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Abstract
Despite the extensive literature on the labour market outcomes of migration, little attention has 
been given to labour market inequalities within ethnic economies containing internal ethnicity. This 
article, using a field-study, multi-segmented labour market approach and the enclave hypothesis, 
contributes to the literature by demonstrating the key roles of different migration patterns and 
ethnic disparities in shaping labour market segmentation. It focuses on how and why Kurdish 
migrants are located in the lower segments of the labour market in their shared ethnic (migrant) 
economy in London. It argues that the Kurds’ underprivileged position associated with an ethnic 
penalty for them in the UK results from their relatively recent migration history, (un)documented 
asylum status and the ongoing persecution against them in Turkey. The article concludes that 
different migration histories, particular motivations for migration and ethnic disparities stratify 
migrants into distinct segments of the labour market in the country of destination.
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Introduction

There are few studies on the labour market inequalities within ethnic economies, although 
the labour market outcomes of migration have been widely studied within the literature 
on labour, migration and ethnic economies. To contribute to the sparse literature on this 
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subject, this article adopts a multi-segmented labour market framework and the enclave 
hypothesis to examine the labour market patterns of Kurdish migrants1 from Turkey 
within an ethnic economy (migrant economy) in the UK. The article also investigates 
how and why Kurdish migrants operate in the lower segments of the labour market while 
Turks and Turkish Cypriots are located in the higher segments of the same ethnic 
economy.

The article uses an internal ethnicity approach to refer to the diverse ethnic (sub)
groups within migrant groups (Bozorgmehr, 1997; Light et  al., 1993). In ethnic or 
migrant economies, internal ethnicity represents the ethnic variety and/or inter- and 
intra-ethnic variations. Specifically, the ethnic economy examined in this study com-
prises three migrant groups: Kurdish migrants from Turkey, Turkish migrants from 
Turkey, and Turkish migrants from Cyprus, and their respective descendants. The article, 
therefore, benefits from a comparative perspective that juxtaposes Kurdish migrants with 
Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot migrants to explore the labour market outcomes of an eth-
nic group within an ethnic economy and, thus, to examine the consequences of migration 
and ethnicity in labour markets.

In this context, the findings of this article indicate that it is essential to consider migra-
tion histories, migration motivations and ethnic disparities when examining the different 
labour market outcomes among migrant groups within ethnic economies. The article also 
identifies a need to explore how inequalities in the country of origin are transferred to the 
destination country, and to investigate the systemic forms of discrimination existing in 
the country of destination, in order to fully grasp the inner functioning of ethnic econo-
mies and explain why certain groups occupy the lowest segments within their ethnic 
economies. Similarly, the article argues that migration patterns and ethnic disparities 
have a key role in shaping labour market inequalities within an ethnic economy which 
contains internal ethnicity.

This article, therefore, focuses primarily on the connections between migration, eth-
nicity and segmentation within the labour market of an ethnic economy. In order to 
reveal these connections, firstly, a brief review of the existing literature is presented, 
together with an explanation of the theoretical approaches adopted and the contribution 
this research makes to the literature. The data and methodology used are then presented, 
followed by the results showing how Kurdish migrants are located within the lower seg-
ments of the ethnic economy’s labour market when compared with Turkish and Turkish-
Cypriot migrants. Finally, an explanation is offered of the factors related to migration 
patterns and ethnic penalty that lead Kurdish migrants to be situated in these lower 
segments.

Literature review and theoretical framework

The conceptual framework of this study is based on labour, migration and ethnic econo-
mies. It, therefore, touches on relevant research areas containing labour market segmen-
tation, ethnic economies with enclave hypothesis (ethnic enclave and social capital) and 
Kurdish studies.

As a theoretical framework, this article employs a multi-segmented labour market 
approach, widely used to address inequalities in labour markets. This approach illustrates 
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the rise of segmented labour markets in the capitalist economy as a result of the eco-
nomic dualism between labour and capital (Massey et al., 1993). Certain social groups 
– due to their gender or race, for example – have limited opportunities and are relegated 
to the second division of the labour market by the social, legal and institutional forces 
within capitalist economies (Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2006). While classical segmented 
labour market approaches (Dickens and Lang, 1985; Piore, 1979; Reich, 1984; Ryan, 
1981; Tolbert et al., 1980) offer a dualistic model for labour markets comprising primary 
and secondary sectors, more recent studies (Gittleman and Howell, 1995; Leontaridi, 
1998; Rubery, 2007) propose a multi-segmented labour market approach in which labour 
markets are divided into multiple layers.

This segmentation approach recognises that sectors differ significantly in terms of 
employment stability, working conditions, working hours and earnings. In the primary 
sectors, employment structures and conditions are relatively stable, working conditions 
are comfortable, career opportunities are plentiful and wages are more than sufficient for 
daily needs. Labour conditions in the secondary sectors are in stark contrast (Ryan, 
2008). The differences in average job reward allow us to see these segments at industrial, 
occupational and company levels, although it should be noted that the boundaries 
between segments in the labour market are not clearly defined. The approach adopted 
analyses labour market divisions, inequalities and dualisms by focusing on the demand 
side of the labour market in capitalist employment structures, suggesting that inequalities 
in labour markets are shaped by employers, business owners and broader economic con-
ditions through selective access to occupational opportunities. In other words, inequali-
ties arise through the influence of non-competing groups based on social class, race or 
migration status via corporate policies and practices in the workplace and labour markets 
(Grimshaw et al., 2017).

The labour market segmentation framework is useful in showing the labour market 
conditions of one migrant group in comparison to the existing population or other migrant 
groups. Studies using this approach (Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2006; Constant and 
Massey, 2005; Felbo-Kolding et al., 2019; Keles et al., 2019; Lusis and Bauder, 2010) 
examine the outcomes of migration on labour markets by comparing the labour market 
conditions for migrants in ethnic economies (the secondary sector) with those for the 
existing population in the wider economy (the primary sector). They show that, since the 
secondary sector is unappealing due to its unfavourable conditions, the existing popula-
tion generally prefers to work in the primary sector. Employers, therefore, turn to 
migrants to fill the labour shortfall in the secondary sector (Massey et al., 1993). The 
migrants responding to this labour demand cannot find suitable jobs in the primary sector 
due to their language deficiency, lack of knowledge about the destination country or lack 
of occupational education, as well as discrimination or racism on the part of others. This 
migrant labour supply, therefore, provides companies with greater flexibility (Stalker, 
2001, cited in Lusis and Bauder, 2010). In this context, as this study illustrates, the multi-
segmented labour market approach is a functional analytical tool, able to show how the 
labour markets of ethnic economies are stratified. This theoretical framework, when used 
in combination with the enclave hypothesis, is highly effective in revealing the reasons 
for labour market stratification within ethnic economies.
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Studies employing the enclave hypothesis theorised by Portes and co-authors (Portes 
and Jensen, 1987; Portes and Shafer, 2007; Wilson and Portes, 1980) investigate the role 
played by ethnicity in the labour market positions of migrants by comparing the eco-
nomic outcomes of migrants operating in an ethnic economy with those of migrants 
working in the mainstream economy. These studies are limited in revealing the effects of 
internal ethnicity or ethnic variety within an ethnic economy’s labour market. However, 
as this study unpacks below, adopting a multi-segmented labour market approach along-
side the enclave hypothesis would help to clarify the distinctions between ethnic groups 
within the labour market of an ethnic economy which has internal ethnicity, and to iden-
tify the interrelated mechanisms which relegate one ethnic group (in this case Kurdish 
migrants) to the lower segments of the labour market of this ethnic economy. The analy-
sis below reveals that the drivers which lead Kurdish migrants to these lower segments 
are closely related to the group’s distinctive features. However, studies on Kurdish, 
Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot migrants in the UK (Dedeoğlu, 2014; Erdemir and Vasta, 
2007; Küçükcan, 1999; Strüder, 2003) have generally included Kurds in the same cate-
gory as Turks, people of Turkish origin and Turkish-speaking populations. Moreover, 
Kurds are not considered a separate group in labour-related statistics in the UK. In the 
ethnic classification used by the ONS (Office for National Statistics), for example, both 
Turks and Kurds from Turkey and Turkish Cypriots – who each have very different expe-
riences and outcomes in the labour market – all fall within the ‘White Other’ category 
(Virk, 2019). This form of categorisation does not recognise differences in internal eth-
nicity and hides the specific characteristics of Kurds, making them a non-visible minor-
ity (Holgate et al., 2012). While a limited number of studies consider the labour market 
conditions of Kurdish migrants in the UK and their employment patterns within the 
ethnic economy (Atay, 2010; Holgate et al., 2012; Karan, 2017; Kesici, 2020; King et al., 
2008; Sirkeci et al., 2016), the majority of the existing research addresses neither the 
segmentation within the ethnic economy nor the underprivileged position of Kurds 
within this economy from a comparative perspective. However, in the absence of ade-
quate statistical data on the Kurds’ economic activities, this study adopts a comparative 
perspective, based primarily on qualitative research to illuminate the Kurds’ experiences 
in the labour market. The case of Kurdish migrants operating within an ethnic economy 
is not only important because it sheds light on this otherwise invisible group, but also 
because it reveals the need to pay analytical attention to the effects of migration histories, 
motivations of migrant (sub)groups and the ethnic disparities within ethnic economies.

Studies comparing the different labour market outcomes of migrant (sub)groups are 
still scarce. In one such study, Morales (2008) observes that dark-skinned Latinx workers 
in California are relegated to ethnic niches of employment in contrast to lighter-skinned 
individuals. Khattab (2012) shows that Muslim Black Africans experience harsher work-
ing conditions than White-Muslim groups in the UK’s labour markets and that the ethnic 
colour penalty is greater than the ethno-religious penalty for Muslims. Along similar 
lines, Colic-Peisker and Tilbury (2006) demonstrate how ethnic and racial discrimination 
against recent refugee groups has led to a segmented labour market in Western Australia. 
In a unique example of a study focusing on internal ethnicity, Light et al. (1993) investi-
gate the ethnic economy of Iranians in Los Angeles – comprising four ethno-religious 
(sub)groups of Armenians, Bahais, Jews and Muslims – and find that the Iranians operate 
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in four distinctive ethnic economies which are weakly linked to an overarching Iranian 
ethnic economy. These studies provide significant insight into how structural forces such 
as racism and discrimination affect the labour market positions of different migrant (sub)
groups in the destination countries.

The case of Kurdish migrants analysed here adds another layer to these comparative 
approaches to migrant (sub)groups. To understand why certain groups occupy the lowest 
levels of the labour market within ethnic economies, firstly, we need to consider the 
distinct migration histories and motives of migrant (sub)groups. Secondly, we need to 
focus on how structural forces such as racism and persecution against ethnic and reli-
gious minorities in the country of origin pave the way for the creation of an ethnic pen-
alty for these minorities in the destination country. This article therefore highlights 
migration and ethnicity as drivers of labour market segmentation within ethnic econo-
mies. As elaborated, in detail, in the following parts of this article, Kurds are located in 
lower segments than Turks and Turkish Cypriots within the labour market of their shared 
ethnic economy in London because they suffer from an ongoing ethnic penalty, have a 
shorter migration history and distinct migration motivations.

Method and data

This study is based on field research, the review of the relevant literature and statistical 
data extracted from the 2001 UK Census which included data on the Kurds’ economic 
activities, unlike the 2011 Census.2

The field research was conducted over 12 months in London in 2014 and 2015 and 
included face-to-face, formal and informal interviews and participant observations. The 
sample consists of Kurdish, Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot migrants, representing a total 
of approximately 200–250,000 in the UK (Sirkeci and Esipova, 2013). In the first stage 
of the field research, I ascertained that the majority of the members of this community 
live in North London, specifically in the boroughs of Enfield, Haringey, Hackney and 
Islington (London Datastore, 2015), and I therefore focused this research on those par-
ticular boroughs. During the research year, I regularly joined migrants’ events and visited 
migrant associations, community centres, businesses and homes, conducting countless 
informal interviews with members of the three communities and individuals involved 
with the ethnic economy and community organisations, to listen to and take notes of the 
stories of their migration and their working lives in the UK. These visits and informal 
interviews made it easier for me to find participants for the formal interviews and also 
enriched the results of the formal interviews.

I contacted the interviewees through organisations, cafes, workplaces and community 
leaders, and additionally used the snowball method to recruit participants. Through semi-
structured interviews, I explored in depth the demographic features, migration, social 
relationships, work histories and working or unemployment conditions of migrants. In 
light of my preliminary research and field observations, I conducted 60 formal inter-
views with migrants, half of whom were female and half male. Of the interviewees, 17 
migrants identified as Kurdish (15 Kurds and 2 Kurdish-Turkish), while 20 identified as 
Turkish and 11 as Turkish-Cypriot. The remainder designated themselves Cypriot, 
British Cypriot, British, Alevi, Zaza, Circassian or simply ‘human’. They comprise 24 
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workers, 20 self-employed or business proprietors and 16 not in paid work, including 
those who identified as unemployed, retired, unpaid family workers or homemakers. 
Differences exist within these migrant groups in terms of age, gender and generational 
background so, in order to obtain more specific data during each interview, I also asked 
migrants about their knowledge of the labour market conditions for their communities 
and for other migrant groups in the ethnic economy. In this way, I obtained valuable 
information, for instance, from a Turkish-Cypriot migrant about the working conditions 
of Kurdish and Turkish migrants, and the converse also occurred. However, it should be 
noted that this research focuses on Kurdish, Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot migrants oper-
ating within the ethnic economy in the UK and does not, therefore, include the experi-
ences of other members of these communities who work outside this ethnic economy.

According to this field research, the majority of the Kurds travelled to the UK to seek 
asylum as a result of the discrimination and political difficulties they faced in Turkey, 
while only one Turk and two Turkish Cypriots stated that their reason for migrating was 
political. Only two Kurds stated that they want to return to Turkey, while the majority of 
Turks and Turkish Cypriots are sure that they will return to their ‘homeland’. In terms of 
education received in the country of origin, Kurds had received less formal education 
than Turks or Turkish Cypriots and many, therefore, arrive in the UK as unskilled job 
seekers. Moreover, fewer Kurds than Turks or Turkish Cypriots had received a formal 
education in the UK. The majority of Kurds said they have a limited grasp of the English 
language while the majority of Turks claimed to have intermediate levels and the major-
ity of Turkish Cypriots to have advanced English-language skills. Only one Kurdish 
worker had had training provided by his employer – a one-day hygiene course – while 
many Turks and Turkish Cypriots had been provided with vocational training by their 
employers. The majority of Kurds are involved in precarious forms of employment in 
small businesses with strenuous working conditions and long hours. The average work-
ing day for Kurdish workers in takeaways, cafes, restaurants, corner shops or off-licences 
is around 12 hours, compared with around 10 hours for Turkish workers and fewer than 
10 hours for Turkish-Cypriot workers. Similarly, self-employed Kurds work around 15 
hours per day, while self-employed Turks work around 12 hours and self-employed 
Turkish Cypriots around 10 hours per day. Thus, as detailed below, the data confirm the 
existence of a multi-segmented labour market within the ethnic economy in which 
Kurdish migrants are allocated less desirable jobs than Turks or Turkish Cypriots.

Kurdish migrants’ employment patterns in the lower 
segments of the ethnic economy

The ethnic (migrant) economy of Kurdish, Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot migrants and 
their descendants in the UK can be defined as a network of labour, production and con-
sumption – with its own characteristic features – created by the migrants within the UK’s 
wider economic structure (Light and Gold, 2000; Räuchle and Schmiz, 2019). It is pri-
marily found in that part of the service sector which predominantly requires labour for 
arduous work. Businesses are small and owned by a family or a group of relatives, and 
the owners are generally actively involved in the business. The labour market of the 
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ethnic economy is very flexible; its characteristics include informal employment, lack of 
social security, long working hours, difficult working conditions, busy working days and 
low wages. However, the ethnic economy can itself be considered as a field of sectors, 
ranging from primary to secondary in a multi-segmented labour market structure. The 
rewards of the ethnic economy’s primary sectors are relatively high in terms of earnings, 
conditions, working hours, job security, training opportunities and career prospects, 
while the rewards of the secondary sectors, which include many small shops, are low (for 
more information, see Karan, 2017; Kesici, 2015; Sirkeci et al., 2016). Within this ethnic 
economy, (un)employment, business ownership, income, informality, exploitation, 
working conditions and hours are used as segmentation indicators.

The 2001 Census (the only Census to provide information on the economic activities 
of Kurds) shows that employment rates among Kurdish migrants in London were lower 
than among Turks or Turkish Cypriots. It also shows that, while the overall unemploy-
ment rate in London was 4.7%, it was 7.7% for Turkish Cypriots, 9.9% for Turks and 
12.8% for Kurds (Enneli et  al., 2005; Greater London Authority [GLA], 2009). This 
study confirms that, almost 15 years later, unemployment is still more frequent among 
Kurds than Turks and Turkish Cypriots and that Kurdish migrants still find fewer employ-
ment opportunities. According to the Census, self-employment was higher for Turkish 
Cypriots, average for Turks and lower for Kurdish migrants (GLA, 2009). Enneli et al. 
(2005) also observe that, compared to Turks and Turkish Cypriots, fewer Kurds own 
their own businesses. This study supports these findings and adds that Kurdish enter-
prises are smaller than those of the Turks and Turkish Cypriots. The Census shows that 
nearly 48% of Kurdish employees worked part-time (fewer than 30 hours per week), 
compared to 34% of Turks and under 26% of Turkish Cypriots (GLA, 2009). This study 
concurs that irregular employment is more prevalent among Kurds than Turks and 
Turkish Cypriots; during the interviews, many Kurdish migrants stated that they were 
involved in undeclared work even after they had been processed as refugees.

The opportunity to access vocational training is a useful indicator of migrants’ posi-
tions in the layers of the labour market. In the lower layers, employers do not provide 
vocational training for workers (Grimshaw et al., 2017). Kurds have negligible opportu-
nities to attend vocational training provided by their employers, in comparison to Turks 
and Turkish Cypriots, again indicating that Kurdish migrants are in the lower segments. 
The only Kurdish worker provided with training by his employer commented, ‘Actually, 
it is a one-week course but we did it in a day. So, I mean, that’s how it is. Everybody 
wangles it’ (Interviewee No. 7, aged 63, male). As a result, fewer Kurds than Turks or 
Turkish Cypriots are experts in a particular field (Enneli et al., 2005).

Working conditions and working hours are the most important indicators of migrants’ 
position in the labour market. Compared to their Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot counter-
parts, both employed and self-employed Kurds endure longer working hours in the eth-
nic economy, and this is particularly true of small businesses. The average working day 
of the Kurdish interviewees was longer than that of the Turks or Turkish Cypriots: one 
Kurdish worker worked as a butcher at an abattoir for 12 hours each weekday night and, 
on weekdays and weekends, he installed satellite dishes when orders came in (Interviewee 
No. 1, aged 40, male). A self-employed Kurdish business owner worked 18 to 20 hours 
each day, seven days a week, and sometimes did not even go home. He commented, ‘You 
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have to do it; you’re all in it together with the family and kids’ (Interviewee No. 7, aged 
63, male). This study also found that Kurdish migrants have more strenuous working 
conditions than the Turks and Turkish Cypriots in the lower segments of the labour mar-
ket. Kurdish migrants, the majority of whom are blue-collar workers, are often involved 
in precarious employment, working as doner restaurant employees, cleaners, dishwash-
ers, waiters, drivers, barbers, hairdressers or grocers, or are self-employed in the service 
sector or construction industry. One self-employed Kurd observed, ‘I mean, how can I 
tell you that, heavy working conditions. It depends on what you do but, overall, it is too 
heavy’ (Interviewee No. 42, aged 38, male).

Kurds are subject to higher levels of exploitation than Turks and Turkish Cypriots in 
the UK (Kesici, 2020) and have comparatively low income levels (Sirkeci et al., 2016). 
Moreover, according to the evidence found in my field work, the income of Kurdish 
migrants in the UK is less than that of Turks or Turkish Cypriots.

Lower levels of employment, vocational education, business ownership and income; 
higher levels of unemployment, informal employment and exploitation; longer working 
hours and harder working conditions are all results of the Kurds’ disadvantages in the 
ethnic economy and indicators that they are in the lower segments of the labour market. 
While inter-segment mobility is limited between the ethnic economy and the wider econ-
omy, labour turnover within the labour market segments of the ethnic economy is greater. 
However, this turnover takes time, and such mobility is not equally accessible for all 
ethnic groups due to ethnic disparities and distinct migration histories and motivations.

The drivers of labour market segmentation: Reasons why 
Kurdish migrants are in the lower segments of the ethnic 
economy

As revealed in detail below, the origins of Kurdish migrants’ difference and the inequali-
ties they suffer in the UK can be better seen if traced back to their country of origin, as 
Bozorgmehr (1997) and Light et al. (1993) demonstrate in the case of Iranian migrants 
in California.

Migration history: Relative newcomers in the UK

Kurds, mainland Turks and Turkish Cypriots have different histories of migration despite 
operating within the same ethnic economy (Karan, 2017; Kesici, 2020). Turkish Cypriots 
moved earliest to the UK due to their colonial ties, with intense migration starting in the 
1950s (Strüder, 2003). In the 1960s, migration increased of mainland Turks seeking 
employment in Western Europe including the UK. At this time, however, only a small 
number of Kurds sought employment abroad (Wahlbeck, 2002). By the second half of 
the 1970s, however, Kurdish migration from Turkey to Europe and the UK gained 
momentum. Three factors were decisive in this change: firstly, the Alevi3 massacres (the 
Maras Massacre in 1978, Malatya Massacre in 1977 and Corum Massacre in 1980) that 
targeted both Turkish and Kurdish Alevis in the late 1970s; secondly, the military coup 
in 1980 that targeted Kurds and Alevis, along with left-wing Turks; and thirdly, the 
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Turkish counter-insurgency against the Kurdish liberation movement – including the 
Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) – that dispossessed and displaced 
over a million Kurds and turned Bakur (Northern Kurdistan) into an emergency zone 
throughout the 1990s (Jongerden, 2010; Yonucu, 2021). During the 1980s and 1990s, 
over 500,000 people, a significant percentage of whom were Kurds, fled Turkey to seek 
asylum in European countries including the UK (Dahlman, 2002; Kesici, 2020) and the 
1990s represented the peak of Kurdish migration to Europe, and specifically to the UK 
(Enneli et al., 2005).

Compared to other migrant groups within the same ethnic economy, therefore, the 
majority of the Kurdish community has a shorter history of immigration and employ-
ment (King et al., 2008). For example, one Kurdish interviewee addressed the discrep-
ancy between the migration histories of Kurds, Turks and Turkish Cypriots to the UK in 
our meeting at the Kurdish community centre:

In my opinion, the Cypriots have already settled and the majority of them are very integrated. 
.  .  . Turks have also set up many businesses here. .  .  . As Kurds, we’re new here. Our presence 
only goes back about 30 or 40 years. We do not have a long history in the UK. (Interviewee No. 
59, aged 38, female)

In the 1980s and 1990s, as Kurdish immigration intensified, the textile industry in 
the UK was marked by extreme competition, with an influx of cheap goods from 
Eastern European countries. Newly arrived Kurds found it difficult to find work in 
the industrial sectors and to save money, which they would need to do if they wanted 
to launch their own businesses within the ethnic economy. A self-employed Kurdish 
interviewee who arrived in London in 2003 cited his own experience as an 
example:

From the start, I mean, ever since our arrival here, not just me but anyone who came here as an 
immigrant or without a residence permit or formal education worked in the food sector. Some 
work in shops, some in restaurants, and some in takeaways. .  . I was in the restaurant business. 
I worked at twenty different places after I came here, twenty different jobs, and all of them were 
at restaurants. (Interviewee No. 43, aged 40, male)

Their situation was exacerbated by their poor language skills and lack of formal edu-
cation in English, a natural consequence of late migration, as well as the fact that the 
economic circumstances at the time were not favourable (King et al., 2008; Sirkeci et al., 
2016). A Kurdish solicitor who works as a consultant for a Kurdish community organisa-
tion, providing services for a large number of immigrant Kurds daily, stated that the 
majority of migrants have a very limited grasp of English (Interviewee No. 9, aged 30, 
female)4 because their migration history is relatively short and they have not found any 
opportunity to work outside the ethnic economy.

In conclusion, their migration has resulted in a situation in which the Kurdish migrants 
must work in the lower segments of the labour market, which forces them into a vicious 
cycle of low skills and low income in the ethnic economy.
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The motivations for migration: Being refugees and undocumented 
migrants

In addition to this relatively short migration history, the Kurds’ motivation for migration 
was also effective in pushing them towards the lower segments of the labour market 
within the ethnic economy.

As mentioned above, to escape oppression and violence, hundreds of thousands of 
Kurds have fled Turkey to seek asylum in European countries since the late 1970s. 
The persecution of this community resulted in a large number of Kurdish asylum 
seekers, many of whom settled across Europe, and particularly in the UK, in the 
1980s and 1990s (Enneli et  al., 2005; Kesici, 2020). As the Refugee Council (RC, 
1997) reports, Kurds were among the 10 largest population groups seeking asylum in 
the UK in the 1990s, and the wave of political immigration from Turkey continued 
through the 2000s (Demir, 2012). Therefore, the majority of Kurds employed in the 
ethnic economy arrived in the UK to seek asylum and were undocumented migrants 
at the start of their life in the UK (Enneli et  al., 2005), unlike their Turkish and 
Turkish-Cypriot counterparts whose emigration was, for the most part, driven by fam-
ily-related reasons and economic motives (Sirkeci et al., 2016). This reflects the situ-
ation of the Kurds who participated in this research.

It is well known among labour scholars that asylum seekers, refugees and/or undocu-
mented migrants are more vulnerable to exploitation than are other workers and ‘eco-
nomic immigrants’. Their employment is frequently precarious; they are low paid and 
have to endure degrading and difficult working conditions for long hours (Dwyer et al., 
2016). During the process of seeking asylum, which may take several years, they are not 
granted permission to work and have to survive on much lower social security rates than 
mainstream benefit levels (Waite et al., 2015). These conditions are also true for Kurdish 
migrants working in undesirable secondary-sector jobs in the ethnic economy. Some 
Kurdish immigrants to the UK remain undocumented for several years (GLA, 2009) and 
this lack of documentation makes them even more vulnerable to the most severe forms 
of exploitation. A Kurdish migrant who moved to the UK in 1989 as an asylum seeker 
describes the working conditions of refugees:

I used to work at night. As a matter of fact, the conditions of refugee and immigrant people are 
like that; working at night is more convenient. For employers, cheap labour is available at night 
as well. So, we worked with very low wages. (Interviewee No. 7, aged 63, male)

Another migrant describes this same situation: ‘Since the employees do not have a 
work permit, a Turkish employer who I know employs them for long periods, at very low 
wages, and treats them very badly’ (Informal interview, female interviewee aged around 
25).

The migrants are obliged to accept this insecure employment because they cannot 
return to ‘their home country’ owing to the discrimination and oppression they face in 
Turkey. The Kurdish participants in this research were very sceptical about the idea of a 
return to Turkey. When I asked one self-employed Kurdish interviewee, ‘Would you con-
sider going back to Turkey?’ he responded:
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I would consider going back to Turkey depending on the circumstances. .  .  . Political conditions 
in Turkey are still difficult. There is still discrimination and abuse of ethnic minorities, so you 
cannot trust it entirely. You still can’t speak your own language, you’re afraid to say you are 
Kurdish. (Interviewee No. 49, aged 48, male)

As seen, the door of return, while open for Turks and Turkish Cypriots, is closed for 
most Kurds, and they have no option but to work in the UK.

Ethnic disparity: Ongoing ethnic penalty and hiding ethnic social capital

As the largest minority group in Turkey, Kurds have suffered state violence and racist 
discrimination since the establishment of the Turkish Republic. The official Turkish 
nationalist ideology denied the very existence of the Kurds, deeming their language ille-
gal, thus criminalising the use of the Kurdish language in public spaces until recently, 
and denying or degrading their cultural heritage (Gunes, 2013). The Kurds have also 
suffered from economic discrimination as a result of the de-development policies of the 
Turkish administrations making social, infrastructural and public services – including 
education, healthcare and employment – less accessible to them (White, 1998; Yadirgi, 
2017). Kurdish internal migrants in the predominantly Turkish cities of Turkey, ‘consti-
tute an underclass, poorly educated, ill-paid, and discriminated against by both employ-
ers and local authorities’ (Bruinessen, 1998: 49). Similarly, many Kurdish participants in 
this research who came to the UK for both economic and political reasons stated that 
they suffered disadvantages and discrimination in Turkey due to being a Kurd or speak-
ing Kurdish. The ethnic penalty for Kurdish migrants, traced back to Turkey, is then 
perpetuated in the UK where Kurds are also exposed to ethnic discrimination in their 
shared ethnic economy. Some of the Kurdish interviewees commented that some Turkish 
business-owners in London will not employ them:

For example, I went to work in a very well-known restaurant but it caught my attention there, 
there were no Kurds. I wonder why. Because, in London, it is Kurds who work in such 
restaurants and markets. Then I learned that the owner of the restaurant is from the Black Sea 
region [a region where Turkish nationalism is prevalent] .  .  . There are many restaurants here 
where they don’t take Kurds into their businesses. (Interviewee No. 43, aged 40, male)

Many Kurdish workers and self-employed business owners in the UK find they need 
to hide their Kurdish identity in their working and business life, due to the Turkish colo-
nialism extended to Kurds in the UK. When I asked a Kurdish restaurant owner, ‘Why do 
you not give your restaurant a Kurdish name?’ he replied, ‘If we gave a Kurdish name to 
our business, we would not operate in the market [ethnic economy]’ (Informal interview, 
male interviewee aged around 45). Other migrants highlight similar experiences, ‘Turks 
do not enter a Kurd’s shop .  .  . There are such things. There are some people who do it 
consciously’ (Interviewee No. 43, aged 40, male). ‘We [Turks] have good relationships 
with other communities. But I would not buy a newspaper that propagates Kurdishness’ 
(Informal interview, male interviewee aged around 50). Kurdish migrants are, therefore, 
careful not to use Kurdish in the business life of the ethnic economy although many 
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interviewees felt that they had learned to speak Kurdish better in the UK. The common 
language of the ethnic economy is Turkish; the Kurds’ restaurants are called Turkish 
restaurants (Türk restorani) and their supermarkets Turkish grocery stores (Türk bak-
kali). Their menus and price lists are in Turkish (and English); despite some exceptions, 
they serve ‘Turkish cuisine’ in their restaurants and cafes; they play Turkish music in 
their shops. They cannot, thus, use the advantages deriving from their Kurdish ethnic 
social capital; they have, to some extent, to hide their social capital, a vital element for 
success in the ethnic economies.

This explains further why Kurdish migrants are in the lower segments of the eth-
nic economy than Turks or Turkish Cypriots. According to the enclave hypothesis 
(Wilson and Portes, 1980), the economic return of human capital conveyed from the 
original culture is higher in the ethnic economy than in the sectors of the mainstream 
economy which recruit immigrant labour. Enclave entrepreneurs and the self-
employed obtain higher pay-offs than their peers of the same ethnicity, with similar 
combined knowledge, who are employed in sectors of the mainstream economy 
(Portes and Shafer, 2007). Therefore, the impact of social capital, which is stronger 
in the ethnic communities than the general economy, plays an important role in the 
ethnic economies. Here, ethnic groups gain some of the economic benefits which can 
only be reached in the monopoly sectors, despite belonging to the competitive sec-
tors. Ethnic enterprises are able to gain these advantages by means of their social 
capital and ethnic links, which enable them to control different levels of the produc-
tion chain (Light and Gold, 2000). Kurdish migrants in the UK, however, cannot 
sufficiently benefit from the advantages deriving from social capital and ethnic links 
due to their ongoing ethnic penalty; they are, thus, relegated to the lower segments 
of the ethnic economy.

Conclusion: Migration patterns and ethnic disparity as 
aspects of segmentation in labour markets

Drawing on the case of Kurdish migrants within a shared ethnic economy with Turks and 
Turkish Cypriots in London, this article tackles segmentation within ethnic economies. 
It suggests a need to move beyond existing studies which compare migrants with the 
existing population or migrants operating in the ethnic economy with those working in 
the mainstream economy in terms of labour market outcomes. These studies have limited 
ability to demonstrate the economic inequalities and the segmentation of labour markets 
within ethnic economies that contain internal ethnicity. To develop a more nuanced 
understanding of segmentation within ethnic economies, the article employs a multi-
segmented labour market framework and the enclave hypothesis. Thus, it reveals key 
findings that show how one ethnic group – in comparison to other ethnic groups – is 
relegated to the lower layers of the labour market in a shared ethnic economy and unveils 
the drivers of labour market segmentation which lead this ethnic group to operate in the 
lower segments of the ethnic economy. In so doing, it also sheds light on the specific 
characteristics of Kurdish labour and the labour market patterns of Kurds in the UK who 
have been rendered invisible.



340	 Work, Employment and Society 36(2)

The article forms part of the literature located at the intersection of studies on the 
ethnic economies, ethnic enclaves and labour market segmentation. Within this litera-
ture, the reasons for the distinctive labour market outcomes of immigrant groups are 
varied. The factors determining migrants’ labour market patterns in destination coun-
tries have been found to include the skin colour of migrants (Morales, 2008), migration 
histories, education, colour racism (Khattab, 2012), employment structures, occupa-
tional and industrial clustering (Light et al., 1993), and ethnic and racial discrimination 
(Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2006). This article contributes to the literature by present-
ing an interrelated mechanism, associated with distinct migration histories, different 
migration motivations and ethnic disparities, as the main factors determining the allo-
cation of migrants to the primary and secondary sectors within an ethnic (migrant) 
economy. While Khattab (2012) and Morales (2008) draw attention to the vulnerabili-
ties of dark-skinned migrants, this article calls attention to the disadvantages of Kurdish 
migrants. In contrast to the study of Light et  al. (1993), which demonstrates how 
Iranian (sub)groups occupy detached ethnic economies in Los Angeles, this article 
shows how Kurdish, Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot migrants are located in distinct lay-
ers of one multi-segmented ethnic economy in London. Colic-Peisker and Tilbury 
(2006) argue that ethnic and racial discrimination in the destination countries enables 
employers to fill the least desirable jobs with cheap migrant labour and find that the 
employment patterns of refugee groups are closely related to their underprivileged 
positions in these destination countries. However, the case of Kurdish migrants exam-
ined in this article demonstrates that racism and persecution against an ethnic group in 
the country of origin, then transferred to the destination country, also provide employ-
ers with opportunities to relegate members of this ethnic group to the lower segments 
of the labour market in the destination country. The employment patterns of migrants 
in destination countries are, therefore, closely related to their underprivileged position 
in their country of origin as well.

Thus, this article elucidates how and why Kurdish migrants are located in the 
secondary segments of the labour market within their ethnic economy in the UK. 
Kurdish migrants have a more recent immigration history and tend to have a limited 
command of English and lack formal education. Unlike the Turks and Turkish 
Cypriots, most of whom moved to the UK to seek better jobs and an improved stand-
ard of living, the majority of Kurdish migrants fled to the UK to seek asylum. Since 
they fled state violence, discrimination and repressive policies against Kurds in 
Turkey, they are unwilling to return. Thus, the door of return, which is open for oth-
ers, is closed for most Kurds. Moreover, they cannot take advantage of their Kurdish 
ethnic social capital and, in many cases, have to hide it within the ethnic economy, 
due to the ethnic penalty which can be traced back to Turkey and is perpetuated in 
the UK. These factors curtail opportunities for Kurdish migrants, limit their ability 
to access benefits and result in a situation in which they tend to be relegated to a rela-
tively disadvantaged position and forced to occupy the lower levels of segmented 
labour markets in the ethnic economy. These interactions and mechanisms, thus, 
bring to the surface the connections between migration, ethnicity and segmentation 
in labour markets.
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Notes

1.	 In this study, ‘migrants’ is used as an umbrella term that encompasses immigrants, (un)docu-
mented migrants, refugees, asylum seekers and similar individuals. The terms ‘Kurds’ or 
‘Kurdish migrants’ refer to Kurdish people from Turkey now in the UK. The Kurdish com-
munity is a stateless population, the majority of whom traditionally live in Turkey (Bakur), 
Iraq (Bashur), Iran (Rojhelat/Rojhilat), Syria (Rojava), Armenia and, now, Europe (Dahlman, 
2002; for a study on Kurdish migrants from Bashur in the UK, see Keles et al., 2019).

2.	 Since there are no data on Kurds’ economic activities in the regular statistical tables of the 
2011 Census, unlike the 2001 Census, I requested statistical data from the ONS about the 
economic activities of Kurdish, Turkish and Turkish-Cypriot migrants in the UK. On 7 April 
2020, ONS Social Statistics (socialsurveys@ons.gov.uk) responded briefly, stating that, 
although data are available under ‘INECAC05, Basic Economic Activity’ on migrants from 
Turkey (792 Turkey) in the UK, there is no distinct subcategory for economic activities of 
Kurdish migrants from Turkey. Migrants from Cyprus, however, are divided into two subcat-
egories – ‘902 Cyprus (Non-European Union)’ and ‘903 Cyprus (Not Otherwise Specified)’.

3.	 After the Sunnis, the Alevi are the second-largest religious community in Turkey and speak 
Turkish and/or Kurdish (Yilmaz, 2016). Today, the majority of Kurds in London are Alevi 
(Demir, 2012).

4.	 During our interview, an elderly Kurd who arrived in the UK many years ago and is now a 
British citizen handed his mobile phone to the consultant so she could interpret between his 
landlord and himself, which she proceeded to do.
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