THE TURKISH CYPRIOT COMMUNITY LIVING
IN HACKNEY

1.
The Turkish Cypriot Community

The Turkish Cypriot community has been in Hackney the longest. The first immigrants came to England between 1930 and 1950. They came from a rural agricultural background with little knowledge of English and little formal education. (Education beyond the age of twelve was only provided to those who could afford it, and was dominated by the sons of wealthy families).

The original settlers were single men, most obtaining jobs in restaurants and hotels where there was no need to speak or write English. Later on, sisters, and brides-to-be, who would then work alongside their husbands (or brothers) as washers up etc, joined these settlers. Members of this group are now in their 60’s, 70’s and 80’s and they have raised their families in this country.

The second group of settlers came between 1950 and 1970 in the post war boom period of the British economy. Some came over as a direct result of the political events in Cyprus. They came with their extended families and/or brought their parents over shortly after their arrival, to prevent the break up of the family unit. These parents played a valuable role in giving support at home by looking after their grandchildren, whilst their children were working. The majority of these people are now of pensionable age, with little English language skills, given their lack of formal education and their insulation within the Turkish Cypriot community.

Many of the second group of settlers worked in factories or moved into the ‘rag trade’, where both men and women could work together, where language was not a problem and where self-employment was a possibility. Sewing was also a skill women had acquired in Cyprus.

Finally, there is a small third group of settlers who came to the UK for educational purposes, and who then settled, in some cases being ‘overstayers’ and took up professional posts. Many of these people, as well as the second and third generation educated descendants of earlier settlers, are the initiators of the voluntary groups and organisations, which give support and advice to Turkish speaking people living in England – mainly in London and the surrounding areas.

1.1
TURKISH MAINLANDERS

The majority of Turkish mainland settlers came since 1971, following the Army coup in Turkey. The first wave left for political reasons. During the 1971-80 period, a trickle of people left Turkey for economic reasons, settling in a number of European countries. During 1980 there was yet another military coup, and a large number of people left Turkey, settling in West Germany as political refugees and guest workers. In 1984, many of these people moved over to Britain.

Majority of these settlers have been young men and women, some students, others in their 20’s and 30’s. Therefore the main bulk of the community are in their mid 30’s to 50’s. There are very few elderly people within this community.

There is also an ‘overstayer’ community, which to a certain extent lives underground, as its members are afraid of being found out and sent back home. Their numbers have reduced to some degree in recent years as more have been claiming political asylum.

1.2
LOCATION AND NUMBERS

Turkish-speaking communities are located in all parts of the Borough, though there is a greater concentration in North and Central parts of the Borough. Stoke Newington, Newington Green and Dalston have the greatest concentration of population and in particular Green Lanes, running from Manor House down to Newington Green Roundabout, has a high concentration of businesses and shops.

Stoke Newington High Road, leading down to Kingsland High Road in Dalston, has also seen an increase in the number of shops and businesses belonging to the Turkish communities. 

Research undertaken by the present author, for the 2nd edition of this Community Profile, shows that the breakdown of businesses and workplaces in terms of postal areas of Hackney, are as follows:

Numbers and Location of Turkish Speaking Businesses in Hackney


Location


Numbers



%


EC1



0




0


E2



7




2


E5



18




5.25


E8



107




31.5


E9



35




10.25


N1



17




5


N4



10




3


N15



0




0


N16



146




43


Totals



340




100

The table indicates that the highest numbers of businesses and workplaces are in the N16 (43%) area followed by the E8 (31.5) area. This research will be looked at in more depth in the section dealing with employment.

The 1991 Census did not record information about the Turkish community separately. Some Turkish-speaking residents may, however, have recorded themselves in the ‘other’ ethnic minority category. The total number of people classified in this way by the Census was 5,256. This category would also have included Greek and other Europeans, in addition to Turkish communities.

The Census is likely to be an underestimate as, by not specifically identifying Turkish people as an ethnic group, Turkish residents may have not identified with the ‘other’ category and may have classified themselves in another way. There is also likely to have been an under-recording of people with legal status concerns (people in the large refugee and ‘overstayer’ communities) as well as under-recording of those concerned about the Poll Tax.

An ILEA census in 1989 of homes where English was spoken as a second language identified 1,356 children (4.4% of the school age population) whose first language was Turkish. Turkish, after Bengali, was the second most spoken language in homes where English was a second language. 

More recently a pupil ethnicity breakdown compiled by Hackney Education Department shows far higher figures at each of the Key Stages. The table below shows ethnic groups in percentages at each of the Key Stages, for Turkish/Turkish Cypriots and also for those of Kurdish origin. 

Percentage of Turkish Speaking Pupils in Hackney Schools 1998


ETHNIC 

KS 1

KS 2

KS 3

KS 4


GROUP

Age 7

Age 11
Age 14
Age 16 


Turkish/


Turkish 

8.6

8.0

8.5

9.4


Cypriot


Kurdish

1.7

3.4

2.2

3


TOTAL

10.3

11.4

10.7

12.4

The table shows that Turkish / Turkish Cypriots make up a total of 9.4% and Kurdish students a total of 3% at age 16. Added together the total Turkish speaking population at this age group is 12.4%. 

Based on the Education Department figures for this age group, the Turkish speaking population in Hackney would include some 25-35,000 people. This corresponds with many estimates of Turkish-speaking community groups in the Hackney area.

1.3
HOUSING

According to official housing figures owner occupation in Hackney is far lower than in London as a whole. The local authority is the dominant housing provider and the numbers of tenants housed by Housing Associations has also increased substantially in recent years. 

Turkish speaking communities are one of the most deprived ethnic groups in the Borough. According to figures drawn from ‘The Challenge – A Profile of Poverty in Hackney’ the housing needs and levels of homelessness of Turkish speakers are disproportionate in terms of the numbers living in Hackney. The following table shows the breakdown of households accepted as homeless in Hackney:

Ethnic Group of Homeless Households (1995)


Ethnic Group



Numbers


African




836


White





701


UK Black




589


Asian





276


Turkish




274


Caribbean




232


Kurdish




172


Irish





163


Turkish Cypriot



150


Orthodox Jewish



105


Vietnamese




35


Greek Cypriot



31


Other





271


Unknown




204


TOTAL




4043

As can be seen, if the three different Turkish-speaking communities are taken together, they would be the third largest group of homeless households (596), after Africans and Whites.

There are also a considerable number of Turkish speaking families on the waiting list for housing. The following table shows the ethnic breakdown of the numbers waiting to be rehoused on Hackney Council’s housing list:

Ethnic Group Breakdown of Hackney Council Rehousing List (1995)


Ethnic Group



Numbers


White





5005


UK Black




2921


African




2684


Caribbean




1168


Asian





971


Irish





676


Turkish




516


Turkish Cypriot



421


Kurdish




285


Orthodox Jewish



254


Vietnamese




153


Greek Cypriot



146


Chinese




31


Other





876


Unknown




507


TOTAL




16614


Again, if the Turkish speaking communities are taken together, they would be the fourth largest group (1222) awaiting rehousing in Hackney.

Although there are no official figures available for Turkish speaking groups, the 1991 census found that Hackney Council had the third highest level of overcrowding in England. In line with this, Turkish-speaking families are often found to be living in overcrowded conditions. This is partly due to the fact that families tend to be larger than the Hackney average. Although the birth rate has gone down, it is still high compared to the UK average. 

Families from Turkey have continued to live in extended family groups, in much the same way as they lived in Turkey. This means that when new members of the family arrive in this country they will stay with their family for many years, until they are rehoused.

Turkish families are often not suitably rehoused. Many are housed in ‘temporary accommodation’ in which they continue to live for two to three years. Although previously there was no tradition of Turkish speaking people being housed by Housing Associations, this is now beginning to change, particularly with those who have been settled here longest. Associations such as Circle 33 are housing greater numbers of Turkish speaking people. 

For many of the Turkish-speaking communities, their home is also their work place, as a lot of women (and some men) sew (machine) at home. The majority of Turkish people live in Hackney because of their family and community networks, and because of their familiarity with the area. Very few move out of the borough. Many of those that do move out are people who have done well financially and want to move on to the suburbs.

1.4
EMPLOYMENT

There has been a strong history of self-employment amongst the Turkish-speaking communities. This has in part been because of the nature of the work they are engaged in. It is estimated that some 10-15% of the Turkish Cypriot and 20-30% of the Turkish mainland community are self-employed workers. They range from people who own their businesses, to those who do free-lance work. Many workers are found in catering, the clothing or ‘rag’ trade and manual jobs. Most work is local, or in the neighbouring Boroughs of Haringey and Islington. Together with Hackney this is where the majority of Turkish owned factories and shops are located. 

Many women work in the clothing industry, as sewing is a skill acquired by most. Many with young families work from home. Whether working at home or in factories, women often have to work very long hours. 

The working day for many men is also long due to the nature of their work e.g. restaurants, takeaways, late night groceries and factories, and low wages which make working long hours essential in order to take home a decent wage.

More recently some, particularly those of the second and third generations have been going into the professions. Accountants, solicitors and many of the caring professions are the most widely chosen. There are also a small number who are beginning to move into working with the local authority and government agencies. At present there are several Turkish-speaking Councillors as well, one of them is in Hackney. 

There has been an increase in the number of shops and businesses owned by people from Turkey in Hackney. The majority of these are groceries, small supermarkets or cafes and restaurants. Recently other trades have been established, such as estate agents, hairdressers and florists. This development is particularly marked along Stoke Newington High Street and the Newington Green end of Green Lanes. Many of these business people, however, live outside Hackney in Enfield, Southgate or Barnet.

The research, already briefly mentioned earlier, bears this out. The research is based on figures drawn from a recently produced Business Guide compiled by one of the two Turkish newspapers produced in London. The name of the newspaper is Toplum Postasi and it is a free newspaper with a wide circulation amongst the Turkish speaking community in London. It is itself based in the heart of the Hackney community on Green Lanes, N16.

Although the figures drawn from the guide are by no means a comprehensive and exhaustive picture of all businesses and workplaces in the Hackney area, they nevertheless give an accurate indication of the areas that Turkish-speaking people are involved in. 

The figures of the businesses compiled from the Guide have been randomly checked to see if they are indeed Turkish owned businesses or workplaces. They also include businesses such as firms of Accountants and Solicitors who have a partner of Turkish origin or a Turkish speaker amongst them.

The following table shows the numbers and percentages of the types of work, businesses and workplaces the Turkish speaking communities are in:

Types of Businesses and Workplaces of the Turkish Speaking Communities


Types of Business


Numbers


%


/Workplace


Clothing manufacture 


& related trades


89



26


Restaurants/Cafes/


Take Aways



59



17


Supermarkets/Off Licences/


Bakers/Butchers


43



13


Garages/Car Repairs

27



8


Hairdressers/Barbers

18



5


Accountants



9



3


Photographers


9



3


Travel Agents


7



2


Florists



6



2


Estate Agents


6



2


Solicitors



5



1.5


Insurance Brokers


5



1.5


Wedding Specialists

5



1.5


Jeweller’s



5



1.5


Driving Schools/Instructors

5



1.5


Printing Services


4



1


Translation-Interpreting Services
4



1


Satellite Systems Suppliers
4



1


Hauliers



4



1


Other




26



7.5


TOTALS



340



100

By far the most prolific business Turkish speaking people are involved in is the clothing trade (26%). The figures include those who have factories, those who produce specialist or designer clothing and those who supply fabric and other clothing manufacture accessories.

The second largest area of business is the food, or restaurant, café and take-away trade (17%). This is closely followed by food retail and wholesale outlets including small supermarkets, butchers and bakers (13%).

There are small numbers in areas such as computers, booksellers, upholstery and furniture, music shops, builders and decorators, car dealers and mobile phone suppliers which all come under the ‘other’ category. Also included in this category are newspaper publications, banks, GP’s and dentists. 

Unemployment

Despite the national fall in unemployment over the past decade, levels of unemployment in Hackney have not fallen. In fact there has been a ‘catastrophic rise’ in unemployment in the borough. Although figures of unemployment levels for the Turkish speaking communities are unavailable, percentages for ‘other’ groups, which is where the communities are usually categorised, show 34.4% are unemployed. It is estimated by some of the community groups that levels of unemployment amongst the communities are probably higher than this, possibly by as much as 10%. 

Amongst the reasons for such high levels of unemployment in Turkish speaking communities are lack of access to education and training because of language difficulties, discrimination, lack of relevant skills, child care responsibilities and different cultural beliefs about the role of women. There is also the problem amongst many asylum seekers that until decisions are reached about their status in the UK, they are not allowed to work. A large number of families that are working are also receiving Family Credit, due to their low incomes.

1.5
EDUCATION

Many Turkish-speaking parents are unfamiliar with the British Education and school system. They therefore have little understanding of choosing schools, Key Stages, exclusions and special needs. Lack of language also means that, they are unable to keep track of their children’s progress through school reports and are unable to adequately help or encourage their children with schoolwork. Although this is less true of the descendants of Turkish speaking families who settled in the UK in the 40’s, 50’s and 60’s, it is particularly true of more recent arrivals such as the Kurdish community. 

Consequently, the Turkish speaking communities of London are one of the lowest achieving ethnic groups there are. This is no less true in Hackney as in any other London Borough. 

The table below shows how the Turkish/ Turkish Cypriot and Kurdish communities compare with other groups at Key Stage 1 (age 7) and Key Stage 4 (age 16) in Hackney schools. The percentages show those who have achieved appropriate levels of reading and English in 1997/8.

Comparison of Achievement Levels of Turkish Speaking Pupils with Other Ethnic Groups


Ethnic

Key (%) 

Key (%)

Key (%)


Group


Stage1

Stage1

Stage4





1997


1998


1997

African

71


77


33


Arab


89


40


43


Bangladeshi

51


63


41


Caribbean

66


73


22


Chinese

58


53


69


Eng/Scot/Welsh
65


72


30


Greek/Cypriot
33


55


33


Indian


63


60


35


Irish


60


64


47


Jewish

93


91


–


Kurdish

29


41


7


Pakistani

63


77


39


Turkish/Cypriot
39


41


17


Vietnamese

58


72


42


Other


65


73


43

As can be seen by the table, achievement levels for the Kurdish community is the lowest amongst all the ethnic groups at Key Stage 4. The second lowest are achievement levels for Turkish/ Turkish Cypriots. At Key Stage 1 1998, those from the Turkish speaking communities do marginally better than the lowest achieving group, the Arabs. At Key Stage 1 1997, the Kurdish community was again the lowest achieving group followed by the Greek/Greek Cypriots who are closely followed by the Turkish/ Turkish Cypriots.

These low achievement levels have caused great concern, not only for the Turkish speaking communities but also for Hackney Education Department. The department has, as this profile goes to press, set up a Working Group on under achievement amongst Turkish speaking pupils. The Working Group aims to identify areas for ‘development and future action’. Parents have been asked for their views and community organisations have been approached for views and information about ways of effectively meeting the needs of pupils from the Turkish speaking communities. 

The Working Group has been made aware of the importance of differences between the various Turkish speaking communities and the pride of the communities of their ‘home cultures’. The Working Group also says that, ‘the motivation of students to access quality education will be assisted and maintained by placing value on the heritage and culture of the target group and seeking ways of bringing them to bear on students learning experiences’. 

One contributory factor to these low levels of achievement may be the high levels of deprivation amongst Turkish speaking communities. According to figures compiled by ‘The Challenge – A Profile of Poverty in Hackney’ there are ‘exceptionally high’ levels of deprivation in the communities.

One way of measuring deprivation is through assessing numbers of pupils that are eligible for free school meals. The following table for percentages of 7 year olds eligible for free school meals illustrates the levels of deprivation in the Turkish speaking communities:

Percentages of Largest Ethnic Groups of 7 year olds Eligible for Free School Meals:


Ethnic Group



%


Eng/Scots/Welsh



53


African




54


Indian





56


Caribbean




64


Turkish/Turkish Cypriot


77


Bangladeshi




82


All Groups




61

According to these figures the Turkish/Turkish Cypriot community is the second biggest group eligible for free school meals. The report goes on to say “This underlines the importance of recognition of deprivation in the Turkish/Cypriot communities... and it should be noted that children from Bangladeshi and Kurdish/Turkish communities did least well in the Key Stage 1 national curriculum tests at the age of 7”.

2.
Language, Religion and Culture

2.1
LANGUAGE

The largest problem, which the Turkish community faces, is one of language. The insular nature of the community has meant that many Turkish people, particularly women, have not learned to speak, write or read in English.

Modern Turkish is written in the Latin alphabet. The change from the Arabic script took place in 1923, along with other major reforms. The ‘Language Revolution’ also removed from Turkish a large number of words borrowed from Arabic and Persian. The Islamic calendar and the Eastern clock were also abandoned at the same time. The Turkish language continues to change in Turkey, with new words being added, which are often unfamiliar to Turkish people who have been living in the UK for some time.

Changes in the language increase the problems faced by Turkish speakers in the UK when using interpretation and translation facilities, as some of the Turkish vocabulary and/or the written language may not be understood. This is particularly true for the Kurds who speak different dialects of Turkish and who can be misinterpreted by Turkish/Turkish Cypriot interpreters. 

Kurdish can be written in the Latin or Arabic script, depending on the country of origin of the Kurdish person (i.e. where they were educated). Most of the Kurdish community living in Hackney comes from Turkey and therefore write Kurdish in the Latin script. (Kurdish people from Iraq use the Arabic script). 

As well as being Turkish speaking, the majority of the Kurdish community in Hackney also speaks Kurmanji, the most widely spoken dialect of Kurdish language.

2.2
Religion and Religious Customs

The vast majority, 98% of the Turkish speaking community is Muslim, followers of the religion of Islam. Mohammed is their prophet and the Koran is their religious book. Turkish people use the Western calendar but their religious festivals are not static within the calendar (e.g. as is the case with Easter, the festival days move, dependent on the cycle of the moon). 

There are numerous Mosques in London and 3 in Hackney that are predominantly used by Turkish speaking people. Many members of the Turkish speaking communities who use them, spend a great deal of time at the Mosques, particularly for prayer, but also for companionship, advice and for group identity. 

According to the Koran, practising Muslims are not allowed to eat pork or drink alcohol. They are expected to pray five times a day, to wash before each prayer and to fast for 30 days in Ramadan. Male children must be circumcised.

Increasingly parents have become worried that children growing up in the UK are not aware of their religion and are becoming too ‘English’ – especially in schools, which have Christian practices. The amount of Muslim religious teaching to children has therefore increased.

In recent years there has also been a strong movement towards religion by younger generation of Turkish speakers. The desire to retain an identity has increased the strength of Islam among the communities. Clinging to traditions is seen as a way of maintaining culture and identity. 

There is a difference in the degree to which Islam is practised between Turkish Cypriots and Turkish Mainlanders; the latter tend to be stronger believers and more fundamentalist.

Festivals are not celebrated in the UK with the same level of festivity as in Turkey or Cyprus. Most people are working and fewer preparations (other than food) or activities take place outside the home. Families do however, try to get together and prepare special dinners. Alcohol abstention is not strictly observed and some alcohol is served at these dinners. There is always alcohol for guests at Turkish Weddings.

Circumcisions are not always celebrated in the same way in the UK as in Turkey or Cyprus, but the act of circumcision is just as important.

Two key festivals for major celebrations are the Ramadan Bayram and the Kurban Bayram. Both of these give special emphasis to elders and children. People buy new clothes for the occasion and families get together. Elders are paid visits and the families’ deepest respect for them shown. Kissing the back of the elders’ hand and taking the hand to one’s forehead signifies this. Children receive gifts, sweets and money. 

Ramadan Bayram

This comes at the end of the month of fasting and celebrates the breaking of the fast. The festival lasts for three days and is also known as the ‘sugar’ festival.

Kurban Bayram

This celebration takes place two months and 10 days after the Ramadan Bayram, at the end of the pilgrimage to Mecca (Hajj). This lasts for 4 days, and most families who can afford to, sacrifice a lamb on this occasion and distribute its meat to the poor and needy.

Mevlit

This is the celebration of the birth of Mohammed, the prophet. This takes place at homes and in Mosques where prayers and verses of praise are said and sung. Mevlit is also often held after a death within the family, usually among women.

Circumcision – boys are usually circumcised before the age of seven. This is a very important day for boys as this is when they are considered to be true Muslims. Most families celebrate it by throwing a party and everyone brings presents for the boy or gives money.

2.3
Social and Cultural Activities

Most activities revolve around food i.e. barbecues and picnics where families get together in large groups, sharing food and company. 

Outside the home, activities such as Turkish concerts, weddings and circumcision parties are the main leisure activities. In more recent times increasing numbers of ‘Balos’ (literally meaning ‘Ball’) are being held. These are large parties with live music, dancing and dinner, similar in style to Turkish weddings. They are usually held for a particular cause or celebration and tickets can be quite expensive, around £25- £50.

Traditionally most activities are family-based and consequently many young people are not encouraged to have interests outside of the home, especially young women, as the family do not want them to ‘stray’ i.e. become too westernised. 

Traditionally married women have needed the permission of their husbands to go out by themselves and often this would not be granted, but more recently this has begun to change, particularly amongst those who are second and third generation Turkish settlers. Also in recent years a number of bars and clubs have become popular, particularly for younger members of the communities. 

Quite a large number of households have their own satellite system which can pick up the Turkish TV and Radio stations, so a majority of families watch Turkish TV. This is particularly useful to those members of the community who cannot speak or understand English. With the Turkish video industry and the satellite industry, most family entertainment now centres on the Television set. 

Most members of the Turkish community are not sports-orientated, with the exception of the football-supporter element in the community.

Older men gravitate to Turkish coffee shops and social clubs which are still ‘men only’ domains. This continues the Turkish custom where men sit in a village coffee house where all local and even national events are discussed, whilst the women get on with their chores at home.

Elderly people like to go on outings and holidays. Culturally, it is not seen as right or good behaviour to go to bingo clubs or dancing. Their idea of having a good time is to group together, in the same sex, and to have a chat amongst themselves and to let others entertain them.

There is some local community involvement, as people do attend community centres on special days. For the elderly, the luncheon clubs (Turkish ones) may be the only highlight of their week. For many that is their only activity of the week. They do like to go on outings organised by the clubs, or to visit their children if they are able to.

3.
The Family

3.1 
ROLES AND RELATIONSHIPS

The male head-of-household figure has traditionally been very important in Turkish speaking communities. Because these communities are largely patriarchal and male-dominated, this has meant that the expectations of men and women in the family differ markedly. Often, men have a lot more freedom to go out and about and not to be questioned about their activities. 

Although this is now changing and women are becoming less tolerant, traditionally many married men had sexual relationships outside the marriage and this was an ‘acceptable’, but, not perhaps a talked about aspect of relationship. Because of economic dependence and cultural norms, most women tolerated this, whether they liked it or not. 

Turkish women are the main carers as well as second wage earners within the family. Because many work in the clothing industry those with young families can work from home to enable flexibility in arranging the chores of cleaning, washing, shopping, cooking, as well as collecting children from school and looking after the young ones.

Domestic violence can be all too common within Turkish speaking communities. Within the culture, some consider it to be an acceptable form of control by husbands, who are often seen as having the ‘right’ to physically punish their wives – especially if the wives are seen to be disobeying the wishes of their husbands.

Although less so, many women continue to suffer the violence, as it is perceived by both them and the community, as a woman’s fate. Sometimes it is even interpreted as a sign of a husband’s ‘love’ for his wife. Previously there was very little support in the community for women suffering domestic violence. The lack of wider family support, and little community and statutory support, has made it very difficult for some women, especially those with children, to leave their husbands. This situation can have an adverse effect on the children, who themselves may be subjected to physical punishment at the hands of their fathers.

The role of the male head-of-household figure is changing however. Women, particularly those, who are working, no longer find it as acceptable and want to be treated as equals and have more independence. This sometimes leads to marital problems as the husband and wife’s expectations no longer match.

More recently, with the greater numbers of community organisations being set up, more women have been able to access help with domestic violence and breaking out of unsatisfactory relationships. 

3.2
Parenting Styles and Customs

Most Turkish families are very child-orientated, having on average 3 – 4 children. Children are considered very precious and normally receive a lot of love and attention from all members of the family. Within the traditional family, ‘parents know best’. It is expected that children, whatever their age, should respect and obey them. Most children are not encouraged or given the freedom to express their views or ideas. Most parents take it as their right to physically punish a child in order to discipline, restrain or protect them from doing wrong. Fathers have the ultimate authority within the family.

Physical chastising of a child by an older member of the family, in particular the father, is an acceptable practice within the community. It is seen to be a parent’s right and outside interference, such as Social Services, is not accepted as appropriate. Parents feel they have the right to punish their children as they see fit. It is also customary for an older son to take on the father’s role in certain circumstances and to punish sisters if they feel they have been ‘out of order’.

Traditionally, older family members such as grandmothers and great aunts have taken responsibility for raising children and offering advice. Raising children was a group effort, which offered a great deal of support to women. In this country the same level of support from family and friends does not exist and young mothers, in particular, have problems coping with parenting, especially when their English language skills are poor, as this prevents them from accessing support services outside the community network.

Poor and overcrowded housing conditions mean that most families lack the space for children to play freely and safely. Low income levels and long working hours make it difficult for parents to find the time or money to contribute to the mental and recreational stimulation of their children. The pressures of having to work hard in order to survive in a foreign country, and the social, financial and emotional problems faced by most families, has had adverse effects on some children. Because of low family incomes, a lot of women work long hours from home, their time spent at the sewing machine. Some women, particularly within the recent settlements of the Kurdish/Turkish community, work all day in clothing factories. This can mean leaving the house very early and returning late.

Childcare is often delegated to older siblings. These children are often not much old themselves. Sometimes those as young as eight to ten years will be given the task of feeding and caring for babies of the family. This can lead to the neglect of their school work through not allowing them to have adequate time and space of their own. Children may be left in front of the TV most of the day and chastised for interrupting their mothers.

The relatively small number of single-parent (female-headed) families face particular problems in relation to raising boys. Older boys will tend to become the male head of households and take on certain responsibilities in the home. This leads to a confusion in their role within the home i.e. child or dominant ‘adult’ male. Sometimes the mother loses control in such situations and it is the male children who start to dictate and stamp their authority on the mother. This form of control is sometimes expressed in physical violence towards the mother as well as verbal abuse, leading to an undermining of the mother’s role within the family and household. Some of these mothers do not have any close relatives and most are not aware of agencies that can give them the support they need at such times.

3.3
YOUNG PEOPLE

Children and young people growing up in the UK face numerous problems. Firstly they face the problem of bi-lingualism and secondly, they have to understand and cope with two cultural backgrounds, often with no one able to explain the differences and/or similarities. Therefore young people often live separate lives at school and at home. Although this is changing, some schools have little understanding of Turkish speaking communities or parents’ values and this can lead to problems.

Young people in the Turkish communities are expected to live at home with their parents until they get married, unless their studies or work takes them away from home. Boys are traditionally allowed much more freedom than girls. They have wider social outlet in sports and are allowed more freedom to go out with friends. They can go on dates and have girlfriends and go out in the evenings. Girls are more strictly protected socially. Parents believe that girls should not be ‘led astray’, and encourage them to become engaged at an early age. This can often lead to marital problems and breakdowns later.

Communication between parents and young people within the Turkish community is often not a two-way process. Young people are expected to listen and do as their parents, particularly their fathers, tell them. This causes conflict and confrontation, which sometimes ends with physical punishment, or the young person running away from home.

There are an increasing number of young women being referred to Social Services because of the problems they are facing at home. There is also an increasing demand for other services such as counselling for emotional problems. Many of these referrals are for ‘child protection’ as parents are physically abusing their children, particularly their daughters. This ‘abuse’ is likely to be the result of conflicts between the young women and their families over the amount of freedom they are allowed outside the home.

A large percentage of the girls here in the UK are still encouraged to take up jobs which are considered as ‘girls’ jobs; e.g. clerks in banks, secretaries, hairdressers, fashion-designers etc. Training for more professional jobs and preferring a career to marriage is often not understood or accepted by the community.

However, in recent times, a change has begun in the culture of young people. Despite the restrictions placed on many, a greater amount of freedom is being experienced by some, particularly those of second and third generation families. This is evident from the numbers of new clubs and bars that cater specifically for young Turkish people. These clubs and bars are very much oriented in the Turkish culture, playing popular Turkish music and providing other Turkish entertainment. Many of these clubs and bars are situated in Hackney and like most ‘pop’ culture, the ‘in’ places change on a frequent basis. At the present time the most popular of these venues are ‘Alaturka Bar’, ‘Tantana’, and ‘Club Nisbet’. There is also a ‘Turkish’ pub on Stoke Newington High Street, The Marquee of Lansdowne.

It is difficult to say exactly why this movement away from tradition has begun to come about, or why it is being successfully maintained. It may be to do with the fact that first generation young people who suffered the most in terms of cultural differences, identity and lack of freedom, are now parents themselves and do not wish to make their children suffer in the same way. It may be that these clubs and bars consist largely of young Turkish people, parents feel more comfortable in allowing them to go there. It may be that change towards greater freedom is also occurring in the homelands of the communities and this is affecting the views of those living over here. Or it may just be that Turkish speaking communities are beginning to integrate with British culture to a greater degree and create a new culture, that of the British Turk.  

Whatever the reasons for this change, it is occurring. However, in some cases it is bringing about further disharmony between young people and their parents. Some, who are still not being allowed to participate in this kind of cultural liberation, and some who have participated, have become less tolerant of parental demands to live by cultural traditions and are rebelling completely. Consequently this has led to increasing youth problems such as criminal activity, drug and alcohol use and abuse and teenage pregnancy, being just a few.

3.4
MARRIAGE

Marriage and having a family is culturally very important to the Turkish community. Arranged marriages still exist, but not as in the past, where the family chose the prospective husband or wife for their children and the couple rarely saw each other before the wedding day. (In the past these wedding celebrations would go on for a week).

Today a mediator is often used to find a suitable suitor. This go-between is usually a strong-minded relation who argues out all the reservations surrounding a ‘match’ (i.e. the individuals’ good and bad points) and finally comes to an agreement. Normally the young people are given the right to make the final decision.

This arrangement is felt to be no more than the parents desire to see their children well matched both in character, family background, and fortune. It is felt important for the parents to consider the type of family their child is marrying into.

Marriage outside the community is still not acceptable (this applies to both girls and boys) and the extended family gets involved to prevent it if possible. Many young people rebel against this pressure of having so many adults, all of whom think they have the right to interfere.

Virginity is essential at marriage for girls and this illustrates why parents are wary of allowing their daughters too much freedom outside the home. A lot of girls are married off at a young age in order to ensure they do not marry outside their culture. Women are under a lot of pressure to marry young – something, which many regret later on.

It is not acceptable for couples to live together unless they are married. This applies more to women than men; it is also not acceptable to have children outside marriage.

Cultural differences have led to more divorces and separations or general disharmony in the home. Normally the whole family – nuclear, extended and friends become involved to save the marriage, especially if there are children.

3.5
THE ELDERLY

According to the London Research Centre, numbers of elderly amongst the ethnic minorities in Hackney increased by some 50% between 1991 and 1996 and will increase by another 50% by the year 2001. In line with this general increase there are a large number of Turkish speaking elderly, particularly Turkish Cypriots, living in Hackney. 

Until 15-20 years ago the Turkish Cypriot community contained its old people, continuing the family custom where various children, especially daughters, care for elderly. The elderly were respected and seen as advisers to their families and to the community. Most of them would help with child rearing, cooking and teaching skills to their grandchildren. In recent years, the breaking up of the extended family unit, the mobility of families and limited living accommodation has meant that in many cases, elderly members of the family, have now, to live by themselves.

Unfortunately this pattern is not only increasing but is creating feelings of isolation, insecurity, helplessness and not being wanted. Although most of these elderly people have been here for many years, the vast majority cannot speak English and this seriously adds to their problems and creates an insular atmosphere. Many are illiterate even in their own language. Many have strictly kept to their own cultures, lifestyles and eating habits.

To add to their problems, many elderly also suffer from disabilities and long-term illnesses. In general terms, the kind of accommodation these older people live in, is Council or Housing Association property. In line with this, some Turkish elderly live in very poor Council accommodation. They not only have poor health and impaired mobility but are also on low incomes. Adjustment to old age in a foreign country, living away from their children, the loss of role and status in the family, all give rise to a feeling of rejection which often leads to depression. The degree of isolation can become unbearable, especially when the spouse dies.

Many face difficulties in dealing with financial matters i.e. bills, repairs, benefits and so on. They are a silent group of people who suffer greatly from lack of support. Most are not aware of the services available, and those who are find it culturally insensitive and not appropriate to their needs.

All household jobs including cooking are regarded as women’s work and widowed elderly men are often desperate for help in the home, especially a hot meal. They often have to eat at restaurants, even if they cannot afford it. The alternative is often packet food and snacks.

Carers for the elderly are usually women and feel under a lot of obligation to care for their elderly parents or in laws. Some carers feel that they are entitled to their elderly parent’s money as payment for their services. While this type of problem exists in many communities, given language difficulties and the closed nature of the community, Turkish speaking elderly people are at a particular disadvantage and are very dependent on those who care for them.

More recently home care is a service that the elderly are beginning to access and accept. There have however been problems, particularly in relation to communication. There is a need to have more Turkish-speaking home care workers who can understand both the linguistic and cultural needs of service users.

Luncheon club provision is also very popular, although present provision is limited, and there is a desperate need for day-care provision to reduce isolation and improve access to services.

4.
Health problems and social care issues

4.1
HEALTH PROBLEMS

Hypertension, high cholesterol, strokes, coronary heart disease, thalassaemia and diabetes are the most common illnesses affecting the Turkish speaking communities. The majority of these illnesses affect the older age group. A main contributory factor to this is the high fat and sugar dietary habits of the community, as well as their lack of exercise. Stress is also a factor in these illnesses.

Many members of the older age groups of the Turkish speaking communities come from rural backgrounds and have little knowledge of or contact with doctors and other health related agencies. Medical decisions and ‘health practices’ back home were received by word of mouth rather than through getting a medical opinion. There is also the problem of language and many are unable to express what is wrong with them, as they are unable to find interpreters on their visits to doctors and hospitals.

Counselling and therapy are new concepts to many members of the Turkish speaking communities and many find it difficult to discuss their problems with anyone outside of the immediate family. Many members of the communities are also resistant to allowing health visitors, social workers or home helps into their homes.

Women from the communities also find it difficult to discuss their conditions with strangers, particularly men. It is not always possible however, for them to be seen by female doctors.

4.2
DISABILITIES

There are no adequate statistics available to give us an exact number of those with disabilities within the Turkish speaking communities in Hackney. The majority of those with a disability are the elderly. Groups who work with the elderly estimate the number to be 3-4,000. The Holiday Voucher Scheme, administered by the Liaison Unit in 1992, found that one-third of those who received a voucher were disabled, though they were not registered as disabled and had little knowledge of other services and benefits available to them.

There are also an increasing number of children with a physical or learning difficulty living in the Borough. This is confirmed by the statistics of a special school in Hackney, which had a total intake of 60 in 1993 of whom 11 were from Turkish-speaking homes.

4.3 
MENTAL HEALTH

Mental health is very much a taboo or closed subject within the Turkish speaking communities. Often, other family members refuse to even recognise that there is a problem, so many cases go undiagnosed. This is because it is seen as a ‘genetic’ problem and if one member suffers from a mental health problem then the rest of the family may also be affected, if not now, possibly in the future. This fact can also have a detrimental effect on the family as it could put off any prospective marriage partners.

People suffering from mental health problems are given very little support and are usually kept within the confines of the family home. They are not encouraged to integrate into the wider community and are therefore offered very little outside help either. 

The majority of people suffering from mental health problems within the community are women, confused elderly, refugees and political asylum seekers, particularly amongst recently arrived Kurdish settlers. The last two groups have often suffered in their home country prior to their arrival in Britain and have high expectations of their new life and country – which may not be realised.

Findings by the North London Muslim Community Centre in Hackney highlighted the mental health problems that resulted from overcrowding, conflict, stress, divorce and separation. Often mental health problems for young couples are exacerbated by them being unable to move out into their own accommodation.

Research by East London and City Health Authority in 1995/6 also found that there were high levels of psychosomatic illness amongst the Kurdish and Turkish communities, with many ‘suffering from the consequences of deprivation, imprisonment and torture.’ 

They also found that depression, especially amongst women, is very common and that this was associated with family responsibilities. Very often the support systems for these women were left behind in Turkey and isolation over here increases risk of developing depression. If untreated, these problems can lead to more serious mental health problems.  

Many women are expected to supplement the family’s income as well as taking care of the young the old and the sick. Over work can lead to headaches, ‘bad nerves’ and feelings of isolation. Cultural expectations are that they should be able to cope and many are reluctant to ask for support in case they are seen as abdicating their responsibilities and not fulfilling their roles as wife, mother daughter and carer.

4.4
CHILD CARE

Mothers find going out with their young children to leisure or play facilities difficult because of language barrier. Culturally there is no history of using services such as playgroups and mother and toddler clubs, let alone childminders. Having a child ‘looked after’ is seen as a stigma that equates with failure. Nurseries are a resource that is a recognised and accepted form of support by families and therefore favoured by the community.

Childcare social work in Turkey is primarily concerned with the care of orphaned children, and fostering and adoption. Abuse, as identified in this country, is not seen as an issue and is not an aspect of social work. This makes the recognition of these issues more difficult by the Turkish families.

Care issues need to be seen in a Turkish cultural context. Teenage girls who complain of excessive parental control and physical abuse may indeed be suffering from it. The parental behaviour, however, is more likely to emanate from concern for the child rather than abuse or neglect.

Traditionally Turkish people were not used to fostering and adoption of children as it is understood by the British authorities. There were no channels for formal fostering in any of the Turkish speaking communities. Fostering is carried out by the extended family and is seen to be helping out temporarily; and there is no financial reward for it. However, in recent years, foster care has officially been established; and such families are called ‘protective parents’.

Adoption too does exist legally in Turkey and Cyprus; however, it is not mostly carried out through the formal procedures but rather through informal channels. Traditionally, if a couple could not have a child they would ‘look after’ a sister’s child. Sometimes a woman would have a baby to ‘give’ to her sister to bring up as her own.

The majority of the would-be adoptive parents will not consider adoption outside the culture and religion, and will only consider Turkish children.

5.
Community Groups

Details about Turkish Cypriot Community Organisations in Hackney can be found on the COMIS website (www.hackney.gov.uk/comis/fraMain.asp)

COMIS (Community Information System) is a database that allows you to access information about services and organisations in the Hackney area.
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