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CHAPTER TWO
Trading in fake brands, self-creating as an individual
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Since we first met, Fırlama has rearranged his shop three times. He is the only trader in this small Istanbulite bazaar who has allowed this anthropologist, interested in fake brands, to drop by any time she wants and to poke her nose into his business and his life. At first, the goods he is dealing in, that is, fake branded underwear and, in a smaller quantity, fake branded perfumes and socks, were crammed into the attic of a glassware shop. Then, the glassware disappeared and the fakes took its place. A few months later, the shop was refurbished and a large selection of t-shirts, shirts, coats, sweaters, jackets and scarves, all fake branded, were displayed. For Fırlama and his neighbour became partners in a new business. He moved into a smaller place, further down the same alley, and has kept on selling fake brands ever since. I love this business. I have given it 25 years of my life, he said one day, playing absentmindedly with a pair of bright orange boxer shorts, stretching it, checking seams and stitches. 

As for me, sitting in his shop and coming to know him, an imitasyoncu, that is, a maker and seller of fake brands, I often found myself in two minds. Sometimes, I shared with him this discomfiture. You seem a quiet man, like the other traders…Could I say you are a typical tradesman? He remained silent for a while. I am not a quiet man, actually, but everyone has a different view on life. You may say <I finished this school and I want to work at this place.> You draw a line for yourself to follow. Since my childhood, I have been used to living on high adrenaline, I don’t like an unexciting life. If I didn’t do imitation, I would rent this place, go and sit at home. I don’t do this job only because I have to. This is my personality. I can’t help doing it. You can see around other people doing imitations but they keep only a few products in the shop. I have a few thousands only in this shop. Plus the depots. Plus the factory. The others don’t really take big risks. That’s the typical esnaf, not me. Explanations as such helped me to better grasp the particularities of this trajectory. At the same time, they pointed out that Fırlama himself must have experienced moments of discomfiture and must have meditated on the contradictions inherent in his life. 
Fırlama is an old nickname of my interlocutor, whose real identity I preferred, given his involvement in illegal activities, not to disclose. It is a nickname given usually to bold, impatient, practical minded children who demonstrate at an early age a keen sense of social manoeuvring. My encounter with Fırlama can be described as an instance of the “complicity of mutual interest between anthropologist and informant, subtly but clearly understood by each other, that makes rapport possible – indeed that constitutes, even constructs it” (Marcus 1997: 89). After quasi-disappointing interviews with people vigilant about sharing information about their illegal occupation, I was looking for someone who was willing to share the juicy stuff an anthropologist wants to know about the quotidian of dealing in fake branded clothing in Istanbul. He, slowly recovering from his most severe blow, a lawsuit that forced him to hide his stuff and to reduce the rhythm of his business, gradually welcomed the anthropologist interested in listening to his ideas about this kind of business and its prosecution and the opportunity it presented for self-reflection and self-presentation.

Focusing on Fırlama’s life, this chapter brings to the foreground the way an individual creates an understanding of himself, and the order he lives by – practical , personal, moral – by exploiting the potential for fake brands as something that defies rules and flirts with illegality.

The individual self-creates himself as a balance between conformity/legality and individuality/illegality, a balance that, despite its particularity, it is very much in line with the idea Miller advocates in the introduction of this book, that of an aesthetic constructed at the level of the individual. 
This balance materialises itself in the fake brand, a form of material culture that represents the “principal locus for the objectification of the structuring principle” (Bourdieu 1977: 89) that governs the life of the protagonist of this chapter. The balance between conformity and non-conformity is objectified in this ambiguous object, simultaneously conforming and disobeying, simultaneously inhabiting different “orders of appearance” (Baudrillard 2001: 414). For the fake branded commodity might be seen as belonging to “the first order of appearance,” its relation to the officially branded goods being that of a counterfeit to an original. The first-order simulacrum never abolishes difference, its main characteristic being “an always detectable alteration between semblance and reality.” A fake brand might be seen as the illegal version of a conventional form. At the same time, in a place like Istanbul, that is, a site of production in the global textile and clothing industry, in which strategies are invented to make brands escape systems of control and proliferate and in which it is not unusual to have the official copies and illegal versions manufactured in the same factory, even with the same materials, the fake brands might be also understood as belonging to “the second order of appearance”. That is to say, the order of the serial production and the relation between the objects of a series is “no longer that of an original to its counterfeit – neither analogy nor reflections – but equivalence, indifference. In a series, objects become undefined simulacra of one another.” A fake brand might be thus understood as a legitimate object, another version of a conventional form. In brief, a peculiar project of assertion of individuality uses a contested object as its most fertile soil. 
The Rebellious Son
Born into the family of a patriarchal tradesman, Fırlama is a son who rebelled. His father, whom he sometimes describes as a conservative man (hacı hoca takımıydı), and, at other times, as an uneducated person (cahil), mistrusted his family members’ ability to execute important decisions, tried to make his children dependent upon his wisdom, experience and judgement, and sought to imbue them with his own traits and values. For “patriarchy entails cultural constructs and structural relations that privilege the initiative of males and elders in directing the lives of others”, a system Joseph (1993: 12) calls patriarchal connectivity.
 Fırlama, the youngest among the six children, was terrified, wondering why his father treated him in a manifestly unfair way and whether he is an unwanted child (fazlalık). Kandiyoti (1994) argues male children in patriarchal systems are as powerless as women and, before they themselves become patriarchs, they are sons who have to obey seemingly all-powerful fathers. Such experiences might mutilate the psyche, some sons going so far as to promise themselves that they will never behave like their fathers. 

Fırlama started coming to the bazaar at about the age of five, for the father wanted his boys in the bazaar after school hours, to earn their pocket money and learn the trade. Moreover, the father wished his youngest son to become an imam. Therefore, the boy was sent to an Imam-Hatip school, a choice probably motivated less by interest in education in accordance with Muslim believes and more by the positive evaluation of the school in terms of parental prestige and social mobility. With broad appeal to conservative families, these schools are state-run vocational institutions opened in the early 1950s, which prepare students to become knowledgeable about Islam and, preferably, to occupy religious functionary positions. “In such a setting, students are expected to develop a sense of comfort in resigning themselves to accepting conformity, rather than developing the ability to recognise and confront their own complicity in the construction of their identities. […] The opportunities for the playful experimentation of the cultural milieu that marks the adolescent years in regular schools are curtailed in this environment” (Pak 2004: 336-7).  Fırlama spent four years in an institution characterised by an atmosphere of discipline, where the duty of the students is to obey, and the task of the teachers is to inculcate moral values and compel students to be adherents to and practitioners of Muslim teachings. 
Upon finishing this school, Fırlama left home. He knew how heartbreaking it had been for his parents, especially for his little sister who loved him dearly, when he left home for good, at the age of thirteen, but still could not help but suspect they had also been relieved deep down. He had to leave the house and pursue his own life of self-fulfillment. For six years, he had lived a colourful life on the streets, had had all manner of experiences and had made the most of doing everything that was previously forbidden. His father knew nothing about him getting arrested at the age of sixteen and, again, at the age of eighteen. He chose to go his way with remarkable boldness, gaining material and spiritual autonomy. Emancipation from paternal, religious and communal control came as an expression of a lust for life, an act of self-assertion, for his father forced him to follow a path he did not envisage for himself. 
The masculine self had been, thus, negotiated within and against multiple sites and multiple relationalities for, although the “son/parents relationship is certainly a central site for constructing identity, it is the convergence and divergence of this core relationship with other crucial relationalities that determine the sense of self” (Al-Nowaihi 1999: 238). After family and school, the other formative institution Fırlama entered was the “street.” This was the space inhabited by delikanlı, literally meaning individuals with crazy blood, a term referring to adolescents and young unmarried men, who valorise the untamed and undomesticated. Among the popular classes, delikanlı is a desirable status of masculinity, “a certain amount of deviant behaviour [being] accepted as an inevitable concomitant of this stage” (Kandiyoti 1994: 210). Fırlama crossed that line, rebelling against the father, traditionally regarded as the guarantor and protector of the normative order, and the state, the modern guarantor and protector of the order. He was imprisoned several times. Moreover, he was, in his words, “political”, that is, actively involved in the political events of the turbulent 1970s. 
He returned home in 1979, around the day he was supposed to start his military service. Hard as it was during this time Fırlama had managed and became, thanks to his excellent driving skills and bold manners, the personal driver and bodyguard of a high ranking officer. The army, one of the important institutions responsible for the production of masculinity in Turkey, played a major role in crystallising his personal habitus, for there, demonstrating resourcefulness, wit and bravery, he began to value his “difference” and to search for ways of combining his predilection for adventure with socially accepted modalities of earning a living and placing oneself in society. 

I love adrenaline.  One memory I have... There is a distance of 12 kms between Svelingrad and Kapıkule [the Bulgarian and Turkish border points]. At 4 o’clock in the morning, I ran the 12 kms together with some wolves. As I reached and surrendered to the Turkish police, I heard the alarm sounds at my back. All my friends were caught back there, and they were all sentenced to 3 years in jail. My adrenaline was at its highest level there. […] You see, I have the tendency to do what ordinary people are afraid to do. What’s interesting is that this is not in my genes. My parents, my grandparents, my uncles, no one has these genes. See, my brother, he is like a sheep. I am the only one in my family who does risky business. 

He had only one wish for life, that is, to prove himself.  He could have chosen to enter deeper into the underworld or to become a spy, as the officer he worked for wanted him, but smuggling and faking seemed the best options, the “cleanest” ones, preventing him from taking the path of marginality. Years of travelling all over Turkey, Europe and the Middle East followed, driving buses, smuggling watches, chewing gums, jeans, gold and silver, bartering with the Russians, doing imitations, or spending time in jails all over the region, only the stamps on the passport providing evidence for this exceptional way of life. He had an insatiable appetite for life, and didn’t miss the opportunities that came his way, spending years full of all kinds of adventures that make one feels life is worth living. 

One day, he returned to the bazaar and to the shop he inherited from his father. Working night shifts as a taxi driver, driving his van early in the mornings to the manufacturing places, haggling with factory owners for every kuruş, carrying the goods to the shop, selling and carefully piling up his money, he established himself as a trader, with a stable capital. Fırlama married when he was in his late twenties, but divorced ten years later, bringing up his two kids on his own, being simultaneously, as he is fond of emphasising, father, mother, cook, and cleaner.
 For he swore to himself that he wouldn’t subject his children to the inequities he had suffered at his father’s hand. Today, even though he is in his late forties, he still calls himself and behaves like a delikanlı despite the fact that this stage in a man’s life usually comes to an end with military service, marriage and fatherhood. At other times and in different contexts he enacts the authority of an honourable, honest and knowledgeable tradesman and the “domesticated masculinity” of the responsible householder (Loizos 1994).
The Choice of Profession
I wanted to make money everyday regularly. Some people say “It’s ok if I don’t earn a lot as long as I don’t get into trouble”. With me it’s the opposite. I want to earn a lot but I don’t care if I get into trouble. That is my character. Little by little, I came to realise smuggling, imitation are the kind of jobs I would make money everyday, even if they are dangerous ones. Before the military service, somebody asked for CK, for England, a big smuggling deal. I had already the tendency, I dived right in.  I still haven’t surfaced.
Since the early 1980s, Fırlama has been involved in the trade in fake brands, acquiring considerable expertise, learning the tricks, recovering after the blows, for betrayal and loss are frequent in this trade, searching for new connections and customers, getting to know who else is in this trade, evaluating which brand sells well, which colours are preferred, which models suit the taste of local and foreign clients, what technology be better used and what sources of excess products and leakages from the local textile industry are available. The gradual transformation of Istanbul into a site of production in a globalising textile industry and the city’s recapturing of its historical role as a regional market, with trading routes spreading across a vast area, including the Balkans, Western and Eastern Europe and Eurasia have offered good opportunities for the development of a business such as this one. And the rule of the left and right pockets, that is, dividing money gained from sales into spending money, to be put in the right pocket, and money for the shop and factory, to be kept in the left pocket, a rule he claims he learnt from the Jewish traders, has become his golden rule, allowing him to remain on the market. In time, he has become kaşarlı, that is, experienced.
Effort must be put into making fraud too. Look at this pair of cotton boxers. I have made it  very nicely. The model and fabric are wonderful. If I don’t sew this with mercerized fiber, it will be torn in less than two months. Soon, this models will be sold by others too, but it won’t be the same quality, I can guarantee you this. The machine which weaves this comes from Italy. The machine is worth 105,000 €. Its brand is, let’s say, Ferrari. The thread it uses has to be Ferrari too. I could make this 100% synthetic and write the same thing, then I would sell it to you for 1.50 €. The only lie here is that it writes “made in Italy”. Everything else is true. If I wrote “made in Turkey,” I wouldn’t even have the chance to sell it. Then it wouldn’t be imitation. It would be pointless. [...] Sometimes I sign cheques worth 80 -100 million lira per month. I don’t really have that kind of potential. My working capital is like 300- 400,000 USD. If you saw my cheque list, you would say I have the courage of a crazy person or a fool. Actually, I have the courage of an honest person. I think some customer or another will buy these products and I will be able to pay for my checques. [...] My experience, my investments, my honesty, the idea people have about me, these all make up my settled position in the business. As long as your products are good, nobody can touch you in this business. Except for the lawyers, of course.
He was first caught in 2001, due to a ridiculous mistake. The number of the flat in which he had a deposit and the number of the building were the same. A team of lawyers was looking for the ground floor shop, in order to make a routine inspection. His employee happened to smoke a cigarette in front of the entrance at the wrong time and answered candidly to their question, indicating that number 56 was on the fifth floor. The lawyers entered the paradise, a flat filled to the brim with fake branded goods, and Fırlama faced a heavy fine and years in jail. The punishment was, however, postponed for five years, for this is the period after which the files are cleared, a legal trick for whose application he generously bribed lawyers and judges. Thus, one day, his activity was redefined as “illegal” and his relation with the state acquired a new dimension.
Consequently, he took more precautions, changing more often the location of his production sites, hiding the deposits even better, arranging for the bank to sequester some of his properties, and strengthening his ties with local politicians, lawyers and underworld leaders. In the law court, he always denied selling fake branded products, played stupid every time he went there, as if he didn’t have a clue about what happened. Lawyers paid importunate visits also to the shop, but each time he kept himself out of trouble, half-bribing half-threatening them. 
Isn’t it a crime to sell what cost you 2€ for 40€? Or is it a crime to sell it for 3€? You decide. He, for his part, decided this is not a crime and he is not a criminal.  I never try to take anybody’s money. I don’t have any bad records with banks or the tax office. I don’t have a problem with the state or people in person. I don’t mess with people, but with the brands. Because it is my major. Like you have your masters degree, I have this. [..]I never sold drugs, I used them but never sold them and poisoned people. I never gambled. I did gamble only for fun, but I didn’t put the gambling money into my pocket. [..] I heard that nowadays, if you type a name on the internet, all the lawsuits of that person will pop up. I have many, so many. One might think I am a bad person. But I do imitations.
These events and the growing attempts at enforcing property rights legislation did not discourage or frightened him. Presently, as the five year period ended, he is fully back in business, selling counterfeit goods in broad daylight, keeping, however, a lookout for authorities and rivals. 
The Respected Trader

There is one thing Fırlama seems never tire of and this is setting the shop in order, a short big-bellied middle-aged man, swinging by amidst the packages carefully piled up on top of one another on the floor but nevertheless occupying half of the 12 square metres shop. After standing stock-still for a few seconds, as if nailed to the spot, scrutinizing everything, he lights another cigarette. The satisfaction he feels at what he sees is so evident that a neighbour cannot help but congratulate him for such an organised shop.
In this small bazaar, the mornings are busy, with big orders to be taken care of, goods to be sent to regular customers and bulk buyers to be served, and with trips back and forth deposits to supplement the stock to be made. Everything must be done quickly, for the client must not wait. Accordingly, his apprentice is frequently scolded during these hours for failing to quickly select the requested items or for claiming that the ordered items are not available in the deposits. To this chatterbox of a boy, Fırlama feels bound to say over and over that doing business requires mind and moderation, permanent circulation of money and respect for the customers, and that forgetting these principles might result in losing everything. In their world, a poor man is a nobody. Ideally, the trader must put his whole heart into his work, must be honest and thrifty. Consequently, he will prosper and his shop and deposits will be heaped to the brim.  

Every now and then agitated shopkeepers rush inside, in urgent need of articles in a certain colour, size or brand, sometimes accompanied by their clients. Occasional customers make their way into the shop in a greater number around noon and late afternoon. They are welcomed with honeyed words, encouraged to rummage through the shelves, and tempted with colourful underwear, in sixteen shades, as Fırlama is fond of telling, far more than the colour scheme of their officially branded counterparts. The naives, that is, those who think they have made a lucky find, brands for a fraction of their price, are assured the goods in this shop are all imitations. The bothersomes, who imagine they can get a good discount for buying three pairs instead of two, are cut short and left alone to ponder whether they want to buy or not. The hesitaters are shown different items in the hope they would finally reach a decision, but sometimes, the obvious pleasure in turning the shop upside down indisposes the shopkeeper. During these encounters, without exception, there comes a moment when both parties stretch the underwear, Fırlama to demostrate their resistance and quality, the customers to check whether they suit them or not. 

Business parterners and other traders drop by from time to time, in search of information. The injustices they have suffered, usually unpaid debts, are eagerly shared, the men seething with indignation, uttering harsh but well deserved words. Known as an honest person (dürüst), Fırlama is the best audience, his most trenchant criticism being reserved for the fickle characters, the ignorants and the blowers of bubbles. For the competition has become tougher, this profitable business attracting crowds of newcomers, who venture blindly and have no scruples. From the gossip lavishly dispensed at these meetings, all participants distill pieces of noteworthy information. Business propositions are carefully pondered over, for everyone knows the local habit of bragging and promising, only to forget about, a second later. Samples are carefully scrutinised, with expert eyes that know good trimmings and seams, and experienced hands that can evaluate the fabrics. Financial issues might necessitate more than the simple act of giving or receiving cash or cheques. To solve the matters, appealing to every known tie and blandishments is one technique, but equally possible are threats and shouting, grovelling and haughtiness. 

Fırlama, for his part, doesn’t miss a chance to present himself as a successful trader. In those moments, as they say, his tongue is hung in the middle and wags at both ends. His numerous clients, the high-tech factory, the clever way in which his business is organised, the quality of the products, the models, the brands, the new arrivals in his shop, all eddy around in those torrents of words. To those who come in for advice, for they would also like to enter the trade in imitations but are afraid, he is fond of explaining the comical side of this business (his favourites being the followings: policemen come and look for someone, they are told the guy disappeared, so they write in the register “unknown address” and leave, happy to get off cheaply; lawyers raid a shop, the next second the whole bazaar knows, and the hunted goods vanish in the blink of an eye). Danger can be overcome with connections, money and intelligence, so the moral goes. The ridiculous and the serious converge, and this is something many but him find confusing.
The morality of his business is rarely an issue of concern for these visitors, with the exception of his rich and educated relatives. They have mixed feelings for Fırlama, a relative at whom they turn up their nose, for he is an uneducated man doing an unethical business and disobeying the normative order of the state that offered protection to his family, foreigners, Turks from Macedonia. To his arguments – fakes as free advertisement and a means of living for many people; the unjustified high price of the so called original and the fair price and quality of the so-called counterfeit; the payment of taxes–, they turn a deaf ear. Nevertheless, they do buy from his shop, many items.  
One day, lost in thoughts, he muttered under his breath to the anthropologist, watching her with friendliness:

I became like this for I wanted to. Also life made me like this. But I am happy with the way I am, for I always had money this way. I have 12, 15 more years to live, I smoke and drink, let’s say I will die at 70. I live by my own rules and I will stay like this till then. […] I will drown not in a lake, but in the ocean. I will be eaten up by sharks or whales in the ocean, but I will not die in a lake.
In the bazaar time flows by. Everything the shopkeeper does in here - sipping tea, smoking, chatting to the neighbours, gossiping about passers-by and common acquaintances, eavesdropping on chats ebbing and flowing with the inclusion of new participants, often never to be concluded or completed, haggling over the prices, putting things back on the shelves, or dusting the merchandise -, not only has he certainly done many times before, but is also liable to repetition infinite times in the future. For Fırlama, however, the daily routine is interspersed with doses of excitement, for adventurous episodes might occur, in his case, even in a bazaar immersed in languor.
Concluding remarks
One of the predominant themes of the Middle East novel is that of the individual rebelling against the social norms, triumphing over a hostile, uncomprehending undifferentiated collective (Al-Nowaihi 1999, Altorki 1999, Muhidine 2006). Such novels portray individuals ready to explore and determine matters on their own, to formulate their own set of values rather than accept what is being handed down to them. Central to such works, it has been pointed out, is a perceived tension between two models of self, that is, the individual self who values autonomy, independence and being unique, and the relational self who has relatively fluid boundaries and derives its sense of worth from being part of, rather than apart from, a collective entity and significant others. Even though their fictionality casts a shadow on their validity as sources of knowledge, for it might be argued that the purpose of creating these exceptional characters is that of contaminating the readers and causing them to question the social order, such novels, nevertheless, emphasise an important characteristic of the Middle Eastern societies, namely, “the tenuous waters that a person must navigate with and against the family to create the self” (Al-Nowaihi 1999: 262). 

In the Muslim Middle East family and community has been valued over and above the person, connective relationships becoming not only functional but necessary for successful social existence. However, persons in these cultures have often resisted and constructed alternatives, for the embeddedness in relational matrices that shape the self does not deny distinctive initiative and agency. Connectivity can thus co-exist with individualism in the same culture and perhaps even in the same person (Joseph 1999: 189). Though crucial for the construction of self in the Middle East, experiences in the family are but one instance of a whole range of institutional arrangements which go into the definition of what means to be a man or a woman (Kandiyoti’s 1994: 202). In a society such as Turkey, it is worth keeping in mind the possible influence on identity construction of the modern masculine and feminine ideals of nationalism (Kandiyoti 1997: 122). In brief, as a sense of the self has to be formulated within and against the constructions of personhood available in a society, the peculiar balance between conformity and individuality discussed in this paper could have nevertheless taken root even in a thick communalist soil. This struggle for self has unfolded in a culture that valorises kin structures, morality and idioms, resulting in an unconventional but fulfilled life.
Fırlama started his life under very strict rules, but responded by systematic rejection and needed illegality to confirm himself as individual rather than the mere product of these rules. His rebellion can be defined as opposition to conformity but without the desire for changing the social order that conformity supports. Rebellion from paternal, religious and communal control, the formative institutions he entered during his life, his ability to cross different social milieu, all “predisposed him to a broader view of the space of possible and hence to a more complete use of the freedom inherent in its constraints” (Bourdieu 1996: 208). 

He has found a niche that allows for the possibility to construct himself in terms of a morality he is comfortable with, which has much smaller oscillations between conventional morality and illegality and which he can envisage as expressing his own moral position. After a big oscillation between conformity and illegality, he has engaged in an activity that guarantees the exciting experiences he has always been fond of and that allows him to be an honest trader, who sells quality at a fair price, and a good citizen, who pays his taxes. These are his moral acts, and, as Asad (2003: 95) emphasised, they are not necessarily the responsible acts of a free agent answerable to God, society, or conscience. The agency can be traced back to his habitus, and to that part of it Asad calls “ethical sensibility,” acquired, in this case, especially in religious school.  Thus, he was able to reconcile himself with his primary experiences and take them upon himself, to assume them without losing anything he subsequently acquired. The multiple but antagonistic determination of his personal habitus has been successfully channelled into constructing a balance, however fragile, between conformity and nonconformity, conventional and illegal.
And it is the fake brand, the kind of object he is dealing in for the last 25 years, which objectifies this peculiar process of self-making. In a way that parallels Bourdieu’s description of the Kabyle house (Bourdieu 1977), the ambiguous nature of the fake band might be understood as reflecting a particular habitus and reproducing its constitutive elements for the inhabitant of this “very very small society”, that is, Fırlama. 
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� “Patriarchy entails cultural constructs and structural relations that privilege the initiative of males and elders in directing the lives of others. Connectivity entails cultural constructs and structural relations in which persons invite, require, and initiate involvement with others in shaping the self. In patriarchal societies, then, connectivity can support patriarchal power by crafting selves responding to, requiring, and socialised to initiate involvment with others in shaping the self, and patriarchy can help reproduce connectivity by crafting males and seniors prepared to direct the lives of female and juniors and females and juniors prepared to respond to the direction of males and seniors” (Joseph 1999: 12-13). Though this concept is used for understanding selving in the Arab/Muslim world, it is taken here as being also relevant for another Muslim society, the Turkish one.


� In almost all the Middle East states, family law has upheld men’s property in their children, so that, upon divorce, control of the children is given to the father (Joseph 2000: 21). 
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