik boyle degil ve gittikge daha
da vahsilesen bir gerceklik var hani. Bununla karsilasmak sey bir noktada buna hazir degildik
bayle. Birkag yil 6nce bilmiyorum belki hatirliyorsundur 25 yas sendromu diye boyle sey ¢cok
yaygindi, ¢ok popiiler bir konu olmustu falan. Aslinda bunun asil nedeni de kayg: diizeyimiz
cok yiiksek ¢iinkii hep bagarili basarili olduk sinavlarda sonra bir ¢iktik 1 dakika reel sektor
boyle degil yani. Hani hi¢ boyle ¢alismiyor. Bogazigilisin ve seni 2000 liradan baslatiyor. As-

gari ficret alan isletme mezunu arkadasim vardi benim.”
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his wage of 4,000 TRY is inadequate in return of his labor. He is a lawyer
working for four years. His words are also illuminating to make sense how
work goes beyond the office place and official working hours through certain
practices like checking the mails and answering the phones over a second mo-

bile phone for work related issues.

It is actually a stressful work. The working hours are not definite. You
receive emails at 10 p.m., 12 p.m. Furthermore, they are not emails in-
forming you about an issue, they are emails asking questions and de-
manding answers. So, stress is one aspect of this work. (... For exam-
ple, I register clients’ phone numbers as “miiv’**, when I go on a
holiday, and Ilook at the screen of my phone, seeing “miiv’, I get upset.
I think that most of the people call without considering that I might be
busy or whether I am available. She has something on her mind, then
calls you to ask. So, I do not think that my wage remunerates for my
labor. My work continues out of working hours. You cannot leave the
office at 8 p.m. or 9 p.m. by saying “I am done! Good-bye!”, because
the work spans over the whole day. I think that my wage is not enough
to remunerate a work that continues for the whole day and makes you

tired psychologically.**

Melissa Gregg investigates the effects of online technologies that make work-
ing outside of office possible for office workers from different sectors. She says:

“Communication platforms and devices allow work to invade spaces and

It is the first three letters of Turkish word “miivekkil” for client.

“Stresli bir is agikgasi. Bir mesai saatin falan yok. 10’da geliyor, 12'de mail geliyor aksam. Ve
bilgi mailleri gelmiyor, soru sorulup cevap beklenen mailler geliyor. O yiizden isin bir stres
boyutu var. (... Mesela tatile bir yere gidiyorsun, ben miivekkilleri telefona “miiv” diye kayit
ediyorum, telefon ¢aliyor, ekrana bakiyorum moralim bozuluyor falan. (... Cogu insanin ¢ok
diisiinerek aradigini zannetmiyorum bu adamin isi vardir miisait midir degil midir diye.
Aklma bir sey geliyor, onu sormak istiyor arryor. Yani o yiizden yaptigim isin karsiligini alma-
digimi diistiniiyorum ¢iinkii 8 saat mesai seklinde olmuyor. 8-9’da kalkip hadi bana eyvallah
deyip, sarteli indirip de gitmiyorsun yani giiniin tamamina yayildig1 icin. Giiniin tamamina

yayilan ve psikolojik olarak yoran bir isin karsiligini bu olmadigini diigiiniiyorum.”
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times that were once less susceptible to its presence.” As a result of either
feeling of responsibility or lack of time in the face of heavy work load, those
workers work out of working hours.* She argues that these technologies have
restrictive effects on lives of workers by making work penetrate into intimate
spheres of workers, even their bedrooms.

For many informants, this is the case. One of them, Ahmet (31, works in
communication sector, where working anywhere and anytime is actually a
norm. In terms of work burden and intensity of presence of work, his experi-
ence differs from other informants’ experience and does not represent a
shared experience of all informants, but he expresses eloquently how and un-
der what conditions work out of working hours have to be adopted by workers

themselves.

How can I say... They [bosses] make you obliged to do your job well
and doing your job well is hard, but they do not care how hard it is.
They can just say “I did not want you to undertake such heavy respon-
sibility, I just wanted you to do your job well.” But, both of you implic-
itly know that the only way you can do your job in the way she [your
boss] wanted you to do is to work all the time. It seems that you are
free, and you are working out of working hours without an obligation,
but you actually do that compulsorily. Nobody tells you to answer your
messages and check your emails in the weekends, but you know that if
you do not answer your messages and check your emails, you cannot
finish your work. If you cannot finish the work, they do not ask “Why
didn’t you answer your phone?” Instead, they ask: “Why didn’t you
finish the work?” So, this is an unwritten rule, actually, a mechanism
of domination. This is a way of disciplining. There is no flexible work
hours or leisure time. There is work. There is a work regime created by

invisible rules. These rules seem to be your personal preferences but

Melissa Gregg, Work’s Intimacy, (Cambridge & Malden: Polity, 2011, 2.
Ibid., 3.
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actually imposed upon you. I am not a workaholic, but I have to work

since I cannot finish my work on time otherwise. I simply cannot.”

Lastly, work is not just about work. Human relations are involved and relations
with colleagues and bosses are complicated and open to problems as it hap-
pens in any other relations. The informants clearly expressed influence of their
workplace relations on how they relate to their work. In contrast to the major-
ity, who either has neutral feelings or is content about their relations with their
colleagues in workplace, for six informants, it is hard to get along with their
colleagues. In other words, what makes work unpleasant for them is, first and
foremost, dealing with people in workplace. They feel uncomfortable about
arrogance, selfishness and competitiveness of their colleagues. Taylan’s words
summarize this perception: “Work life is shitty. Impertinence, desires, selfish-
ness and ignorance of people never ends.”*® In addition, some of them feel
injustice since some of their colleagues utilize the advantage of their personal
networks and work less than they do or get a promotion without having com-
petence.

On the other hand, it must be noted that this burden is actually alleviated
by feeling of gratitude as a result of knowing that their conditions would be
worse, while there are many others with worse working and living conditions
in comparison to them. In other words, gratitude plays a role along with obli-

gation. Deniz’s words summarize this attitude shared by many. During our

“Nasil diyeyim sana isini iyi yapmayr mecbur kiliyorlar ama o isi iyi yapma kogullar1 ¢ok
agirdir onunla ilgilenmiyor. ‘Ben senden bu agirliklarda sorumluluk almani istemedim, isini
iyi yapmani istedim.” der. Ama ikiniz de gizliden bilirsiniz ki séyledigi sekilde tamamlamanin
tek yolu siirekli calismandir. Baktiginda 6zgiirstindiir ve sanki hani 6ylesine ¢aligtyormussun
gibidir ama aslinda zorunlu--Kimse sana hafta sonu mailine bak, telefonuna bak diye ko-
nugmaz ama hafta sonu telefonuna bakmazsan, mailine bakmazsan bilirsin ki o is bitmez.
Ama sonunda hafta sonu telefona niye bakmadin diye gelmezler, o is niye bitmedi diye gelirler.
Dolayisiyla yazili olmayan bir sekilde bu tahakkiim bi¢cimi vardir. Disipline etme bi¢imi
vardir. Esnek saatler veya leisure time boyle seyler falan yok. Is var. Bir ¢alisma rejimi var ve
o ¢alisma rejiminin kurallar1 ¢ok goriiniir olmayan, senin sanki kisisel tercihlerinmis gibi
goriinen ama aslinda sana dayatilmis kurallarla olusturulan. Ben iskolik degilim ama mecbu-
ren ¢aligmak zorundayim ¢iinkil igimi yetistiremiyorum. Yetismiyor.”

“B**tan [is hayati]. Niye b**tan ¢iinkii insanlarin kaprisleri, arzulari, egolar1 ya da cahillikleri

bitmiyor.”
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interview, she expressed that she was wronged in her current job. Her main
problem related to work is her unfair income and low position compared to
her success at work. She constantly indicated how she was exposed to a double
standard, because she is not presentable and talkative in the workplace. De-
spite the discontent with her wage and position, she states there are actually
other benefits she enjoys, like a peaceful working environment and fringe ben-
efits like meal card and shuttle. She believes that there will always be problems
even if she works somewhere else and accepts to continue. In addition, being
grateful for what she has in life is a strategy of endurance for her. In a way, she
prefers to be grateful for her working and living conditions by comparing her-
self constantly with workers with disadvantaged conditions of living and

working.

How much do seasonal workers earn a daily wage and how much do
you earn in return of sitting at your table? Sometimes you do not have
any work to do and you just surf on the internet. Since I compare my
working conditions with others’ conditions, I can say that my condi-
tions are actually good in comparison to others’. Besides, there are

problems everywhere, in every workplace.”

4.2.4 Dislike of Paying Interest

Interest payments create burdensome feelings because debtors think that
banks actually take advantage of their difficult situation and make money un-
mercifully by charging excessively high amounts of interest rates. Especially,
when the term of the loan is long, the interest payment charged from debtors
increases substantially.

One of the informants’ narrative is quite enlightening about how bother-
some it might be for a debtor to pay interest. For Ayse (27 , indebtedness re-
volves around her resentment towards the interest that she paid. She holds a

BA degree of economy and an MA degree of economy administration. She has

“O mevsim is¢ileri adamlar kag lira yevmiyeyle calisiyor, sen kag paraya oturuyorsun orada?
Bazen bos oldugun giinler de oluyor internette de takildigin zamanlar oluyor. Ben bunlar1 gok
karsilagtiran bir insan oldugum icin o yiizden diyorum ki benim sartlarim iyi baktiginda

disaridaki insanlara gore. Bir de su var nasil ki her yerde sorun var her is yerinde sorun var.”
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been working in the finance department of a company for almost five years.
She got a 10,000 TRY credit to pay the tuition of her MA program. Although
her family is well off, she avoided borrowing from them since she was raised
by her grandfather who is absolutely opposed to indebtedness and she adopted
the same attitude. Concerning the credit, what annoyed her most is to pay a
huge amount of interest, 4,000 TRY, to meet her urgent need. She thinks that

high interest is an undeserved gain.

When I got credit, I felt very uncomfortable because of the interest pri-
marily. At that time, I had to get credit, because I had to pay into the
fee [of the program]. I am not the kind of person who can easily ask
money from her family. I started to work at a very early age, I worked
as a photographer when I was at the university. Then, I started to work
immediately after school. I really felt very uncomfortable about the in-
terest payment because you earn in small amounts, you can pay little
by little. So, when the maturity of the loan grows, interest payment in-
creases. This is actually a vicious circle. (... I think it is necessary to
differentiate between honest earning and pelf. An interest payment of
two percent is a very huge amount of interest. They already use that
money for their own profit. It must be honest earning a bit. Being des-
perate enough to accept the terms and pay that amount of money, now
I hate banks, I hate the bank that I got the credit from.*

Of course, interest payment is not necessarily a source of resentment for all
debtors. There are also debtors who disregard interest payment since they

made profit by using credit. As I stated in the previous chapter, Meryem’s

“Kredi ¢ektigimde ¢ok rahatsiz oldum, inanilmaz rahatsiz oldum. Bir kere bu faizden dolay1.
Ve o zaman ¢ekmek durumundaydim, hemen yatirmam gerekiyordu. Cok aileden destek al-
abilen bir insan degilim ben. Cok kiiciik yasta calismaya basladim, {niversitedeyken
fotografcilik yaptim, sonrasinda da ise bagladim zaten. Cok i¢cim gitti, hakikaten ¢ok canim
sitkild1 6deyecegim faiz i¢in. Ciinkii kiigiik kiiciik 6demek zorundasin, kiigiik kiigiik ka-
zanryorsun ¢iinkii. Bu durumda vade uzayinca faiz artiyor, bir kisir dongii aslinda. (... Haksiz
kazancla hakli kazanci biraz ayirmak lazim. Hani yiizde ikilik bir faiz ¢ok biiyiik bir faiz yani.
Zaten kullaniyorsun sen bu parayi her sekilde ama biraz hakkaniyetli kazang olmasi lazim. O
caresizlikle o paray1 6deyince muhtemelen, ben su an bankadan bile nefret ettim, o krediyi

kullandigim bankadan dahi nefret ediyorum 6yle s6yleyeyim.”
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profit preponderated over the interest payment of her housing credit since a
shopping mall opened in the neighborhood in which her house was located,
so, the price of the house increased at a substantial level. Similarly, Nihan (31
gained more than the interest payment she paid when she put the money from
the credit in a dollar account, because both US Dollar gained against Turkish
Lira and the interest rate was quite low at that time. Besides, interest payment
is accepted and ignored in certain cases even if it costs a huge amount of
money, since credits enable users to make costly purchases beyond their
means. Users of housing credits adopt this attitude as a result of their belief of
the impossibility of having a house in the face of low wages and excessively
high housing prices. Selma (32, for example, who managed to buy a house for
her family by using credit together with her siblings, summarizes this situation
saying: “Of course, it bothers [to pay interest], but you also think ‘T have no
chance to buy without getting credit.” We got credit knowingly and being com-
pelled to do so. That is, it is actually not a reasonable thing otherwise.”*

Let alone interest payment, credit installment itself turns into a trouble for
debtors since it makes debtors feel like their wage evaporated. It is upsetting
for them to see their already small wages get smaller in their bank accounts
when the credit installments are subtracted. Hiimeyra (29 summarizes how
bothersome this situation is by saying: “You always feel poor because the
money you receive goes away directly. When you look at your bank account,
there is money put into your account. You receive your wage at the first day of
the mount, a small amount remains on the fifth of the month because you pay
those credit installments. And you think whether this remaining amount will
be enough until the end of the month. So, you once again rely upon your credit

card.”®

“Yani rahatsiz ediyor tabii ki [faiz 6demek] ama sunu da diisiiniiyorsun: ‘Krediye girmeden
de benim alma sansim hi¢ yok.” Zaten bunu bile bile girdik mecbur yani, mecburiyetten. Yani
¢ok akil kar1 bir is degil.”

“Hep kendini bir fakir hissediyorsun ¢iinkii gelen paran direkt gidiyor. Hesabina bakiyorsun
para yatmus, ayin birinde maagini aliyorsun, 5'inde bu kredileri 6deyerek ¢ok az para kaliyor

ve ay sonuna yetecek mi yetmeyecek mi diye diistiniiyorsun. Yine kartina yiikleniyorsun.”
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§ 4.3 Debt as a Means of Relief
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44
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46

What if, a debtor sees debt more of a savior rather than a burden in the face of
urgent needs? One of the questions that led me to conduct this study was that
how come debt is perceived and experienced as a relief under certain condi-
tions, contrary to the preponderant social image of debt as something nega-
tive. It seemed to me that something unwanted and stigmatized turned into
something positive, something comforting to people in the face of economic
pressures in daily life defined by low wages, high cost of living as well as long
lasting desires.

In her study “Life in Debt: Times of Care and Violence in Neoliberal
Chile”, Clara Han portrays what has been happening in Chile after the socialist
president Salvador Allende was overthrown through the coup d’état in 1973.
Clara Han offers an account of the long-term effects of the dictatorship of Au-
gusto Pinochet on the present of Chile, focusing on issues of debt, both social
and financial, care and violence.” She says: “Credit gave the poor access to
material resources for a ‘dignified life’** According to the narratives of Chilean
poor, on the one hand, those credits with high interest rates take advantage of
the poor, on the other hand the informants express that since credits made
them enable to reach various household items from beds to refrigerators, they
reached a dignified life.** Similarly, Stavrakakis states that debt might also en-
able citizens to survive in an environment of wage cuts, privatization, the with-
drawal of the state from the welfare services and so on. Because people con-
tinue to consume, an illusion of equality is also created through debt.*

Likewise, four of the informants expressed how credit can relieve people
through enabling them to fulfil their urgent needs or reach a desire. Sinan (30
got a 25,000 TRY credit with thirty-months term to clear past debts. He will
pay back 30,000 TRY. He emphasizes that the dominant feeling he felt is relief,

Han, Life in Debt.

Ibid., 39.

Ibid., 39-40.

Yannis Stavrakakis, “Dispatches from the Greek Lab: Metaphors, Strategies and Debt in the
European  Crisis,”  Psychoanalyses,  Culture & Society 18, mno3 (2013
https://doi.org/10.1057/pcs.2013.12.
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since he cleared his past student loan debt and another loan that Istanbul Bar
Association offered to lawyers. Even if afterwards he adds that it would be far
better for his social life if he had that 1,000 TRY allocated for monthly pay-

ments of the credit, feeling of relief outweighs in his experience.

It relieved me, because I got rid of them [old debts] as well as an extra
amount of money that I will have to pay otherwise. I had to pay them
back in any case. Because KYK debt is a public receivable, they can
freeze debtors’ bank accounts and take money from there online with-
out commencing execution proceedings. If they had done that, my life
would be paralyzed. So, it relieved me a lot. (... Don’t you get credit
to relieve yourself anyway? Or you get credit because you desire some-
thing. In my case, it was about getting rid of debts, at least, being in-
debted to only one lender. Some buy a house or a car, because they
desire it and they think that they will be happier with them.*

Similarly, Deniz (30 who got credit for her marriage expenses expresses that
the credit relieved her a lot as she was going through economic hardships
when there was a marriage ahead. She says that it relieved her husband and
her because they urgently needed money to set up a home. At that time, they
used the whole of their money for covering marriage expenses and setting up
a home, and there was no relative to support them financially. For her, the
credit was like a “breath of a fresh air”, since it “saved” them from a great trou-
ble before the wedding.

That credit from X bank that we got before the wedding is like a breath
for us. (... When I got 11,000 TRY, I felt relief because we needed the

“Rahatlatt1 beni onlardan (KYK borcu ve baro kredisi borcu kurtuldum fazla 6deyecegim bir
miktar paradan da kurtuldum. Illaki 6demem gerekiyordu ve KYK borcu &zellikle amme
alacag1 oldugu i¢in yani devletin kendi alacagi para oldugu i¢in direkt icra takibi falan baslatil-
madan, internet ortami {izerinden bloke koyup biitiin hesaplarina, paray1 oradan ¢ekebiliyor-
lar. Oyle yapsalar yani hayatim felg olurdu. Onun igin bayagi rahatlatti beni. (... Zaten krediyi
rahatlamak icin gekmez misin? Ya da bir seyi arzuladigin i¢in ¢ekersin yani. Benimkinde iste
o borglardan kurtulayim, en azindan tek yere borcum olsun kafasiydi. Kimisi ev alir, araba alir

onu arzuladigi icin, onunla birlikte daha mutlu olacagini diisiindiigi igin.”
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money immediately. (... Iwasnotlike regretful, feeling no need what-

soever to kick myself for getting credit. I really needed that money. I
needed the cash.®

What I argue here is obviously not to disregard the burdensome effects of in-
debtedness. Instead, I aim to indicate the complexity of that experience, in-
debtedness, by taking into account different aspects that might be seen as in-
compatible. The fieldwork showed that debt might turn into a “helping hand”
for the individuals who seek financial resources in a desperate situation.
Nevertheless, feeling relief is not necessarily constant especially when
monthly credit payments constitute a substantial amount of the monthly in-
come. As Vedat’s words demonstrate, initial relief might be superseded by dis-
comfort when the time for the repayment comes. He says: “When you got
credit, first, you feel relief of course. You meet a need, so you say “Well! We got
through this as well.” But, when the time comes for the repayment, it [debt]

starts to bother you.”*

§ 4.4 Debtas a Means of Happiness

48

49

Even if it seems to be irrelevant, happiness is actually not out of the picture
with indebtedness. The use of credit can enable some to reach desires that are
beyond their means. During the interviews, the ones who reached their desire
through credits stated that credits generated happiness for them. In that sense,
credits can bring happiness as well, even if it usually goes hand in hand with
feelings of anxiety, fear and heavy responsibility.

As someone who reached financial and social security as well as made

profit thanks to her use of credit, Meryem (28 was quite confident and coher-

“Bu X bankast nefes gibi geldi bize, en son diigiin izeri ¢ektigimiz. (... 11.000 elime gectigi
zaman rahatlik ¢iinkii ihtiyacimiz var hemen olmas: gerekiyordu. (... Aman kredi ¢ektim
daglara taslara kafami vurayim ne yapacagim falan hic¢ 6yle bir sey degildi. Gergekten ih-
tiyacin olan bir paraydi hani elime nakit olarak lazimd1.”

“Ilk bi kredi gektiginde bir rahatlama illa ki oluyor. Bir ihtiyacini karsiliyorsun ya hani oh
diyorsun hani bunu da atlattitk. Ama mesela hani dedim ya 6demenin vadesi geldiginde o

rahatsizlik yaratmaya bagliyor iste.”
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ent about her experience of indebtedness. In parallel to this, she is quite pre-
cise about her feelings. She regards indebtedness as reasonable and welcomes
it as long as it will produce monetary and social gain at the end. In this sense,
she does not express any negative feelings about her credit indebtedness be-
cause credit enabled her to buy a house, something that she desired a lot, in
the absence of financial means. For her, the use of credit brought her happi-
ness. In addition, she is very content because credit payments enabled her not

to spend her money lavishly.

Because that house contributed to my life, the credit gave me happi-
ness. Getting credit is a great instrument for people who do not have
cash. In the end, I got credit and I am able to pay it. Maybe I pay more
than what I got, but it gives me the chance to pay back. It shows me
that I will have a considerable amount of money after a couple of years.
So, I did not feel like that I feel bad about it or the money went imme-
diately [to the homeowner] without even I touch it. It actually became
a source of happiness for me. If I have the potential, I might get other

credits in the future t0o.”

Similarly, in Yasemin’s case, credit loan enabled her to reach a long-lasting
desire of a family. Yasemin’s mother had wanted a car for years. She is fond of
technological devices. She also wishes to go her hometown driving a car.
When the children of the house undertook their own responsibilities by start-
ing to work after graduating from the university, it was time for her dream to
come true. However, their twenty-seven years of saving was not enough to buy

a car, so they had to use a vehicle loan to complement the remaining amount.

My mother gets very happy in the car. And it is our labor. Think of it
this way, I saved money for the computer for one year, but we saved

money for the car for twenty-seven years. Saving money for twenty-

“Hani o evin bana sagladig1 bir katki oldugu i¢in bana bir mutluluk verdi. Yani kredi gekmek
bence nakiti olmayan insanlar i¢in ¢ok iyi bir ara¢. Ben sonugta ¢ektim 6diiyorum. Belki
fazlasiyla geri 6diiyorum ama bana 6deme sansi veriyor. Birkag yil sonrasinda toplu paranin
bana ait oldugunu gosteriyor. O yilizden bende yle bir {iziildiim ettim, elime gelmeden gitti
gibi bir sey olmadi. Agikgas1 benim i¢in mutluluk kaynagi oldu. Eger ¢ekebilme potansiyelim

varsa her zaman da onu deneyebilirim yani.”
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seven years is obviously different from saving money for one year. That
is your labor. My mother enabled Hilal [her sister] and me to graduate
from university, she got rid of stress of this. Now, everybody in the
house has a job. She wanted a car in the past as well, for example, when
I was at high school. Because we never had a car, this is our first car,
she wondered how it would be, you know. My mother really likes to do
new things. I suppose, I somewhat inherited my interest of technology
from her. For example, she uses mobile phone very well, so it might
have an effect on me. She is an inquiring mind; she wants to learn and
do new things. I do not know where her interest comes from. We are
from Sinop, she always said: “I will drive in Sinop, I will drive to the

village.” She had such a dream.”

Similarly, Selma (32 emphasizes the happiness of having a house. She got a

260,000 TRY credit with ten-year term together with her three siblings to buy
a house for his mother and father who desired a lot to have a house. She states
that preponderant feeling is happiness of having a house, while feelings of re-
sponsibility and anxiety are also available regarding paying back the credit.
Her spending for social activities was limited to a great extent and this bothers
her. Nevertheless, fear of failure in repayment and burdensome feeling of ob-
ligation were superseded by the joy and happiness of buying a house for her

family. She expresses her feelings as follows:

To tell the truth, there was joy and happiness of buying the house. I did

not consider a lot about the debt at that moment. Because we had to

“Annem ¢ok mutlu oluyor arabada. Ve o bizim emegimiz. Yani yillarca-- Ben bilgisayar icin
bir y1l para biriktirdim, biz araba almak icin 27 y1l para biriktirdik éyle diisiin. O yiizden de
27 yil para biriktirme var bir y1l para biriktirme var. O senin emegin. Annem bizi okuttu iste
Hilal okulu bitirdi, ben okulu bitirdim onun stresinden kurtuldu. Herkesin isi var artik. Ve
eskiden de ¢ok araba istiyordu, ben liseye giderken de ¢ok istiyordu. Hi¢ arabamiz olmad:
bizim, ilk kez arabamiz oluyor merak etti yani. Annem bir seyler yapmay1 ¢ok sever. Teknoloji
galiba ondan aldim biraz meraki. Ornek olarak soylityorum telefonu ¢ok iyi kullanir mesela
onun etkisi olabilir bende. Annem biraz meraklidir hani 6greneyim bir sey yapayim o merak
da nereden geldi bilmiyorum ama. Hep derdi iste, biz Sinoplu’yuz, ‘Sinop’ta araba kullana-

cagim, koye arabayla gidecegim.” Hep boyle bir hayali vardi.”
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buy, we thought that we could pay it back in one way or another. There
was not a great fear, but, of course, you concern about how to pay the
debt back. Afterwards, you feel some fear, but there is the joy of buying
the house, that is, the joy of making the family happy in general.”

AsT already underlined, depending on the amount, the reason, the term of the
credit and its effects on the life of the debtor change. This change, of course,
influences how indebtedness is perceived by debtors. Meryem made profit
along with reaching her aim, Yasemin got a small amount of credit for her
mother’s desire. So, they get rid of in a way some bothersome aspects of in-
debtedness. However, this is not the case for huge housing credits. That hap-
piness is, in fact, gained in return of postponing the joy of life.

Following Weber, Sennet states that “delayed gratification” functions as a
disciplinary mechanism that leads workers to work hard focusing on the re-
wards that will gain in the future thanks to their effort in the post-fordist work
regime.” Similarly, the restrictions of debt on life lead debtors to postpone the
joy of life for the sake of a future gain. What I refer to here is relevant for huge
amount of housing credits that allow individuals to reach a desire that has a
symbolic value but have palpable restrictive effects on lives of debtors. Regard-
less of the motivation for the use of credit, all of the informants stated that
they cut their recreation spending to allocate money from their budget for the
credit installments. While all informants cut their recreation spending to pay
back their debt, this cut has more restrictive effects in the case of housing cred-
its since the amount is huge and the term is quite long. While the burdensome
effects are overt, the users of housing credits ignore how quality of their life is

lowered by the repayment of the credit by preferring to focus on their gain

Dogrusu hani evi almanin bir sevinci, mutlulugu vardi. Cok fazla hani borcu da distinmedim
o anda artik. Ciinkii girmemiz gerekiyordu hani bir sekilde 6deriz diye diisiiniiyorduk. Cok
fazla bir korku olmadi ama ¢ektikten sonra 6deme kisminda tabii ki diigtiniiyorsun tabii nasil
Odeyecegim diye. Sonrasinda bir korku geliyor biraz ama genel itibari ile bir seving yani evi
alabilmenin sevinci var, aileye mutlu edebilmenin bir sevinci var.”

Richard Sennet, The Culture of the New Capitalism, (New Haven &London: Yale University

Press, 2006, 77.
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instead of their loss. In this sense, they focus on the advantages of homeown-
ership by disregarding the other needs and wishes that are not assessed as ur-
gent, crucial or gainful.

Four informants who got credit to own a house regarded their credit as a
source of happiness that made them reach a desired object, a house. These
informants regard a house, first and foremost, as a means of security. Besides
the happiness of ensuring a more secure future, the happiness that a house
brought these informants is linked to the monetary, social and emotional
value given to a house in the society. It is clear that having a house is quite an
achievement. They hold a positive standing regarding credits that made pos-
sible that achievement. However, they do not disregard huge interest payments
and long terms that they are subject to.

Ceylan (29 expresses what a house means for her by referring to her fam-
ily’s past, and how its value leads her to postpone her other wants for the sake

of homeownership as follows:

I am happy to buy this house, because I feel sorry for the condition of
my mother and father. My mother could not see her husband and
could not spend time together with him because of my father’s work.
No matter all this heavy work, they do not own anything. When Ilook
at my condition, as I said before, I earn money, I am well off and I used
my money for something that, I believe, will pay off in the future. For
example, I could spend my money for clothing, but I do not do this. I
cannot say that I did not want to spend it for traveling, because I would
want to spend for it. But it is not late for it yet. When my debt is paid
back and I am relieved, I can travel around. I mean, I did not miss the

train.>*

“Ben bu evi aldigim i¢cin mutluyum ¢inkii dedigim gibi anneme babama bakiyorum
tziiliiyorum. Ciinkii senelerce babamuin isi dolayisiyla senelerce annem kocasini gérmemis,
birlikte onunla zaman gecirememis. Ama sey yani ellerinde hi¢bir sey yok bunca seye ragmen,
bu kadar ¢aligmasina ragmen. Ama kendime bakiyorum daha 6nce de séyledim ya para ka-

zantyorum, gliciim kuvvetim yerinde, kazandigim paray1 da ileride bana geri déniisii
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When it comes to the effects of indebtedness on lives of the debtor, it is evident
that indebtedness calls forth not only guilt, shame and responsibility but also
fear, anxiety, relief and happiness along with a realization of how inevitable
and normal it is to be indebted. This chapter analyzed debt as a burden, as a
means of relief, as a means of happiness and as a normal part of life. Debt is a
burden for debtors in the face of uncertainties of future that engender fear and
anxiety about repayment of debt. In addition, debt is a burden since it has great
control on lives of debtors determining or limiting their plans, work life deci-
sions and so on. High interest payments make debtors feel that they are ex-
ploited. On the other hand, there are various cases, in which debt made it pos-
sible to meet needs and reach aspirations, so, it might be regarded as a means
of relief and happiness. Besides, indebtedness is perceived as a normal aspect
of life under the existing economic conditions that circumscribe people. Tak-
ing into account all these effects and functions of debt in the lives of debtors,
this chapter argued that indebtedness calls forth ambivalent feelings and

meanings that coexist.

olacagina inandigim bir sey i¢in harciyorum. Bunu atiyorum bir kiyafet i¢in de harcaya-
bilirdim 6yle yapmiyorum. Gezip tozmak i¢in diyemeyecegim ¢iinkii gezip tozmak i¢in para
harcamak isterdim ama heniiz onun i¢in ge¢ degil. Yani bu borcum bittiginde, rahatladigimda

da gezip gormeye gidebilirim yani o trenden higbir sey kagirmis degilim.”
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Conclusion

ousehold indebtedness has become an experience shared by a growing

body of people from different economic backgrounds in Turkey since
the beginning of 2000s. In this thesis, I aimed to illustrate how indebtedness
is experienced, perceived, narrated and justified by debtors themselves. I fo-
cused on a specific group; young, middle class white-collar workers living and
working in Istanbul.

This research primarily engaged two group of studies in the literature on
indebtedness: the studies examining subjectivity and indebtedness and the
studies investigating meanings associated with indebtedness. This thesis offers
two main arguments concerning debtors experience, perceive and narrate in-
debtedness.

Firstly, the research argued that, debtors perceive, narrate and justify their
indebtedness over the binaries of reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and
responsible debtor vs. irresponsible debtor that are built on other binaries of
need vs. joy/pleasure, necessity vs. luxury and tangible vs. temporary. The
presence of these binaries has to do with the general perception of indebted-
ness around feelings of shame and guilt as a consequence of existing prejudice
against being indebted in the society. As a consequence, indebtedness is
needed to be justified from the debtors’ point of view. They present themselves

as responsible debtors who got into debt with reasonable causes.
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Secondly, this thesis argued that indebtedness is a complex experience that
engenders multiple and ambivalent feelings and meanings. When it comes to
how life of a debtor is affected by indebtedness and how she feels about this
experience, other meanings, feelings and perceptions enter the picture. In this
sense, according to the narratives of the informants, four themes were exam-
ined: debt as a normal experience of life, debt as a burden, debt as a means of
relief and debt as a means of happiness.

During the interviews, the informants tend to defend their indebtedness,
depending on the cause of their use of credit, through two strategies. They
either emphasized that it was inevitable to get into debt in the face of low
wages, costly living expenses and deteriorated economy of Turkey or that they
are planned, responsible and capable subjects who strive to improve their eco-
nomic and social conditions via bank credits. In this sense, according to them,
it is reasonable and acceptable to use credits because when incomes are not
enough, credits enable people to meet their needs and to reach their desires.

Relying on both the fieldwork data and existing literature, this thesis pre-
sented reasonable debt with three characteristics. First of all, if financial means
are limited while there are needs like health care costs and education expenses,
it is reasonable to get into debt. Secondly, the meaning of what credits enabled
people to reach in their life is crucial in determining whether debt is perceived
as reasonable or not. In this sense, it is regarded an appropriate action to get
into debt to make profit, to secure the future, reach a prestigious position in
society, when the existing financial means are not enough. In other words,
debtors are willing to use credits to get tangible gain that will improve their
life. Using credit for a house, for instance, is widely accepted if the user
planned it carefully taking into account her economic situation. In those cases,
credits assist people to achieve something in life through buying a house or
car, which are requirements of a middle-class life. Thirdly, a debt is reasonable
if it was planned carefully, being sure that employment security is available
and existing income is adequate to make a living and pay the credit install-
ments regularly.

A debt is regarded as unreasonable if it is gotten for the sake of luxury,
temporary joy and pleasure. In addition, getting into debt again and again

leads debtor to be evaluated as imprudent and unthrifty person. It is expected
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from debtors to clear their debts by controlling their budget carefully and lim-
iting their spending rather than relying on another debt. Thus, getting into
debt repetitively is perceived as an unreasonable behavior. Getting into debt
for holidays or popular technological devices, mobile phones are given as an
example repeatedly, are regarded as unreasonable debt.

Unless getting credit is the last resort in the face of an urgent need, credit
consumers consider thoroughly about the amount of the interest payment be-
fore getting credit. Interest payment might make a debt unreasonable depend-
ing on the cause of using credit and the amount of the interest. They find in-
terest rates very high and unjust exploit. If it is too costly, then, using credit is
unreasonable.

When it comes to how luxury is recognized by the informants, three as-
pects come to forefront. According to their narratives, if something is unnec-
essary and it is not a basic need to maintain one’s life, then it is luxury. In
addition, anything that is bought because of brand obsession is seen as luxury.
The narratives of the informants showed that even dining out might be luxury
taking into account the low purchasing power of people in general in Turkey.
Although it is acceptable to spend money for them for the sake of the joy they
bring into lives of people, it is completely unacceptable to get into debt to
spend for luxuries.

In parallel to the perception of reasonable debt, responsible debtor is seen
as a debtor who considers thoroughly before getting credit, uses it for a proper
and justifiable cause and remains loyal to her debt. During the interviews, the
informants present themselves as responsible debtors.

Besides, this thesis examined how engaging with financial services, it is
limited to getting credit in this research, either to solve financial problems or
increase a higher economic and social position in life, influences debtor sub-
jects requiring to adopt self-discipline, self-responsibility and entrepreneurial
motivations. In this regard, this research demonstrated that subjectivity of
debtor is primarily constructed by feelings of shame and guilt, however, ne-
oliberalism and financialization have impact by promoting self-responsibility,
financial and entrepreneurial motivations.

The effects of indebtedness are felt in every realm of life. Decisions, plans

and spending behavior are shaped and rearranged according to debt. On the
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other hand, debt has the capacity to make dreams come true or eliminate se-
rious economic problems in lives of people. Debt evokes various feelings and
means many things depending on its effects on lives of debtors. In this regard,
secondly, this thesis looked at what indebtedness means beyond the binaries
of reasonable debt vs. unreasonable debt and responsible debtor vs. irrespon-
sible debtor. According to the narratives of the debtors, four dominant themes
emerged: debt as a normal experience of life, debt as a burden, debt as a means
of relief and debt as a means of happiness.

Firstly, debt is seen as an ordinary and inevitable daily experience as a con-
sequence of high cost of living in Istanbul, low wages and banking strategies
that urge people to get credits. As a result of this normalization, on the one
hand, indebtedness is not perceived as a severe problem as long as a debtor
gets into debt responsibly. On the other hand, this normalization itself engen-
ders anxiety since debtors think that they will be indebted throughout their
lives.

Second theme that was analyzed in this thesis is debt as a burden. Debt is
experienced as a burden for various reasons. It occupies the mind of debtor by
leading her to make calculations constantly regarding when the remaining
debt will be repaid. This feeling of precipitancy is result of primarily the re-
strictions that debt creates on debtors’ lives as well as the concerns about the
repayment of debt exposing the uncertain employment conditions, concerns
about getting into trouble in various forms like deterioration of their health,
becoming unemployed or economic turmoil in the country. Under the influ-
ence of those thoughts, debtors wish to set themselves free from the burden of
indebtedness as soon as possible. It is more visible how burdensome indebt-
edness is when paying attention to the wishes to earn more money by doing
extra work to clear debts, postponing plans and desires and the conditions that
debtors had to obey as a consequence of the obligation of repayment.

In addition, aside from other possible meanings attributed to work like
self-realization, work is an obligation both to earn a living and to clear debt.
By taking into account this obligation as well as how informants perceive their
working conditions and the role of indebtedness on work related decisions, I
suggested that work itself might make debt a burden if the working conditions

are bothersome in and the only option is working to pay debt back.
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Another theme that this thesis examined is debt as a means of relief. With-
out disregarding how burdensome indebtedness might be, this thesis sug-
gested that debt can create relief for people in the face of urgent needs, while
wages are inadequate, and any other financial support is not available.

Last theme that showed how complex experiencing financial indebtedness
is debt as a means of happiness. Debt could bring happiness to debtors’ lives
depending primarily on for what it was used. When credits made possible to
buy goods that they gave value but could not be afforded otherwise, debtors
expressed that credits made them happy. During the interviews, this was the
case for the ones who used credits to buy a house and a car that held both
financial and social value.

In conclusion, this thesis, first and foremost, reveals the concerns and en-
deavors of debtors to justify getting into debt and to handle shame, guilt and
negative stigma of indebtedness. Debtors primarily narrate their indebtedness
over these binaries and this way they handle shame, guilt and negative stigma.
Secondly, it argued that indebtedness is a complex experience revolves around

multiple and contradictory feelings and meanings.
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Appendix A Characteristics of the Informants

AgeEducation Occupation

Wage (TRY Marital Status

Ahmet
Ali

Ayse
Can
Ceylan
Deniz
Hiimeyra
Ibrahim
Ipek
Kemal
Kumru
Leyla
Mehmet
Meryem
Nihan
Selma
Sevgi
Sinan
Vedat
Yasemin
Zehra
Zeynep

31
28
27
26

27
28
31
32
29
30
30
26
29
30

MA
BA
MA
BA
BA
MA
BA
BA
BA
MA

Assoc.

PhD
BA
BA
BA
MA
MA
BA
BA
BA
MA
BA

Communication Professional

Lawyer

Financier

Auditor

Officer

Financial Consultant
Digital Product Developer
Social Media Worker

Financier

Electrical/Electronics Engineer

Receptionist
Chemist

NGO Worker
Financial Consultant
Marketing Expert
Chemical Engineer
Program Officer
Lawyer

Debt Enforcement Officer
Software Developer
NGO Worker

Accountant

4,000
4,500
2,500
2,600
4,500
3,500
4,000
6,000
2,750
5,000
3,300
3,500

4,500

5,000

3,000

4,000

Single
Single
Engaged
Single
Married
Married
Single
Single
Married
Single
Married
Single
Single
Married
Married
Single
Single
Single
Married
Single
Single
Married
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Appendix B

The Characteristics of the Credits

Cause of the use of credit

Amount of the Repayment of the credit:

credit (TRY alone or together

Ahmet  For Paid Military Service 18,000 Alone
Ali To Put Money Aside 12,000 Alone

+Education Expenses
Ayse Education Expenses 10,000 Alone
Can To Clear Past Debts 5,000 Alone

15,000

Ceylan  To Buy a House 195,000 Together with Husband
Deniz ~ To Buy a Car 25,000 Alone

Marriage Expenses 11,000 Together with Husband
Hiimeyra To Buy a Mobile Phone 5,000 Alone
Ibrahim To Buy a Motorbike 9,000 Alone

For Paid Military Service 18,000 Alone
Ipek Marriage Expenses 30,000 Together with Husband
Kemal  To Use in Stock Markets 8,000 Alone
Kumru  Various Items Various  Together with Husband

Amounts

Leyla To Buy a Car 30,000 Alone
Mehmet To Clear Past Debts 10,000 Alone
Meryem To Buy a House 120,000  Together with Husband
Nihan  To Put Money Aside 20,000 Alone
Selma  To Buy a House 260,000  Together with Family
Sevgi To Buy a House 190,000  Together with Family
Sinan To Clear Past Debts 30,00 Alone
Vedat Marriage Expenses 30,000 Together with Wife
Yasemin For a Relative 5,500 Alone

To Buy a Car 11,000 Together with Family
Zehra For a Friend 27,000 Alone
Zeynep To Buy a House 160,000  Together with Husband
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