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ABSTRACT 
 
 
My dissertation analyzes the architectural voice of the Islamic bourgeoisie by evaluating 
contemporary government-funded urban renewal projects in Turkey. This topic also discusses 
the counter voices’ response to the urban renewal programs which sparked the Gezi Park protests 
of summer 2013.  My dissertation explores how the AK Party is framing Ottoman history and 
remaking the Turkish urban landscape by urban development projects.  I spell out specific ways 
in which Erdoğan uses cultural capital of the Ottoman past to frame Erdoğanian Neo-
Ottomanism.  My work investigates the AK Party’s Islamic form of neoliberalism with Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital.  Specifically I look at the application of Istanbul as the 
European Capital of Culture (ECoC), an urban renewal project by the AK Party in the Ankara 
neighborhood of Hamamӧnü, and the protests at Istanbul’s Gezi Park and Ankara’s Ulucanlar 
prison complex.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

 When walking the streets of Istanbul I sense the cosmopolitan nature of the city, and as I 

look at the exterior of the Hagia Sofia I see inscribed in its surrounding neighborhoods and 

buildings the historical past of the Byzantine Empire.  A stroll through the grounds of Topkapı 

Palace evokes the grandeur and power of the Ottoman Empire.  But Istanbul has changed with 

all eras and power regimes.  The mega malls that have been popping up on the urban landscape 

in the last ten years also make a statement about the neoliberal economic push in contemporary 

Turkey today.  The construction boom in Istanbul and Turkey in general, has been on a steady 

and quickening increase until the summer of 2013.  I had spent the summer of 2010, 2011, and 

2012 in different large Turkish cities (Izmir, Bursa and Ankara) and was about to spend my 

fourth summer splitting my time between Istanbul and Ankara.  I would spend the summer at 

Istanbul’s prestigious Boğaziçi University and then do fieldwork on a neighborhood in Ankara, 

Hamamönü, which stood as an epitome of urban renewal patterns in Turkey under the AK Party 

(the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, the Justice and Development Party, or simply the AK Party).  

This urban renewal transformed the once low socioeconomic neighborhood into an arts and 

culture district that exuded Neo-Ottoman charms and marketed itself to tourists.  I had spent 

many days there in 2012 noticing the hustle and bustle, particularly during Ramadan.  In 

summer 2012 I had little knowledge of the neighborhood’s historic roots or of its past.  The idea 

of this newly created little Ottoman village in the heart of the capital city intrigued me, and the 

ties this neighborhood had to a pious Turkish population also seemed to go against the 
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stereotype of secular Ankara, a city that revolves around Atatürk’s mausoleum which houses a 

museum about his life and chronicles his modernization and Westernization efforts.   

 I returned to Istanbul in early June 2013.  Only a few days before my flight I learned of 

the chaos and commotion surrounding the building of yet another mall in Istanbul.  It was during 

the last days of May that a group of environmental activists camped out in one of the few 

remaining green spaces in central Istanbul, Gezi Park.  They were protesting the demolition of 

this park that was to be replaced with a re-imagined Ottoman military barrack that once stood 

on that very location and that would now house a mall fit for the tourists and the Turkish leisure 

class that frequent the busy area directly before İstiklal Street.  What strikes me as odd about the 

choice to replicate the military barrack to symbolize an “authentic” Ottoman past is that the 

building itself was originally constructed using orientalist ideas of remaking of the Ottoman 

past.   

The proposed Neo-Ottoman mall project had similar objectives as other urban renewal 

projects of AK Party, the leading political party in Turkey since 2002.  Their projects tend to 

evoke the Ottoman past that was once rejected with the inception of the secular Turkish nation-

state.  I noticed this harkening toward the Ottoman past when I was in Istanbul in 2010 and 

recalled the way the city marketed itself during its reign as the European Capital of Culture.   

What I was not expecting was the violent police reaction to this small group of 

environmental activists.  After the extensive police brutality, the protests ballooned to become a 

major countermovement to the policies of the AK Party and the dictator-like behavior many 

Turks felt that Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan had acquired during his term.  Turkey at 

this time had been ruled continuously by Erdoğan and the AK party for 12 years.  Under his rule, 
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more and more journalists were being imprisoned, and the idea of freedom of expression in 

Turkey was being questioned by the international community.  Many Turks were concerned by 

the AK Party’s increase in social conservatism and neoliberal ideals which, by this point, were 

becoming more apparent and lasting in Turkish public spaces (a case in point being the Neo-

Ottoman mall project).  Demonstrations began to organize at the square before Gezi Park (after 

the park itself was shut down and barricaded by police); by early June 2013 people were coming 

out by the thousands to protest. 

As I prepared to travel to Istanbul, international media were reporting on the Gezi Park 

protesters and the police violence that ensued.  When I arrived in Turkey I realized that in fact 

the international coverage of Gezi Park would sometimes be a more reliable source of 

information than domestic news because domestic media outlets and journalists in Turkey were 

afraid to cover the event that opposed the AK Party—for fear of imprisonment or retributive 

actions.  There was a domestic media blackout amidst international reports covering protesters 

being injured and killed; doctors and lawyers helping injured or imprisoned protesters were also 

being imprisoned.   

When I went to Gezi Park to witness this countermovement in person, I felt a sense of 

awkwardness.  As I took a bus from Boğaziçi’s campus (it is located on a northern edge of the 

city, over an hour bus ride from the the protests on İstiklal Street), I noticed that one of the main 

bus lines to İstiklal had been shut down during the protests (a strategic move on the 

government’s part to try to limit the mobility of protesters).  As I found a circumambient way to 

İstiklal, I passed by the Beşiktaş neighborhood and witnessed the hundreds of blue uniformed 

Turkish police officers that were patiently awaiting their evening post in İstiklal Street.  
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Hundreds of young police officers were lying under trees, packed into the decommissioned 

public buses waiting to be taken to deal with protesters in front of Gezi Park.   

I felt conflicted as a Western researcher standing to observe the protests.  This situation 

blurred the lines between a researcher and a protester: was I a researcher or a protester?  

Would my high-powered Canon camera originally purchased to capture architectural elements 

during fieldwork going to be mistaken for a foreign journalist’s camera trying to frame the Gezi 

protests in a way that would not be in line with the Turkish ruling powers?   How much danger 

was I in just standing and trying to find out what was actually going on before this contested 

space?  One day when a male voice came over the loudspeaker stating that the crowd must 

disperse because we were breaking official Turkish law and I witnessed the police start to 

prepare their riot gear and turn on the engine of the TOMA trucks (high pressure water cannon 

trucks) I knew I needed to leave.  My role as researcher would not give me grace or pardon in 

this situation.  As I walked away from the massive group of over 1,000 people crowded in front 

of the Atatürk Culture Center and barricaded Gezi Park who did not seem to react at all to the 

man on the load speaker, it was not clear who was a spectator and who was a protester.  I was 

not a protester so left down a side street.  As I walked down the side street I saw large squads of 

police officers with riot gear blocking side alley streets.  It was clear they were not going to 

allow protesters down these streets once they fled the area to avoid the water cannons or were 

forced out physically by the water cannons and the tear gas about to be dispersed.  This moment 

made me see the fragility and danger involved in my fieldwork.   

What started as just looking at and analyzing architecture and urban renewal programs 

in contemporary Turkey took on new meaning; my research began to outline the struggle 
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between the official state narrative and the counter-narrative of the protesters.  The story being 

told architecturally by the AK Party was not one that all Turks promoted.  The urban renewal 

plans were dividing people, showing the flaws in historic preservation, the corruption within 

construction contracts and the heavy-handed way the AK Party and Erdoğan, in particular, were 

making decisions about Turkish urban public space.  These projects showed how public space 

can be manipulated by those in power and indeed affect the look and use of public space.  Many 

times academics try to separate the idea of the power and the public but here we see them 

directly influencing one another.  My fieldwork would take new forms and require new 

meanings.  My scholarship became a type of activism, unbeknownst to me and not directly 

orchestrated by me.  I was the outsider looking in but looking at a space that was contested, 

vibrant, violent and in flux.  My reactions, my framing, my pictures, my questions would 

undoubtedly take on a side, no matter how unbiased I might try to be or uninfluenced I might try 

to come off.  Just being in that contested space as a Westerner made a statement.   

The built environment is an important indicator of political power.  Architecture displays 

the physical markings of the past, and the new buildings of the present that indicate the power 

shifts on a particular place.  When we speak of restoration and reappropriation of space a type of 

rewriting of history can occur.  This tension between preservation and reinterpreting the past to 

fit a contemporary ideological power is at the core of this dissertation on Spatial Politics of 

Turkey’s Justice and Development Party (AK Party).  This dissertation evaluates the AK Party’s 

use of artistic programming and urban renewal projects to reformulate the power dynamics on 

the Turkish urban landscape.  In order to showcase distinctive ways Erdoğan and his regime have 
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focused on recreating or reimaging Turkey’s Ottoman past, I will also outline the power 

dynamics specific to Erdoğan in my theoretical approach of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism. 

In the following chapters I explore the shifts in power that have produced shifts in the 

physical landscape in Turkey.  This dissertation revolves around the role of the state in restoring 

Islamic or Neo-Ottoman iconography.  The examples put forth in this dissertation were selected 

to act as various nodes in a similar overarching constellation of AK Party conceptions of the built 

environment.  I will refer to this phenomenon as Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism1, which shows 

how Ottoman memory has been politicized and employed in recent years by the Justice and 

Development (AK Party) under the leadership of Prime Minister, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.   

I argue that “Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism,” a cultural ideology that remembers the 

Ottoman past in Sunni Muslim Turkish terms, constitutes the new cultural capital that is shifting 

the urban landscape of Turkey.  I will demonstrate this by analyzing the AK Party’s utilization of 

urban landscapes and built environments of Istanbul and Ankara.  This type of Neo-Ottomanism 

stands in contrast with previous Neo-Ottoman discourses, such as that of Turgut Özal, which 

emphasized the supposed pluralistic and cosmopolitan elements of Ottoman society.  The tool for 

justifying this shift in cultural capital is the deployment of arts and culture to publicly exemplify 

the social and cultural vision of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  The result is gentrification that 

utilizes a particular memory of the Ottoman past.  Changing the actual built environment that 

institutes the long-lasting effects of a Neo-Ottoman architectural style is coupled with the 

performative, festival-like aspects of the programmed Neo-Ottoman events with the European 

                                                 
1 As Yilmaz Ҫolak argued that Özalian Neo-Ottomanism focused on how former prime minister Turgut Özal 
employed the memory of the Ottoman Empire to differentiate his political program from the Kemalist ideals of the 
Turkish nation-state, I will extend the analysis and outline Erdoğan’s particular use and appropriation of framing the 
Ottoman past. 



17 
 

Capital of Culture events and Hamamönü’s Ramadan festivities.  My thesis also asserts that 

while neoliberalism is a key component of the reason for the AK Party’s changes to the Turkish 

urban landscape, these changes are also due to a specific cultural ideology that is based on a 

certain way of remembering the Ottoman past, which helps to contextualize our understanding of 

neoliberal politics under the AK Party in Turkey.  

My analysis of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism focuses on the marketing of Neo-

Ottomanism to a Western audience, which is detailed in Istanbul’s application to the European 

Capital of Culture and the way the Hamamönü arts and cultural district is being marketed to 

international and domestic audiences.  I also distinguish the use of pluralism during EU 

accession discussions but utilize Gezi Park protests of 2013 as a turning point that marks a 

decisively more authoritarian approach from Erdoğan.  Since 2006, less focus has been placed on 

pluralism in the Ottoman Empire, and instead a more markedly orthodox Sunni and Turkish 

Ottoman memory is being propagated by preservation initiatives or new building projects that 

mimic Ottoman architecture.  Those gathered at Gezi Park were uniting from various 

countermovement backgrounds to protest the increased authoritarian leadership of Erdoğan.  

This came at a time when talks for Turkish accession to the European Union had stalled.  Turkey 

and Erdoğan has become a leading player in the Middle East since the Arab Spring and the 

continued unrest in Egypt.  It was during this time that Turkey was not actively trying to pursue 

European Union accession.  I argue that Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism is not concerned with 

plurality but instead actively discourages it by cracking down on countermovements’ dissent to 

orthodox Sunni, Turkish cultural capital.  For example, the issue of alcohol sales, the control of 

rhetoric on social media, and the imprisoning of journalists and media blackout of Gezi Park 
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protests reveal mechanisms used to control the discourse and actions in the Turkish public. 

Erdoğan has repeatedly demanded in his public addresses that Turkish women have at least three 

children, such as his address on the occasion of Women’s Day, March 8, 2008. He claimed that 

this was necessary in order to keep Turkey’s birthrate high and for Turkey to maintain its 

prosperity and national strength. He made similar remarks at the International Family and Social 

Policies Summit on January 3, 2012 (Beşpınar 130-131). Erdoğan has also been very vocal in his 

opposition to abortion, comparing it to murder and the massacre of innocents. He famously 

compared abortion to the Uludere incident where 34 Kurdish civilians were killed in an airstrike 

(Beşpınar 131).  Erdoğan’s public opposition to C-sections also led in 2012 to a law that 

prohibited them unless medically necessary (Beşpınar 131).  These incidents point to a specific 

type of moral subjectivity embedded in Erdoğan’s political rhetoric.   

 

Mapping Erdoğan from Model to Menace 

 Looking at the Gezi Park protests as a movement that marks a significant shift in Turkish 

politics and identity is key to understanding the resistance narratives of Turkish citizens.  The 

radical inclusive nature of the protesters that formed in Gezi Park circumvented the traditional 

fault lines of Islamic vs. secular; Kurdish vs. Turkish; homosexual vs. heterosexual, etc. and 

instead focused on the coming together of these groups under the blanket of “Gezi Park” 

protests.  As a result, we can now talk about Turkey before and after Gezi Park.  We can also in 

turn discuss the AK Party’s image globally and in the Middle East region in light of pre-Gezi 

Park and post-Gezi Park.  It is important to realize that before Gezi Park the AK Party, and 

Erdoğan specifically, were hailed as a model for the Arab Spring.  The booming Turkish 
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economy was lauded with accolades and it was thought that the AK Party’s “light” Islamism 

paired with the secular backdrop of Turkey would serve as a model for the region.  Post-Gezi 

Park the authoritarianism of Erdoğan was being openly discussed and the long sentences from 

the Ergenokon trials portrayed as a witch hunt.  The Turkish domestic media blackout pertaining 

to Gezi Park has also damaged the AK Party’s reputation (Kirişci 2013; Yildiz 2013). 

 This dissertation spans from pre-Gezi Park to the post-Gezi Park era and discusses the 

role of the AK Party’s spatial politics.  I account for the spatial dimensions of space and place 

that in my case provide key dimensions to understanding the changing national identity of 

contemporary Turkey.  I show how neoliberal urban development projects segregate Turkish 

cities into componenets of people that belong to the “cleaned,” Neo-Ottoman city and those that 

are deemed degenerate and outsiders and literally relocated to the periphery of the city.  I will 

discuss in detail how the AK Party utilized urban renewal as a tool to “clean” areas of the city 

and inscribe onto them a new visual rhetoric that speaks to the nostalgia of the Ottoman past, 

marketing to the Turkish Islamic bourgeoisie and the international tourist.  Anthropologists Setha 

Low and Denise Lawrence-Zúñiga explain that “inscribed space implies that humans ‘write’ in 

an enduring way their presence on their surroundings…People form meaningful relationships 

with the locales they occupy…They attach meaning to space, and transform ‘space’ into ‘place’” 

(13).  Symbols of the Ottoman past were reappropriated in neoliberal ways to refashion Turkey’s 

urban landscape in accordance with AK Party ideals.  This AK Party utopia was thwarted during 

the end of May of 2013 when the Gezi Park sit-in erupted into a radical protest against the AK 

Party’s place-making tactics.   
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Cultural Capital 

 In Outline of a Theory of Practice Pierre Bourdieu defines cultural capital as things that 

are deemed cultural assets, not financial capital, but things other than wealth that have value and 

can be “used” to gain access and power in society.  This theory extends value beyond pure 

economism.  As an example, Leila Hudson’s research focused on the cultural capital of property, 

money, family, knowledge, and imperial and local power in Damascus (8).  This dissertation 

argues that it is through urban landscape, the arts and architecture that the AK Party is inscribing 

their political ideology onto the urban landscape of Turkey and thereby creating a shift in 

cultural capital of the urban landscape.  Specifically, this dissertation provides tangible examples 

of the effects of this shift on the Turkish built environment.  The built environment can be read 

as a “text” to show the lasting power and reappropriation of power through the Turkish 

landscape.  It is not simply the AK Party’s implementation of neoliberal economic policies but 

also their implementation of cultural capital that allows them to change the architectural 

landscape of contemporary Turkey.  I term this process the “spatial politics” of the AK Party.  

Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital is important to my argument because in discussing spatial 

politics I analyze which kinds of cultural capital have been given value in the contemporary 

Turkey.  The AK Party’s utilization of Neo-Ottomanism is a politicized way of implementing a 

specific type of Ottoman past that is intent on portraying an orthodox Sunni, Turkish version of 

the Ottoman Empire.  My research describes the types of cultural capital that have held 

significant value during the AK Party rule of Turkey.  I outline the shifts in cultural capital and 
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the countermovements (i.e. Gezi Park protests) that have responded to Erdoğan and the AK 

Party’s manipulation of public space in Turkey.   

 Nora Fisher Onar writes about the ideological universalisms of the Ottoman Empire, and 

so as not generalize the entire Ottoman period she pays specific attention to different time 

periods and maps out the gradual power dynamics and shifts within Ottoman history.  Ottoman 

universalism, according to Onar, was based on notions of empire, Islam and cosmopolitanism 

(230).  After World War I, Turkey’s founders completely abandoned Ottoman universalisms, 

along with Ottoman-Islamic institutions such as the sultanate, the caliphate, clergy, seminaries 

and Sufi brotherhoods.  The Gregorian and Latin calendar replaced the Arabic calendar.  

Personal habits were targeted too; the ubiquitous male headgear, the fez, was banned and women 

were discouraged from veiling (Onar 232).  These once powerful Ottoman institutions of class 

and status (i.e., the fez and the veil) were replaced with the cultural capital of the nation-state 

which revolved around this concept of “Turkishness.”  Onar explains further that “this led to an 

emphasis – officially - on a voluntaristic form of national belonging in which all citizens 

regardless of ethnic or religious background were first-class members of the nation” (232).   

This dissertation takes a similar approach to mapping shifts in cultural capital in 

contemporary Turkey; instead of looking at the shifts in ideologies within the Ottoman Empire, I 

focus on shifts in cultural capital since 2002 and the empowerment of the AK Party in the 

parliament and government and then their empowerment in the presidency since 2007.  My goal 

is not to state that the AK Party is creating a revival of Ottoman universalism but instead 

documenting how they are crafting a new hegemonic memory of the Ottoman past that is not 
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universalistic but imbued with politics of identity that represent Sunni, Turkish Ottoman 

memories that focus on the triumphant moments of the empire.   

My dissertation extends Onar’s historical mapping and focuses solely on the AK Party’s 

politics of Ottoman public memory.  I bring together three prominent urban renewal projects led 

by the AK Party that implemented their brand of Neo-Ottoman cultural capital on the Turkish 

urban landscape.  I analyze the “cleaning” of Istanbul for the 2010 European Capital of Culture 

distinction.  I then discuss another gentrification project through arts and culture in the 

neighborhood of Hamamönü in Ankara, and this dissertation ends with the plans to construct a 

Neo-Ottoman shopping mall on the grounds of Gezi Park and the possible demolition of the 

Atatürk Culture Center in downtown Istanbul.  I illustrate the countermovements that gathered 

during the summer of 2013 to protest these new cultural capital implementations of the AK 

Party.   

 

Who Has the Right to the City, Neighborhood, Building, or Park:  Issues of Public Space 

and Place 

 The common question in this research lies lurking under the surface: who has the right to 

this space?  I argue that the AK Party is dictating public space, its use and its aesthetics.  The 

elite, political powers have top-down ability to dictate to Turkey’s public in ways that accord 

with that party’s ideals.  What is interesting to note here is that this political manipulation of 

public space in modern Turkey did not begin with the AK Party. Atatürk himself did this when 

he physically moved the cultural capital of the capital city away from Istanbul (and its Byzantine 

and Ottoman cultural legacies and remains) and transformed the small village of Angora into the 
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Turkish Republic’s capital of Ankara.  Mustafa Kemal Atatürk used his power position to create 

a landscape that aligned with his aspiration to shape Turkey through the eyes of the West and 

secularism.   

With the adoption of Latin characters, Western dress, and European city planning, the 

early Turkish Republic and rule by Atatürk illustrated the excision and forgetting of the Ottoman 

and Islamic past.  Henri Prost’s city plans that resulted in the creation of Gezi Park during the 

early republican period, for instance, erased the memory of the Armenian cemetery that once 

stood in its place.  Like early republican leaders decades before him, Erdoğan wanted to utilize 

this prime piece of real estate, Gezi Park, to exemplify his own political project, a neoliberal 

vision that uses Ottoman motifs in architecture to reconstruct the “glory” days of the empire in 

ways calculated to support the AK Party program.  The AK Party is turning back to the Ottoman 

past, framed from the victorious, imperial standpoint of orthodox Ottoman Sunni Islam.  This 

recycling of the past to represent the power regimes of the present and the destruction of one 

regime’s structures of meaning to make space for another’s is the process this dissertation seeks 

to follow.   

This dissertation will read architecture as text.  It will unpack its ideologies and meanings 

and also analyze people’s response to the buildings, artistic programming, and the urban renewal 

plans and projects.  It is not just those in power who control the material culture and landscape of 

their time; it is also members of the public who engage, repurpose, and protest the spaces in their 

city, neighborhoods, and parks.  This conversation and dialectic between the official dictates of 

public space and the response by the public will also be explored.  Most significant to this project 

is documenting and analyzing the specific ways the AK Party is using and manipulating space, 
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particularly public space, because this process directly affects the use of this space by the public 

and the possibilities for place-making.  The following research will also explore the ways in 

which the former inhabitants of gentrified areas are dealt with.  In the Sulukule district of 

Istanbul the Roma were displaced to public housing projects; in Hamamönü, a district in Ankara, 

lower income renters were pushed out of their spaces; and in Gezi Park the backlash of local 

citizens morphed beyond the meaning of the green space and took on the voices of many 

contesting the authorıty of the AK Party. Sulukule and the ECoC witnessed a subtle protest that 

has largely been waged by outsiders writing about the issue from a Roma-rights perspective.  

Hamamönü and Ulucanlar, both districts in Ankara’s Altindağ municipality, experienced some 

mild examples of domestic resistance.  Gezi, on the other hand, took flight and became a protest 

of international dimensions.  In the end Sulukule’s Roma community was successfully pushed 

out, Hamamönü is now almost entirely a non-resident arts and culture district, and Gezi Park still 

remains but its existence is fragile as the AK Party still is the majority ruling political party in 

Turkey and Erdoğan, despite having changed his role from Prime Minister to President, remains 

in charge. Here we see the ways in which certain aspects of the Ottoman past were used in 

neoliberal ways to create a hierarchy of cultural capital that projected meaning onto the space 

creating a place that represents a particular worldview and fits more aptly a particular political 

party.  

 

Secular vs. Religious 

 This dissertation also calls attention to how the protests at Gezi Park challenged 

conventional dichotomies between the secular and religious segments of Turkish society.  
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Though it is unclear to what extent the AK Party can be labeled strictly “Islamist” (due to the 

myriad connotations this term has acquired post 9/11), its supporters are predominately orthodox, 

Sunni Turks.  As I will argue in detail, this is the kind of identity promoted by the AK Party 

through its uses of public space.  However, the protests at Gezi Park have urged us to take into 

account other modes of Muslim religiosity in Turkey and the minority religious groups that also 

are part of the Turkish landscape.  So often the discussion of the AK Party’s religiosity allows 

other types of religious groups to be forgotten or dismissed.  The stereotype was of the “religious 

Turk” being part of the AK Party and the secularists being labeled “the Kemalists.”   

The wide variety of Muslim and other groups that emerged to contest the place-making 

attempts by the AK Party on Gezi Park occasioned the academic community to unpack the 

identity of what it means to be Muslim in Turkey today: one could be culturally Muslim, one 

could be Kurdish Muslim, one could be an anti-capitalist Muslim, one could be a secular 

Muslim, and the list continues.  Gezi allowed these different types of Muslims to gain a voice 

and push back the narrative of the idealized or stereotyped version of a Turkish Muslim and go 

beyond that which is put forth by the AK Party. In other words, the intersections of sacred and 

secular discourses and the plurality of Muslim identities at Gezi Park further highlights the 

narrowness and specificity of the AK Party’s vision of Ottoman, Turkish, Sunni, and socially 

conservative Muslims that was in the urban renewal project’s agenda. 

 In some of the international coverage of Gezi Park one could sense this secular versus 

religious narrative in the way the protest was described.  What struck me most about being at the 

protest site during the month of Ramadan was the outdoor, potluck style iftars that would occur 

amongst the protesters.  The protesters that would, perhaps at first glance, be deemed “secular” 
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came together to celebrate the breaking of the fast.  Long sheets were spread out and protesters 

would sit on the ground to partake in this Islamic tradition.  These iftars were quite different 

from the formal, public iftars lead by the AK Party where banquet tables were fitted with elegant 

white tablecloths that were privately cordoned off in public spaces for elite AK Party voters and 

politicians to break the fast together.  The Gezi Protesters were reappropriating public space to 

include a religious tradition led by the people on the streets, the people who would never be 

invited to the official, AK Party public iftars.   

 

Ethnography in Action 

 My research prompted me to go into the field.  I was planning to stay in Istanbul for 

advanced language training before going to my planned fieldwork site of Ankara.  To my 

surprise Gezi Park was occurring while I was in Istanbul.  I was able to alter my IRB approval so 

that it allowed me to interview Istanbulites about the protests and conduct participant observation 

at the Gezi Park protest site.  I also had access to students at Boğaziçi University as I was 

enrolled as a student at the campus.   

 Conducting research on protests in Turkey is a sensitive topic.  Article 301 of the Turkish 

Penal Code declaration that anything “anti-Turkish” is illegal creates a problem for freedom of 

expression.  This time period was also marked by many Turkish journalists being put in prison 

for speaking out against the government.  In order to fit the needs of my particular situation, I 

made sure not to audio record or video record any of my interviews.  I had a written survey in 

both Turkish and English that I would give to the faculty, staff, and students at Boğaziçi.  They 

were able to fill it out quietly and then submit it to me without their name being recorded.  I also 
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was able to do a verbal IRB participation agreement so that no participant had to sign their name 

anywhere to further ensure their safety. 

 It was with the participant observation at the protest site in Istanbul where the lines 

between activist and researcher blurred.  A common form of protest that appeared in front of the 

closed-off Gezi Park was call the “standing man” protest where people in protest would stand in 

a yoga-like mountain pose for hours on end.  They would not be holding signs or shouting but 

simply silently standing.  When I went to do my participant observation, I too was silently 

standing and I noticed there was nothing actually separating me from the “standing man” 

protesters.  The question occurred to me, where does the line end when the researcher becomes 

the activist?   

 In Hamamönü I was able to conduct semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with the 

merchants and former residents of the neighborhood.  I noticed that my interlocutors were very 

willing to talk about the urban renewal projects but I was not to bring up Gezi Park, even though 

it was raging on as we spoke in Istanbul and throughout Turkey.  The majority of the people in 

Hamamönü now are benefitting from the urban renewal from the AK Party or they feel that they 

cannot say anything in opposition to the current ruling party.  I did have some former residents 

talk about the issues of being pushed out of their homes and relocated, but they were the 

minority.  Most interlocutors raved about how much the AK Party did for the neighborhood.  I 

noticed that I had to take out my questions relating to Gezi Park, because one woman became 

very heated when I brought up this issue.  She responded in a loud tone that “this is a place that 

is not political” and made sure I knew such a line of questions would not be welcomed in 

Hamamӧnü.  Another store merchant went through my written survey but then when he got to 
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the question about Gezi Park, he tore up the survey into tiny pieces.  It became clear that I would 

not be able to ask this population about Gezi: they were either anti-Gezi or too afraid to discuss 

something that went against the AK Party.  It made sense; these were the people who were given 

space to start their shops, and their landlords were AK Party officials.  The AK Party was 

responsible for the urban renewal project in Hamamӧnü.  The women working in the Food and 

Handicraft Bazaars saw this activity directly linked to the “generosity” of the AK Party.  I had 

gone from being a participant observer within the pro-Gezi crowd in Istanbul to a stridently anti-

Gezi neighborhood in Ankara, and I had to change my ethnographic approach accordingly.   

 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter two, on background, outlines the theory I utilized in my research and discusses 

the importance of Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital to my argument.  I discuss how 

Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism constitutes a shift away from Turgut Özal’s pluralist and 

cosmopolitan Neo-Ottoman rhetoric.  This chapter defines “Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism” and 

discusses its historical and social roots by analyzing the history of the Turkish built environment, 

the history of the AK Party, and the ways in which the Ottoman past has been remembered or 

silenced in modern Turkey depending on prevailing power regimes.  I will also put my work into 

conversation with literature on post-secular Turkey (e.g. Özyürek's Nostalgia for the Modern). 

In chapter three I focus on the theoretical perspectives utilized in this dissertation.  I 

define Pierre Bourdieu’s term cultural capital and illustrate how this theory of non-economic 

cultural power is utilized by the AK Party and Erdoğan.  The concept of neoliberalism is also key 
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to this project, and I define neoliberalism and showcase the specific neoliberal attributes of 

contemporary Turkey under Erdoğan and AK party rule. 

Chapter four on Istanbul as the European Capital of Culture (ECoC), argues that the 

program of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism begins in 2006 with Istanbul’s application to be 

designated the 2010 ECoC and the attendant destruction of the Roma Sulukule neighborhood.  

Istanbul’s application to gain the status of ECoC marks the beginning of the shift from a 

cosmopolitan and inclusive Neo-Ottomanism to the exclusive, orthodox Sunni Turkish Muslim 

vision of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  It marks the programming of a particular, politicized 

Ottoman past to Western tourists that visited Istanbul in 2010.  Istanbul during this event stood 

as a type of open-air museum where the AK Party curated Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  This 

chapter analyzes in detail Istanbul’s official ECoC application documents, the artistic events in 

2010, and the reaction and review of the program. 

In chapter five, on Hamamönü, I show how the Hamamönü neighborhood restoration 

project in particular exemplifies Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism. Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism is 

taken up by Veysel Tiryaki (the AK Party mayor of Altındağ municipality in Ankara) as he uses 

the creation of an arts and culture district to justify the gentrification of the area.  In line with 

Sulukule, Hamamönü was gentrified and its low-socioeconomic, residential nature was 

transformed into an Erdoğanian Neo-Ottoman arts and culture district.  This chapter is based on 

my fieldwork and archival research on the Hamamönü neighborhood, including in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with Hamamönü residents, business owners, and government officials, and 

plans and images of Hamamönü found before and after the restoration project. I outline specific 

internal and external relations involved in this particular urban renewal project and proceed to 
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show how the internal and external relations are linked together.  This chapter will also reference 

and tie in literature on gentrification studies elsewhere in Turkey (e.g. Amy Mills's Streets of 

Memory).   

Chapter six, on Istanbul’s Gezi Park and Ankara’s Ulucanlar prison complex, analyzes 

the protests of mall projects planned to be developed on the sites of Gezi Park and the former 

Ulucanlar prison complex.  This chapter analyzes in detail the events leading up to Gezi Park and 

focuses in particular on the results of extensive survey interviews that I conducted among 

Turkish university students and knowledge gained with participant observation.  This data shows 

that the AK Party’s attempt to “clean up” Gezi Park by building an Erdoğanian Neo-Ottoman 

structure (rebuilding an Ottoman military barrack to house a neoliberal mall) created a protest 

and countermovement that specifically targeted the ideology and rhetoric of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism that has been changing Turkey’s urban landscape.  In this chapter I also analyze in 

detail the Ulucanlar “restoration” project in the Altındağ municipality in Ankara which initially 

proposed to have the historic Ulucanlar Prison demolished and replaced by a mall.  I juxtapose 

this incident (where unlike Gezi the attempt to build a mall on a historic site was successfully 

stopped) with the protests at Gezi Park in order to shed light on the specific politics and 

ideologies that informed the Gezi Park protests.  This analysis is based on participant observation 

and interviews with city officials, museum personnel, and the literature distributed by the 

museum.   

My conclusion, chapter seven, will highlight the issue of who has the right to the city.  I 

also go into detail about the problems associated with doing ethnographic research in zones of 
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contestation.  Finally the specifics of my case studies will be put into conversation with 

overarching issues in Turkish Studies and Turkish politics. 
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND 
 

A Historical Analysis of the Late Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic  

During the late ninteenth century under the rule of Sultan Abdül Hamid II, Islamic 

symbol and ritual received a new level of emphasis in an attempt to combat the surging ethnic 

nationalisms that were rending the very territorial fabric of the Empire (Deringil 18-19).  This 

period is especially important because it immediately precedes the takeover by the Young Turk 

junta and the eventual secularization and nationalization of the Turkish polity under Atatürk.  

The Islamic component of Ottoman cultural memory in this period contrasts sharply with what 

followed it and probably had a dialectical influence on the rise of a virulently secular nationalism 

that became the foundation for cultural memory under Atatürk.  In addition, it must be pointed 

out that though the level of explicit emphasis on Islam in Ottoman cultural consciousness during 

this period was distinctly revivalistic, its basic contours and symbolism were drawn fom the 

Ottoman past.   

The ideological constructs of the Ottoman ruling elite are therefore important because 

they formed the frame of reference for much of Ottoman high culture in general, and therefore 

played a significant role in the elaboration of the contours of Ottoman cultural memory.  In the 

late nineteenth century, the Ottoman sultan made numerous significant gestures that pointed to 

the broadly religious frame of Ottoman cultural memory.  The few times that the sultan appeared 

in public often occurred on religious occasions, thereby highlighting the link between state and 

faith and therefore the ubiquity of Islam in Ottoman cultural life.  These appearances included 

elaborate and highly publicized visits during Ramadan to the sacred shrine of Eyüp, said to be 

the burial place for the standard bearer of the army of Muhammad.  The sultan also conducted 
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elaborate and highly ritualized visits to the Holy Relics of the Prophet Muhammad in Topkapı 

Palace.  These expeditions included not only the sultan himself but an entourage of three hundred 

carriages, his entire harem, and the whole of his royal entourage (Deringil 24).  That Topkapı 

Palace housed such valuable holy relics as the sword and mantle of the Prophet simultaneously 

emphasized the Islamic and military framework of Ottoman cultural memory and the importance 

of both to imperial legitimacy.  During this period the sultan also made a concerted effort to 

acquire more supposed relics of the Prophet to add to his distinguished collection, including the 

reputed sandals of the Prophet in 1872 and a letter said to be written in the Prophet’s handwriting 

in 1875 (Deringil 37-38).  One of the most striking manifestations for this society-wide 

admiration for, and cultural deference to, religious tradition was the fact that the sultan himself 

showed honor to members of the class of Islamic religious learning, the ulema.  During the 

annual holiday of the holy month of Ramadan, the sultan would receive a host of distinguished 

visitors, but rose in the presence of none of them save the ulema (Deringil 25).   

The lineage of the sultanate itself also loomed large in Ottoman cultural memory.  

Alternately construed as the product of the nomadic Turkic past and a classical Islamic 

“civilized” culture, the origins of the sultanate itself combined a host of powerful myths in the 

ideological constellation of Ottoman cultural memory.  The nomadic and Turkic past of the 

sultanate was the subject of royal honor in both the medieval and early modern stages of 

Ottoman history.  Mehmed I, for instance, during his reign in the early fifteenth century, went to 

great lengths to ensure that a mosque was built in Söğüd, the mythical homeland of the Ottoman 

house (Deringil 33).  Here again, Islam emerges as a potent ideological force: Mehmed I’s way 

of honoring this site in western Anatolia was the construction of a Muslim place of worship.  
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Abdül Hamid II made similar gestures almost four centuries later, only on a much grander scale.  

Abdül Hamid II constructed a whole new commemorative complex on the site and endowed it 

with a special air of ideological grace: “The complex became the site for annual celebrations 

when the ‘original Ottoman tribe,’ the Karakeçili, would ride into Söğüd dressed as Central 

Asian nomadic horsemen and stage a parade where they would sing a ‘national march’ with the 

refrain: ‘We are soldiers of the Ertuğrul Regiment… we are ready to die for our Sultan Abdül 

Hamid” (Deringil 32).  This special regiment was itself named for the mythical father of the 

founder of the Ottoman dynasty, Osman I.  The Turkic nomadic origins of the Ottoman state 

were also conceptually intertwined with its Islamic origins.  As discussed above, the Ottoman 

sultan was not only the descendent of the steppe tribes, but also of Noah and therefore the 

primordial human being, Adam himself; interestingly, this mode of direct lineage was debunked 

as early as the sixteenth century but found favor again in the late nineteenth (Deringil 27).  

Similar to the ways in which Abdül Hamid II appealed to Islamic and Ottoman dynastic tradition 

to legitimate his rule, this dissertation will explore how the AK Party’s urban renewal projects 

attempted to create an ideological basis of legitimacy derived from an idealized remembering of 

the Ottoman past. 

 

Kemalism 

The shift away from dynastic, religious and multiethnic politics in the Ottoman empire to 

a nationalized and popularized state epitomizes the dynamic that Mustafa Kemal Atatürk 

established in his revolution and brought to actualization in the founding the Republic of Turkey. 

It is in this light that Atatürk’s reforms and ideological pronouncements must be understood. 
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Atatürk described his social program this way: “The aim of the reforms we have already carried 

out and are continuing to carry out is to form Turkish society into a modern society in every 

aspect” (Karal 15). Atatürk’s engagement with shaping Turkish culture was conducted along 

these ideological lines: a commitment to populist politics, republican and democratic 

government, nationalist ideology, a secular basis of social legitimacy, and rapid and 

revolutionary progress in economics and social values (Karal 16). 

Atatürk’s cultural capital in Turkey centered on national, secular Turks as the basis of the 

state.  This dynamic created a climate of exclusion for ethnic minorities (e.g., Kurds, Armenians) 

and Islamists. Talal Asad usefully points to the limitations of this kind of Kemalist mentality, 

pointing out that “the secular’ should not be thought of as the space in which real human life 

gradually emancipates itself from the controlling power of ‘religion’ and thus achieves the 

latter’s relocation” (Formations 191).  In other words, the place-making of Kemalism did not 

eliminate the exclusionary and constricting implications of the Ottoman Islamic public space; 

instead, it simply created new hegemonies and exclusions.  Throughout the secularization and 

Westernization process, the construction of “Turkishness” played an overarching role in the 

emergence of a comprehensive identity which based itself on assimilating the multiplicity of the 

Ottoman Empire to one concise, homogenized group not bound by religious or ethnic 

background but by the new nation-state (Baban 87). The Kemalist stance intended ultimately to 

eradicate religion from the public sphere and contain it within the confines of the private sphere 

(Taş and Ugur, 311).  In pursuit of this goal, during Atatürk’s rule religious institutions in society 

were pushed out of political power and marginalized (Taş and Ugur 311). 
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This modernization program forms the culmination of the efforts of liberal Ottoman 

thinkers in general. Atatürk sought to continue and complete the radical social changes that late 

Ottoman reformers such as the Committee of Union and Progress had inaugurated and also built 

his program on a shared theoretical foundation (Karal 13). An important instance of this shared 

foundation that decisively shaped the Republican attitude toward the Ottoman past was Atatürk’s 

adoption of the Turkish nationalist thinker Ziya Gökalp’s distinction between culture and 

civilization, seeing the former as the exclusive property of a particular national community and 

the latter as the common property of all mankind and best exemplified in Atatürk’s lifetime in 

Western European culture (27). Thus, in Atatürk’s view, a Turk could maintain a sense of 

national and religious particularity while at the same time adopting all facets of Western 

civilization wholesale, for the Turk would be Turkish in national culture and Western in civilized 

progress (27). This mindset informed the Kemalist reforms that aimed to demolish the Ottoman 

social order as a relic of an uncivilized past and wed Turkish nationalism with Western 

civilization. Toward this end, Atatürk outlawed and closed all Sufi lodges, banned wearing the 

fez, the traditional symbol of Ottoman dress, adopted the Western Gregorian calendar and 

Sunday as the weekly day of rest, and initiated the establishment of a secular civil code of laws 

(Ahmad, “Making” 79).   

Perhaps most drastically in a cultural and social sense, Atatürk outlawed the Ottoman 

Arabic script and effectively destroyed the Ottoman language, replacing it with a national 

Turkish tongue based on Turkish vernacular and written in the Latin alphabet. This reform 

reflected the spirit of a wedding of Western civilization and Turkish national culture. As Ahmad 

observes, “this reform, more than virtually any other, loosened Turkey’s ties with the Islamic 
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world to its east and irrevocably forced the country to face West” (“Making” 82). In accordance 

with the populist mode of governance of the new republic, Atatürk used the language of reform 

as an opportunity to drastically increase public literacy (Ahmad, “Making” 81). Language reform 

allowed the Republican elites to mold a new linguistical place that was not associated with the 

voice of Islam as spoken through Arabic and Persian languages. The Turkish language was 

promoted by the Society for the Study of Turkish Language through the creation of new 

textbooks standardized with modern Turkish and the establishing of People’s Houses across 

Turkey (Baban 87). These People’s Houses were educational institutes operated and funded by 

the government to promote the indoctrination of Kemalism and the new national language of the 

Republic of Turkey (Zürcher 180). 

Atatürk also dramatically increased the role of women in public life, although he sought 

to do so largely by example rather than through direct legislative action, in an effort to avoid a 

potentially devastating conservative backlash: one of his adopted daughters became a professor 

of history at Ankara University, while another became a famous fighter pilot (Ahmad “Making” 

87). Atatürk’s wife also did not wear the traditional head covering donned by Muslim women of 

the Ottoman Empire. 

The politics of memory played a key role in how the Ottoman Empire was forgotten by 

the Kemalists and then later projected and framed by the AK Party and in particular by Erdoğan.  

But this idea of employing memory and creating a political narrative around its framing is 

neither unique to the AK Party nor to Turkey in general.  Marita Sturken argues that different 

individuals’ memories of the past are in constant competition for the status of official history (4).  

The collective forgetting of the Ottoman Empire was necessary to construct the new nationalist 
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narrative and nationalist place of the Turkish Republic, and forgetting that particular past enabled 

the new Republic to forget the reality that had crumbled around them during the fall of the 

empire and allowed them to reframe their history as “victors” by focusing their cultural and 

ideological gaze toward the West.  Paul Connerton aptly describes the importance of forgetting 

in this process: “What is allowed to be forgotten provides living space for present projects” (63).  

The “project” of building a new nation from the ruins of the once majestic Ottoman Empire 

would not have been possible without the prescriptive forgetting measures enacted through the 

new Kemalist regime.  Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and his Kemalist party crafted a sense of national 

identity that centered on this new version of Turkishness that focused on Westernization and 

modernization.   

The era of Atatürk was also the era of the nascent nation-state.  Robert Hefner 

demonstrates that the onslaught of nationalism in the twentieth century pushed Islam into the 

shadows of the Turkish public.  With the rise of Mustafa Kemal, a secular legal system modeled 

on the West emerged in Turkey (20).  Atatürk sought to remake Ottoman society into a Turkish 

national society, based not on loyalty to a multiethnic and multireligious empire ruled by an 

imperial dynasty, but based on a national space constructed by Turks for Turks. Talal Asad 

demonstrates that religious structures cannot be separated from power structures in society, so in 

this case the hegemonic ideals of Kemalism directly affect Islam in Turkey, as rituals, symbols, 

and meanings of a religion are “disciplinary practices” based on history and power (Asad, 

Genealogies 79).  Atatürk also closed saints’ tombs (Berkes 466), and by 1933 religion classes in 

Turkish state-operated schools were eliminated, further delegitimizing Islam in the nascent 

Turkish Republic (Berkes 477).  Heffner, however, applies the term “internalized orientalism” to 
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Turkey, pointing out that Turkish nationalism interpreted Sharia law and Arab culture as 

“backwards,” much in the same way European colonists did in other contexts (33).   

A Shift from Kemalism to an Islamic Bourgeoisie 

The complete and encompassing control of Turkey by Kemalists eventually waned.  By 

the 1980s economic markets and media markets began to open, and with that opening those that 

were devout and once pushed to the margins or without a place in the Turkish media or politics 

started to gain power and visibility.  This phenomenon allowed for the revival of Islamic 

identities in Turkey.  As Janine Clark points out, the rise of conservative Muslim and Islamist 

groups in the history of Republican Turkey has occurred directly in response to the secularization 

practices of the Kemalist nation-state (5).  Under Özal, founder of the Motherland Party, a 

tendency toward harmonizing Islamist and nationalist discourses emerged.  The end of the 1980s 

and the 1990s started a trend in “global culture,” and the notion of coexistence outweighed 

binaries between secularists and Islamists.  Ultimately the coup weakened Kemalist hegemony 

and loyalty to the state (Filiz and Uluç). 

Since the 1980s, conservative Islamic thinkers have entered the mainstream with their 

own politics and intellectual power (Findley 21).  Consequently, Kemalist ideology began to lose 

its hegemonic status in the same period (Karasipahi 30).  The revival of Islamic identities in the 

1980s is an example of how secularist measures in Turkey recast and inadvertently revitalized 

religious and cultural idioms and identities (Yavuz, Islamic 4).  Muslims in Turkey used Islam to 

create their own version of modernity which revitalized Ottoman-Islamic culture.  For example, 

the proliferation of headscarf designs that utilized Ottoman design motifs and the use of the 

Ottoman Sultans’ calligraphic signature, or tughra, as a popular design element on headscarves. 
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Anna Secor’s research has described the bourgeois, upper-class fashion industry of devout 

Turkish women and how this industry does incorporate Ottoman elements and elements that 

combine fashion and practices of piety (2005).  These Muslims in essence redefined the Kemalist 

consensus on modernity by melding nationalism, secularism, democracy, human rights, the 

liberal market, and personal autonomy into a synthesis based on Islamic terms: Hakan Yavuz 

terms this phenomenon the vernacularization of modernity (Islamic 5). Market liberalization 

beginning in the 1980s and 1990s allowed this alternative vision of modernity to spread and 

consolidate among certain sectors of Turkish society.  As will be described in detail below, 

Turkey’s Islamic movements during the same time period peacefully made their way to the 

center of power in Turkey through a variety of political and social means. Yavuz states that such 

movements sought to reclaim the Muslim self within the Turkish nation-state (Yavuz Islamic 7). 

 Sena Karasipahi shows that Islamic discourse strengthened when the secular Kemalist 

state failed to deliver its promised utopia (11).  Like Yavuz, Karasipahi points to the failures of 

Kemalist ideology as authoritarian, statist, and basically oppressive (12).  In the end, the 

Kemalist modernization project did not yield a purely secular state: instead a homogenous 

secularism existed with hybrid forms of life (Yavuz, Secularism 43).   

Yavuz shows that the new Muslim bourgeoisie in Turkey produced a new “network of 

shared meaning” through their control of key forms of economic power such as large business 

ventures supported by neoliberalism (“Opportunity Spaces” 271).  Prime Minister Turgut Özal’s 

privatization program created space separate from state control that focused on free-market 

policies, thereby empowering the Muslim bourgeoisie to support a new Islamic lifestyle based on 

new avenues of consumption (Yavuz, “Opportunity Spaces” 277).  We therefore can observe the 
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dual formation of the new pious Muslim bourgeoisie (Yavuz, “Opportunity Spaces” 279) and the 

Islamization of leisure and fashion (Yavuz, “Opportunity Spaces” 280). Middle-class Islamist 

women in Turkey, for instance, exhibit a particular dress style that emphasizes their class 

distinction while allowing them to remain a part of the Islamist movement.  Anna Secor shows 

that the form of veiling known as tesettür connotes an Islamist political orientation that is known 

as a “turban” style of veiling (208).  The Islamist elite and Islamist middle class have emerged, 

and they value material goods and lifestyles, particularly those that reflect their political 

orientation.  This elite veiling also symbolically ties Islamism to the Muslim culture of the 

Ottoman court instead of the diverse Ottoman masses (White 23).  Turgut Özal also recognized 

the importance of these shifts in lifestyle and passed a law to allow university students to cover, 

though this law was eventually reversed by the Turkish constitutional court (Ebaugh 19). 

 Increased access to new spaces creates the possibility for the entrance and enhancement 

of new voices; economic liberalization created separation from state control over religion and 

allowed the Muslim identity to penetrate the Turkish public (Yavuz, “Opportunity Spaces” 285).  

The easing of restrictions on Islamic publishing in the 1970s and the military’s re-Islamization in 

the 1980s also helped support the birth of a sophisticated Islamic elite (White 113).  Jenny White 

shows that this period allowed the Islamic movement to form a viable economic basis supported 

by devout, politically engaged businessmen and industrialists (115). 

In other words, in Turkey the process of economic privatization and the formation of the 

new Islamic bourgeoisie and their attendant lifestyle have gone hand in hand.  Yavuz 

convincingly describes the rise of political Islamism in Turkey (and of the moderate religious 

conservatism of the AK Party) as a process supported by the opening of new “opportunity 
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spaces” that integrated previously marginalized Islamic conservative voices into Turkish 

electoral politics.  The first of these spaces was an opening for the participation in the Turkish 

economy of devout Muslim businesspeople based in rural Anatolia.  This was accomplished 

through the neoliberal economics of Turgut Özal, who reversed the Kemalist import-substitution 

policies that had previously been marginalizing local Anatolian economies and enriching the 

urban secularist business elite.  The new neoliberal economy produced what Yavuz calls the new 

“Anatolian Muslim bourgeoisie” who brought with their success markers of cultural and political 

identity different from the previously dominant Kemalist elite (Yavuz, “Muslim Democracy” 

53).  .   

Newly empowered by increasing wealth, the Muslim bourgeoisie helped fund cultural 

and religious institutions to promote the social and cultural values of the Anatolian heartland, 

including a religiously conservative Islamic lifestyle.  The new Muslim bourgeoisie helped fund 

and establish a second type of opportunity space: new media outlets that promoted a conservative 

Turkish Islamic viewpoint.  The most famous of these outlets is the Zaman newspaper, founded 

in 1986, which is connected with the Fethullah Gülen movement.  As Yavuz notes, these media 

outlets helped to create a devout and conservative Muslim reading public that evolved counter-

narratives to Kemalist hegemony but at the same time fostered the Muslim bourgeoisie’s 

“commitment to democratic values through supporting various cultural and political activities” 

(Yavuz “Muslim Secularism” 47).  The publishing and business activities of the new Muslim 

bourgeoisie produced a third opportunity space, a political opportunity space, as these classes 

became politically organized.  Turkey’s electoral landscape now featured “competitive political 

spaces” that allowed for a conservative Islamic voice, which could no longer be ignored due to 
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the economic, and consequently social and political, power it had accrued due to Turkish 

neoliberal economics (Yavuz, “Muslim Democracy” 47). 

  

Erdoğan as Mayor of Istanbul 

Erdoğan served as mayor of Istanbul between 1994 and 1998, elected as the candidate for 

the Islamist Refah Party.  It is important that we look at his time as mayor because this is when 

he set the scene for his authoritative, moralistic, and Neo-Ottoman approach to rule that carried 

over to his time as prime minister and continues now that he is president.  This time period also 

reveals the power of the mayor in AK Party power structures.  Erdoğan has continued to give 

increasing amounts of power to local municipalities that then provide miniature fiefdoms to 

mayors in Turkey, specifically the case of Veysel Tiryaki as mayor of the Altındağ Municipality 

in Ankara.  Due to laws that Erdoğan implemented, Tiryaki was given the power to enact urban 

renewal projects on historically significant parts of the city without consulting the Chamber of 

Architects or involving archaeologists.  It is important to stress that Erdoğan Neo-Ottomanism 

did not magically appear when Erdoğan was elected prime minister but instead was in his 

political aims while he was beginning his political career as Mayor of Istanbul. 

Refah candidates were successful in Istanbul and other large metropolitan areas in the mid-to 

late 1990s because they implemented dramatic improvements in social and municipal services in 

neighborhoods previously neglected by corrupt secular administrators (Akinci 77).  They were 

the first political party to give legitimacy to gecekondu, squatter neighborhoods.  In the March 

1994 local elections, Refah secured 327 municipalities across Turkey, including Istanbul and 

Ankara (Akinci 78). 
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As candidate for the mayoral office of Istanbul, Erdoğan was presented by his party (the 

Refah Party) as the “new conqueror of Istanbul” and referred to the party’s success as “the re-

conquest of Istanbul” (Çınar 381-382).  Çınar calls this type of political rhetoric “the 

endorsement of the Ottoman Islamic identity as an alternative nationalism” (Çınar 382).  

Erdoğan’s speech as mayor to the third Traditional Youth Festival in 1996 also exemplifies this 

usage of Ottoman Islamic identity as a kind of Turkish nationalism.  Erdoğan remarked in this 

speech:  

As the grandchildren of a nation that has always been at the forefront in the quest for 

civilization, you have to put an end to mimicry. If Turkey is to reach the heights of 

contemporary civilizations, it can only do so within its   own civilization. The youth has to 

return to its true roots. The poet who wrote our National Anthem, Mehmet Akif Ersoy, did 

not write his poem in a disco or when he was drunk. He wrote it in Tacettin Dergahl [a 

dervish lodge], where he disciplined his soul. (Çınar 382-383) 

After only one year in office, Erdoğan was praised by secular writers for improving public 

transit in Istanbul (Akinci 78).  Refah-run municipalities were, however, criticized for overt 

partisanship and bias, including mass purges of non-Islamist workers and their replacement with 

Islamist and Refah-sympathetic employees (Akinci 82).  Refah municipalities were also 

criticized for proposing policies that militated against a secular lifestyle, such as pursuing alcohol 

restrictions, closing down brothels, and controlling media output for reasons of “morality” 

(Akinci 83-85). 

The Refah Party itself heavily used Neo-Ottoman imagery and rhetoric, particularly during 

its political campaigns in Istanbul, such as the campaign that resulted in Erdoğan’s election as 
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mayor. The official website of the party highlighted the Ottoman conquest of Istanbul and 

describes this event as the “founding moment” of the city’s cultural identity (Çınar 381). 

Officials from the Refah administration also participated in Islamist festivities that celebrated the 

conquest of Istanbul on May 29 (Çınar 375). This continues in the European Capital of Culture 

application, the new urban development projects implemented by the AK Party and the use of 

Ottoman-inspired architecture and dress in official functions in the new Presidential Palace, 

which will be addressed in further detail in later sections of this dissertation. 

 Erdoğan was quoted in March of 1994 discussing the idea of building a mosque in 

Taksim: “This is the point of attraction of Istanbul’s tourism. The person who comes there 

should be able to tell that he has arrived in an Islamic city…As we succeed in uncovering the 

historical and cultural texture of our city, its Muslim character will become apparent to visitors” 

(Bora 49).  This quote shows that Erdoğan harbored the political aim to incorporate Islamic 

values into prominent spaces in Istanbul.  Taksim has been known more for its secular 

monuments such as the Atatürk Cultural Center and areas where Turks and tourists go for 

shopping as well as to partake in nonreligious entertainment venues like bars, clubs and brothels 

(prostitution is legal in Turkey); some areas of Taksim and its environs are known to be 

Istanbul’s red light district.  It has not been a section of the Turkish nation-state that attracted 

religious, pious activity.  It is therefore interesting that Erdoğan would want to reformulate this 

space and add a large Muslim mosque.    

Originally founded as an Italian trading colony in the late Byzantine period, much of 

what now encompasses the modern Beyoğlu municiapality and its famous neightborhoods, such 

as Taksim, has not historically featured strong associations with Islamic piety.  It has always 
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been multiethnic and multireligious.  There has never been a monumental mosque in that 

location.  Erdoğan wanted those visiting to know they were in an Islamic city, and in a way this 

speaks to the idea of halal tourism, or tourism that is geared toward Muslims. Further, as mayor 

of Istanbul, Erdoğan ordered the removal of nine public statues, presumably due to their being 

seen as offensive to Islamic morality, a reason frequently cited by other Refah officials to justify 

similar actions (Akinci 87). 

  As mayor of Istanbul, cleaning up Istanbul was a major focus of Erdoğan’s 

administration, such as eliminating “hills of garbage” from the city’s streets (Darling 205).  

Rhetoric having to do with the removal of garbage and the “cleaning up” of the city still plays a 

prominent role in Erdoğan’s public political persona. In March of 2013, Erdoğan returned to a 

working-class district that had been a major focus of Refah party activism in the mid-1990s, 

Ümraniye. He delivered a speech at the opening of the municipality’s new municipal services 

building, where he said: “This is not Ümraniye as it was 15-20 year ago.  This is the 

contemporary Ümraniye now.  There are no more garbage mountains.  The old mentality was left 

behind these garbage mountains” (“Our Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan”).  He also made 

improvements to the city’s water systems and implemented legal measures against corruption in 

the city administration (Darling 205).  

Erdoğan also implemented controversial municipality policies while he was mayor which 

stand as evidence of his authoritarian and moralistic style of governance. He had the opening 

chapter of the Qur’an read at the beginning session of the Istanbul municipality rather than the 

traditional invocations, prompting criticism from the opposition; he banned alcohol in 

municipality institutions; and he refused to give permission for advertising that featured women 
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in swimsuits on municipality-owned billboards.  Erdoğan also was known to require 

municipality dining halls and tea rooms to close during the daylight hours of Ramadan.   In 1996 

he infamously remarked, while mayor, that “democracy is not the goal, it’s the vehicle [or 

‘tool’]” (Özköylü).  This quotation possibly foreshadows Erdoğan’s use of authoritarian 

measures, as it implies that his administration prioritizes the necessary implementation of certain 

policies over the democratic process itself. This hints at his desire to impose his moral vision, 

even it means circumventing the democratic process.  

 Moreover, despite his promise to eliminate corruption in the Istanbul municipality, 

Erdoğan has been investigated for acts of corruption during his time as mayor (Akinci 88). 

Corruption in municipal construction also seems to have been a problem during his tenure:  

Under RP rule in Istanbul, such illegal buildings [housing for Anatolian migrants] were 

permitted in return for a suitable ‘donation’ to the Greater Istanbul Municipality, headed 

by Erdoğan. Erdoğan’s municipality officially admitted that ‘donations’ were accepted 

from the owners of illegal construction projects. Such donations apparently formed an 

important part of the $275,000 worth of bonuses Erdoğan distributed to his municipal 

workers. (Akinci 89)   

 

Erdoğan’s Framing of the Ottoman Past 

 At the heart of this dissertation is the power and authority that Erdoğan exhibits in 

contemporary Turkey.  I argue that it is his authoritarian actions that are being realized in urban 

renewal projects.  This dissertation does not describe Turkish Neo-Ottomanism in general, but 

instead describes Erdoğan’s authoritarian imposition of his social and moral vision through the 
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use of Neo-Ottoman symbols and rhetoric in urban redevelopment projects.  He has created laws 

that allowed municipality control over restoration and preservation projects.  This is similar to 

how Erdoğan came to power and “cleaned” Istanbul during his mayoral career from 1994-1998.   

 Can Aciksoz and Zeynep Korkman eloquently describe the political masculinity narrative 

of Erdoğan’s rule and his aggressive speeches as indicative of his masculine charisma.  “Put 

differently, he enacts the role of a husband who wants three kids, a father who forbids drinking at 

night, a brother who snitches on his sister for socializing with men.  He is a man who dominates, 

forbids, orders, scolds, degrades, and threatens” (1).   

 

  

 

Illustration 1 and 2: Poltical cartoons by Arend van Dam and Leman. 

 

These illustrations are critiquing the authoritarian control over media Erdoğan has exhibited 

since 2002.  Erdoğan famously remarked about Twitter at campaign rally in Bursa on March 20, 

2014: “We now have a court order. We’ll eradicate Twitter. I don’t care what the international 

community says. Everyone will witness the power of the Turkish Republic” (“Turkey Blocks 
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Twitter”).  There has also been a steady decline of press freedom and freedom of expression 

under Erdoğan’s administration.  Steve Ellis argues that “the willingness of government officials, 

particularly President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, to directly pressure media is also extremely 

troubling.  Recent years have seen not only raids on media houses, but telephone calls to media 

owners and editors directing how issues are to be covered or calling for the firing of critical 

voices” (3).  These abuses became particularly acute after 2007, when the AK Party won a huge 

electoral victory and began the Ergenekon trials, which targeted “some 250 politicians, military 

officers, and academics, and nearly two dozen journalists” (Ellis 9).  Today there are currently 

twenty-two journalists imprisoned in Turkey, and Erdoğan has filed seventy criminal cases 

against those “insulting” him (Ellis 33). 

Recently two Penguen cartoonists were sentenced to eleven months and twenty days in 

jail for “insulting a public servant,” but the sentence was converted to a seven thousand lira fine 

for each journalist (Usta).  A journalist in southeastern Turkey received a twenty-three month, 

suspended prison sentence for “insulting a public servant” because he “liked” a comment critical 

of Erdoğan on Facebook (“Journalist Receives Jail Sentence”).  Since Erdoğan became president 

seventy cases have been filed against individuals in Turkey for insulting Erdoğan, but “hundreds 

of similar cases” occured when he served as Prime Minister (“Journalist Receives Jail 

Sentence”). 

Jenny White put it best when she wrote in her article “The Turkish Complex” that  

…the decade after its election, the AK PARTY, led by former Prime Minister and now 

President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, transformed Turkey into a liberalizing, internationally 

engaged, economic powerhouse that had the respect and ear of the world’s 
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leaders…Along with the rise of a previously underrepresented part of the population, 

changes occurred in the popular conception of Turkish identity and the nature of national 

boundaries.  The AK PARTY promoted a concept of national identity for which the 

founding moment was not the 1923 creation of the Turkish nation-state, but the 1453 

conquest of Christian Constantinople by the Ottomans. (1)   

White continues to describe “bigman politics” where one singular male figure is the political 

father figure and hero, and in Turkey’s case it is currently Erdoğan. White also pinpoints the 

interesting fact that “ss President, Erdoğan has chosen not to live in the modest Ҫankaya Villa, 

for more than ninety years home to Turkey’s Presidents.  Instead, he built a Versailles-like 

palace with more than a thousand rooms in the middle of Ankara’s heretofore best-preserved 

green space, sacrificing hundreds of trees and ignoring a court order to halt construction” (1).  

Yet this dissertation puts into question his use of democracy and showcases the authoritarian 

apsects of his rule of Turkey. 

In 2015 Erdoğan made international media headlines with the costumed “16 Turkish 

warriors” that greeted the Palestinian president when he visited the new Turkish Presidential 

Palace in Ankara.  Following Erdoğan’s lead, only a few weeks later other AK Party candidates 

incorporated Ottoman-themed dress, headware, and mustaches to their campaigns.  Osman 

Yavuz, an AK Party candidate from the central Anatolian province of Konya, had a campaign 

motto “All Together, New Turkey” and wore a bӧrk headpiece that was worn by the first 

Ottoman sultans in the 14th century (“Ottomans Enter Turkish Elections” 1). 
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Illustration 3: AK Party election photo. Photo courtesy of Hürriyet. 

Pictured above is Osman Yavuz, an AK Party politician using costume from Turkic tribal 

lore to illustrate his power and prestige in an election ad.  These examples of using Ottoman and 

Turkic constructions of authenticity are inspired by Erdoğan’s overt use and promotion of these 

symbols and rhetoic.  It is not a modern, secular or Western approach to Turkish politics, much 

like one might see in CHP political motifs, but instead the use of the Turkish, usually Ottoman 

past that is framing power and prestige for the AK Party. 

 

The Politics of Remembering:  Neo-Ottomanism in Turkey 

One of the key tasks of this dissertation is outlining the concept of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism.  But before focusing on the contemporary appropriation of the Ottoman past, the 

role of the Ottoman past and Neo-Ottomanism in the Turkish nation-state must first be described.  

As described above, the nascent Turkish Republic was characterized by a hegemonic Kemalist 

ideology which deliberately forgot the Ottoman past in order to recreate and rewrite the historical 
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memory to focus on a Turkish origin-story that began in Central Asia and Anatolia which 

followed the outline of Western civilization and created the rhetoric of the “civilized Turk.”  This 

actively silenced Ottoman historiography and vilified the Sultanate and described Ottoman rule 

as the “dark age” of the Turks (Ҫolak 590).  “Turkishness” was formulated in opposition to the 

nineteenth-century Ottoman view of Ottomanism as an identity marker that allowed differing 

ethnic-religious groups a unifying form of identity.  Turkish nationalist identity homogenized the 

Ottoman Muslim populations under one general identity marker: Turk.  This national identity 

marker was mobilized under the newly-created secular state and society in Turkey.  Yet the 

Turkish subject was defined as Muslim.   

Yet as Yılmaz Ҫolak pointed out, though the Ottoman past was forgotten in the official 

narrative voice of the new Turkish Republic, it remained alive in Turkish popular culture (591).  

As Ҫolak also demonstrates, it was Prime Minister Turgut Özal who reintroduced Ottoman 

memory into the political arena in 1980s and 1990s Turkey.  By actively “defining the Republic 

of Turkey as the heir to the Ottoman Empire, he attempted to make Ottomanism part of the 

Turkish identity”.  In this project he utilized the rhetoric of the melting pot and cultural 

pluralism.  Özalian Neo-Ottomanism was publicized as an “imperial vision” of an Ottoman 

pluralist system (Ҫolak 592).  Özal argued that Ottoman Islam was flexible and tolerant, which 

he described as giving Turkish society “a different outlook from that of other Islamic societies:  

‘as a result of its cosmopolitan foundations, moreover, the Ottoman State was open to other 

cultural influences’” (qtd. in Ҫolak 593).  This variety of Neo-Ottomanism argued that the 

existence of the so-called “millet system” in the classical Ottoman period, in which various 

ethnic and religious groups were supposed to have been granted their own internal autonomy 
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based on their statuses as individual “millets,” proves that the Ottoman Empire represented a 

kind of pluralist society (Onar 236).  Besides appeasing the Turkish populace, this was conceived 

of as a way to defuse Kurdish separatism. 

Therefore, under the Özal government a new way of remembering the Ottoman past as an 

integral component of Turkish national identity was formulated; this was the beginning of Neo-

Ottomanism in general in Turkey, and what I refer to as specifically as Özalin Neo-Ottomanism. 

Ҫolak focuses on Özalian Neo-Ottomanism as a form of remembering the Ottoman Empire to 

elicit a notion of pluralism that in the mid-1990s also became focused on the Ottomans’ Muslim 

identity.  He argues that Özal fostered government projects and policies that subsumed former 

Ottoman territories, especially in the Balkans, under an appeal to Ottoman cultural memory as a 

way to perpetuate the idea, or myth, of a pluralist Ottoman past.  Ҫolak notes that in the 

nineteenth century, “the idea of a common homeland and common traits based on modern 

patriotic citizenship and universal law was developed to provide Ottoman unity in the context of 

each ethnic-religious groups’ efforts to develop its own nationalism” (Ҫolak 589).  He points out 

that Özalian Neo-Ottomanism was developed with the same goal in mind as Ottomanist 

patriotism, its nineteenth century imperial ideological precursor.  This goal was the unification of 

a diverse populace under a single cultural identity.  While noting that Özalian Neo-Ottomanism 

and nineteenth century Ottomanism were not the same in every respect, Ҫolak shows that they 

both were “technique[s] of cultural pluralism” (593). 

The Bosnian war and the Serbian nationalists’ attempt to ethnically cleanse the Bosnian 

and Albanian ethnic minorities in Kosovo also united Turks and the Bosnians through the 

elaboration of a shared Ottoman historical consciousness.  Hakan Yavuz argues that  
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Cengiz Ҫandar and Nur Vergin who had very close relations to Özal, used this as a way 

of arguing that ‘Turkishness’ is not an ethnic category but rather a construct for and by 

Anatolian, Balkan, and Caucasian Muslim populations on the basis of their common 

Ottoman experience.  Thus as a result of internal and international pressure, Turkey is 

pushed to ally itself with the Ottoman Muslims of the Balkans. (qtd. in Ҫolak 594)  

Islamist parties also created a form of Neo-Ottomanism at this time: “The Welfare 

Party’s re-traditonalization included the redefinition of the people’s identity through 

Islamic principles and the memories of the near Ottoman past.  On the basis of some 

aspects of the Islamic movement that had already described Ottoman history as part of 

Islamic history and the Ottoman state as an Islamic state since the 1970s, the new moral 

base was constructed;” this same ideological program characterized Özalian Neo-

Ottomanism (Ҫolak 595). 

Esra Özyürek describes Neo-Ottomanism in today’s Turkey as a tool to search for the 

past, employing historical genealogy to understand and control the present (Public Memory 2).  

She researches the popular trend in Turkey since the 1990s to research your family history and 

find ties to the Ottoman past.  While officially the Ottoman past was forgotten by means of 

governmentality of culture, public memory allowed this memory to live on (Özyürek, Public 

Memory 3).  Özyürek cites the Kemalist reforms of the 1920s and 1930s as examples of 

“administered forgetting.”  These reforms were ways of controlling memory to forget the 

Ottoman and Islamic past (Özyürek, Public Memory 3-5).  If the twentieth century was termed a 

time of amnesia then Özyürek states that the twenty-first century was a time of nostalgia and the 
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1990s a time of commodifiying memory for global service industries and international tourists 

(Özyürek, Public Memory 6,10).   

 In order to unpack the Ottoman Empire from the collapsed and overly romanticized 

frame of Neo-Ottomanism, Leslie Peirce contests the “natural” and common assumption that the 

Ottoman Empire was pluralistic in the modern sense of the term.  Instead Peirce proves that 

Ottoman society is better understood as an example of polyglottism in that the empire capitalized 

on the skills and functions of its diverse population (for example, specialization, artisanal talents, 

fiscal expertise, etc.)(Peirce 77).  A pluralistic outlook originated from the intimacy of contact 

and experience.  Yet one cannot apply the overly positivist contemporary terms of 

multiculturalism to the Ottoman Empire, for in this case Peirce shows that this utilization of 

diversity was a tactic of governing, not a device for inclusion with utopian undertones as 

exhibited in much Neo-Ottoman rhetoric (Peirce 79). 

 Benjamin Braude disproves the idea that the Ottoman government in the fifteenth and 

sixteenth century featured a well-defined millet system, thereby rendering visible the 

mythological content of a key feature of Neo-Ottoman reconstructions of the Ottoman past.  

Instead of reflecting a classical Ottoman social reality or policy, the notion of a pluralistic millet 

system has been projected back in time (Braude 69).  According to Braude, “millet means a 

religiously-defined people” (69).  It does not usually refer to non-Muslims when in use in pre-

Tanzimat sources.  Braude found that “millet in the empire’s heyday did not denote an 

autonomous protected community of non-Muslim Ottoman subjects” (70).  Ottoman officials in 

fact used the term millet to refer to themselves, Christian sovereigns, rare Jewish favorites but 

not the mass of non-Muslim subjects because the term had a meaning of sovereignty attached to 
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it in the pre-Tanzimat period (71).  Though it was not used for non-Muslim communities prior to 

the nineteenth century, today the term is commonly projected backwards in time by Neo-

Ottoman rhetoric to denote a form of pluralistic social organization, as mentioned above.  Braude 

illustrates that by the 1820s and onward millet was understood to mean a non-Muslim protected 

community but in previous decades it could have meant the opposite (73).  The term as of late 

has become, according to Braude, a “historiographical fetish” (74).  The term has experienced 

significant changes over time and place, and this must be considered when attempting to describe 

Ottoman society (74).  

 

Özalian Neo-Ottomanism and Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism  

As outlined above, I define the type of Neo-Ottomanism that depicts the Ottoman Empire 

as a pluralistic, tolerant, and multicultural space as “Özalian Neo-Ottomanism.”  As Ҫolak 

demonstrates, Özalian Neo-Ottomanism employed the memory of the Ottoman Empire to 

differentiate itself from the Kemalist ideals of the early Turkish nation-state and at the same time 

promote a vision of pluralism based on a mythological and romantic reading of the Ottoman past.  

I will extend this analysis and outline what I will refer to as Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism, a 

concept which unpacks how Ottoman memory has been politicized and employed in recent years 

by the AK Party under the control of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.  This version of Neo-Ottomanism 

maintains a mythic vision of the Ottoman past yet rejects the pluralistic policy orientation of 

Özalian Neo-Ottomanism. 

Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism is the specific way in which the AK Party under the 

leadership of Erdoğan frames the Ottoman past.  It refers to the use of urban renewal projects to 
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create a Neo-Ottoman, top-down architectural space that reflects the homogenizing social vision 

of the AK Party and its neoliberal economic policies.  My analysis of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism focuses on Erdoğan’s strategy of marketing Neo-Ottomanism to a Western audience 

in Istanbul’s application to the European Capital of Culture and the way the Hamamönü arts and 

cultural district is being marketed to international, specifically European, audiences.  I argue that 

Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism is characterized by the use of multiculturalist and pluralist rhetoric 

and the simultaneous use of homogenizing social and spatial politics.  Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism’s rhetoric is multicultural, but its tactics are homogenizing.  These tactics and forms 

of spatial politics include expropriation, attempts to “clean up” poor neighborhoods, attempts to 

whitewash the complex heritages of public spaces in order to enact a homogenized Neo-Ottoman 

architectural space, and the use of arts and culture programming to accomplish these goals.  

Unlike the pluralism and cosmopolitanism of Özalian Neo-Ottoman ideology, Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottoman ideology is authoritarian and homogenizing within ethnically Turkish and Sunni 

Muslim terms. Specific examples of this can be seen in the palatial structure that was constructed 

for Erdoğan in the outskirts of Ankara, the warrior ceremony at the palace, and the newly- 

constructed Ottoman Archives.  The newly-constructed presidential palace opened in October of 

2014 and showcases 1,150 rooms and cost €490m (“Abbas Welcomed at Turkish Presidential 

Palace”).  The complex gained international attention in January of 2015 when Mahmoud Abbas, 

the Palestinian president, was welcomed to the palace by sixteen warrirors “dressed in historical 

armour, carrying spears, brandishing shields and clutching fearsome-looking swords…The 

sixteen warriors each represented one of the empires of Turkish history, dating back to well 

before the Turkic conquest of Anatolia…right up to the Ottoman empire” (“Abbas welcomed at 
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Turkish presidential Palace”).  Kadri Gursel, an estabilished Turkish journalist, tweeted 

“Ottoman circus in the palace” (“Abbas Welcomed at Turkish Presidential Palace”). This 

massive presidential space also makes a statement and elevates the placement of the Turkish 

president.  Previous to Erdoğan’s move from prime minister to president, the Turkish president 

was a quiet figure that served more as a figurehead behind the prime minister.  With Erdoğan’s 

new role we see a reframing of this position that is taking on more power and grandeuer as seen 

in his new palatial structure.  Finally one can see this specific form of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism in the construction of the new Ottoman Arhives which were build as one of the AK 

Party’s controversial urban redevelopment endeavors.  The Ottoman Archives were moved from 

the central Istanbul district of Sultanahmet out to the periphery of town to Kagithane, “once a 

backwater packe d with slums and polluting industries, [turned into] an area boasting modern 

commercial and residential buildings meant potentially huge profits for the AKP-controlled 

municipality and the Public Housing Development Administration (TOKI)” (Kayaoğlu).  The 

new archives are controversial because of their location being moved from the center of the city 

to the periphery, but the complaint that is more devastating to an archival facility is that the 

building was built on a flood-prone area “between a steep hill and a brook” (Kayaoğlu).  The 

architect hired for this project, Muharrem Hilmi Senalp, did not have experience designing 

archival buildings but instead was chosen because of his close link to Erdoğan; he is coined the 

“court architect” for Erdoğan because he often designs for AK Party redevelopoment projects 

and is best known for his use of Ottoman-inspired themes in his designs (Kayaoğlu).  Tying this 

example back to Erdoğan’s neoliberal framework, the previous Ottoman Archive in Sultanahmet 

was converted into a 5-star hotel (Kayaoğlu).   
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  As I will outline in detail, the idea of a Neo-Ottoman memory that is dictated by the AK 

Party can be seen through the Sulukule Urban Regeneration Project and the Hamamönü Urban 

Regeneration Project.  Both areas were residential, low-socioeconomic areas that were located in 

the city centers of Istanbul (Sulukule) and Ankara (Hamamönü).  These large-scale gentrification 

projects were conducted by AK Party-led municipalities; the Fatih Municipality oversaw the 

Sulukule project, and the Altındağ Municipality oversaw the projects in the Hamamönü 

neighborhood.  During the years of 2004 and 2005 relevant laws were altered to allow for more 

power in urban policies, and as a consequence decentralized planning fell into the hands of 

municipalities (Uysal 14; Bartu and Kılı, 2007; Özden 2008a).  This led to cooperation between 

municipalities and the private sector for urban regeneration projects in Turkey.  Specifically in 

June 2005 Law 5366 for Renovation, Protection, Cherishing, and Use of Worn Historical and 

Cultural Immovable Properties (Yıpranan Tarihi ve Kültürel Taşınmaz Varlıkların Yenilenerek 

Korunması ve Yaşatılarak Kullanılsı Hakkında Kanun) was passed by the Turkish Parliament 

which allowed municipalities the power to oversee large-scale urban regeneration projects with 

the right to expropriation in areas deemed deteriorated.  Later in 2010 the Law of Municipalities, 

Article 73 was amended in order to give added authority to municipalities that would allow them 

to build public housing, industrial parks, technology parks, and recreation areas in order to 

protect urban areas and preserve historical areas (Uysal 14).   

In January 2006 the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality Council approved the Sulukule 

Urban Regeneration Project; this project would be conducted primarily by the Fatih Municipality 

but also received aid from the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality and the Mass Housing 

Administration (Toplu Konut İdaresi or TOKİ).  “Unlike earlier ‘self-building’ phases, the recent 



60 
 

mass housing is organized predominately through TOKİ, and it employs a single urban typology: 

gated complexes of repetitive tower clusters on open land” which has been critized by many, 

including New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in an exihibition that highlights the 

uneven urban development projects in Turkey (“TOKİ Criticized at MoMA Exhibition”).  This 

also came at the time when Istanbul was seeking to apply for the status of European Capital of 

Culture.  Starting in 2006 the ECoC spurred the Sulukule Regeneration Project in an attempt to 

“clean-up” Istanbul for the year on display.  During the same period the Ankara Greater 

Municipality afforded the Altındağ Municipality the right to regenerate the neighborhood of 

Hamamönü.  In both regeneration projects the historical fabric of the neighborhood was replaced 

with modern, “Ottoman style” homes.  480 homes were built in Sulukule, and in Hamamönü 

approximately three hundred were built (Uysal 15).  In both cases families were displaced 

through expropriation.  In Sulukule during October 2006 an “urgent expropriation” was issued 

for residents that were resisting evacuation in Sulukule (Foggo 43).  Expropriation was also used 

in Hamamönü and continues to be the main tactic in use during the extended regeneration of the 

Hamamarkasında neighborhood that is located directly behind Hamamönü.  As I will discuss in 

detail in chapter four, the mayor himself told me in our interview that he is using mainly 

expropriation for Hamamarkasında because of the difficulties he experienced when attempting to 

buy properties in Hamamönü.   

The Turkish newspaper Radikal reported in 2009 that those with close ties to the 

government (AK Party) were buying the new properties in Sulukule, and in my ethnographic 

interviews in 2013 in Hamamönü, more than one respondent mentioned that people in the AK 

Party and those with ties to the AK Party were buying up the new properties in Hamamönü.  The 
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major difference between these two regenerating projects is that Sulukule caused activists to 

petition against the demolition of the neighborhood, and UNESCO also stepped in to oppose the 

project.  Hamamönü, however, saw no international counter groups; only the Ankara Chamber of 

Architects and some Middle Eastern Technical University professors publicly opposed the 

Hamamönü regeneration project.   

Both urban renewal projects (Sulukule in Istanbul and Hamamönü in Ankara) were 

lauded as “cleaning up” the neighborhood whereby the former residents were pushed out of the 

area and into the peripheries of these two urban areas.  Both revolved around the issue of the 

politics of cultural heritage and preservation.  We can observe in these projects the ushering-in of 

a new cultural capital in these central, urban neighborhoods.  New cultural heritage is 

implemented in the fabric of these areas, and it is directed by Erdoğanian Neo-Ottoman 

ideologies.  Economic value is also at stake as these properties are new and located in highly 

sought-after central neighborhoods of important urban areas.   

In summer 2013 protests broke out against an AK Party-led development project that 

would demolish Gezi Park and the Atatürk Culture Center in the Taksim neighborhood of 

Istanbul. Later in the winter of 2013 corruption scandals surrounded Erdoğan, revealing the 

illegal links between his party and construction developers in Istanbul.  New York Times 

journalist Ruth Fremson stated: 

The inquiry, like the Gezi protests, touches on an issue with deep emotional resonance to 

the Turkish public, and one at the core of the financial constituency that has built Mr. 

Erdoğan’s power: the dizzying construction in Istanbul and the well-known but rarely 

acknowledged ties between Mr. Erdoğan’s Islamist-rooted Justice and Development 
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Party and a new, pious economic elite, anchored in the construction industry, that rose to 

power alongside him over the last decade…The Gezi protests showed a prime minister 

deeply involved in local urban planning issues — not surprising to a Turkish public 

accustomed to hearing Mr. Erdoğan tell them how many children to have or what to eat. 

Similarly, the corruption investigation has laid bare the concentrated nature of power in  

Turkey. (2)   

This prescient analysis speaks to the importance of why this dissertation focuses on Erdoğanian 

Neo-Ottomanism and how it has shifted the Turkish urban built environment since 2002.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter lays the foundation for my overall argument by discussing how the Ottoman Empire 

has been remembered, forgotten, or reimagined in modern Turkey.  It discusses the cultural 

movement of Neo-Ottomanism and its roots in the new social class of the Turkish Islamic 

bourgeoisie, exploring how this movement is the latest in a series of attempts by hegemonic 

elites to shape the public in modern Turkey.  It specifically introduces my concept of Erdoğanian 

Neo-Ottomanism and explains how this type of Neo-Ottomanism has emerged since the 

rebranding of Istanbul in 2006 in preparation for the European Capital of Culture festivities of 

2010 and how this vision of Neo-Ottomanism is enacted in the construction of what I describe as 

an architectural place-making and reshapes cultural capital in contemporary Turkey.  The 

dissertation will go on to show how the Hamamönü project epitomizes Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism, and how Gezi Park formed as a reaction to Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism in 

particular through a protest of this contested space.   



63 
 

CHAPTER 3: THEORY 

This chapter outlines the key theoretical components of my larger argument that the AK 

Party has utilized a specific type of spatial politics to alter cultural capital in Turkey by creating a 

Neo-Ottoman architectural place.  Here I explore how the built environment is utilized by the 

AK Party to make particular meanings of space and formulate space in Turkey in a way that fits 

the Erdoğanian Neo-Ottoman agenda.  I employ the theoretical concepts of neoliberalism and 

cultural capital in order to clearly define the phenomenon I spell out as Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism. 

 

The Built Environment in Contemporary Turkey 

 The use of public space by the AK Party through large-scale urban renewal projects 

remembers the Ottoman past in a specific, politicized fashion that employs what I will term 

Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  As Leila Hudson argues, “the modern environment is 

symbolically rich, creates a visual grammar of power, is inscribed on the land, involves the 

investment of finite resources, and the circumscription of people of new structures” (152).  

Similar to Hudson’s exploration of structures of governmentality in late Ottoman Damascus, this 

dissertation will analyze how the architectural built environment constructed by the AK Party in 

Turkey creates a visual and spatial “grammar of power” in contemporary Turkey.  Using the 

terminology of Hudson to describe the projects of Sultan Abdül Hamid II, the contemporary AK 

Party’s architectural projects that visually reconstruct and reimagine the Ottoman past may be 

described as constituting a “centrally-orchestrated campaign of public tradition” (155).  I discuss 

specific examples of this through the European Capital of Culture project’s museumification of 
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Istanbul and the gentrificaion of Sulukule; Hamamönü’s gentrification and transformation into 

an arts and culture district; the plans for Gezi Park; and the Ulucanlar prison museum project and 

arts and culture street.  Both the Ulucanlar prison project and Gezi Park sparked a significant 

reaction by the public to combat the AK Party’s manipulation of public space in Istanbul.   

My research focuses on the cultural and social capital associated with the Islamic 

bourgeoisie in Turkey, particularly the Islamic bourgeoisie which benefits from the cultural 

capital bestowed by the urban renewal projects of the AK Party and on creating a specific 

cultural capital that surrounds what I call Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism describes how the AK Party has created a politicized reimagining of the Ottoman 

past through art and architecture.  Therefore my context is focused on Turkey from 2006 to the 

present day.  I will outline a public space that is top-down and inscribed by power by the ruling 

AK Party and that is known as an architectural public sphere or architectural place-making.2  At 

the same time, the response of the people that felt disempowered by the AK Party urban renewal 

initiatives in the last ten years united in what I refer to as the protest of contested space during 

the summer of 2013 in the Gezi Park protests.3   

I argue for the existence of a top-down architectural place-making that is created through 

recent urban renewal projects led by the AK Party.  These urban renewal projects cannot be 

divorced from the political, as the projects exemplify a particular political ideology that is in line 

with the AK Party ideals and ideologies.  The AK Party marketed Istanbul as an open-air 

museum of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism for the 2010 European Capital of Culture, which 

                                                 
2 Though Jürgen Habermas focused his analysis on the reading public and literature, my study extends the idea of 
the “text” to include architecture and what is written architecturally on the urban landscape.   
3 This protest public sphere constitutes an example of what Fraser calls a “counterpublic.” 
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“cleaned up” the historical Roma community that once inhabited the neighborhood of Sulukule 

and built in its place upper-middle class Ottoman-inspired townhomes.  This process of creating 

the idea of Istanbul as an open-air museum for the year it was deemed the European Capital of 

Culture also occurred in the urban revitalization of the Hamamönü neighborhood of Ankara.  

Here, a residential neighborhood was replaced by an arts and culture district that renders the 

entire neighborhood into an open air museum.  In this case another AK Party-led municipality 

reconfigured the space to represent Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism by replacıng the low 

socioeconomic residential neighborhood with a Neo-Ottoman rebuilt community that serves as 

an arts and culture district rebranded to fit the needs of tourists, a type of museumification of 

urban areas in Turkey, or otherwise put, the act of making an entire city or neighborhood to 

mimic a museum or focus on tourist activity.  I also include an analysis of Gezi Park where 

attempts were made by the AK Party to “clean up” Taksim Square, a high-traffic tourist area in 

Istanbul, by replacing the park with a replica of Ottoman military barracks that would house a 

mall.  This dissertation explores the use of “clean up” rhetoric that ideologically justifies the shift 

in cultural capital of these urban renewal projects:  the unwanted of Turkish society are cleared 

out of the area and replaced by consumerist tourists or the AK Party-associated Islamic 

bourgeoisie.   

 Nancy Fraser described “subaltern counterpublics” as a response to the formation of 

hegemonic public spheres (1992). I find this phenomenon to be at play also in the protests at 

Gezi Park.  The protesters were associated with various subalterns who did not benefit from or fit 

into the new cultural capital that was made evident in the spatial politics of AK Party 

architectural place-making that inscribes Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism to public spaces in 
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Turkey.  The Kurds, GLBTQ groups, Muslims for anti-capitalism, Roma, Kemalists, etc., 

constituted a group of subalterns who did not benefit from the new cultural capital of AK Party 

urban renewal programs.  The Gezi protests stood as a uniting of these subaltern counterpublics 

that produced a protest on the contested space of Gezi Park.  Their voices were not heard in 

coffee shops (the Starbucks in Taksim was actually closed during these protests) but instead the 

protesters congregated in the Taksim Square4 area and in forums in other various public parks in 

Istanbul and throughout other areas in Turkey.  These forums were based on concepts of 

democratic discourse but were not purely apolitical.  I attended one forum during the summer of 

2013, and when I was taking pictures was approached by a middle aged man in civilian clothes 

and was questioned about what I was doing at the forum and why I was taking pictures.  I went 

to a bar across from the park that held the forum, and the bar owner told me that the forums were 

infiltrated by undercover police officers.  I am assuming that is who came up to me and made me 

feel that I should not be at the forum and should not be taking photographs of the forum.   

 In Gezi those who felt disenfranchised by the Turkish government united to create a 

countermovement to criticize the urban renewal plans of the AK Party.  The protests did garner 

international media coverage, yet the domestic coverage regarding the mass media was virtually 

a media blackout.  To circumvent the lack of mass media coverage in Turkey, protesters utilized 

social media to spread news about the protests.  This became clear in my survey responses from 

Boğaziçi students.  I asked where they were getting news of Gezi Park protests and how they 

received information regarding the protests during the summer of 2013, and the answers pointed 

to social media.  Although the Turkish state does not directly control mass media, as it did before 

                                                 
4 Taksim Square is located on the European side of Istanbul in the heart of tourist, leisure, and transportation 
activity. 
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the 1990s, it still indirectly controls media outlets through the pressure tactics of the neoliberal 

state.  Many journalists and satirists who have tried to utilize mass media as a medium for critical 

intervention have been jailed as of late in Turkey.  Due to the sensitivity of the topic of Gezi Park 

during the summer of 2013, I handed out hard copy surveys in a discrete manner around 

Bogazici’s campus.  Bogazici is known to be one of the most critical universities in Turkey but I 

still felt that allowing students to pen their answers to my questions in an anonymous fashion 

would help with the sensitivity of the topic. 

 Underlining issues of utilizing social media, physically dominating the Taksim Square to 

protest, and creating forums for democratic discourse in Turkish urban parks became the 

methods of critical intervention of the Gezi protest.  As a result of the protests, the plans for the 

demolition of Gezi Park were put on hold.  At the time of writing the urban renewal projects of 

the AK Party are actually receiving legal scrutiny with the opening of formal corruption 

investigations against AK Party ministers and associated businesses.  Between December 17 and 

December 19, 2013, Turkey was rocked by the news that Istanbul police had detained the sons of 

three AK Party minsters and over fifty other suspects in connection with massive anti-corruption 

investigations that had been underway for months without the knowledge of the AK Party 

government (Gursel 2013; Kılıç and Yılmaz 2013).   

Erdoğan immediately characterized the operations as being politically motivated and 

retaliated by firing dozens of police chiefs across the country who had been instrumental in the 

massive probe (Gursel 2013; Kılıç and Yılmaz 2013).  The investigations accuse suspects of  

“rigging state tenders, accepting and facilitating bribes for major urbanization projects, obtaining 

construction permits for protected land areas in exchange for money, helping foreigners to obtain 
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Turkish citizenship through falsified documents, involvement in export fraud, forgery of 

documents and gold smuggling” (Kılıç and Yılmaz 2013).  The mayor of Fatih municipality in 

Istanbul, the municipality responsible for the Sulukule gentrification project, was also detained 

by police; the municipality is accused of taking bribes from major developers in construction 

projects (Gursel 2013).   

The case against Fatih municipality, the location of the Sulukule gentrification project, 

was begun with the evidence gathered by whistle-blower Azat Yalçın, a young urban planner 

who was fired from the municipality for uncovering evidence of corruption and who 

subsequently took his revelations to Istanbul police at the beginning of 2013 (Deliveli 2013).  

The son of Erdoğan Bayraktar, the AK Party Minister of Environment and Urban Planning, who 

is also in charge of Turkey’s Mass Housing Administration (Toplu Konut İdaresi or TOKİ), was 

among those detained by police; Istanbul police allege that Bayraktar’s son and other officials at 

TOKİ took bribes from major construction companies and engaged in illegal building activities 

(Gursel 2013).  These cases and the many other investigations associated with the anti-corruption 

probe have dominated Turkish news and public debate since they were revealed; however, the 

most shocking comments on the scandal to date have come from Minister Bayraktar himself, 

who after being forced by Erdoğan to resign called for Erdoğan’s resignation as well, claiming 

that he approved and had knowledge of many of the projects now under legal investigation 

(“Environment Minister” 2013).  The former Minister of Culture, Ertuğrul Günay, also publicly 

claimed that Erdoğan was in close contact with the Istanbul city government throughout these 

projects and that “every high rise was built with his approval” (“Yüksek Yapılar” 2013).  It 
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remains to be seen how these scandals will affect the Altındağ municipality that oversaw the 

Hamamönü urban renewal project and the Ulucanlar museum renewal projects.   

 

The Justice and Development Party’s Use of Public Space 

At the heart of this dissertation is an analysis of the power dynamics revolving around the 

AK Party’s use of public space.  Since 2002 Turkey has been led by religiously conservative 

Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan with the “moderate, conservative, pro-Western” Justice and 

Development Party (AK Party) (Ebaugh 21).  AK Party politics are derived from an Islamic life-

style but their platform aims to avoid the incorporation of Islamic identity politics.  For example, 

many party members are openly devout Muslims and many female AK Party members wear a 

headscarf.  In October of 2013 veiled AK Party female members of parliament, Nurcan 

Dalbudak, Gonul Sahkulubey, Sevde Beyazit, and Gulay Sabanci, attended parliament sessions 

covered, marking a major milestone in Turkish politics.  A woman has not veiled in the Turkish 

parliament since Merve Kavakçı; on May 2, 1999 Kavakçı was forced out of parliament before 

she was even sworn in because she arrived at her oath-taking ceremony veiled (Cengiz).  Prime 

Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s concept of conservatism focuses on family, Ottomanism and 

piety (Yavuz, Secularism 93).  Two unique characteristics of the AK Party are the party’s focus 

on social services (hizmet partisi) and its neoliberal policies focused on being economically 

liberal and pro-market (Yavuz Secularism 113).  AK Party policies are not based on Sharia law; 

there has been no attempt or desire to implement Sharia law into the Turkish governmental 

system.  Their discourse and legislation has been focused on personal freedoms and civil rights 
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(Silverstein 184).  Along the same lines, Robert Hefner calls Turkey a case of citizen-based and 

ethicalized views on Sharia law (34).  

The AK Party is the last iteration of a series of Islamically-inspired political parties that 

formed in response to Kemalist hegemony.  It has its roots in Islamist movements dating from 

the early 1970s, but is the offshoot of a moderate wing of these movements that has significantly 

modified the rhetoric and policies of the earlier parties.  The AK Party is notable for its strong 

stance in favor of neoliberal capitalist economic policies and its promotion of conservative social 

ethics.  The AK Party also bases its political program on an appeal to universalist human rights 

discourses and pro-European Union politics.  The party’s foreign policy is marked by a 

willingness to reach out to and engage with other Muslim-majority counties as well as countries 

in the Balkans and Eastern Europe that were formerly neglected in Turkish foreign policy.   

The party’s first major electoral victory came in 2002, in an election which saw the 

removal from parliament of every party that was currently serving there, and which saw the AK 

Party capture 34.3 percent of the national vote.  Though this percentage was nowhere near a 

majority, it far outpaced any other party’s vote and awarded the AK Party a decisive majority in 

the Turkish parliament (363 out of 550).  The AK Party furthered its vote percentage but lost a 

few seats in the 2007 elections, when it won 46.7 percent of votes, giving it 341 seats in the 

parliament.  In the 2011 elections, the party won 49.8 percent of votes, awarding it 327 seats in 

the parliament.  At the time of writing, local, presidential, and parliamentary elections will be 

held in March 2014, July 2014, and June 2015, respectively (Kılıç 2013).  Due to changes 

instituted by the AK Party, for the first time in Turkish history the president will not be elected 

by the parliament but instead by popular vote. 
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 The AK Party is the result of a long and gradual shift in the views of the political Islamist 

movement in Turkey.  Its roots can be traced as far back as the National Outlook Movement 

(Milli Görüş Hareketi).  The National Outlook Movement was founded in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s with the support of the Nakşibendi Sheikh Mehmet Zahid Kotku (1897-1980), a 

conservative Sufi leader who mobilized his order in support of political Islamist movements and 

who had close connections with pious Muslim politicians of the past few decades, including the 

family of Turgut Özal and members of the AK Party (Mardin, “Nakşibendi” 134; Silverstein 98).  

With the help and support of Kotku and his followers, Necmettin Erbakan, who would go on to 

lead every major political Islamist party in Turkey until moderate dissenters of his movement 

founded the AK Party, was elected to the Turkish parliament from Konya in 1969 (Eligür 57; 

Yavuz, “Political Identity” 207).   

The National Outlook Movement was the first movement in modern Turkish history to 

outline a specifically Islamic political identity (Yavuz, “Political Identity” 208).  Its ideological 

underpinnings are very well-described by a conversation between Lütfi Doğan, head of the 

Presidency of Religious affairs from 1968-1971, and Kotku himself. Doğan reports that Kotku 

said to him: “The core identity and character of this wounded nation is Islam.  Your main 

heritage is Islam and as Muslims you can heal this wound by listening to what our Turkish 

people want.  What they want is an Islamic sense of justice and the restoration of their Ottoman-

Islamic identity” (Yavuz, “Political Identity” 207).  This phrase is very important in a number of 

respects.  It reveals how this movement created the beginnings of a specifically Islamic political 

discourse in Turkey that was not based on a rejection of Turkish national identity but a 

reorientation of it away from the Kemalist vision of Turkish national identity.  The National 
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Outlook Movement sowed the seeds of contemporary Neo-Ottomanism by turning away from 

Kemalist laicism as the epicenter of Turkish national heritage and instead turning Turkish 

nationalist memory to face the Ottoman Empire.  Thus, a strain of Islamist political activism was 

born that recreated Turkish national identity in Ottoman terms and combined this with 

conservative social politics. 

The National Outlook Movement was transformed by Kotku and Erbakan into a series of 

Islamist political parties beginning with the National Order Party (Milli Nizam Partisi or MNP) 

on January 26, 1970 (Eligür 57; Yavuz, “Political Identity” 209).  The MNP lasted until October 

11, 1972 when the National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi or MSP) was founded.  The 

MSP continued the politics of the National Outlook Movement as a “direct protest against the 

radical Kemalist project” (Yavuz, “Political Identity” 212).  The party embraced political and 

economic modernization, as evidenced in its four ideological pillars: culture, industrialization, 

social justice, and education (Yavuz, “Political Identity” 212).  However, it introduced into 

Turkish politics a dichotomy between modernization and Westernization, an alliance that had 

been assumed since the days of Atatürk and the early Turkish Republic.  The MSP, like its 

successor parties and the National Outlook platform, argued for economic advancement, social 

justice, and political reform on Islamic and Turkish cultural bases, instead of appealing to 

discourses that were pro-West or held Western Europe up as the ideal of universal human rights.  

Instead, the MSP argued for a politics of cultural authenticity pitting Turkish Islamic heritage 

against the Westernizing foreignness of the Kemalist elite.   

The MSP was closed down by the Turkish military following the 1980 coup and was 

replaced by the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi or RP) that remained in operation from 1983 to 
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1998.  While the previous incarnations of Erbakan’s movement had seen little mass success at 

the ballot box, the RP performed surprisingly well in the municipal elections of 1994 and the 

national elections of 1995, when it captured the largest amount of votes at 21.4 percent.  

Although these results did not produce a RP majority, it did cause the RP to form a coalition 

government, arousing the suspicion of the staunchly Kemalist armed forces and the secularist 

wing of Turkish public opinion, who for the first time in Turkish history were dramatically 

confronted with the power of political Islamism in Turkey.  This suspicion would lead to the 

eventual demise of the party.  On February 4, 1997 the RP mayor of Sincan (a suburb of Ankara) 

held a rally with the Iranian ambassador that featured attendees waving Hamas and Hizbullah 

flags.  Alarmed at this, the military sent tanks to Sincan and forced the local government to arrest 

the mayor for anti-secular activities (Yavuz, “Political Identity” 243).  On February 28, the 

military issued an ultimatum to the RP, and the government disbanded.  The party was closed in 

1998 and was succeeded by the short lived Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi).  In 2001, the Fazilet 

Partisi closed, and its supporters split into two factions, one moderate conservative and one 

openly Islamist.  The former group (composed of such figures as Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and 

Abdullah Gül) founded the AK Party in August of 2001, while the latter group founded the 

Felicity Party (Saadet Partisi) in July 2001. 

The foundation of the RP’s success was its ability to leverage disaffection with the 

ineffective Turkish state and economy into support for political Islamism (Eligür 144).  Though 

the party’s previous incarnations had attempted to do the same, the RP was the first political 

party in Turkish history to successfully craft a social, political, and cultural identity expressed in 

explicitly Islamic terms that attracted significant support (White, “Vernacular Politics” 6, Yavuz, 
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“Political Identity” 215).  According to the RP, “national outlook” meant a rejection of 

“imitating the West” and a reassertion of what is most distinctive about Turkish national identity: 

adherence to Islam (Eligür 145).  The RP also vocally condemned Western imperialism and 

Zionism, seeing both as natural allies in a global effort to suppress Muslim societies, including 

Turkey.  The RP also accomplished the integration of a large section of the Turkish population, 

rural and poor pious Muslims, into the political process; this achievement revolutionized Turkish 

politics by turning a pious conservative Muslim identity into a recognizable political platform 

against social injustice and economic advancement (Yavuz, “Political Identity” 217).   

 As noted above, the RP distinguished between modernization and Westernization and 

rejected the latter in favor of an Islamically-inspired version of the former.  However, the RP 

also made subtle shifts in its political rhetoric in the 1980s that decisively broadened its base of 

support and laid the groundwork for the future successes of the AK Party.  During this period, 

the RP “successfully framed the global agenda in Turkey in terms of a quest for more 

democratization, freedom,  and human rights in order to appeal to a broader sector of the 

citizenry” (Eligür 147).  Thanks to the RP, political Islamism in Turkey now spoke the language 

of universal human rights, a discourse that would have a much better chance of appealing to the 

majority of Turkish voters than an appeal to strict conservative Islam.  This discursive shift 

would prove to be decisive for the AK Party as well and became a key part of its political 

discourse and the political identity that it presented to the public. 

After it was created in 2002, the AK Party managed to capture the votes of not only 

conservative Muslims but also a large cross section of Turkish society.  The AK Party 

consolidated the appeal of a conservative Muslim identity, but at the same time rejected the 
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polarizing anti-Western and anti-secular discourses of the RP and earlier Turkish Islamist parties.  

The AK Party’s political discourse instead appeals to universal human rights discourse; the party 

pursues a policy of European Union membership as a way to further democratization and its own 

goals for political reform (Eligür 248).  The AK Party has also adopted a discourse of personal 

freedom and personal choice as a way to promote the rights of pious Muslims to assert their 

identity in the Turkish public space.  The political discourse of the AK Party represents “the 

liberalization of Muslim conceptions of practices and politics, whereby conservative Muslims 

attenuate their demand for normative hegemony…and subsume adherence to such norms to the 

sphere of personal choice” (Silverstein 182).  Thus the AK Party depicts itself as the true heir to 

the tradition of secular democracy in the Turkish Republic, in contrast with the Kemalist 

opposition, which it describes as undemocratic and oppressive.  The AK Party often presents its 

model of secular democracy as an “American” model, in which the state does not interfere in the 

religious affairs of private citizens (White, “New Turks” 46). 

The party platform document “The Political Vision of the AK Party,” released on 

September 30, 2012, represents the clearest example of the discourses the party uses to describe 

itself and its ideals.  This document describes the AK Party’s oft-touted “conservative democrat 

political identity” (Siyasi Vizyonu 4).  It argues that the AK Party has done more than any other 

political party in Turkish history to advance democracy, and also claims that the party’s values 

are based on the defense of universal human rights, “civility,” “tolerance,” and “intellectual and 

behavioral pluralism” (Siyasi Vizyonu 5).  Even more strikingly, the platform describes the whole 

reason for the existence of the AK Party as the defense of fairness, justice, and the promotion of 

universal human rights: “The essence of an administration and understanding of politics focused 



76 
 

on the human individual is the advancement of fundamental rights and freedoms at every level 

and in universal measure” (Siyasi Vizyonu 23). 

However, as this dissertation will discuss in detail, the AK Party’s ostensible 

commitment to pluralism and secular human rights has been questioned due to some of the 

actions it has taken against its political opponents and its homogenizing effects on the Turkish 

built environment.  As Jenny White has pointed out, the AK Party features “contradictory 

discourses supporting universalist principles of human rights while at the same time curtailing 

freedom of speech and openly opposing lifestyles that do not conform to a conservative 

worldview” (“New Turks” 17).  When the success of the AK Party following the 2002 elections 

did not go unchallenged by the secular establishment, the AK Party responded in kind.  

Throughout the mid to late 2000s, the party used the trial against an alleged secularist conspiracy 

to overthrow the government (the “Ergenekon” organization) to imprison dissident journalists, 

politicians, and other public figures that have openly opposed the neoliberal and socially 

conservative policies of the AK Party (Eligür 263).  As will be discussed in detail throughout this 

dissertation, the AK Party enacts policies that assume the right of the ruling party to determine 

social morés, dictate social norms, and recreate the Turkish public space through its attempt to 

reshape the Turkish built environment.  

 

Neoliberalism 

 The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines neoliberal as “a liberal who de-emphasizes 

traditional liberal doctrines in order to seek progress by more pragmatic methods” (1). David 

Harvey goes beyond this simplistic definition and defines neoliberalism as it applies to the state: 
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According to theory, the neoliberal state should favour strong individual private property 

rights, the rule of law, and the institutions of freely functioning markets and free 

trade…The legal framework is that of freely negotiated constractual obligations between 

juridical individuals in the marketplace…the freedom of businesses and corporations 

(legally regarded as individuals) to operate within this institutional framework of free 

markets and free trade is regarded as a fundamental good…Continuous increases in 

productivity should then deliver higher living standards to everyone.  Under the 

assumption that ‘a rising tide lifts all boats’, or of ‘trickle down’, neoliberal theory holds 

that the elimination of poverty (both domestically and worldwide) can best be secured 

through free markets and free trade. (Brief History of Neoliberalism 64) 

Harvey continues with an analysis of how neoliberal theory focuses on privatization and 

deregulation in order to increase competition.  The above definition is key to how the AK Party 

and Erdoğan are utilizing urban redevelopment projects to “clean up” areas that are poor and 

replace them with market-driven, capitalistic entities like luxury hotels and malls.  It is 

neoliberalism and the promise of a “trickle-down” effect that motivates the AK Party politicians 

to increase construction projects, even if that means deregulating and increasing the pace of 

construction and restoration so that a neighborhood is flipped in a timely and inexpensive way.   

Yet the issue with this flip is that it removes the original inhabitants and displaces them to 

the outskirts of the city where they are not able to gain value from the newly constructed space.  

The deregulation of historic preservation has allowed the AK Party municipalities to circumvent 

architectural historians, archeologists and experts in Ottoman restoration, replacing them with 

construction firms that are being linked to political families, or neopotism.  This also has the 
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effect of putting all the power in the hands of the local municipalities instead of the hands of the 

experts.  This method has put new construction above restoration and historical preservation.  

The here and now becomes the focus, instead of long-term well-constructed spaces; this focus 

supports the neoliberal goal of fostering  “a ‘good business or investment climate’ for capitalistic 

endeavours” (Harvey 70).  Therefore the experts have been dismissed, and as Harvey described, 

“the typical neoliberal state will tend to side with a good business climate as opposed to either 

the collective rights (and the quality of life) of labour or the capacity of the environment to 

regenerate itself” (70). 

 Harvey also purports that the neoliberal state “needs nationalisms of a certain sort to 

survive” (85).  In the case of the AK Party and its authoritarian rule by Erdoğan, I will further 

spell out the specific type of nationalism currently being produced, Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism, which is a type of faux Ottomanism that is inspired by the Ottoman past and is 

more focused on producing new development projects with a leitmotif of Ottoman design than 

historical accuracy or historical restoration.  This newly-imagined framing of Ottoman history is 

utilized to give power to Erdoğan and create a new sense of nationalism within Turkey, one that 

moves away from the secular, replacing a Western form of Kemalist nationalism with Sunni 

Turkish religiousity based on the grandeur and nostalgia of the Ottoman Empire. 

Under AK Party rule we see a deliberate turn to neoliberalism through their urban 

redevelopment projects.  This involves the transformation of non-profit generating spaces (such 

as residential neighborhoods and parks) into profit-generating spaces such as malls or art districts 

for tourists.  The underlying trend in all of these projects is to utilize land in the prominent 

spaces in the city to manipulate that place into a money-generating entity.  Prominent examples 
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explored in this dissertation include the city of Istanbul becoming an open-air museum in the 

case of the European Capital of Culture, a neighborhood in Ankara that was once low-

socioeconomic being transformed into a non-residential arts and culture district with Ottoman 

flare, and the park in the heart of Istanbul, Gezi Park, being slated to be torn down and replaced 

with a mall in an Ottoman-inspired archtitectural motif.  Thought these are the major examples 

explored in this dissertation, many more examples exist within the Turkish context of AK Party 

rule: the Roma community in Sulukule being relocated, the building of a presidential palace for 

Erdoğan’s use, and the relocation of the Ottoman Archives to the periphery of Istanbul so its 

previous central location could be turned into a five-star hotel.  This last example truly 

summarizes the issue of neoliberal AK Party activity: it subordinates historical relevance to 

corrupt restoration projects and replaces it with capitalistic projects. Or otherwise put in a 

warning by Al-Monitor journalist Barın Kayaoğlu:  “Corruption is a serious matter, but 

destroying the historical heritage of one’s country for financial gain would be shameful” (“Has 

AKP sacrificed Turkey’s Ottoman Heritage?”). 

 

Pierre Bourdieu’s Concept of Cultural Capital 

Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of symbolic and cultural capital expand the understanding of 

social worth and value beyond that which is economic.  Bourdieu argues that within society there 

are values and capital that are accessed, traded, and learned on the symbolic level and the 

cultural level.  In his work Distinctions, Bourdieu outlines in further detail these expanded terms 

of value.  Culture is divided among groups and maintains differing values in order to 

differentiate between different groups and classes.  This is accomplished through privilege in the 
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case of who is able to access certain types of culture.  To take one example, in the case of the 

ECoC selection process, it was the privileged who were able to be considered “cultured” enough 

to serve on the ECoC Artist Selection Committee, and it was their intensive training that 

produced the effect of a cultural elite.  This is not an unbiased committee searching for art for 

art’s sake.  According to Bourdieu, “there is no way out of the game of culture; and one’s only 

chance of objectifying the true nature of the game is to objectify as fully as possible the very 

operations which one is obliged to use in order to achieve that objectification” (Distinctions 12).  

Institutions that reproduce concepts of cultural and symbolic value are in fact cultural and artistic 

organizations.  They are used in order to establish and maintain levels of culture, and it is the 

application process to said organizations that dictates who has access to them.  Social, cultural, 

and economic class becomes key with respect to who is able to pursue art and culture in a given 

society.  The legitimization process that includes cultural competence must be decoded, and it is 

those with the privilege to access the knowledge of said code who can hold the title of cultural 

noble, elite, or bourgeois in a society (Bourdieu, Distinctions 2).  This is the process of creating 

hierarchical levels of “taste.”   

Bourdieu’s Field of Cultural Production examines how an aesthetic field of production 

differs from a field of study that has obvious use value (such as the basic teaching of reading and 

writing).  An aesthetic field has to distinguish not only its objects of discourse but also the values 

that legitimize the distinctions it draws around those objects (Bourdieu, Field of Cultural 

Production 164).  The “symbolic capital” of any cultural field has economic and political value, 

but that value accrues only through long-term investments that enable an individual to assume 

the prestige vested in the aesthetic object (Bourdieu, Field of Cultural Production 7).  
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Practitioners in a field develop “a feel for the game” often tacitly, as they acquire a sense for 

what makes a story or stance interesting or useful (Bourdieu, Field of Cultural Production 17).   

Bourdieu explains that it is not just the institutions but it is the normative view by society 

that these institutions are important and legitimate that allows the prolonged and continued 

reproduction of hierarchies of taste.  The very phenomenon of one believing in the naturalness of 

cultural inheritance instead of unpacking the power relations that are inherently involved in 

creating cultural legitimacy is what Bourdieu calls symbolic violence.  Symbolic violence creates 

the cultivated person and reproduces the institution of power that is cultural heritage (Bourdieu, 

The Field of Cultural Production 121).   

Pierre Bourdieu’s discussion of cultural capital as an analytical category that goes beyond 

the pure economics of society to evaluate structures of power that accounts for social mobility is 

central to this dissertation.  It is through urban landscapes, the arts and architecture, that I argue 

the AK Party is impressing their ideological, Neo-Ottoman traces onto the built environment of 

Turkey and thereby enacting a shift in cultural capital.  Other scholars have focused on the idea 

of neoliberalism and the AK Party; I see this as valid, but my dissertation is focused on the non-

economic values that are amassed through the use of art and culture festivals, museums, and arts 

districts in order to brand Turkey according to AK Party ideals.  It is not simply the AK Party’s 

use of the economy but also its implementation of cultural capital that allows it to change the 

spatial aspects of contemporary Turkey.  I coin the phrase “spatial politics” to describe these 

processes.  At the same time, the heart of this argument is the theoretical basis Bourdieu has 

provided, that art and culture have value and hierarchical systems which mean that at different 

times different types of art and culture are more powerful for one segment of society than others.   
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Kemalist Turkey and its Eurocentric brand of cultural capital focused on aspects of 

Western art and culture at the expense and exclusion of Ottoman forms of Islamic cultural 

capital.  For example, the fez, a male hat from the Ottoman Empire, was banned in the Turkish 

Republic, and Western style suits and hats were branded as the way to dress.  Women were 

encouraged to unveil.  The language revolution changed the lingua franca from Ottoman to 

Modern Turkish.  This dissertation will explore the most recent shift in cultural capital in 

Turkey: the AK Party’s utilization of Neo-Ottomanism, a politicized way of implementing a 

specific type of Ottoman past (i.e., one that is focused on portraying an orthodox Sunni, Turkish 

version of the Ottoman past).  My case studies stand as examples of the types of cultural capital 

that have held significant value during the AK Party rule of Turkey.  These case studies outline 

the shifts in cultural capital and the countermovements (i.e., Gezi Park protests) that have 

responded to this shift in the cultural paradigm in Turkey.   

 Nora Fisher Onar has documented the disappearance of the universalisms of the Ottoman 

empire due to the onslaught of the new identity politics engendered by the shift to a definition of 

political belonging based on ethnic “Turkishness” in the Turkish nation-state.  Onar explains that 

“this led to an emphasis – officially - on a voluntaristic form of national belonging in which all 

citizens regardless of ethnic or religious background were first-class members of the nation” 

(232).  This dissertation takes up this line of analysis and applies it to contemporary Turkey; 

instead of looking at the shifts in ideologies between the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish 

Republic, I focus on cultural capital shifts since 2002 following the rise of the AK Party to its 

current position of dominance in the Turkish government.  My attempt is not to state that the AK 

Party is creating a revival of Ottoman universalism but is instead crafting a new hegemonic 
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memory of the Ottoman past that is imbued with specific politics of identity:  remembering 

Sunni, Turkish Ottoman memories that focus on the triumphant moments of the Empire, or as 

Onar put it: “…‘the golden age’ in Islamists’ project to rehabilitate memory of the Ottoman 

period dates from the ‘Fetih’ or conquest of Istanbul (1453), through the reign of Suleiman the 

Magnificent (1520-66), to the Tulip Period (1718-30)” (234-235).  

Onar also warns against creating a dichotomy between contemporary Turkish 

“secularists” and “Islamists” and instead elaborates on what she considers the four main 

ideological groups in Turkey:  Kemalists, Islamists, liberals, and ultranationalists (230).  My 

dissertation will focus on the AK Party, but when speaking of the Gezi Park chapter, it is 

impossible not to elaborate on the differing groups and countergroups that are involved in 

contemporary Turkish identity politics.  This dissertation extends Onar’s historical analysis and 

focuses specifically on the AK Party’s politics of Ottoman public memory.   

 

Conclusion 

 Since coming to power in 2002 the AK Party has increased the power of the Islamic 

bourgeoisie and increased their cultural capital in contemporary Turkish public space.  It has 

done this by implementing a neoliberal approach to tourism, which spurred urban gentrification 

projects.  This is not just any type of tourism, but rather a tourism that focuses on pious, Sunni 

Turks in what I will refer to as halal tourism. These projects, such as the preparations for 

Istanbul’s designation as the European Capital of Culture for 2010, the restoration of the 

Hamamönü neighborhood in Ankara, and the attempt to transform Gezi Park into a Neo-Ottoman 

shopping complex, enact a specific type of Neo-Ottoman vision, what I have here termed 
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Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  This dissertation discusses in detail how these projects are 

intended to create a specific architectural place in Turkey that reflects the social and cultural 

values of the Islamic bourgeoisie.  In addition, I argue that the reaction by subaltern publics at 

Gezi Park and Ulucanlar create a protest of these contested spaces which directly and critically 

analyzes the gentrification projects of the AK Party.  Gezi Park and Ulucanlar illustrate how 

spaces have multiple meaning for different citizens and that the hegemony of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism is not accepted and utilized by all Turkish citizens.  It is in these moments that the 

place-making of the AK Party is problematized.  It is the ordinary citizen who has taken to the 

street or banged on pots and pans to make sure society has heard their protest of the neoliberal, 

Neo-Ottoman agenda of the AK Party by transgressing these urban renewal projects.   
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CHAPTER 4: ISTANBUL AS THE EUROPEAN CAPITAL OF CULTURE 
  

 Walking the streets of Istanbul in 2010 felt as though I was in a gigantic ad for Istanbul.  

The trendy blue jeans store, Mavi, designed a line of t-shirts for men and women that centered 

around Istanbul.  Signs all around advertised Istanbul as the latest city to be designated the  

Cultural Capital of Europe.  Tulips were everywhere, and signs described the importance of the 

tulip to Turkey and how it was during the Ottoman Empire that Turkey exported the tulips to 

Western Europe.  Istanbul in 2010 was different from other years because this was the year 

Istanbul became an open-air museum for European consumers of culture.  The 2010 designation 

was the result of concentrated effort on the part of the AK Party-led Istanbul city government to 

attract Western European tourists to the mega-city and not just to the seaside, all-inclusive 

resort towns.  This was the year the AK Party was able to rebrand Istanbul as the city that 

projected their Neo-Ottoman ideals. At the time, as a tourist this was not obvious to me; instead 

it seemed that Istanbul had simply become a fashion object.  Only upon reflection have I realized 

what this designation meant and the power of framing the AK Party had in their hands during 

the year they programed Istanbul to be the European Capital of Culture.     
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Illustrations 4 and 5: Official Muncipality logos for Istanbul as the European Capital of 
Culture in English and Turkish. 
 

Turkey submitted Istanbul as a contender city for the European Capital of Culture in 2006 

and was awarded the designation in 2007 to prepare for the title in 2010. This designation gave 

the AK Party the opportunity to rebrand Istanbul in accordance with Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism designed to appeal to an international audience.  Throughout this process, Istanbul 

was transformed into a kind of open-air museum, and the programing of the ECoC events 

revealed the elements of Istanbul’s cultural heritage (read cultural capital) that were officially 

approved by the AK Party.  The official relocation of Turkish cultural heritage to Istanbul is 

highly significant, given the attempt in the early Republican period to shift the focus of cultural 

memory from the cosmopolitan Ottoman capital to the Anatolian heartland, represented by the 

dedication of Ankara as the new capital of the Turkish Republic.  Yet since the early 1990s, 

Istanbul as the center of Ottoman heritage has begun to play a key role in Neo-Ottoman 

ideology, particularly in the spatial and cultural politics of the AK Party.  This chapter focuses on 

how the AK Party utilized Istanbul’s designation as the European Capital of Culture and the 

attendant arts and culture programming to reinvigorate and rebrand the importance of Turkey’s 

Ottoman past.  At the same time, the AK Party utilized the ECoC as an excuse to gentrify 

centrally located neighborhoods that were not in line with what I call Erdoğanian Neo-
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Ottomanism, a political strand of remembering the Ottoman past that restricts it to Sunni Turkish 

cultural heritage.   Thus as a consequence of the AK Party’s utilization of the ECoC status, 

ethnic minority groups that once had significant presence in the Ottoman Empire and Byzantine 

Empire, such as the Roma community, were silenced and moved to the periphery of Istanbul.  

The ECoC designation acted as the catalyst for the Sulukule Gentrification Project which 

“cleaned” the area of Roma residents who had been residing in the area since the eleventh 

century and replaced it with representatives of the Islamic bourgeoisie that much more closely 

conform to the interests of AK Party spatial politics.  The architectural place-making that was 

created by the AK Party urban renewal projects has been criticized by many as wiping away the 

historical roots of the Roma people in the historical peninsula known as Sulukule.  The ECoC 

itself utilized Erdoğanian Neo-Ottoman symbols in its programing.  As will be discussed in 

detail, the utilization of pluralistic Neo-Ottoman rhetoric stood in stark contrast to the actual 

effects of the Sulukule Gentrification Project.  Through specific examples of arts programming, 

the Ottoman past was romanticized as being inclusive and multiethnic, while in the actual space 

of Sulukule the historic ethnic identity of the Roma was displaced to make room for apartments 

built by the Mass Housing Authority (TOKİ) in the peripheral Taşoluk neighborhood.  Danielle 

van Dodden Schoon’s ethnographic research on the Roma who where displaced out of Sulukule 

allows one to see the specific ways that the Roma were forgotten and moved out of the heart of 

Istanbul and housed in TOKİ structures that did not represent their culture or their importance to 

Istanbul’s history.   

 This chapter explores the rhetoric of the application submitted for ECoC status and the 

implementation of the Sulukule Gentrification Project in order to shed light on the rebranding of 
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Istanbul in accordance with Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  I argue that Istanbul’s designation as 

the ECoC provided the political rationale for regentrification projects that empowered members 

of the Islamic bourgeoisie at the expense of minority communities.  I intend to show that these 

efforts on the part of the AK Party were designed to implement a shift in Istanbul’s cultural 

capital that supported Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism and inscribed its hegemonic vision through 

the political utilization of arts and culture projects. 

 

Background of the ECoC 

 In 1985 the European Union began the initiative of selecting cities to represent Europe 

under the title of the “European City of Culture” (today the “European Capital of Culture” or 

ECoC).  A city must complete an extensive dossier application in order to be considered.  The 

stated purpose of the ECoC has been outlined by the European Union as to: 

• highlight the richness and diversity of European cultures 

• celebrate the cultural ties that link Europeans together 

• bring people from different European countries into contact with each other's culture 

and promote mutual understanding and foster a feeling of European citizenship and 

regenerate cities 

• raise their international profile and enhance their image in the eyes of their own 

inhabitants 

• give new vitality to their cultural life  
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• raise their international profile, boost tourism  and enhance their image in the eyes of 

their own inhabitants.5 

The goal of the program was to encourage unity among European countries.  Initially it focused 

largely on high culture and high art.  In 2004 the Palmer/Rae report was published in which the 

ECoCs from 1995-2004 were analyzed.  The report showed that cities were trying to replicate the 

success of previous ECoCs and thereby losing local distinctiveness.  In May 1999 the European 

Parliament and Council passed decision 1419/1999.EC which allowed the European Capital of 

Culture organization to allow non-member countries to participate in the ECoC between the 

years 2005 and 2019.    The project was headed by Robert Palmer of Palmer/Rae Associates in 

Brussels.  Istanbul was the first non-EU member city to be designated the ECoC. 

 Turkish commentators at the time of Istanbul’s designation as the ECoC took note of the 

Neo-Ottomanist discourses surrounding the events.  The Hürriyet Daily News reported on the 

debate that Turkish intellectuals were conducting over Facebook regarding how the AK Party 

was marketing Istanbul for the European Capital of Culture.  One of the leaders of the debate, 

Hasan Anamur, the Theater Critics founding member and executive board chairman, was quoted 

as stating “I would paint a ballerina, who is flying over Istanbul in her tutu skirt, but it would be 

against the AK PARTY government’s conception of the world” (Ziflioğlu).  The debate centered 

on the contention that the AK Party was using orientalist figures to promote Istanbul to the West.  

Specifically a poster that read “Meet the Roots of Fun – In Istanbul 2010” was heavily criticized 

for caricaturizing the Ottoman past with figures of a flute player, a janissary, harem women, a 

sultan, and oil wrestlers.  Hüseyin Irmak was quoted saying  

                                                 
5 http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-programmes-and-actions/capitals/european-capitals-of-culture_en.htm 
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This poster will trigger the oriental view on Turkey in the Western world.  As it is 

assumed, Istanbul was not an oriental city in the Ottoman period, too.  It was just asked to 

be perceived like this, that’s all…In a period in which the AK PARTY is the ruling party, 

we could not expect a different poster.  Unfortunately, the subconscious of the AK 

PARTY members collides with the modern world. (Ziflioğlu)   

The Hürriyet article also sheds light on one of the most significant domestic arguments 

relating to Istanbul’s preparation for being the ECoC in 2010: the AK Party government’s plan to 

restore the Atatürk Culture Center (Atatürk Kültür Merkezi, or AKM).  In the end the AKM was 

not restored and Today’s Zaman wrote: “the stalled restoration of the Atatürk Cultural Center 

(AKM), [is] one of the biggest flops of İstanbul 2010” (Utku).  Utku reports that before the 

ECoC, the AKM restoration was a budget line with the government.  Interestingly, though the 

AKM had not been restored, the issue became a heated topic of debate during the Gezi Protests 

of 2013 due to the fact that the mall that would be built on the Gezi Park would also demolish the 

AKM.  

 

Using the ECoC to Justify Gentrification 

 In an official report regarding the purposes of the European Capital of Culture it states, 

Cities which are ECoCs exhibit their local authenticity, display cultural and artistic 

activities with various activities one year long, and find the opportunity to revise their 

cities by producing new city plans and architectural plans…Today, it has the priority to 

come to a mutual understanding in urban planning and cultural heritage conservation 

issues and produce projects for and with public. It should be better understood that the 
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European Capital of Culture project is neither a marketing project nor public relations 

campaign. It is mainly a cultural planning project in which the culture should really work 

for the public. Thus the vision of the project should be perceived by the authorities 

clearly and explained to the public, so they can get involved in the project both in 

the preparation process and during the year 2010. By achieving the public participation in 

a wide scale, the base for a democratic platform will be established. Thereby, the ECoC 

project will become a catalyst as it generates a new approach in planning and in 

conservation of the cultural heritage, if only the four year period can be evaluated 

efficiently. (Beyazıt and Tosun 3, 10) 

It is clear, then, that the ECoC was a catalyst for urban renewal projects.  In a report 

commissioned by the European Network on Housing Research and executed by Turgay Koramaz 

and Elif Kisar-Koramaz, culture was described as becoming “a ‘business’ of cities, the ‘property-

based’ perspective has developed policies based on centralization of the cultural infrastructure 

and facilities serving for the privileged groups” (1).  The report analyzed Istanbul as a 

commodity- based system of culture, and the report presented the cultural policies of the ECoC 

in Istanbul that became “a catalyst for development, promotion and tourism” by showing that the 

majority of all the events with ECoC occurred in one central location; there was a distinct lack of 

events in peripheral districts, meaning that the program catered only to elite Istanbulites and 

tourists (3). Istanbul took the approach of economic development as their key component in their 

application to the ECoC but the ENHR report states that few cultural landmarks were created for 

the year, and specifically the researchers pointed out that the AKM was not restored or used: 

“since the hall has strong meaning in [the] city’s cultural and political landscape, it has not been 
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renovated because of political conflicts” (9).  It then becomes significant that this building was 

slated for demolition in the plans for the mall construction and urban renewal project at Gezi 

Park. 

New York Times journalist Pellin Turgut covered the contested urban renewal projects 

that would be implemented to prepare for the ECoC year.  Specifically he visited the Roma 

neighborhood of Sulukule.  Turgut’s article stated that the low-economic neighborhood would 

soon be demolished and replaced by luxury Neo-Ottoman townhomes.  Turgut detailed how 

Istanbul would be “cleaned” of Gypsies in preparation for the 2010 ECoC events.  This is, in 

fact, exactly what has taken place.  The Roma of Sulukule have been relocated to TOKİ houses6 

in the periphery of Istanbul; as he explained, “they can sell their property at a rate far below 

market prices (or face having it expropriated), or they can move to public housing in Tasoluk, 

some 25 miles outside the city, for which they will have to pay a mortgage over a 15-year period 

that very few can afford” (Turgut).  As Turgut’s article hypothesized, the Roma neighborhood 

has been destroyed and with it the neighborhood’s communal life, which has been replaced with 

an AK Party-led development project that rebrands the cultural history of the area to conform to 

the narrow hegemonic parameters of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  The urban renewal project 

itself was run by Mustafa Demir, mayor of the conservative Fatih municipality in Istanbul (and 

as mentioned above, one of the persons implicated in the ongoing anti-corruption probes in 

Istanbul). 

 In a 2008 UNESCO report on Sulukule, the organization stated that Sulukule was the 

world’s most significant place for Roma music, a “cultural mosaic of the Historical Penisula” 

                                                 
6 TOKİ houses are social housing projects that target low and middle-income Turkish citizens that cannot afford 
housing.  http://www.toki.gov.tr/english/HousingPrograms.asp  
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(old Istanbul, between the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmara), and that the area and close 

proximity to the prime entertainment centers of Istanbul was a major economic factor for Roma 

people living in the area (before they were relocated) (2008).  The gentrification project has 

actually put Istanbul at risk of being removed from UNESCO’s World Heritage List due to a lack 

of conservation projects.  Istanbul Chamber of Architects member Deniz İncedayı stated that: 

“gentrification projects in Istanbul lack socio-cultural research in their planning. When you look 

at successful examples in the West, locals are equally included in planning processes via 

acknowledging their views through special legal statutes. But, the converse happens here as these 

people are excluded on the grounds of maintaining funding” (Emeksiz).  İncedayı explained that 

even if Roma were relocated to Housing Development Administration of Turkey (TOKİ 

apartments)7 their culture would be damaged and Sulukule would lose its historical context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 6: Sulukule Project. Photos Courtesy of the Fatih Municipality. 

Funda Gençoğlu-Onbaşı, Political Science and International Relations professor at 

Başkent Unviersity in Ankara, has analyzed the AK Party rhetoric with respect to minority rights 

and these communities’ relationship with the Turkish government.  Specifically, she 

                                                 
7 TOKİ Houses are Turkey’s government housing program.  The homes are generally large apartment blocks.  
http://www.toki.gov.tr/english/Background.asp 
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problematizes the so-called “Romani Opening” that the AK Party has claimed to have effected, 

along with the “Kurdish Opening,” “Alevi Opening,” and “Armenian Opening” (599).8  These 

so-called “openings” describe official political events that have been coordinated by the AK 

Party that are perceived to open the dialogue regarding the Turkish state and its minority groups 

(Roma, Kurds, and Alevi communities).  For example on November 11, 2013, Erdoğan met with 

Massoud Barzani, president of the autonomous Kurdish region in Northern Iraq in Diyarbakir, 

and it was reported that Erdoğan utilized the term Kurdistan (Simsek 3).  Gençoğlu-Onbaşı states 

that these projects that aim to fight against ethno-religious discrimination are actually 

discriminatory in their implementation.  She also ties these efforts to the AK Party’s attempts to 

join the EU and their attempt to align Turkey with the Copenhagen Criteria that puts a premium 

on minority rights (Gençoğlu-Onbaşi  604).  She focuses on the Romani Opening and how the 

discussion during the politicized “Roma Meeting” in March 2010 in Istanbul with Prime 

Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, organized by the AK Party, was occurrıng simultaneously wıth 

the evacuation of Roma from their Sulukule homes (Gençoğlu-Onbaşi  603).  Gençoğlu-Onbaşi 

outlined three major problems with the “Romani Opening:” 

First, the government’s approach to the issue, telling the Roma who they are, how they 

are supposed to live, what they need and what they want in a rather patronizing manner, 

has been disappointing.  Second the opposition parties in the parliament (although they 

remained silent in large part) have problematized the scheduling of the Romani Opening 

among some other ‘more significant and urgent’ problems of the country, by inference 

stating that the Roma and their problems do not have a significant place in their agenda.  

                                                 
8 These minority ethnic “openings” in Turkey refer to official events that were attended by Erdoğan and espoused a 
rhetoric of an opening or revisiting of Turkey’s relationship with its minority citizens.   
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Third, the mainstream media supported the opening in a way that served the reproduction 

of the stereotypes about the Roma. (604) 

I would add that the urban renewal projects also sought to tell the Romani people where 

they should be living.  This project closed the Sulukule neighborhood to the Romani people and 

relocated them to TOKİ houses in the city’s periphery at the command of the AK government, 

not the desire of the Romani themselves.   

 During the March 2010 Roma Meeting, Erdoğan stated: 

You are my Romani sisters and brothers.  I am greeting, cherishing and embracing each 

of you with love…[w]e have faith in each other.  We trust each other.  We have opened 

our hearts to each other and we [speak] the language of sincerity, the language of our 

hearts and feelings.  Our country, our soil, our civilization takes its inspiration from love  

and tolerance. (Gençoğlu-Onbaşi 605; Ocak 2010) 

In this same speech Erdoğan showed pictures of the TOKİ housing projects that had been 

specifically built to relocate the Romani of Sulukule to the state’s social housing complex in 

Taşoluk (Gençoğlu-Onbaşi 605).  He continued with the sentiments “I do not want anymore to 

see my Roma citizens living in tents or in shacks; I do want you to live humanely” (Gençoğlu-

Onbaşi 605; Ocak 2010).  The original, Romani residents were not able to pay the difference 

between what their property was valued and the price of the newly constructed townhomes.   In 

the end most Romani residents sold their properties and relocated to the TOKİ homes in Taşoluk 

(Demir and Yilmaz 176).   

 The relocation and gentrification project forcibly constructed a new identity on the 

Sulukule historic peninsula.  The Roma’s historical and cultural heritage was erased and replaced 
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by a cleaned and homogenized version of an Ottoman past outlined by the AK Party.  Sulukule 

points to the politicized nature of gentrification projects.  One must ask which type of cultural 

heritage is being preserved and which types are being erased.  Currently the Sulukule 

regeneration project is being scrutinized as corruption scandals emerge from the AK Party-led 

Fatih Municipality.  

 

Metaphors of Bridging East and West 

Istanbul is commonly referred to as a bridge between the “East” and the “West.”  I 

suggest that the common metaphor (which did appear in the Review of Selection of Istanbul for 

the ECoC) of the “bridge” acts as a way to define spaces in accordance with outdated ideas of 

space and hegemonic versions of reality.  This places a binary between “East” and “West” and 

uses the physical place of Turkey to fit the confines of the terms produced by the European 

cultural elite.  What does this designation mean when Turkey is then incorporated as “Europe:”  

is it allowing Turkey a place in the dominant cultural position yet without allowing it in the 

political space of the European Union?  Does it then mean that Turkey is a symbolic space that is 

utilized to access and allow Western thought and “civilization” to reach the place of the East?  

One must ask, in what direction is “culture” flowing on this so-called bridge, who are the 

legitimizers, and why would Turkey strive to be put in this liminal position?   

In Erdoğan’s endorsement letter he clearly illustrates the flow of culture on this so-called 

“bridge:” “Istanbul will develop a more visible European dimension and project European 

culture not only in Turkey, but in the Middle-East, the Caucasus and Central Asia as well, with 

European civil society at the centre” (“Candidate 2010” 11).  A stated point of the ECoC is its 
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effort to “highlight the richness of cultural diversity in Europe,” which begs the question, what is 

Europe and how is it defined (“Report on Selection” 5)?  There is also a sense of connecting and 

aligning Turkey with Europe and further othering the Middle East: “Istanbul’s strategic location 

means that it lies at the intersection of some of the most troublesome regions in the world.  These 

regions stretch from the Caucasus to the Middle East and the instability also threatens Europe.  

The aim is for Istanbul as an ECoC to host an organization that will serve world peace” 

(“Candidate 2010” 139).    

The stated goal of the “European Capital of Culture” is to bring European citizens 

together, “to highlight the richness and diversity of European cultures and features they share, 

promote greater mutual acquaintance between European citizens, and strengthen a feeling of 

European citizen” (ECoC Powerpoint).  Gatekeepers consisted of a multi-disciplinary Artistic 

Committee that evaluated projects and the Istanbul ECoC Application committee members 

(Power Point on ECoC).  The ECoC’s objective to “bring the common aspects of European 

cultures to the fore” needs to be unpacked.  Who decided what is a common aspect of European 

culture?  It is not just the gatekeepers on the Artistic and Application Committees but the 

education and social institutions within a society that produce a hierarchy of cultural production.  

Turkey was producing new cultural capital to orient Istanbul as the capital of culture over 

Ankara, the official nation-state capital.     

 

Istanbul as an Open-Air Museum  

In what ways and forms does the surveillance of culture take place in Turkey?  It is often 

accomplished by the cultural reimagining of history through archeological attempts and the 
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exhibition of state ideology via the museum institutions.  Steven Conn points out that the issue 

that museums have faced since their creation is in fact the issue of historical narrative itself: 

“What—or—whose story to tell?” (40).  Museums can be seen, then, as deliberate constructions 

of social and cultural memory created by the forces of powerful elites within society to control 

what story is told.   

Museums have become a ubiquitious feature of the modern Turkish cultural landscape.  

Nearly every Turkish city has its own local archaeological museum, and over fifty state-funded 

archaeological museums have appeared since the 1940s (Gür 42). “Nationalist archaeologies” 

such as those practiced by Turkish archeologists and academics during the period of nation 

building “draw attention to the political and cultural achievements of ancient civilizations or 

other forms of complex societies” (Trigger 360).   

Turkish national cultural memory has deep roots in these types of archaeological 

practices, initiated as they were after the elaboration of the Turkish Historical Thesis (Türk Tarih 

Tezi).  In Turkey, national ideology preceded national archaeology.  Founded by Atatürk in 1930, 

the Turkish Historical Society (Türk Tarih Kurumu) was tasked with uncovering the historical 

roots of the Turkish nation in Anatolia; the result of this early research was the elaboration of the 

Turkish Historical Thesis, which claimed that Turks originated in the lands of Central Asia and 

played a crucial role in the development of human civilization all over the world, from Europe to 

China.  Turks were, it was claimed, the ethnic descendants of such ancient peoples as the Hittites 

and Sumerians and as such laid the foundations for civilized development in Greece, Europe, and 

beyond (Tanyeri-Erdemir 382).  The outlines of this thesis were presented at the First Turkish 

Congress of History organized by the Turkish Historical Society in 1932.   
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In other words, in Turkey as elsewhere, the museum acts as a mediator and a medium in 

which a collective, public memory has created public history, marking how the conception of 

this history has changed over time.  Museums have worth and cultural capital that gives them 

authority and power over collective memory that decides what is deemed worthy of inclusion, 

preservation, and display.  Museum curators act as powerful gatekeepers, representing a culture’s 

past by programming this past and displaying it for the public.   

Just as the nationalist Turkish Kemalist ideology created a homogenizing view of the 

nation-state by using the medium of the museum, the Erdoğanian Neo-Ottoman view of the 

Ottoman Empire creates a homogenized and generalized view of the memory and history of the 

Ottoman Empire, which showcases a nostalgic, monolithic voice that collapses the entire Empire 

and its diversity cleaned of political, social, and cultural nuances, through the programming of 

the ECoC which renders Istanbul into an open-air museum.  As will be discussed in more detail, 

the ECoC application proposes events that capture the Neo-Ottoman reenactment trend, such as 

the Şenlikname parade, which is a “reinterpretation of the seventeenth century circumcision 

parade of Sultan Ahmet III” (46).  Another example of Neo-Ottoman reenactment has been 

studied in Alev Çinar’s work on how Islamists contest national definitions and performances of 

history by celebrating the Conquest of Istanbul Day (May 29, 1453).  In this case Neo-

Ottomanism remembers the Ottoman past by glorifying its founding events, thereby acting as a 

counter to traditional Kemalist secular historiography - for example the official celebration of 

October 29 as Republic Day (Çinar 365). 

 Çinar states that “contestation of official history does not necessarily involve 

confrontation of its validity; rather, it unsettles the assumed naturalness and singularity” (373), 
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and thereby “the public performance of Ottoman-Islamic national identity emerges as a 

contestation of official national history” (387).  Yet I ask to what extent is this commemoration 

of an idealized Ottoman past replacing the same essentialist vein of the homogenizing efforts of 

the nascent nation-state?  In what ways is Neo-Ottomanism simply reconfiguring a past by using 

the same control of public memory and selective framing as the Kemalists, leading one to ask if 

Neo-Ottomanism is simply the new nationalism in contemporary Turkey?  Esra Özyürek found 

that in the 1990s Kemalist and Islamist views, histories, and memories of the early Republican 

era were in competition but in the end both produced homogenizing narratives (Nostalgia for the 

Modern 176). 

 As Kezer notes, the objectification and rendering arcane of a complex historical reality is 

a crucial constitutive process of cultural modernization and nationalization (Kezer 108).  The 

practice of reconstructing a new national past (and by extension future) must be founded on a 

suitable reappropriation and reconstruction of the most immediate historical past.  In other 

words, before Turkish national cultural memory could conquer and displace Ottoman cultural 

memory in public memory itself, it first had to demonstrate the “backwardness” and 

fundamentally irredeemable nature of the Ottoman past, which speaks to what Robert Hefner has 

called “internalized orientalism” (30).  Hefner writes specifically on Turkey’s reappropriation of 

society in terms of Western secularism and orientalism.  Turkey rendered Ottoman tradition into 

an essential, arcane, and obsolete past; this notion is perfectly summed up in the Turkish word 

“müzelik,” literally “a museum thing.” This term denotes a useless object (Hart 30).  The 

metanarrative of cultural memory is closely guarded and controlled by those with social, cultural, 

and political power, and the items that are archived and programmed in cultural institutions are 
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used to help bolster support of the current administration and its ideological vision.  With the 

ECoC, Istanbul as a city has been turned into a müzelik  and acts as a museum piece.  Istanbul’s 

value is based on a particular type of cultural memory that is programed by the AK Party.   

I argue that cultural heritage and cultural memory of the Ottoman past as employed by 

AK Party urban renewal projects and the ECoC renders Turkish cities and neighborhoods into an 

open air müzelik.  The “constructedness” of memory by political elites and its connection to 

changing social dynamics is precisely the dimension of memory most clearly at play in museums 

and historical preservation projects.  In museums, memory is physically and spatially construed 

and constructed in ways that explicitly reflect the needs and concerns of the populace who are 

expected to visit them, which renders visible the control of the museum over the population’s 

remembered past, or otherwise put, the governmentality of the museum exhibition.  Yet the AK 

Party has gone beyond the institutionalized walls of a brick-and-mortor museum and instead 

made Istanbul itself into an open-air museum with its programming of the ECoC events that 

construct the memory of the city in accordance with the hegemonic vision of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism. 

 

Neo-Ottoman Programming of Istanbul as the ECoC in 2010 

 A close analysis of the specific ECoC cultural events reveals the Neo-Ottoman contours 

of this programming’s vision of Istanbul’s cultural heritage and cultural capital.  According to 

the official application document submitted by the Turkish government, the year’s events were to 

be divided into four phases: Earth, Air, Wind, and Fire.  The first phase of events, Earth (January 

1-March 20), is especially important for my analysis because this phase was titled “Tradition and 
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Transformation;” it was clearly intended to establish a normative vision of Istanbul’s cultural 

heritage.  This vision was decidedly Neo-Ottoman.   

The application document describes this phase this way: “‘Earth’ means the history, 

tradition, and cultural heritage of the land.  Under this heading comes the values of the past 

which have been preserved down to the present day and will be passed on to future generations- 

ancient values that take root and send forth fresh leaves like the seeds of new plants” (45).  The 

programming was designed to focus heavily on the Ottoman past, with far fewer references to 

Istanbul’s classical and Byzantine heritage.  Of the eleven events scheduled for this period (not 

including the general ECoC opening ceremony), eight were to be dominated by Ottoman or 

Ottoman-era themes:   

1) The Imperial Passions exhibition at the Sakıp Sabancı Museum was to showcase art 

created or commissioned by the Ottoman sultans themselves, including poems, 

calligraphy, and illustrations by Mehmet II, Süleyman the Magnificent, Murad III, 

Abdül Hamid, and Abdül Mecid.   

2) The Istanbul Inspirations program was to include the performance of European 

operas that were set in the Ottoman Empire, such as Rossini’s Maometto II and 

Krauss’ Soliman.  It was suggested in the application that the former be held at the 

Rumeli fortress and the latter be held inside Topkapı Palace.   

3) The program entitled Turkish Makam Music: Between the Past and the Future was to 

include the performance of traditional Ottoman Turkish classical music “in a series of 

concerts for local and foreign audiences at the venues where this form of music was 



103 
 

born, such as the imperial palace, dervish lodges, and similar historical social 

structures” (64).   

4) The Istanbul Costumes exhibition was to include a display of historical costumes 

from the Byzantine through the end of the Ottoman period, though the event was to 

be held at a distinctly Ottoman building: the Ottoman Feshane (fez factory).   

5) The Topkapı Palace Cyber Museum project was also proposed.  This project would 

create a virtual platform for exploration of the entirety of the palace.  The fact that 

this particular structure (a distinctly classical Ottoman palace) was chosen for this 

project, instead of Byzantine-era structures or “Westernized” examples of Ottoman 

imperial architecture (such as the Dolmabahçe Palace) speaks to the decision to 

highlight the classical Ottoman heritage of Istanbul, locating the essence of its 

architectural heritage in the heart of the most powerful era of Sunni Ottoman imperial 

dominance. 

6) The Only in Istanbul Music Festival was proposed as a way to showcase the flavor of 

Istanbul’s musical heritage, “a music festival project which will bring together the 

musical traditions of the Middle East, Caucasus, Balkans, and Eastern 

Mediterranean” (67).  In other words, the musical heritage of Istanbul is here being 

equated with the musical heritages of the former Ottoman Empire. 

7) The International Istanbul Ülker Puppet Festival was also suggested as a featured 

event, intended to highlight the heritage of puppetry arts from around the world. 

However, the focus on a puppetry motif clearly alludes to the importance of the 
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Karagöz puppetry tradition, a Turkish folk art that was extremely popular in the 

Ottoman period and a practice widely associated with Ottoman cultural heritage. 

8) The programming for this opening section of the ECoC year was also to close with a 

very distinctly Ottoman public festival, a meticulous reenactment of the 1720 

circumcision celebration parade held by Sultan Ahment III in honor of his son. The 

parade was to be recreated based on a description given by the poet Seyyid Vehbi and 

the famous book of miniatures that depicted the event by Levni, the Şenlikname.   

 It is also interesting to note that the only event specifically dedicated to the Christian and 

Jewish heritage of Istanbul actually frames these cultural heritages as “European” and thus 

fundamentally other than the essence of Istanbul itself or of the Ottoman past.  This event, titled 

7000 Years at 7000 Meters, was a proposed series of guided tours of major Christian and Jewish 

architectural monuments.  The specific goals of this project is stated as: “the promotion of the 

‘multi-cultural’ identity of Istanbul in regard to its relationship with Europe” (70).  It is very 

significant that the description of these ancient monuments characterizes them as a connection 

with Europe (a claim that is of course not made with regard to Islamic architecture), thereby 

othering these monuments and alluding to the presumption of a distinctly Turkish Muslim 

essence to Istanbul’s cultural heritage. 

 The ECoC application makes extensive use of the Neo-Ottoman rhetoric of pluralism 

when describing Istanbul and its cultural heritage.  The application refers to Istanbul as a 

“beautiful harmony” of “countless societies and cultures” (23).  The city is also described as a 

place “that has nurtured different cultures, religions, and languages and molded them into an 

enduring synthesis” (27).  The application also describes Istanbul as “a melting pot where many 
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languages are spoken, a multitude of traditions followed, and various ethnicities expressed: from 

Anatolia, the Balkans, the Crimea, the Black Sea and Aegean” (36).  This description identifies 

the multicultural heritage of Istanbul with former Ottoman territory.  According to the 

application, Istanbul’s status as ECoC will play an important role in “shifting the agenda from 

one in which cultural homogeneity is regarded as the normative principle to one in which 

cultural diversity and heterogeneity are more openly accepted” (40).  The application boasts of 

Istanbul’s “contemporary experience of management of diversity” at the same time that it was 

implementing the removal of the Roma from Sulukule (40).   

 The theme of the programming of the ECoC represents Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism in 

its pursuit to brand Istanbul as a center of imperial Ottoman cultural heritage and display 

elements of this cultural heritage to international tourists during the ECoC.  The Ottoman 

heritage highlighted in the programming illustrates the importance placed on the Ottoman past 

and specifically the presumed Sunni Muslim normativity of the height of Ottoman imperial 

power.  Through this process of the reification of historical memory, the cultural capital and 

heritage of Istanbul is constructed specifically to reflect the hegemonic historical narrative of  

Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  At the same time, while the ECoC programing features 

multiculturalism as a major component of the artistic programming, in actuality multicultural 

neighborhoods of Istanbul were being homogenized, or rather “cleaned,” of their diverse 

elements and diverse inhabitants, thereby eliminating the lived multiculturalism in the 

architectural space in Istanbul.  

 The AK Party strategy of positing an organic European connection to Istanbul along with 

the reduction of the city’s cultural heritage to Sunni, Ottoman ideals exist in tension, but this 
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combination is implied in the description of Istanbul as a “bridge” between “East” and “West.” 

Aside from the in-practice denial of multiculturalism in AK Party-sponsored urban renewal 

projects, even the AK Party’s discursive appeal to East-West multiculturalism has broken down 

in the post-Gezi period.  Before Gezi Park the AK Party’s attempt to align itself with the “West” 

was also made evident by its pro-EU membership foreign policy.  Yet during the Gezi Park 

protests, the West became the “enemy” in Erdoğan’s speeches and declarations.  As will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapter Four, anti-Gezi discourse often blamed “Western” 

intereference for the uprisings.  The AK Party’s relationship with the “West” post-Gezi Park 

therefore remains conflicted and unresolved. 

 

ECoC’s Cultural Capital 

A discipline’s generic expectations form the competencies and capacities that constitute 

its field of cultural production (Bourdieu, Field of Cultural Production 176).  This phenomenon 

is at play with the ECoC selection committee.  The prestige is given to artistic expressions 

considered “European.”  This idea of Eurocentrism has long been a theme in Ottoman and 

Turkish historical pasts, from the Tanzimat era of 1839 with Westernization models applied to 

the Ottoman Empire to contemporary attempts by Turkey to enter the European Union.  In both 

cases Eurocentrism is considered normative.  The ECoC clearly exhibits such orientalism when it 

states: 

As of today, Istanbul needs practical instruments which will inform the manner in which 

its culture and political arena are shaped.  There are many examples of this culture dating 

from the period of Ottoman modernization known as the Tanzimat, when it served as a 
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transforming force in terms of developments related to the concept of human rights and in 

the subordination of sovereignty to discourses about rights, facilitating harmony between 

urban renewal and the transformation of daily life. (“Candidate 2010” 54) 

 We must evaluate the ECoC as an organization of power that does create an idea of the 

naturalness of “Europeanness.”  Yet we must ask what is “Europeanness” and how does defining 

something as “European” therefore other another category or people?   In the case of Istanbul it 

is the artistic productions that are analyzed as being either European or not European enough to 

be included or excluded from the ECoC programming.  It is this rubric that creates delineations 

within the polyphony of cultures that reside in Istanbul that then asks those artists to delineate 

themselves and market themselves as European.  Here it is also crucial to analyze this 

phenomenon from the point of view of Eurocentrism, or the idea that Europe stands as a 

symbolic elite or cultural legitimizer.  The application packet states that “even if, in the strict 

geographical sense, only a small proportion of Turkey’s territory is in Europe, this part 

nevertheless contains Istanbul, the country’s metropolitan heart.  Throughout history Istanbul has 

always looked toward Europe, economically and culturally…” (“Candidate 2010” 36). This 

quote from the application packet stresses the importance of European identity in Istanbul and 

puts this identity at the heart of the city.   

Here it is necessary to call attention to the power forces involved with Eurocentrism 

instead of allowing it to maintain a neutral or normative position.  Yet the power and historical 

legacy of Eurocentrism is ignored in Istanbul’s application and in the ECoC.  In fact, I argue that 

Eurocentrisim is being reinforced by the very application of Istanbul as a European Capital of 

Culture.  Nancy Fraser has written on the reification problem occurring in transcultural 
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interaction, which drastically simplifies and reifies group identities (108).  With the ECoC 

designation the Eurocentric group identification is reified by titling Istanbul as a Capital of 

Culture for Europe even though Turkey has not been officially granted membership into the 

European Union.   

Liisa Malkki analyzes the socio-political constructions of space and place by focusing on 

the metaphors people use to refer to kinship to root themselves in a geographical space (27).  The 

notions of “East” and “West” can be seen as the rootedness of categorization that includes and 

excludes (Malkki 30).  Malkki speaks on the tourist’s desire for “authenticity” (36).  In the 1990s 

Turkey utilized tourism and the potential of Istanbul as an exotic tourist destination for economic 

development: “for Western eyes, Istanbul has emerged in the last decade as an outpost of 

‘authenticity’” (Göktürk, Soysal, and Türeli 2-3).  Is this not what the ECoC is constructing, an 

authentic “Europe” through an essentialist lens?  The ECoC selection process, therefore, 

represents a way to redraw the boundaries of Europe in cultural terms that are supported by 

political and social power forces.   

The assumed normativity of “the West” and its dichotomization vis-à-vis “the East” 

speaks to the cultural capital that Europe maintains on a global scale. The ECoC reproduces and 

legitimizes culture deemed appropriate and “up to par” with the West.  In this case we see a self-

orientalization9 of the Turkish nation-state in its attempt to become deemed “good enough” for 

Europe.  As the final report stated, it was not that this distinction gave Turkey huge sums of 

money to execute its programming for the ECoC year; instead final budget reports show that 

                                                 
9 Or as Hefner would put it, internalized orientalism, when a culture of the Middle East 
internalizes orientalist stereotypes and tropes and projects themselves as being “backwards” or 
other such orientalist stereotypes in the process of Westernization or modernization. 
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95% of the funds for Turkey came from the Turkish government, the Ministry of Finance to be 

exact (ECoC Final Report 70-71).  The ECoC Application clearly states that financially the 

project will be led by the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs with the support and participation 

of the Ministry of Tourism and Culture (179).   

This arrangement demonstrates the importance the Turkish government put on the ECoC 

label itself.  It is clear, therefore, that it was not economic benefit that was obtained from 

Turkey’s acceptance into the ECoC but instead cultural and symbolic capital that reproduces the 

symbolic violence of Europe perceived as having a natural dominance over, as Hall would put it, 

the “rest” (“The West and the Rest” 279).  Istanbul’s application to the ECoC illustrates the 

immense cultural capital of merely possessing this distinction by stating, “in cultural and in 

artistic terms it will be worth its weight in gold to the world as a European Capital of Culture” 

(23).  A few pages thereafter the application reads, “the European Capital of Culture programme 

is Istanbul’s greatest undertaking to date, creating a platform that will generate discussions of 

new administrative models…” (31).  To further complicate this attempt at “Europeanness”, 

Carola Hein explores how the ECoC year simply took already planned and programmed artistic 

events in Istanbul and branded them as an “EU brand and marketing opportunity” (264).  

Furthermore, Hall shows how the notion of “the West” is not based on geography but instead is a 

result of the confluence of social, political, and economic power (277).  With respect to Hall’s 

point, it is clear that Turkey can be accepted by some as culturally “Western,” but not politically 

so, as the consistent failure of the EU accession process has demonstrated.  This divide reveals 

the limits to Turkey’s “acceptance” into the global hegemonic concept of “the West.”  In 2002, 
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for instance, French President Giscard d’Estaing predicted the fall of the European Union if 

Turkey was to be admitted (Göktürk, Soysal, and Türeli 5).   

The idea of European orientalization of the Ottoman Empire, which in this case we can 

observe occurring with the ECoC, was brought into the academic conversation by Edward Said.  

His seminal work Orientalism unpacks this system of power, critiquing and challenging the 

status quo of analyzing the Ottoman Empire through a lens of backwardness, deterioration, and 

lack of civilization when compared to its European counterpart.  Specifically Said challenges this 

line of orientalist writing in the works of Ottoman historian, Bernard Lewis.  Said states that 

Lewis’ writings are “steeped in the ‘authority’ of the field…[his] work purports to be liberal 

objective scholarship but is in reality very close to propaganda against his subject material” 

(316).  Lewis’ article “Some Reflections on the Decline of the Ottoman Empire” fits well with 

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence, where a sense of naturalness is believed to undergird 

the claim of Ottoman deterioration and decline due to technological backwardness.  He uses 

Europe as the legitimate cultural vanguard, arguing that if the Ottomans had used Western tactics 

then it would have put them on a better or “right” path (Lewis 126).  Similarly, as is well known, 

Samuel Huntington’s controversial work on “The Clash of Civilizations” was based on Lewis’ 

work and reinforces the binary of “East” and “West.”  His work creates the fear of the foreigner, 

the different, the “other.”   

Even though the adoption of Istanbul as ECoC represents a normative acceptance of 

Turkey into the West, the orientalist division between “East” and “West” can be observed in the 

rationale for accepting Istanbul as an ECoC in the first place. According to the ECoC report, the 

city was thought to lack in cultural and creative industries:  “so the motivation centered on 
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establishing Istanbul as a centre for the creation and exhibition of modern and contemporary 

culture” (ECoC Final Report 67).  This statement implies the Eurocentric trope of the West as 

better, and that its eastern counterparts suffer from being “underdeveloped” and presumably 

lacking in “modern and contemporary culture.”   ECoC status was meant to “generate 

transformative energy and build capacity; restore cultural and industrial heritage; address the 

urban and cultural dimensions of citizenship; function as a bridge connecting Europe to its East” 

(ECoC Final Report 67).  This outlines how a Western organization will transform Istanbul for 

the better and does not speak to any way that Istanbul might be understood to be actually helping 

Europe.  An event that clearly exhibits such motifs is titled “Crossing the Bridge: A Multitude of 

Activities on the Bosphorus” which plays on the “significance of Istanbul connecting Europe and 

Asia” (“Candidate 2010” 51).  Also exhibited in the application is the event titled “Danube 

Bridge” (52). 

In this scenario the ECoC is acting as an institution that signals and dictates what 

constitutes a “cultivated public,” as Bourdieu would call it, which inculcates Eurocentrism as a 

natural and legitimate entity to control Turkish cultural production (Bourdieu, The Field of 

Cultural Production 123).  The ECoC can also be analyzed from the Bourdieuian term symbolic 

domination, where this market for “Europeanness” is based on economic and political 

institutions supporting this “official” view of culture. For instance, the ECoC Application states 

that Anatolia is a “cradle of western civilization” (61).  The ECoC as symbolic domination 

shows that this market for “Europeanness” is based on economic and political institutions 

supporting this “official” view of culture (Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power 50).  

Bourdieu looks at symbolic domination as seen in “official” forms of language but I believe this 
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can be extended to what is considered “official” forms of cultural heritage.  As Ella Shohat 

suggests, we must not become cultural essentialists who revolve around a “hierarchical discourse 

of ‘West is best’” (12).  In her words, “Eurocentric versions of transnationalism covertly assume 

a telos toward which ‘traditional’ cultural practices are presumed to be evolving” (Shohat 15).  In 

regards to the ECoC case, we can see how Turkey must use the same rhetoric to “integrate” or 

“evolve” to fit European social and cultural norms, and to demonstrate its supposed organic 

historical connection with them. 

Our analysis must go beyond the symbolic violence of Europe as a cultural legitimator 

and ask why would Turkey want to be part of this Eurocentric organization?  As Pierre Bourdieu 

expands our ideas of capital, he outlines the concept of cultural capital as something which is an 

“embodied capital, external wealth converted into an integral part of the person, into a habitus, 

[that] cannot be transmitted instantaneously” (“The Forms of Capital” 48).  Social value is also 

key in determining if something is considered to possess cultural capital.  Cultural capital is a 

key component of the ECoC.  A sense of power is displayed when the ECoC selection committee 

chooses what city to designate with the symbolic capital of the distinction European Capital of 

Culture.  This sense of symbolic capital actually starts well before the selection process: it starts 

with the Turkish application to the ECoC and how Turkey markets itself to fit within the 

parameters of the ECoC.  Even before the selection one must evaluate the social norms for what 

is considered “ECoC worthy” in the Turkish collective.   
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Politics, Culture, and Governmentality 

The ECoC in Istanbul was met with skepticism and political challenges. The accounting 

firm of Ernst and Young was hired to provide a report on the outcome of Istanbul during the 

ECoC year using computer-aided telephone interviews (CATI) of 4,323 Istanbul residents along 

with a survey of fifty-nine Istanbul Chamber of Commerce members and interviews with 

employees from all departments of the ECoC Istanbul Agency.  They found that a number of 

issues arose that negatively affected the ECoC’s image and actual events.  Specifically, Ernst and 

Young suggested that provisions should have been made for venues opened during the ECoC, 

local authorities should have actively involved local residents in the decision-making process so 

as to reduce the power of the ECoC central management, and most importantly, “avoid giving 

reason for the public to assign a political character to the organizing agency.  It should remain 

independent and work in the interests of the whole community” (“Performance” 59).  This report 

illustrates the issues embedded in the AK Party-centered planning of the ECoC and the fact that 

locals and outside reporting agencies found that the events were too political in nature and 

seemed to be serving a political agenda instead of being arts for art’s sake.  The report detailed 

that the 288.5 million euro budget was used to put on “1,598 concerts; 763 exhibitions; 336 

books, periodicals, and catalogs; 1,127 stage performances; 1,201 conferences, seminars and 

symposiums, and 735 workshops.  In addition, eight museums and cultural centers were opened” 

(“Performance” 55).  Yet Ernst and Young pointed out that following the conclusion of the 

program these statistics were no longer available and that no one monitored the output and 

effects of the ECoC program, which led to media scrutiny of the ECoC Agency and the AK Party 

regarding how this money was used and the outcome of its use (“Performance” 55). 
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I argue that the contemporary field of politics within Turkey must be evaluated in order 

to illustrate further how it affects cultural production and the application to the ECoC in 

particular.  Before moving on to the specifics of how the field of politics in Turkey interacts with 

the field of cultural production, I will first illustrate how politics and culture are intertwined.  

Chris Baker defines cultural politics as a way to legitimate certain objects and events to create 

“official” versions of culture.  Therefore all cultural representations are intrinsically political 

(Baker 41).  The political structure of society creates legitimate practices for culture.  In this era 

of the nation-state, which I would argue we are very much still a conceptual part of, we can 

uncover the involvement of politics and culture through the use of Foucault’s concept of 

governmentality.  Foucault shows how the “art of governance” or governmentality has developed 

in a Western context over the centuries. A shift from a rule by sovereignty is replaced by 

economic rule (Foucault 136). Economy becomes a tool for governance whereby economy and 

agency dictate one’s decisions (Foucault 140). Governmentality describes how a citizen can be 

self-governing through social control. The citizen has internalized being watched and their 

production of self and self-monitoring emulates this. Governmentality is based on neoliberal 

ideas of choice and freedom. Ultimately, governmentality, through self-discipline, creates an 

efficient way for states to monitor its populace because the populace ends up monitoring 

themselves.   

The state’s use of culture to govern a people or the control mechanisms put in place by 

the state to direct and dictate “cultural heritage” can therefore be understood as a form of 

governmentality.  In Turkey this is accomplished through the Ministry of Tourism and Culture 

and the state’s funding of the ECoC programming in Istanbul.  In regards to the case of the 
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Istanbul 2010 European Capital of Culture the institutions that are involved in controlling the 

cultural capital that is exhibited, performed, and displayed during that year is the Pan-European 

organization of European Capital of Culture as well as the Turkish government, as they were the 

main economic contributor for the year-long event.  This nexus of power clearly shows the 

interlinkage of politics and culture in the case of the ECoC of Istanbul.  Through the surveillance 

organizations that control taste and culture, a nation-state’s “cultural heritage” is constructed as 

the official version of cultural memory. Istanbul’s application for the ECoC begins with five 

letters of support from Turkish and Istanbul-specific politicians as a legitimation tool for the 

application.   One letter in particular by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan illustrates 

perfectly the interlinkage of politics and culture, where he states: “given that Turkey is a 

Candidate State destined to join the European Union, Istanbul’s designation as a European 

Capital of Culture will further the European political project, the European values, and the sense 

of European belonging” (“Candidate 2010” 11). 

In addition, the project of bettering Turkey from the perspective of civil society in the 

ECoC application reveals neoliberal rhetoric that Wendy Brown points to in her analysis of 

“neoliberal governmentality.” According to Brown, this rhetoric creates an ideology based on 

market rationality while at the same time utilizing democratic vocabulary (49).  In economic 

terms neoliberalism is tied to “restructuring” finances of generally Third World countries to meet 

the demands of NAFTA-like plans or World Bank policies that aim at free trade and free market 

mentalities (Brown 38).  Istanbul’s preparations for its status as ECoC can be viewed as a 

neoliberal restructuring of the cultural capital within Istanbul.  In the case of Istanbul, the ECOC 

neoliberal governmentality is creating and “extending and disseminating market values to all 
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institutions and social action,” in our case revolving around the marketing and execution of 

“cultural heritage” in Istanbul (Brown 40).  The normative claims of the ECoC being “good” for 

civil society while at the same time being a tourist revenue-generating project therefore result in 

a specifically neoliberal project of governmentality.   

In a follow-up report done by the European Capital of Culture commission, Istanbul was 

rated and given poor marks because of the control the government exerted over the artistic 

process: 

An executive body, "Istanbul 2010 European Capital of Culture Agency," was set up by 

law in 2007 to implement the ECoC programme. This agency enjoyed the strong political 

and financial commitment of the national government, as well as a significant degree of 

autonomy at least at the outset. Whilst the agency was successful in implementing a very 

extensive cultural programme and marketing campaign, certain features of the 

governance arrangements proved problematic and led to the overall impact of the 

ECoC being less than anticipated; as the government became the supplier of 95% of the 

funding, the state bodies exert increasing control over the ECoC to the frustration of the 

independent cultural operators, several of whom resigned their positions within the 

agency in 2009; the method of allocating and accounting for funding tended to follow 

conventional government procedures with the emphasis placed on accountability and 

value for money, which proved particularly problematic when applied to many of the 

cultural activities; the disbanding of the Artistic Committee hindered the pursuit of a 

single, coherent artistic vision and tended to discourage coordination across different 

strands of activity; the absence of a clear artistic vision also resulted in weak coordination 
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between the cultural programme and the marketing campaign, with the latter not tending 

specifically to promote the former.10 

This statement by the review of the ECoC revealed a heavy-handed, government-controlled 

artistic approach on the part of the AK Party.  Rather than empowering local artists and 

businesses, Istanbul’s designation as ECoC became an opportunity for Erdoğan and the AK Party 

officials to be able to market Istanbul in accordance with how they would like to see it marketed 

to an international audience, and the project also gave license to use “clean up” narratives in 

gentrification projects, like the one in Sulukule.   

 

 

 

Conclusion  

 This chapter has employed Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural and symbolic capital to 

describe the designation of Istanbul as ECoC.  From a cultural studies perspective, art and 

culture are intimately intertwined with politics.  This chapter has therefore unpacked how the 

ideological basis of the ECoC process constitutes a form of Eurocentrism that employs both 

externally imposed orientalism and internalized orientalism.  It also shows that the ECoC acted 

as a catalyst for the Sulukule Gentrification Project.  The “Ottoman style” townhomes that were 

built upon the Romani community are an example of the physical changes in the Turkish built 

environment wrought by Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  The middle- to upper-middle class 

                                                 
10 http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/creative-europe/actions/documents/ECoC/ECoC-2010-report_en.pdf 
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townhomes were built to benefit the Islamic bourgeoisie while the original Romani inhabitants 

were displaced to TOKİ apartments on the periphery of the city center. 

 The Sulukule Gentrification Project was the beginning of what I have call Erdoğanian 

Neo-Ottomanism, which in this case cleansed the city center of Istanbul of “devalued” cultures 

(the Roma community) and replaced them with a sterile, middle-class “Ottomanesque” 

townhome community which signifies the cultural capital of the Islamic bourgeosie.  The 

designation of Istanbul as ECoC caused a reorientation of the construction of the city’s cultural 

heritage to look toward the Ottoman past through art and architectural events during the year of 

2010 which were to be on display for the international tourist.  Yet in preparation for the ECoC, 

the Fatih Municipality destroyed one of Istanbul’s most historic neighborhoods, the Roma 

neighborhood in Sulukule.   

 

Illustration 7: Roma in Sulukule. Photo Courtesy of Milliyet. 
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Illustration 8: New Ottoman-inspired apartments in Sulukule. Photo Courtesy of 

Hürriyet. 

This lived experience of homogenizing the city to create a specific Neo-Ottoman place 

that would greet international tourists stands in direct opposition to the multiculturalist 

discourses of the ECoC application, but is reinforced by the Neo-Ottoman vision of Istanbul.  As 

the ECoC application demonstrates, one of the distinguishing features of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism is the gap between its utilization of multiculturalist rhetoric and its actual 

implementation of homogenizing policies.  This tendency to homogenize the Turkish public 

space through manipulations of the built environment that promote an ethnically Turkish Sunni 

Muslim Ottoman identity is evidenced by the Sulukule Gentrification Project and the 
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programming agenda in the official ECoC application.  At the same time, the cultural capital 

from the AK Party’s rebranding of Istanbul attempts to present to the international community a 

view of Istanbul that programs its Ottoman past while still claiming that Istanbul’s core identity 

is European.  Ironically, then, the ECoC vision of Istanbul constitutes a form of Eurocentricism 

at the same time that it transforms the city into an open-air museum that displays the cultural 

heritage and cultural capital valued by the AK Party’s Erodoganian Neo-Ottomanism.    
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CHAPTER FIVE: HAMAMÖNÜ, RE-IMAGINING AN ANKARA NEIGHBORHOOD 

Before and After Photos of Hamamӧnü 

 

 

Illustration 9: Fırın Street Before. Photo Courtesy of the Altındağ Municipality. 

 

Illustration 10: Fırın Street After. Photo Courtesy of the Altındağ Municipality. 
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Illustration 11: İnanlı Street Before. Photo Courtesy of the Altındağ Municipality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 12: İnanlı Street After. Photo Courtesy of the Altındağ Municipality. 
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Illustration 13: Mehmet Akif Park Before. Photo Courtesy of the Altındağ Municipality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 14: Mehmet Akif Park Before. Photo Courtesy of the Altındağ Municipality. 
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It is July 2013, I have just left my unexpected, impromptu Gezi Park fieldwork in Istanbul 

to travel back to my original fieldwork destination: the neighborhood in Ankara known as 

Hamamönü. 11 Hamamönü translates to "before the hamam" or Turkish bath; the specific hamam 

being referred was constructed in 1440. I have left the hustle and bustle of the protest scene 

where activism and anti-AK Party sentiments filled the air and tagged the city with protest 

graffiti, protest parades in the streets, and the evening at 9pm protests take the form of banging 

pots and pans as unseen protesters express their grief in neighborhoods throughout the city. Now 

I find myself in a majority AK Party-supporting neighborhood, where an urban renewal project 

has recently been completed that exemplifies the spatial and ideological dimensions of 

Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism. The neighborhood is no longer a residential space but instead an 

arts and culture district that markets itself to Turks and tourists as an authentic experience of an 

old Ottoman village.  

Walking through the streets of Hamamönü, I spot the shining copper ladles and gray coal 

of the street vendor selling "traditional Ottoman coffee" and the bright yellows, greens, and reds 

of the "traditional ottoman honey candy" street vendor. I am mesmerized as I watch the vendor, 

a young man in his late teens dressed in a costume that is meant to evoke Ottoman dress, holding 

a wooden rod and diping a spoon into the gooey honey; he is slowly wrapping the wooden rod 

with the multi-colored substance. I am transfixed, as is the toddler waiting with his family for the 

candied rod. The feeling in the neighborhood is festive as it is still the season of Ramadan, and I 

learn that Hamamönü is one of the trendiest locations to go to with your family if you are 

                                                 
11 Official website for the neighborhood Hamamönü: 
http://www.hamamonu.com.tr/source.cms.docs/hamamonu.com.tr.ce/index.html 
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religious because all the outdoor restaurants and cafés carry special Iftar (fast breaking) dinner 

menus. The AK Party city government, the Altindağ Municipality, puts on a Ramadan festival 

with free outdoor films, live entertainment, and karagӧz puppet shows. I feel as if I am walking in 

an open air museum or theme park.  

The environment is celebratory, and I am taken far away from the memories of the 

protests in Istanbul.  I later find that this space is not open to discussing Gezi Park and the 

subsequent protests that were raging all throughout Turkey, including Ankara, during that time 

period.  The protests occurring in Ankara, however, are taking place in Swan Park, a tiny green 

space in the heart of an upscale secular neighborhood that is a twenty to thirty minute metro ride 

away from Hamamönü.   Standing in Hamamönü, one would never have had any indication that 

such a large section of the Turkish populace was rising up against the AK Party.   

My interlocutors in Hamamönü were overwhelmingly pleased with Erdoğan and the AK 

Party, and I learned very quickly not to mention Gezi. One shop keeper within the arts and 

culture district tore up my survey when he got to a question about Gezi Park. He had all but 

finished the survey but stopped at the second-t- last question and shredded the survey to quarter 

sized pieces as I stood in his shop. I stared at him blankly and uttered a low pitched "tamam" 

(okay) and left. I then removed this question from the written survey. A woman who worked in 

the handicrafts bazaar and I were chatting and then, as is so often the case with ethnographic 

fieldwork, our chat turned into a semi-structured interview.  The woman was laughing and very 

animated about how fantastic the Hamamönü neighborhood restoration project was and how 

much she loves working in the handicrafts bazaar.  Our rapport seemed very genuine, I felt 

warm toward her, and my confidence increased: I mentioned Gezi, and quickly realized I had 
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made a serious mistake. The mood shifted immediately, and the woman glared at me and said 

that this was a space for crafting not for discussing politics. Her voice began to rise as she 

talked about the destruction the protesters were causing. Our rapport was gone and the 

interview was over.  

One of the few interlocutors I interviewed in Hamamönü that had anything negative to 

say about the AK Party-led urban renewal project was in her late sixties; I will call her Nur. Nur 

sat every day on the stone front entrance steps to the handicrafts bazaar, where former 

evhanımlar (stay-at-home mothers) would come to make and sell handicrafts. Nur did not make 

or sell but simply sat on the stone steps talking to the shopkeepers and owners of the surrounding 

restaurants and the women who were working in the bazaar. I had become something of a fixture 

in the neighborhood, where it was hard for me to blend in; I was just about the only foreigner 

that frequented the area, and news of my interviews spread fast.  I became known as the 

sarıkadın (blonde girl) interested in Ottoman history. By the time I spoke with Nur, she had seen 

me interviewing the women of the bazaar, and she was friendly to me when I sat beside her one 

late afternoon. She seemed to know my backstory. She told me that she has always lived in 

Hamamönü but now she has no neighbors; after the restaurants close and the women leave the 

bazaar she said she is alone. The warmth of the neighborhood has disappeared. She did not have 

anything negative to say about the past, whereas all of the newcomers to Hamamönü vividly 

described the former residential area as decrepit and dangerous, glorifying the urban renewal. 

Nur missed her neighbors; she missed going to their homes and having them come to her. It was 

clear Nur was poor, and had I not spoken with her I would have assumed she was homeless. I 

found that though she was not homeless she was, in fact, neighborhoodless.  Her home was one 
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of the few residential structures that now make up only 5% of the arts and culture district of 

Hamamönü.   

  

 Illustration 15: Google Map of Hamamonu Marking the Karacabey Turkish Bath. 

Hamamönü is a neighborhood in the Turkish capital of Ankara located within the 

Altındağ Municipality, an area strongly supportive of the ruling AK Party.  Before the 2008 AK 

Party-led urban renewal project, the neighborhood was predominantly low-socioeconomic and 

residential.  It was composed of late Ottoman-era homes that had been left to decay and 

gecekondus (squatter houses) built by Turks who had migrated to Ankara from rural areas 

beginning in the 1950s and 1960s.  Hamamönü exemplifies many of the political, ideological, 

economic, and aesthetic agendas that underlie neighborhood urban renewal projects sponsored 

and implemented by the current government in Turkey.  An in-depth analysis of this 

neighborhood and its experience of AK Party-led urban renewal will provide a textured and 

nuanced account of the particular ways in which Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism is transforming 

the contemporary Turkish urban landscape. 
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 I will investigate how urban and architectural forms communicate complex political, 

religious, and social messages.  I will explore this neighborhood in terms of internal relations, 

that is, how it fits within the spatial and architectural history of Ankara and within the shifting 

symbolic landscape of the Turkish capital.  The project both receives and appropriates foreign 

civilizational discourse and projects them back again in strangely digested forms. The ways in 

which AK Party-led gentrification projects react with external actors, therefore, also has much to 

tell us about the goals and effects of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism. 

With Hamamönü I also discuss the spatialized  reordering of the once low-

socioeconomic, residential neighborhood into an arts and culture district for tourists.  I argue in 

this chapter that the gentrification in Hamamönü epitomizes Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism in 

contemporary Turkey.  By interviewing former and current residents, shop-owners, and art and 

craft workers, I document how the major changes in the Hamamönü neighborhood have been 

perceived and interpreted by local residents and current and former inhabitants of the 

neighborhood.  I argue that the neoliberal economic and conservative social ideals associated 

with the AK Party are mapped onto the contemporary Turkish urban landscape through the 

gentrification of a low-socioeconomic residential neighborhood into a consumer-driven arts and 

culture district that is marketed to external audiences such as the pious bourgeois Turkish leisure 

class and foreign tourists.  In addition, the ideological and architectural structures of the 

contemporary Islamic, ethnically Turkish ruling elite can be analyzed in detail through an 

evaluation of the built environment, the rhetoric of the AK Party mayor of the Altındağ 

municipality and the literature and promotional material produced to market the Hamamönü 

restoration. 
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Background 

Amy Mills’ work describes how Islamist Neo-Ottomanism is utilized to support the 

Islamist cultural and political movement and stands as a countermemory in Turkey against the 

dominant, secular memory of Kemalism (10). Carel Bertram’s book Imagining the Turkish 

House explores in detail the historical and cultural significance behind the Turkish konak or 

Turkish house and its utilization in literary tropes of Ottoman nostaligia.  Bertram demonstrates 

that the architectural structure of the Ottoman konak is shown and portrayed with differing 

cultural attachments as the transition from empire to nation-state took place.  The process of 

Westernization and the turn away from the cultural traditions of the Ottoman Empire in the 

period of the redefinition of what it meant to be “Turkish” therefore affected the Ottoman house.  

Bertram views the house as “a poetic abstraction…thus the subject here is the emergence and 

transformation of this abstract poetic image” (9).  Her work looks at how Turkish literature 

utilizes the concept of the “Turkish house” to render visible the private sphere of the home to its 

readers.  The “Ottoman house” becomes the nationalist symbol and is thus referred to as the 

“Turkish house.”  Her analysis utilizes excerpts from Turkish literature, caricatures and postcard 

representations of the Turkish house to discuss the collective identity and the collective shift that 

took place during the early years of Turkish nationalism, how this changes the simulacrum of the 

“Turkish house,” and how fiction contributed to this change in memory and definition.  As will 

be discussed in detail below, the Hamamönü project’s attempts to create a standardized and 

homogenized image of an Ankara version of the Ottoman house, the hayatlı evi, is also an 

attempt to use architectural forms to contribute to the construction of communal and national 
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identity.  This particular restoration project demonstrates that reimagining the Turkish house is a 

key component of the spatial politics of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.   

The most vocal nationalist architect of the late 1930s and 1940s (i.e., the period of 

Kemalist dominance) was Sedad Hakkı Eldem, who first argued for the existence of the 

distinctly “Turkish House,” a notion rooted in an essentialist notion of Turkishness.  This period 

was marked by the proliferation of monumental, stone-clad government buildings built in a style 

that stood in stark contrast to Ottoman tradition (Bozdoğan, “Architecture” 51).  By the 1980s, 

however, Turkish cities began to exhibit urban patterns such as the departure of “yuppies” from 

the city to villa-type developments and suburbs (Bozdoğan, “The Predicament of Modernism” 

150).  For example, the neighborhood of Kemer Country outside of Istanbul uses traditional 

Turkish house motifs.  This neighborhood was designed by the prominent Florida architectural 

firm of Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk to “restore the lost sense of neighborhood” 

(Bozdoğan, “The Predicament of Modernism” 152).  In this community luxury is, at its root, 

displaying a type of architecture that caters to exclusive elite.  This development ironically 

marked a liberation from “international” style at a time when Turkey was most open to 

globalization and international  corporate expansion, including five-star hotels (the Conrad, 

Swiss, Möwenpick, and Ramada in Istanbul; Hilton and Sheraton in Ankara), supermarkets and 

malls, business centers, and holiday villages linked to international chains (Bozdoğan, “The 

Predicament of Modernism” 148).  The neoliberal and capitalistic utilization of Neo-Ottoman 

architectural design is, as will be discussed in detail, a key feature of the Hamamönü restoration 

project.  
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Jenny White describes how the easing of restrictions to Islamic publishing in 1970s and 

the military’s re-Islamization of official state ideology in the 1980s helped produce a 

sophisticated Islamic elite (113).  White shows that this period allowed the Islamic movement to 

form a viable economic basis supported by devout, politically engaged businessmen and 

industrialists (115).  The Islamist elite and Islamist middle class have emerged, and they value 

material styles and lifestyles (White 23).  Moving beyond the middle class, White analyzes two 

sets of local activists (one Islamist and one secular) in a working-class neighbourhood in Istanbul 

called Ümraniye.  Ultimately White found that the Islamist group was much more successful in 

mobilizing locals by using “vernacular politics” which focus on local networks to unite people 

for the purposes of political consolidation (20-21).  The Hamamönü urban renewal project 

attempts to capitalize on this renewed, and highly profitable, interest in Ottoman high culture 

among the new pious Turkish Sunni Muslim elite.  At the same time, the Altındağ Municipality 

also seeks to engage in “vernacular politics” by basing its political power on the strengthening 

and consolidating of neighborhood identity through its implementation of the Hamamönü 

restoration project. 

This chapter will present the 2008-2012 Hamamönü restoration project led by the 

Altındağ Municipality in the city of Ankara as an exemplary model of Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism in contemporary Turkey.  It will begin by examining the internal histories and social 

relationships of the neighborhood, including the history of its Ottoman architecture, its complex 

social histories in the twentieth century, and details of the restoration process and its ideological 

justifications.  It will then consider how the neighborhood is marketed to external audiences in 

service to the neoliberal economic goals of the municipality and will conclude with a 
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consideration of the internal and external reactions to the project and how the project has 

affected residents of the area. 

 

Internal Relations within Hamamönü 

Location and Background 

Hamamönü is located at the base of the Ulus neighborhood, sitting atop one of the higher 

hills in Ankara.  Ulus houses the old kale (castle), a place frequently visited by international 

tourists.  The area around the castle and the neighborhoods surrounding the castle area have 

historically been unkempt and in more recent decades home to the lower socioeconomic 

residents of Ankara.  This has not always been the case, however.  In fact, the castle and its 

districts were once opulent residences of late Ottoman elite families.  Hamamönü itself was also 

once a very affluent and powerful neighborhood.  The neighborhood receives its name from its 

location in front of a bath house dating from 1440.  In the opening years of the Turkish Republic 

in the 1920s and 1930s, when the capital was relocated from Istanbul to Ankara, the first 

constitution building was housed in the Ulus nieghborhood.  Many of the parliamentary leaders 

lived in Hamamönü in the Old Ankara Houses (Eski Ankara Evleri) or konaks that were built in 

the style of seventeenth century and eighteenth century Ottoman homes, two-storied brick and 

timber frames that featured distinctive cantilevered windows.  During this period, the once small 

town of Angora was transformed into a capital city of Ankara; Ulus and Hamamönü constituted 

some of the wealthiest and most vibrant areas of the city.   

Knowledge of the history of the Hamamönü district before the early Turkish Republic is 

very limited.  No one I spoke to among academics, researchers, government agencies, or local 
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residents could provide information about the neighborhood during the Ottoman period.  This 

included even the Ankara Council, a department of the Directorate of Culture and Restoration, 

the organization that was overseeing the restoration process of the neighborhood.  This lacuna 

speaks to the general modern Turkish lack of knowledge of the Ottoman past.  The Turkish 

language reform was likely a key determinant that contributed to the lack of knowledge of the 

neighborhood during the Ottoman period.  The institutionalized forgetting of the Ottoman past 

creates a significant gap in knowledge, a gap that is filled by mythologized ways of remembering 

the Ottoman history of the area.  This gap therefore highlights the imaginary and ideological 

nature of Neo-Ottomanism, and in every sense Neo-Ottomanism relies on this gap as an empty 

space within which it is able to erect its own idealized constructions of Ottoman history.  

The restoration was conducted by personnel who were not able to access any historical 

records of the neighborhood, and it is this lack in ability to engage with texts and documents 

from the Ottoman period that actually hampers the implementation of historically accurate 

restoration projects in Hamamönü and other such historical sites in Turkey.  The current 

administrative structure in Turkey that allows local municipalities power over restoration cuts 

out the experts and academics who might be able to access Ottoman texts.  A more historically 

accurate approach would also clash with the speed and low-cost approach of the Altındağ 

Municipality.  Beyond economic costs, involving outside experts would also weaken the 

municipality’s direct control over the project.   
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Hamamönü in the Archive: Documenting the Historic Old Ankara Houses of Hamamönü 

 In order to understand how this open air museum of Hamamönü today altered the historic 

Hamamönü built environment to align with the politicized memory and cultural capital of the 

Ottoman past of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism, a historical analysis of what existed in the 

neighborhood before the “restoration” is key.  Buried within a file obscurely named “Ankara” in 

the SALT Galata12 digital archives I found images of the exterior of Hamamönü before the 

restoration and floor plans of the original Old Ankara Houses in Hamamönü.  After consulting 

Lorans Tanatar Baruh, Associate Director of Research and Programs at SALT, I learned that 

these images of Hamamönü are from the Harika-Kemali Söylemezoğlu13 Archive at the SALT 

Galata museum.  Baruh informed me that these images were believed to be reproduced from 

slides taken from an unknown source and probably used for educational purpose at a Turkish 

university (22 July 2013).  After seeing the images, the architectural historian Dr. Ҫiğdem 

Kafescioğlu confirmed this and said they were most likely utilized by architecture professors in 

Turkey from the 1960s to the 1970s, when the konak architectural style attracted renewed 

interest.   Aslı Can, archivist at SALT Galata, elaborated on the images: “These images were in 

DIA format. What I can think of is, these belonged to a hand-made publication and Kemali 

Söylemezoğlu was using them in classes for teaching. But because we don't have a hardcopy of 

                                                 
12 SALT is a nonprofit organization with three exhibition spaces in Istanbul and one branch in Ankara.  In the Galata 
branch there is a research library and digital library open to the public.  SALT is focused on contemporary art, 
architecture, and design.   
13 Kemali Söylemezoğlu is one of the most prominent Turks to have graduated from the Stuttgart School of 
Architecture; he previously studied at the Academy of Fine Arts in Istanbul. Upon graduating from the Stuttgart 
School of Architecture, he worked for Paul Bonatz and later taught architecture at the Istanbul Technical University.  
He worked with Paul Bonatz on several projects in Germany and in Turkey (Kayım 74-75).    
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the publication, or the notes, I can't say anything about who took the pictures or wrote the texts” 

(Email Interview 23 July 2013).    

 

 

Illustration 16: First and Second Floor Plans from a House on Cingöz Street in Hamamönü.  

House number 26 (left).  

Illustration 17: Sketch of the Home on Göztepe Street in Hamamönü and First Floor Plan. House 

number 27 (middle). 

Illustration 18: Second Floor Plan of House 27 on Göztepe Street in Hamamönü (right). All 

Three Sketches Courtesy of SALT Galata. 
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Illustrations 19 and 20: First and Second Floor Plan: House 27 (left) and 25 (right) on Dörtyol 

Koyungöz Street, Hamamönü14. Courtesy SALT Galata. 

 

 

Illustrations 21-23: Three Exterior Shots of Homes in Hamamönü. Courtesy SALT Galata. 

                                                 
14 Translations for the architectural notes are as follows: Oda = room; sofa = hall; mutg = kitchen; w.c. = toilet; ahır 
= barn; kiler = pantry; üst kat = upper floor; alt kat = bottom floor; asma kat = hanging/suspended floor; avlu = 
courtyard 
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The exterior shots demonstrate the variation in architecture visible from home to home.  The 

technique of exposed brick and wood on the second floor was not represented in the Altındağ 

Municipality’s restoration project.  The floor plans reveal complex architectural and residential 

history of the Old Ankara Houses in Hamamönü; yet because speed and cost were prioritized in 

the Altındağ Municipality’s Hamamönü restoration project, the interiors were not restored.  

Therefore owners are allowed leeway in this area; there is no formal process of oversight for the 

interiors of the homes in Hamamönü. 

 

Illustration 24: Sketches of Architectural Detail of Hamamönü Homes. Courtesy of SALT Galata 

These details, which will be discussed in detail, are not represented in Hamamönü today.  

Shutters, for instance, are absent from Hamamönü windows.  The exposed brick and wood motif 

is not also represented; instead all of the homes are painted white or cream with shutterless 

windows. 
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The History of Residential Architecture in Hamamönü  

 Having met and interviewed renowned Turkish art historian and professor at Boğaziçi 

University Dr. Ҫiğdem Kafescioğlu, she sat with me in order to analyze the architecture of 

Hamamönü.  I brought floor plans of the historic homes from Hamamönü, and we examined the 

contemporary photos of the neighborhood post restoration.  Dr. Kafescioğlu confirmed that the 

restored style of architecture mimics architecture of the late 1700s and early 1800s, though it was 

not actually faithful to original designs from that time period.  She pointed out that the 

restoration project in Hamamönü speaks to the way the current government is handling, or rather 

mishandling, contemporary restoration projects in general.  The homes dating from this period 

that are characterized by one or two stories with cantelievered roofs, wooden square-shaped 

doors with distinctive round knobs and jutted windows that created a bay area on the second 

level are Old Ankara Houses (Eski Ankara Evleri).   

 The history behind these Old Ankara Houses is documented by Turkish architectural 

historians Orhan Cezmi Tuncer, Eyup Kömürcüğlu, Doğan Kuban, Mahmut Akok, and Ahmet 

Gökoğlu.  Kuban approached the concept of Anatolian domestic architecture by referring to it as 

“vernacular architecture” (469).  He also points out that the Ottoman-era homes built in 

Hamamönü fall into the category of the Ottoman domestic architectural form known as the 

hayatlı evi (life house) distinguished by its sloping roof, stone foundation, timber frame, and 

mud brick filing (Kuban 471).  These hayatlı evi are distinctively two-storied. 

Analysis of the documents from the SALT Galata archive sheds further light on the 

historic floor plans of the homes in Hamamönü.  Figures 2-6 show characteristics that allow one 

to classify the “Old Ankara homes” in Hamamönü as hayatlı evi.  These homes have a distinctive 
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feature: a room that is semi-open and long connecting other rooms in the house; initially this is 

referred to as the hayat, an open-faced gallery that connects the other rooms which later was 

replaced by the sofa.  In this way we can see that the homes in Hamamönü in Figure 2 and 

Figure 6 show the existence of the later version of the room, sofa.  Kuban also remarks that the 

majority of old homes that are hayatlı evi are from the nineteenth century, which fits the 

information from Dr. Kafescioğlu.  According to Kuban, the hayatlı evi reached its peak level of 

influence in the eighteenth century (478).  Even more specifically, we can describe the homes in 

Figure 2 and Figure 3 as karnıyarık, which colloquially refers to a traditional Turkish dish made 

of eggplant stuffed with meat, therefore used to signify the long shape of the sofa room.  Kuban 

describes this style of home as featuring a “rectangular sofa along the main axis of the whole 

length of the house, with groups of rooms on each side and openings at each end” (484).  The 

karnıyarık was commonly constructed in the Balkans and Central Anatolia during the second 

half of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century (Kuban 484).  Avlu 

(courtyards) are also distinctive elements of the hayatlı evi.  This can be seen in Figure 3, Figure 

5 and Figure 6.   

 The homes in Hamamönü have been rebuilt to maintain their historic sloping roof and 

have been rebuilt using Ankara stone as their first floor foundation, yet the timber framing is 

simply cosmetic in the rebuild, and bricks were not used for the filling; instead a synthetic stucco 

was used.  The rebuilding also converted any existing three, four or five story buildings into the 

two story hayatlı ev.  This can be explained both by the desire on the part of the municipality to 

complete the restoration project as quickly as possible, and the attempt to rigorously standardize 
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the neighborhood’s architectural style in service to the idealized projection of the Ottoman past 

that is so central to the spatial politics of  Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  

 

Rural Migration to Hamamönü 

By the late 1950s and early 1960s the elites of Ankara were moving away from the older 

areas of the city and relocating to newly built, ultra-modern apartments in the nouveau riche 

neighborhoods of Ҫankaya and Tunalı.  Their Old Ankara Homes were subsequently abandoned 

and left to deteriorate.  Many of the older inhabitants passed away and then willed their konaks to 

several children.  The children very often had no desire to live in the homes and so left them to 

be rented out.  As time passed and the rural-to-urban migrations of the 1960s and 1970s 

intensified in Ankara, many of these new low-socioeconomic families rented the Old Ankara 

Homes of the Hamamönü neighborhood.  Further, gecekondus, illegal squatter homes, began to 

proliferate in the neighborhood as ever greater numbers of poor rural migrants moved to the area. 

The term gecekondu means “set down by night” and refers to shanty towns that have 

developed around Turkish metropolitan areas, built by rural migrants from the countryside 

seeking work in the large cities (Moceri 455).  These organic formations stand as architectural 

contestations of the top-down urban plans of formal city planners in contemporary Turkey.  

These neighborhoods are now at risk of disappearing due to “cleaning” efforts implemented in 

order to create more space that is deemed amenable to the international tourist or the Turkish 

upper middle class.  Toni Moceri details how these illegal dwelling structures represent 

particular strata of urban life.  Her work focuses on one gecekondu community in particular, that 

of Sarigazi in Istanbul (on the Anatolian side of the city).  She shows that Istanbul, aside from 
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being a world city, is also a migrant city (Moceri 456).  Beginning in the 1950s Istanbul’s 

population increased from one million to approximately ten million with around 200,000 new 

immigrants arriving annually (Moceri 456).  This period marked the beginning of major 

migrations to Turkish cities and consequent rise of the gecekondu neighborhoods.  Moceri calls 

gecekondus “marginal hybridized spaces” and shows that they stand as an in-between of what is 

considered formal and informal, urban and rural, unfinished and complete (457).  In this way the 

space of the gecekondu is contesting binaries that have long been utilized to describe a cityscape, 

such as the dichotomization between urban and rural. 

Charles Withers points out that the gecekondu constitutes an architectural contestation 

that goes against what is “supposed” to be.  Gecekondus represent the migrants’ physical 

exclusion from formal urban planning zones due to their economic marginalization (Withers 

638).  Ultimately Moceri compares these gecekondu neighborhoods to everyday monuments and 

to the ancient ruins or monuments of the Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman Empire that also “live” 

within Istanbul.  Her point is that all monuments that sustain themselves (and are not torn down) 

have gone through a transformation process that speaks to their adaptability.  She sees the 

gecekondu neighborhoods in this light, as sites of “contradictory, incomplete, ambiguous, and 

heterogeneous” entities (Moceri 458). 

 The gecekondu, therefore, is significant because it is an architectural entity that contests 

the dominant structures of the urban landscape.  It is characterized by neither the global capitalist 

construction projects of the “global city” nor the tourist culture destinations of former Ottoman 

palaces or monuments.  Instead the gecekondu stands as a marking of the subaltern.  These 

inhabitants mark whatever part of the city, in whatever capacity they can, as their own.  In 
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addition, gecekondus are not planned communities dictated by urban planners but instead are 

places that only become legitimized after the fact.  Over time these makeshift neighborhoods 

eventually acquire retroactive legal status and gain roads, electricity, and water utilities provided 

by the city or local municipality (Moceri 457).  This process itself contests the normative 

mechanisms of city government.  The gecekondu also contests the marketed version of Istanbul 

as the global city or European cultural capital.  It is a place whose identity is at risk due to the 

expansion of gentrification designed to reshape Istanbul to fit the tastes of the bourgeois Turkish 

resident or the international visitor.   

Ayşe Öncü analyzes the changing rhetoric of this “gecekondu problem” (i.e., persistent 

rural migration to cities and the attendant complexities it introduces into urban space) (Öncü 

259).  As she points out, gecekondus are routinely cleared in order to remove populations that are 

described as the city’s “pollutants” in order to create more aesthetically and culturally pleasing 

areas (Öncü 259).  The notion of gentrification or “cleaning up” areas in cities is primarily 

directed toward creating spaces for tourist use.  This project is predicated on a focus on the 

transnational audience as opposed to the original inhabitant.  It also represents a striking example 

of the power of class and the silences of the underclass or subalterns in society.  To summarize, 

the gecekondu stands as a non-hegemonic, bottom-up construction that contests the policy and 

power of urban planning and that at the same time poses a problem for attempts to market 

Turkish urban space to the international tourist.   

Sühleya Türkyılmaz’s research found that in Ankara gecekondus sprouted as early as the 

1940s and 1950s.  They were, in fact, concentrated in the Altındağ Municipality because the 

squatter communities were created near the then-business center of Ankara, the Ulus 
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neighborhood (Türkyılmaz 46).  She describes the squatter areas of Altındağ as “bleak” with 

narrow streets that have children playing with garbage (Türkyılmaz 47).  She notes that pollution 

is a serious problem in the neighborhood because the homes are heated with cheap charcoal.  

Homes are in need of major maintenance (Türkyılmaz  47).  She notes that during her fieldwork 

a few serious street fights broke out that involved the use of stones, sticks, and at times even 

guns (Türkyılmaz 53).  By the 1980s, Hamamönü was no longer seen as a desirable place to live.  

It was described to me by one Ankara native as the “backside of Ankara;” this description 

properly evokes the forgotten nature of the neighborhood, pushed to the margins by flight to the 

suburbs and the arrival of subaltern rural migrant populations. 

 

Rural-Urban Hybridity in the Hayatlı Evi  

 Kuban describes how the hayatlı evi fuses agricultural lifestyles with urban living and its 

importance regarding the role of women in the home.  During the period of the hayatlı evi 

Ottoman women were “closed to the outside world,” which necessitated the open space of the 

hayat room (Kuban 473).  Traditional gendered divisions of labor that predominated in 

agricultural areas assigned to women the duty of washing clothes, weaving carpets, making dried 

soups and fruit, cutting wood, and making butter and yogurt, activities that all would have been 

done in the hayat room (Kuban 473).  The urban location of the hayatlı evi, for example in 

Hamamönü where it was very close to the historic center of Angora’s Ulus neighborhood, 

mirrored this rural lifestyle, since women in urban areas were tasked with activities and work 

similar to those of women in rural areas.  The hayatlı evi’s çıkma (overhang) or cumba (bay 

window) was also used to allow women to peer out to the street, a public space that did not make 
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provisions for female participation or visibility.  The windows on the second floor would also 

have included wooden lattice work that would allow the women to view the street below without 

being subject to the gaze of outsiders (Kuban 473).  We can therefore refer to the overhang as a 

liminal space that allowed the Ottoman woman to be at both times a part of the public and 

private sphere.    

My own research on the women in Hamamönü’s Handicraft Bazaar revealed similar 

gendered divisions of labor in the public and private spheres.  Most of the women who moved to 

Ankara said they moved after getting married.  I heard many stories that revolved around a rural- 

to-urban migration.  Many times this would have happened during the 1960s and 1970s for the 

population I was interviewing, making their lives small microcosms of the larger rural-to-urban 

migration trend taking place in Turkey during that time period.  Sibel Kalaycioğlu’s research 

showed that rural women migrating to urban areas of Turkey generally did not enter the 

economic work force because they were discouraged from doing so by either their husbands or 

their families; instead the vast majority were housewives (“Dynamics of Understanding”).  This 

characterization certainly described many, if not most, of the women who I interviewed.  

Meltem, a jewelry handicraft seller at the Handicraft Bazaar, moved to Ankara thirty 

years ago from the Black Sea area known as Ordu.  She said that every woman at the Handicrafts 

Bazaar is a housewife.  She described Hamamönü before the restoration project as essentially a 

large gecekondu (“Ethnographic Interview Ankara”).  Jale, a woman in her early 50s who was 

selling handmade foods at the Food Bazaar, told me she came to Ankara after she married.  She 

was originally from Kayseri.  She has spent the last twenty years in Altındağ Municipality; 

previously she lived in Yenimahalle, another neighborhood in Ankara but one that is not located 
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within the Altındağ Municipality.  She said that she was not allowed to attend school but she 

would have liked to (“Ethnographic Interview Ankara”). 

Another woman, Nur, once leaned over to whisper to me during our interview that she 

only graduated from elementary school.  I could tell this was a very embarrassing detail for her 

to disclose to me.  She is fifty-eight years old.  She said that she does not earn much, but she 

continues to go to the bazaar for social interaction.  She specifically pointed out the friends she 

made while working at the bazaar and the communication that occurs.  Nur was born in a village, 

and her parents came to Ankara for work.  She moved to Altındağ because her husband 

purchased a house there.  She also attends educational courses held for women by the 

municipality and has been participating in these programs for some 20 years (“Ethnographic 

Interview Ankara”). 

Rural to urban migration did increase the size of Ankara and increased the number of 

gecekondus and dilapidated homes being rented by the newly arrived, low-socioeconomic, rural 

immigrants.  This information sets the scene for Hamamönü’s position before the restoration 

project of 2008.  Hamamönü was described to me over and over again as a community in 

Altındağ Municipality that had old run-down homes from the late Ottoman period or 

gecekondus.  The homes were unkempt and in a ruinous state.  The area was known throughout 

Ankara to be dangerous and avoided after dark.  It was not a place that people went to; it was a 

place people avoided.  As discussed above, it was the “backside” of Ankara. 

During one of my days walking the streets of Hamamönü finding people to interview, I 

came across a woman sitting on a bench; her name was Necla.  She had bags on the bench so I 

took her to be a visitor.  I stopped and asked her about Hamamönü.  She told me that she used to 
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live in Hamamönü as a child.  Now she comes back as a sort of nostalgic act in order to 

remember her childhood.  She explained that before the restoration the area was daha samimi 

(more heartfelt, intimate, and genuine): “The houses were not looked after because they were 

very old but the daily life was very beautiful.  When I was a child, men would sell vegetables in 

the street, walking down the street with large baskets.  Women worked in the gardens.  Simit 

(Turkish bagel) sellers and yogurt sellers would walk the streets calling out the names of what 

they were selling” (“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara”).  She said she liked the life in the 

gecekondu and said that it was better than the community today because today women work and 

do not have time or energy for their neighbors.  “Apartment life is very different from gecekondu 

culture.  Gecekondu culture is warm and helpful” (“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara).   

Much like the marginalized Roma communities that once inhabited the Sulukule 

neighborhood of Istanbul, Hamamönü was once filled with cheap housing either in run-down 

Old Ankara Houses or made makeshift living arrangements in the gecekondus.  Unlike the long 

standing Roma population in Sulukule, the Roma who had been in that neighborhood since the 

Byzantine Empire, Hamamönü gecekondu residents came to Ankara from rural areas in the 

1950s and 1960s looking for work.  In Hamamönü there once existed a rural-urban hybrid 

culture that distinguished it from other newer and more upper class neighborhoods in Ankara.  In 

the eyes of some, however, this hybrid culture and the low-socioeconomic status of the residents 

of the neighborhood made Hamamönü seem rough and “immoral.”  Many of my respondents 

commented on the morally corrupt state of Hamamönü pre-gentrification.  Devrim, a woman I 

interviewed at the Ramadan street festival in Hamamönü, told me that before the restoration, 

Hamamönü was home to many bars and men’s clubs called pavyons.  Pavyons would have had 
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belly dancers and escorts.  Devrim described it this way: “Poor guys would have to pay for the 

pretty girls to sit near them as they paid for drinks” (“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara).  Devrim 

felt that some of these pavyons might have also had prostitutes working on site.  Many other 

people who described Hamamönü before the restoration brought up prostitution.  

Yet the rhetoric of “cleaning up” an area has the effect of rendering the original 

inhabitants a “moral” underclass and therefore allows displacement to be justified.  A key 

signifier in Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism is the homogenizing characteristic of the idealized 

Ottoman village that is constructed through gentrification projects such as that implemented in 

Hamamönü.  Tourism-led gentrification under the AK Party displaces original inhabitants and 

replaces them with a homogenized architectural place that is aimed at attracting the Turkish 

Islamic bourgeoisie or the upper class international tourist, both groups that find the previously 

existing hybrid cultures of low-socioeconomic neighborhoods unpalatable.   

 

The Altındağ Municipality and the Hamamönü Restoration Project 

My initial meeting with Mayor Veysel Tiryaki, the major of the Altındağ Municipality, 

was a ten minute encounter that resembled more closely a generic PR moment than a substantive 

meeting.  I was told that I could come by his office later that week on Friday, when the mayor 

holds a type of public office hour where anyone is welcome to come and address him about any 

issue they consider important or pressing.  I arrived on that Friday at the beginning of the office 

hour, and his staff seemed surprised that I actually showed up.  The waiting room before the 

Mayor’s office was full of people from the municipality waiting to talk to the mayor.  I took my 

seat and waited the full three hours.  When the room cleared, the mayor’s administrative 
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assistant let me know that now the mayor would see me.  I walked into his spacious office, where 

sixty-inch flat screen television was broadcasting international news in English.  The mayor 

spoke to me in English and was very proud of his language skills.  We talked first about his 

language training and his new hobby of watching the news in English.  He told me about his 

English tutor and then promptly took out his cell phone and placed a call to his English tutor.  

After a few short pleasantries in Turkish he handed the phone to me.  I assume he wanted me to 

introduce myself to his tutor to prove that he was indeed learning English.   

 He asked me if I had any plans for the day; I did not.  My main plan was to try and get a 

more substantial meeting with the mayor, and that is why I waited for three hours, so of course I 

eagerly let him know that this was my only appointment for the day.  He said to follow him.  So I 

was swept away with his small entourage and taken to a bank building across the street from the 

municipality and his official office.  We rode the elevator to the top floor of the bank, where we 

went to the executive’s office suite.  The bank’s director was a woman in her mid-thirties, and 

she didn’t seem altogether surprised to see the mayor, but did seem surprised to see me.  He 

asked her to order in lunch for us, mangal (Turkish barbeque).  We sat on a black leather sofa, 

and I let him know how impressed I was by the speed of his renewal project.  He beamed, and he 

seemed elated to talk about the project and talk he did.  We ended up spending two hours talking 

about the renewal project from his perspective.  His perspective was that it was necessary to 

clean up the once derelict neighborhood.  He was also very proud to share with me the details of 

the continued renewal in the neighborhood behind the Hamam, Hamamarkasında.   

 I left the meeting and Hamamönü knowing that this was a rare opportunity, to have the 

mayor speak to me so candidly about his project.  This occurred before the AK Party’s 



149 
 

construction contracts were being investigated all across the country. I felt that with growing 

international attention on the AK Party and such renewal projects in the aftermath of Gezi, my 

ability to have the interview with the mayor and many of the interlocutors would no longer be a 

possibility.  I also had the distinct feeling that my not being a native Turk gave me the ability to 

be viewed as unassociated with major political events within Turkey, which helped me in my data 

gathering.  It was because I wasn’t seen as an academic, Turkish secularist trying to be critical 

of the AK Party that allowed me into spaces and conversations that would otherwise have been 

closed to me.   

It was the idea in the mayor’s mind that he was publicizing his project to an international 

audience that seemed to let me in.  It was his assumption that this blonde American with non-

native Turkish might not be aware of broader Turkish politics and might not understand the 

opposition to AK Party policies that seemed to make him feel comfortable enough to speak with 

me.  As I think about my work getting published and the mayor reading or perhaps first having it 

translated into Turkish, finding out my critical cultural angle, it makes me not want to walk the 

streets of Hamamönü.  My innocent exterior could be uncovered, and I would no longer have 

access and ease within that neighborhood.  My fieldwork both in Gezi and in Hamamönü were 

particular to that time and place and the person they perceived me to be, the foreigner.  Yet it 

doesn’t escape me that both experiences could now never be replicated.  

The Hamamönü restoration project is an example of the kind of shift in cultural capital 

toward Ottoman elite culture described by White and others.  This shift marks a turn away from 

the cultural capital of traditional secularist Kemalism, the regime that founded the modern nation 

of Turkey.  The early Kemalist regime of the 1920s and 1930s attempted to erase the public and 
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private vestiges of the pious Muslim Ottoman past and replace it with a secularist ethnic 

nationalism that glorified “Turkishness” and its supposed ancient Central Asian (as opposed to 

Ottoman Islamic) roots. To this end, the Kemalist government closed Sufi lodges and tombs, 

repressed the practice of Islam in public, and abolished the Ottoman language entirely, 

attempting to sever any existing link with the Ottoman Islamic cultural capital that was dominant 

before the creation of the Kemalist nation state government in 1924.  Wealthy secular 

neighborhoods such as Ҫankaya and Tunalı constructed in the mid-twentieth century and that are 

devoid of mosques and nearly any architectural allusions to the Ottoman past served the 

unchallenged cultural elite of Ankara until the rise of the pious Islamic bourgeoisie after 1980.  

The Hamamönü project and its architectural place represents a very clear challenge to the 

hegemony of this Kemalist urban vision (Bozdoğan, “Architecture” 51; Meeker 181; Shaw and 

Stanford 13; Shaw and Wendy 9-10; Tanyeri-Erdemir 382).  

 Hamamönü’s 2008-2012 restoration initiative was led and masterminded by the AK Party 

Mayor of the Altındağ Municipality, Veysel Tiryaki.  This project coincided with the AK Party’s 

application for Istanbul to be designated a European Capital of Culture and corresponding plans 

to gentrify or “cleanse” neighborhoods that did not align with the Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism 

of the cultural capital at play in Turkish politics at that time.  When I interviewed Tiryaki he was 

immensely proud of his project in Hamamönü.  He kept telling me how horrid and disgraceful 

the area was before the restoration was completed and flashed a proud smile as he described 

“cleaning up” the neighborhood.  He told me how he wanted to do things fast and that is why 

only the exteriors of the three hundred Old Ankara Houses were restored.  He justified the 

expropriation of residents’ homes by saying they were not keeping up their properties and so 
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needed to leave.  There was no indication at all that he had reflected on the effects this 

gentrification might have had on the former residents of Hamamönü.   

 The project was carried out by organizations and architects contracted and hired by the 

municipality.  Many of the existing homes were expropriated directly by the Altındağ 

Municipality.  The description of the gentrification project as a “restoration” is complicated by 

the fact that many of the original historic buildings were destroyed and then rebuilt to mimic an 

imagined and idealized Ottoman past.  When I interviewed Mayor Tiryaki, he told me that the 

neighborhood behind the historic Hamam, aptly named Hamamarkasında (behind the Hamam) is 

being “restored” in a similar fashion to Hamamönü but this time the majority of all homes are 

being legally expropriated because it will be the easiest way to handle the restoration.  As 

described previously, the interiors of many of the historic Old Ankara Houses were not restored, 

and the “restored” or newly-built structures were thoroughly standardized to conform to a quite 

literally “white-washed” vision of the Neo-Ottoman architectural. Traditional architectural 

features and variations (such as exterior paint color and stylistic details) were eliminated or 

downplayed in order to create a neighborhood where the buildings were nearly indistinguishable 

from each other.  For instance, it was explained to me by one of my interlocutors that building 

owners had one choice of approved exterior paint color: cream or white (which were nearly 

indistinguishable).  All the building materials were standardized as well: each structure was 

required to have timber framing around the structure’s outline and most used Ankara stone, such 

as a foundation for the first floor.  Upon my first visit in summer 2012 I stumbled upon 

Hamamönü and assumed it was simply a newly-built area of the city that was planned to mimic 

the Ottoman konak past.  I soon learned that this neighborhood was one of the most historical 
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areas of Ankara; was being the operative word.  After the “restoration,” which was actually 

simply a rebuilding of the exterior, much of the historical past was lost or assimilated into the 

municipality’s hegemonic architectural and social vision.    

 Starting in 2007, the Altındağ Municipality, with the cooperation of Hacettepe 

University’s medical campus (which directly neighbors Hamamönü), proposed a plan to the 

Ankara Council that oversees restoration projects in Altındağ Muncipality to restore the exterior 

of 300 homes in Hamamönü.  Their plans also included the eradication of gecekondus and the 

addition of a park and several newly rebuilt konaks.  After starting construction in 2008, by 2011 

Hamamönü had restored the following streets:  Dutlu, İnci, İnanlı, Mehmet Akif, Hamamönü, 

and Sarıkadın.  A large area of homes was destroyed to create the Mehmet Akif Ersoy Park.  The 

park is 22,000 square meters and was created in 2010.  It was named after the poet, Mehmet Akif 

Ersoy, who wrote the poem that would be the Turkish national anthem.  The park also has on its 

grounds the Mehmet Akif house museum as well as the historic Taceddin Lodge (Hamamönü 

66).  As mentioned above, this occurred precisely as Istanbul was marketing itself to the ECoC 

and plans began to gentrify Sulukule and other low-socioeconomic neighborhoods of Istanbul.  

The terminology of “cleaning” was used in both cases to justify transforming these low-

socioeconomic areas into arts and culture districts marketed to the pious Turkish bourgeoise and 

the international tourist, a powerful example of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism’s manipulation of 

Turkish public space. 

 

 

 



153 
 

Cultural Captial and Neoliberalism in the Hamamӧnü Redevlopment Project  

As in Istanbul’s Sulukule neighborhood, the municipality exercised control over this 

tourist-led gentrification project; the use of “clean up” rhetoric was also employed here to justify 

the displacement of the original, low-socioeconomic residents of Hamamönü.  In both cases  

AK Party-led projects shifted cultural capital through the use of arts and culture programming 

that embodies the idealized vision of the Ottoman past projected by Erdoğanian Neo-

Ottomanism.  Much like Sulukule was gentrified for the ECoC, Hamamönü has been gentrified 

and boasts ample marketing material and signage that is in English, speaking to its focus on 

tourists and especially foreign tourists.  On the main street alone there are eight billboards with 

marketing material describing Hamamönü’s “restoration” in Turkish and in English.  This 

marketing strategy highlights the neoliberal capitalistic exploitation of arts and culture for 

tourism at the core of the Hamamönü project.  My experiences in Hamamönü during the 

summers of 2012 and 2013 did not witness large numbers of international visitors, but it was 

clear to me through interviews of the AK Party mayor and other Altındağ municipality figures 

that the neighborhood is very consciously marketed to a Western tourist audience.   

Mayor Veysel Tiryaki was awarded the European Destination of Excellence15 award in 

Brussels in 2011.  This fact is brought up in almost every Altındağ publication I examined.  It is 

important to note that by emphasizing this award, the municipality is using Europe as a measure 

                                                 
15 According to the project’s website: “EDEN is the acronym for European Destinations of Excellence, a project 
promoting sustainable tourism development models across the European Union. The project is based on national 
competitions that take place every year and result in the selection of a tourist ‘destination of excellence’ for each 
participating country. Through the selection of destinations, EDEN effectively achieves the objective of drawing 
attention to the values, diversity and common features of European tourist destinations. It enhances the visibility of 
emerging European destinations, creates a platform for sharing good practices across Europe, and promotes 
networking between awarded destinations.”  See http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/tourism/eden/what-is-
eden/index_en.htm. 
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of excellence.  Not only does this usage of European standards constitute a type of self-

Orientalizing, but it also reveals the cultural capital at play with the restoration project and the 

political motives involved.  It demonstrates that this restoration project is not just targeting pious 

Muslim Turkish visitors, but is attempting to attract international tourists as well.  The 

Hamamönü project was also the recipient of the 2012 Golden Apple presented by FIJET (World 

Federation of Travel and Journalists).  As one municipality brochure boasted: “With our 

restoration [p]roject, Hamamönü regained its touristic value, attracts international attention and 

became an award-winning destination in [the] global arena” (Hamamönü 57).   

In the process of its transformation into a space suitable for pious upper class Turkish 

visitors and international tourists, Hamamönü’s complex residential and architectural heritage 

was reduced to a standardized and idealized vision of the Ottoman past.  The neighborhood 

shifted from a location of actual historical preservation and experience to a space where the past 

is displayed in a sanitized and regularized environment: it was, in a sense, recreated as an open-

air museum.  In order to achieve this effect, the Hamamönü restoration included a designated 

“Art Street” that consists of 22 rebuilt Old Ankara Houses.  It was part of the protocol between 

the municipality and Hacettepe University that the rebuilt homes be designated as an “Art 

Center.”  This feature of the project exemplifies the top-down nature of the entire undertaking: 

this arts and culture area did not emerge organically but was instead the project of a strategic 

plan designed and implemented by administrative officials.  This arts district houses workshops 

where local artisants practice painting, water marbling (ebru), calligraphy, glass painting, leather 

crafts, jewelry making, ceramics, and other kinds of arts for exhibition and sale (Hamamönü 62).  
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Besides Art Street, this district also features a newly constructed konak that houses the Altındağ 

Municipality Culture Art House.  It features an open-air movie theater in its courtyard, a 

restaurant/café, and meeting and conference rooms.   

In order to solidify its position as an arts and culture district, Hamamönü has also been 

trying to attract organizations that feature a mission oriented toward the arts and culture.  Since 

the restoration, the city has created a Henna (Kına) Mansion for henna evenings, a pre-wedding 

traditional ceremony for brides in Turkey.  The Henna Mansion is housed in an Altındağ 

Municipality-owned mansion that has been rebuilt in the “traditional” style of the Old Ankara 

Houses.  Another Altındağ Municipality-owned and rebuilt mansion houses the Ankara Museum 

of Intangible Cultural Heritage (Ankara Somut Olmayan Kültürel Miras Müzesi) which is 

administered by Gazi University and displays objects and motifs related to Anatolian domestic 

and village culture.16  Gazi University’s museum is housed in a newly constructed mansion rent-

free for the next twenty-five years, a deal struck in order encourage the growth and branding of 

Hamamönü as an arts and culture district.  The museum opened its doors shortly before the 

Ramadan summer celebrations in 2013.   

The Director of the Ankara Museum of Intangible Heritage, Ҫiğdem Şimşek, told me 

during our interview that the municipality provided them with rent-free housing because the 

museum brings prestige to Hamamönü and is a good way to advertise the neighborhood (Şimşek, 

2013).  The museum itself is privately funded by Gazi University.  It is the brainchild of Dr. 

Professor Öcal Oğuz, part of the literature faculty with a specialty in Turkish Folk Science.  The 

                                                 
16 The UNESCO definition of “intangible cultural heritage” is: “traditions or living expressions inherited from our 
ancestors and passed on to our descendants, such as oral traditions, performing arts, social practices, rituals, festive 
events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge and skills to produce 
traditional crafts.” See: http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?pg=00002. 
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museum has three full time staff members, and fifteen interns from Gazi University’s master’s 

program in Turkish Folklore were working at the museum during the academic year of 2013-

2014.  Şimşek told me that the museum is not geared for profit but instead is more focused on 

educational, culture and folk art outreach (Şimşek, 2013). 

I sat across from Ms. Şimşek, who wears a headscarf, inside the museum.  She was very 

willing to talk to me, as the museum was only just opened 60 days before and school was still out 

of session; the museum was therefore very quiet.  She said once school resumed, classes were 

scheduled to come and tour the museum.  She also commented on how during Ramadan the 

museum holds activities each night.  It was the Ankara Museum of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

that conducted shadow puppet, felt puppet, and public storytelling shows on the main stage in the 

city center.   

When I asked Şimşek to describe Hamamönü before the restoration project she stated that 

the neighborhood used to be dangerous but now [after the restoration] there are different people 

in Hamamönü.  It really has changed drastically in her view.  According to her, the profile of the 

people changed, more “quality” people, more educated people are now in Hamamönü (Şimşek, 

2013).  She said that now when residents of Ankara are bored they come to Hamamönü, 

especially at iftar (Ramadan breaking of the fast).  It is a place to escape the loud sounds of the 

city; people can come here to see the traditional houses (Şimşek, 2013).  She has known the area 

for the past six years, and she remarks that now, after the restoration, anyone visiting from 

outside Ankara immediately goes to Hamamönü for a coffee or for breakfast (Şimşek, 2013). 

I asked Şimşek about the old owners of the property that now served as the location for 

the museum and the rebuilt konak that houses it.  She said that it used to be an apartment 
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building and some of the old tenants, as well as the previous owner often return to visit the area.  

She said that because the building houses a museum instead of a for-profit café or restaurant, the 

old owner is happy with the result.  She said the previous owner has visited two to three times in 

the previous sixty days alone.  The museum itself is, in fact, laid out much like a house museum.  

The rooms are decorated to resemble a traditional Anatolian village residential house.  One room 

houses a shadow puppet theatre, and another room is reserved for staff offices; one other room is 

utilized as a conference room/library. 

 It is also interesting to note that a museum that glorifies Anatolian village life has been 

placed within the urban hub of the capital city.  Elements of both urban and rural life are 

exhibited in the museum.  As discussed earlier, however, the hybrid urban and rural culture that 

did actually once exist in Hamamönü was destroyed in the gentrification project of which this 

museum is a part.  The residential life that is documented and exhibited within this museum is 

actually no longer present in Hamamönü itself; like the architectural legacy of the neighborhood, 

it has been rendered a mere museum piece and its complex presence in the real world has been 

scrubbed away.  Residential life in the neighborhood has been effaced to make way for cultural 

and commercial enterprises meant to attract outside visitors. 

  

Hamamönü’s Religious Significance  

Hamamönü is also one of the most popular places for Ankara residents to visit during 

Ramadan.  During iftar people flock to Hamamönü to break the fast in one of the many 

restaurants that cater to this festive activity.  The Altındağ municipality financially backs an 

elaborate Ramadan festival meant to cater specifically to the pious upper middle class 
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demographic that frequents Hamamönü.  During the festival a professional stage is erected in the 

neighborhood square and various live entertainment is performed each night starting at 8pm and 

lasting until midnight.  These entertainment sources are family-friendly and attract pious 

Muslims that are the bedrock of AK Party religious and political platforms.  Every evening 

thousands of people visit Hamamönü to break iftar, shop the street bazaar, and watch the 

programing that is put on by the Altındağ Municipality during the celebratory month.  The 2013 

tag line from the municipality regarding Ramadan was:  “Hamamönü during Ramadan is a 

different kind of beauty.”  The stage was occupied nightly by Turkish folk music, shadow puppet 

shows of the old art of Karagöz, felt puppet shows, Alaturka music, public storytelling and 

performances by reed flutists, drummers, and whirling dervishes (2013 Altındağ Ramadan 

Program). 

 Hamamönü also attracts pious Sunni Turks who wish to pray in some of the most historic 

mosques in Ankara.  Beyond the late Ottoman Old Ankara Houses, Hamamönü is famous for its 

historic religious buildings and the municipality has tried to draw public attention to this existing 

religious heritage.  These buildings have been restored with much more attention to detail and 

historical accuracy because they have been designated official historic landmarks and were 

usually restored by the Directorate General of Foundations (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü) or the 

Turkish Religious Foundation (Türk Diyanet Vakfı).  These existing mosques include the 

Karacabey Mosque (built fourteenth and fifteenth century; restored 1964 and 1989) and the 

Taceddin Sultan Mosque commissioned by Süleyman the Magnificent (built sixteenth century; 

restored 1988 and 2008) (“Historical Mosques in Hamamönü” 5; 92).  The Taceddin Sultan 

mosque is currently located within the newly-constructed Mehmet Akif Ersoy Culture Park and 
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includes a Bayramiye dervish graveyard to the south of the buildings (“Historical Mosques of 

Hamamönü” 21).  The lodge that once belonged to the dervish order is now a museum in honor 

of the Turkish National Anthem writer, Mehmet Akif Ersoy (“Historical Mosques of 

Hamamönü” 31).   

Hamamönü’s impressive collection of Ottoman-era mosques also includes Hacı Musa 

Mosque (built 1421), Sarıkadın Mosque (built seventeenth and eighteenth centuries), Mehmet 

Ҫelebi Mosque (built nineteenth century), Hacı Seyit Mosque (built fourteenth and fifteenth 

century), Hacı İlyas Mosque (built fifteenth century), Hacettepe Mosque (built 14th-15th 

centuries), and Yeşil Ahi Mosque (built fourteenth century).  Most of these structures were 

restored by the Directorate General of Foundations (located within the Ministry of Culture’s 

Department of Restoration) in the middle to late twentieth century or the opening decade of the 

twenty-first century.  The contrast between these restoration efforts, coordinated from a 

department of the central government, and the speedy and historically insensitive “restoration” 

undertaken by the municipality is highly noteworthy. 

 

Reactions to the Project: Interlocutors within Hamamönü 

It is a warm summer evening in Ankara during 2013.  It is the month of Ramadan.  In 

Hamamönü, the street bazaar for this celebratory month was abuzz with activity.  People were 

selling handmade knitted objects, soups, rose perfumes, and Ottoman bal (honey) candy.  I went 

to the ev yemekleri (restaurant that features home cooking) that I often frequented last summer.  

I remembered Eren Bey, the owner, and he recognized me as well.  I ordered the house specialty, 

garlic mantı, and then Eren Bey sat down at my table and took my survey.  I wrote down his 
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answers.  He reminded me of his life story:  he had moved to Ankara alone at the age of fifteen 

and became a tailor.  For thirty years he worked as a tailor in Hamamönü.  He said that it was a 

horrid place before the restoration but now it was beautiful.  He did mention that the 

municipality shut down his store and bulldozed it down but that now he is renting his ev 

yemekleri building from the municipality.  He has a ten year contract that allows him to pay a 

minimal one thousand lira per year to rent the building that houses his family-run restaurant.  

He seems to be doing good business and he said that this restoration project “made his dreams 

come true”.  He has had the ev yemekleri for three years.  He said that now in Hamamönü all 

the “bad people are gone” and that before it was a “scary place for women” and that the 

neighborhood was full of “drunks and drug addicts” (“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara”).  He 

told me that there used to be a parking lot for Hacettepe University where his ev yemekleri is 

located now.  Therefore the area where his ev yemekleri is located (a bit of a courtyard area off 

the main drag) is composed entirely of newly-constructed buildings, not historic restorations.  I 

ordered tea and dessert and then after our survey/interview went to the bazaar to solicit more 

surveys from people.   

When Eren gave me his business card, it showed that he was an official member of the 

AK Party; this might explain his overwhelming favoritism toward the restoration project and 

might suggest why he was able to secure such a tremendous deal on his restaurant rent.  Eren 

Bey is one story, one voice.  He stands as a representation of the local merchants in Hamamönü 

who have benefitted financially from the restoration.  His political and religious mindset is in 

line with the ruling party in Hamamönü, the AK Party.  During another visit to his restaurant, I 

mentioned how I noticed that the stores and restaurants in Hamamönü do not sell alcohol. It was 
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pointed out to me, and later confirmed, that there were no bars in Hamamönü nor were their 

permits to sell alcohol in the area.  This was a measure implemented by the AK Party.  Eren Bey 

quoted in a serious and complementary fashion:  “Erdoğan said our national drink was ayran (a 

salty yogurt drink),” and he waved his fist in the air to show his confirmation of the comment 

(“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara”).  It is at Eren Bey’s restaurant where people come to eat 

and drink countless glasses of Turkish tea.  Ayran is also on the menu.  

Many had only recently (in the last one month to one year) opened their restaurant or café in 

Hamamönü.  Only two of the restaurant owners were not fully in support of the AK Party and the 

restoration project.  One of the two told me that the rebuilt konaks were now owned by mostly 

AK Party politicians or “people close to the AK Party.”  He said that it was a case of insider 

dealing that allowed the AK Party-affiliated people priority on the rebuilt homes.  I interviewed 

six original home owners; two had their homes expropriated and now live elsewhere but still 

come often to Hamamönü.  One older woman told me that now she doesn’t have any neighbors; 

her home is now surrounded by restaurants.  She comes daily to the handicrafts bazaar and sits 

on the stoop.   

 I also interviewed former residents of Hamamönü.  One shared theme in their interviews 

was that their homes were bought from the municipality for a small price and now they are 

enraged that it is selling for so much more after it has been restored.  I found a select few 

residents remaining in Hamamönü.  As described, the vast majority of the buildings are now 

restaurants, cafes, museums, or art boutiques.  One family was very happy.  They said that now 

the neighborhood was so much better.  One could see that it would be helpful to not have ruined 

buildings surrounding their family home.  Yet one older resident said that she now no longer has 
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neighbors because her home is surrounded by cafes.  These interviews suggested a more 

complex backstory, one that is not represented in the municipality brochures and books.   

One café owner, Ahmet, had opened the café two months ago.  He is renting the space for 

three thousand lira a month.  He said the owner was involved with AK Party politics.  He lives in 

Dikimevi, not a neighborhood in Altındağ.  He said he chose Hamamönü because of its location 

near the Hacettepe campus, and the rent was cheaper than places in Kızılay or Ҫankaya.  He 

implied that closeness to the AK Party played a major role in acquiring newly-built properties in 

the area.  He estimated that seventy to eighty percent of the restored mansions in Hamamönü 

were owned by AK Party politicians or people close to the AK Party.  

I spoke to four different men who felt they were unfairly treated in the restoration 

process.  One man, Ufuk, told me that he was called every October for the last seven years by 

Hacettepe University to entice him to sell his home in Hamamönü on Sarıkadın street.  At times 

the calls became threatening, saying that if he did not sell his home and take their offer they 

would pass a new law and have the home expropriated.  He would respond back to the threats 

saying “I know my rights and Turkish law, see you in court.”  He was able to keep his home, and 

now its exterior has been restored by the Altındağ Municipality.  He called the restoration by the 

Altındağ Municipality a “makyaj,” (“make-up”), conjuring up the idea of the restoration being 

superficial and only temporary, a painted face.  The inside has been restored with his own money 

but it was not completed in any sort of historical fashion.  Instead, the home’s walls were torn 

down from inside and rebuilt. It was livable but seemed very makeshift.  He has now opened a 

restaurant.  He said that he just started the business and so is not sure if it will be a success or 

not.  During this past year’s Ramadan the restaurant was very busy but he was concerned about 
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its viability in the off-season.  When I interviewed Ufuk his business was only twenty days old.  

Ufuk also told me he was a treasure hunter and that many Armenians and Balkan ethnic groups 

once lived in this area.  According to him, when they were forced to leave they dug holes to bury 

their valuables.  He looks for these valuables.  He did not want to tell me of any of the 

“treasures” he has found.  He believes that the Ankara Mayor, Melih Gökçek, is only interested 

in history and restoration to find these treasures (“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara”).   

 Another man, Erol, I found daily at the same café in Hamamönü.  He was in his early 

sixties.  He ended up taking an offer from the Altındağ Municipality and selling his home in 

Hamamönü.  He now says he regrets it because the municipality turned a large profit on the 

restored home.  He is also upset with the fact that Hacettepe University has taken over the area.  

He played amateur soccer in 1954 and then joined the Hacettepe Sport Club, which is now 

nonexistent because of the restoration of the residential neighborhood called Hacettepe (it is 

next to Hamamönü).  He mentioned how this neighborhood now entirely consists of a university 

campus.  He mourns the loss of his sports club. Now he spends his days with his older friends 

hanging out at the café playing cards.   He told me he was part of the SHP.17  

 

Reactions to the Project: Objections by Expert Organizations 

The Directorate of Turkish Culture and Restoration exercises authority over all historic 

restorations in Turkey.  Interestingly, as I spoke with officials in the Directorate in their Ankara 

office about the Hamamönü project, they did mention that it was their decision to allow the 

military barracks to be built on Gezi Park that ignited the protests, though there seemed to be 

                                                 
17 Social Democratic People’s Party is a left-social democratic political party in Turkey that was formed in 2002 by 
former Ankara Mayor, Murat Karayalçın. 
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some internal dissent with respect to the Directorate’s public positions.  One city planner told 

me that her official opinion differs from the Directorate’s, but as it is her employer she cannot 

openly disagree.  It seemed very clear that many of the city planners I was meeting with in that 

office held a similar opinion.  They also, in private, told me that many people were not happy 

with Hamamönü’s technical restoration.  One city planner told me directly that because of this 

so-called restoration Hamamönü has lost all its historical significance.   

 The Ankara Council is a department of the Directorate of Culture and Restoration.  They 

directly oversee the restoration projects of Altındağ Municipality.  The municipality or private 

owners who want to do restoration in that area must allow their restoration plans to be analyzed 

by the Ankara Council.  It is the Ankara Council that approves or denies restoration projects in 

Hamamönü. The city planner and architect I met with at the Ankara Council told me that the 

requirements they put in place for the Hamamönü restoration were that local materials, wood, 

and Ankara stone must be used.  They said that initially they pushed for more restoration to be 

implemented but because of the state of the homes being so ruinous, most of the project became a 

tear-down and rebuild (reconstruction) project (about seventy percent).  Overall, they described 

a great deal of friction between their organization and the desires of the municipality.  

Ultimately, the Ankara Council has oversight authority over the restoration process, but the 

municipality showed greater concern for cost or speed at the expense of historic preservation, 

which is the prime goal of the Ankara Council. 

The Altındağ Municipality publications and website tag line suggests, “Altıdağ is 

Changing,”18 and indeed, Hamamönü has changed.  The massive overhaul of the municipality by 

                                                 
18 http://www.hamamonu.com.tr/source.cms.docs/hamamonu.com.tr.ce/eng/index.html 
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expropriating the homes in the area, and restoring the exteriors of those that they did not buy 

outright, created a radical visual change within the neighborhood.  Interestingly, the social 

reaction has been very positive.  No protests occurred.  But the expert community of architects 

from the Chamber of Architects of Ankara (TMMOB Mimarlar Odası Ankara Şubesi) and 

architectural professors from the Middle Eastern Technical University did raise objections to the 

technical aspects of the so-called “restoration.”  In fact the majority of the neighborhood, over 

seventy percent as quoted to me by the Ankara Council, was torn down and rebuilt.  Most 

existing original examples of the Old Ankara Houses were lost.  The neighborhood transformed 

from a ninety-five percent residential population to a handful of residential homes with the 

original owners living in them.  The majority of buildings are now restaurants, culture centers, or 

cafes.  Hamamönü has changed, and though this change did not precipitate a popular outcry the 

way that the Gezi Park plan did, members of the local academic and professional communities 

affiliated with preservation and urban planning did react forcefully.  As one architect, Elif, from 

the Directorate General of Foundations told me, “Because of Hamamönü’s so-called restoration 

project, the area has lost all of its historic value;” that is the irony of this project” (“Ethnographic 

Interviews Ankara”).  The Old Ankara Houses were not preserved but instead torn down and 

rebuilt.  The interiors were not restored due to the speed and cost measures set by the 

municipality.  Therefore a “quick fix” was chosen over a historically accurate restoration project.   

The Chamber of Architects also expressed serious reservations about the “restoration” 

project in Hamamönü; the Chamber stands therefore as a counterpublic going against the 

architectural place being created by the Altındağ Municipality’s version of Hamamönü.  The 

Chamber is comprised of architects, architectural professors, all experts that have been cut out of 
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the restoration process.  As a result, they feel that the project was not executed in a way sensitive 

to the historic nature of the structures.  My interlocutors at the Chamber also pointed out that 

restoration has only become popular in Turkey over the past decade and is therefore very 

underdeveloped.  They routinely raise concerns about the fact that oversight of restorations is 

now being turned over to private owners and local municipalities, neither of which may have any 

actual expertise in or genuine concern for historical restoration (6 August 2013).   

 

Conclusion  

 An analysis of the case of Hamamönü demonstrates that the Altındağ Municipality has 

used its restoration project to inscribe the AK Party’s vision of institutionalized Neo-Ottomanism 

and neoliberalism onto the urban space of Ankara, a process that epitomizes the spatial politics 

of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism in contemporary Turkey.  This project represents a shift in 

cultural capital in a key district of the Turkish capital away from traditional Kemalist visions of 

Turkish heritage and toward the use of Ottoman nostalgia that underpins the social vision of the 

pious Turkish Sunni Muslim bourgeoisie that forms the AK Party’s basis of political support. 

By marketing the “restored” neighborhood to both this pious AK Party constituency and the 

international tourist, this project is also meant to support the neoliberal economic program that is 

so central to the AK Party’s platform.  Instead of heeding the advice of the expert community 

and concerns about genuine historic restoration and sustainability, the project prioritized its 

economic goals and standardized and homogenized the architectural history of the neighborhood 

so that it better reflected the Neo-Ottoman historical imaginary than the complex reality of 

Ottoman architectural and social history. 
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The consequences of museumification and gentrification must also be explored as we 

think about who belongs and who is excluded in this newly rebuilt space.  The impact of the 

project on the neighborhood’s original inhabitants does not seem to have been seriously 

considered by the municipality.  As with the Sulukule project in Istanbul, moralizing language 

was used to push the original inhabitants out of the space in order to reshape it to suit larger 

political and economic ends.  This project is a clear example of how the AK Party utilizes public 

space to clearly project and embody their ideology by means of the visual landscape.  This is the 

key dynamic of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism. 

   The gentrification project in Hamamönü resulted in a dramatic loss of architectural 

history.  The fabric of the community itself was also forever altered as the “cleaning up” 

 rhetoric justified the displacement of the original population in favor of an entirely different 

economic and social demographic.   This brings us to the situation that Henri Lefebvre and 

David Harvey ask: who has the right to the city?  In Hamamönü’s case, lower income residents 

and members of the gecekondu culture lost the right to this space as it was transferred over to 

groups whose interests better aligned with the political, social, economic, and ideological 

agendas of the Altındağ Municipality and the AK Party more generally.  The neighborhood is 

marketed to pious Muslims, in this way we can analyze how this neighborhood fits into Islamic 

tourism, or halal tourism.  As Islamic art has cultural capital attributed to it by its placement and 

designation as “art” over secular forms of art that have been deemed “handicraft,” now that the 

neighborhood does not have liquor permits and now that this neighborhood has become the 

popular Ramadan destination in the capital we see the way the AK Party has made this space into 

a halal, Islamically correct, place. 
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 I am left with the memory of one of my interlocutors, Necla, whom I decribed earlier as 

the woman sitting on a bench on one of the side streets of Hamamönü.  She had a few shopping 

bags around her and resembled any other tourist spending the day in Hamamönü to shop.  But 

when I sat next to her she was very talkative and let me know that she once lived her and had 

actually written a poem about Hamamönü.  Once I had told her about my interest in the Ottoman 

architecture of the neighborhood she told me that she used to live in Hamamönü and that it had 

such a warm, samimi culture. Her full name was Necla Songür (she gave me permission to use 

her name for the interview and she wanted me of course to cite her as author of her poem).  She 

told me she was fifty-three years old and had graduated from high school.  She said she was an 

AK Party supporter and that the “AK Party made Turkey better”.  She also told me that 

gecekondu life was samimi and that she remembers it fondly.  She had nothing negative to say 

about the Hamamönü from before, despite her overall support for the AK Party.  She then 

proudly told me she had a written a poem about her childhood in this neighborhood and that she 

had memorized it.  I asked her to write it down for me.  It was titled Eski Ankara Evleri (Old 

Ankara Houses):  

 

Kormı yağıyor eski Ankara Evlerinin damına, 
Arnavut kaldırımlı dar sokaklarına 
Elinde çıngırağ, omuzunda yoğurt helkeleri yaşlı yoğurtçunun üzerine. 
 
Ne esrorengiz ne gizemlidir 
O ahşap evler 
 

Bilmiyorum kaç Asren hatirasını taşır. 
Avlu kapısı açılır kuyulu bahçeye 
Her karesi bin hatira taşır. 
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Bir hülya daldım yine derinden 
İşte ablalarım, kardeşlerim. 
İşte ip atlayıp, saklambaç oynadığım sokaklar. 
Bana maziyi fısıldıyorsunuz birer birer. 
Yıllar sonra gittim o mahalleye 
Eski bir komşu, bir tanıdık 
Bulurum diye 
Ne o komşular kalmış, ne o mahalle 
 

Bir varmış bir yokmuş 
Masal misali, kaybolup gitmişler 
Hayal misali 
By Necla Songür (from 1987) 
 

Poem Translation:  Old Ankara Houses 

(It) is raining on the roofs of the Old Ankara houses 
On the narrow streets of Albanian stone 
On top of the old yogurt seller with a bell in his hand and baskets of yogurt on his shoulder 
 

How mysterious and how secret  
Are these wooden houses 
 

I do not know the memory of how many ages they carry 
The courtyard door is open to the garden with a well 
Every bit of it carries a thousand memories 
 

I dove again into a daydream from far away 
O my sisters, O my brothers 
O the streets where we jumped rope and played hide and seek 
You are whispering the past to me, each of you 
Years later I went to that neighborhood 
Saying to myself I will find an old neighbor, an old acquaintance 
Neither those neighbors nor that neighborhood remained 
 

Once upon a time 
An example of a fairytale, they were lost and gone 
An example of a dream 
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CHAPTER SIX: SITES OF PROTEST: ISTANBUL’S GEZI PARK AND ANKARA’S 
ULUCANLAR PRISON 
 

 This chapter explores two examples of AK Party-led attempts to reshape the urban 

landscape in accordance with Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism and the protests that formed to 

critically oppose said projects.  Plans were implemented to replace two significant preexisting 

structures with shopping malls.  The first location in question was the park in Taksim Square in 

Istanbul, Gezi Park, slated to be demolished to make room for a reconstructed version of an 

Ottoman barracks that would serve as a shopping complex.  Ironically the “Ottoman barracks” 

that the AK Party planned to reconstruct were itself a pseudo-Islamic building in the style of 

something else, something pseudo-Egyptian.  The barracks’ original inauthenticity is a 

significant element.  This speaks to the AK Party’s lack of historical accuracy in their Neo-

Ottoman construction projects.  The barracks initiative sparked the Gezi Park protests of 2013.  

The second case, however, was less well-known.  In 2006 the Greater Ankara Municipality 

condemned the Ulucanlar Prison complex, the first prison to be built in the nation-state of 

Turkey in 1925, which is located in the Ulus neighborhood of Ankara within the Altındağ 

Municipality.  The city planned to demolish the prison complex and build a mall on its grounds.  

The Chamber of Architects and Engineers in Ankara (Türk Mühendis ve Mimar Odaları Birliği 

or TMMOB) strongly objected to the project.  This group of art historians and architects staged 

festivals on the grounds to garner support for making the prison complex a historic monument, 

thus garnering the structure protection by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism.  As will be 

described in detail, their efforts were successful.  The Ulucanlar Prison was awarded the 

designation of historic landmark and has been restored by the Altındağ Municipality.  It opened 
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as a prison museum, the first in Turkey, and part of the complex was revamped to house an arts 

district.  Both examples speak to the countervoices that protested Erdoğanian Neo-Ottoman 

architectural plans that began as proposed malls being built atop sites of historical significance. 

 The world became aware of the protests against the destruction of Gezi Park due to the 

extreme reaction of the Turkish police to the initial, peaceful protesters or “looters” (çapulcu), as 

then-Prime Minister Erdoğan referred to them.  I will describe in detail the initial context of the 

protests, asking how this event is crucial to an analysis of the spatial politics of the AK Party and 

the use of public space in Turkey.  My participant observation at Gezi Park and survey research 

of respondents at Boğaziçi University in Istanbul associated with or opposed to the protests will 

reveal the ways in which the Gezi Park incident dramatically exposed for the first time the 

disconnect between moralizing social narratives of AK Party policies and the AK Party’s 

exploitation of the built environment, a connection that constitutes the spatial politics of the AK 

Party.  

Ultimately, the AK Party’s manipulation of the built environment does not constitute a 

sincere concern for the preservation of the Ottoman architectural heritage, but instead selectively 

exploits elements of it in order to create a constructed vision of the Ottoman past that is used in 

service of AK Party policies, most notably their neoliberal economics.  Neoliberal economic 

concerns take precedence over historic preservation in AK-controlled areas when this is 

necessary, as when a portion of the historic former Ottoman Archive building was turned into a 

luxury hotel.  In the process, the historic character of the building was destroyed and replaced by 

a slick, orientalized design (Gürkan 2014). 
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 Well before 2013 Gezi Park protests in Istanbul, the Ankara Chamber of Architects 

rallied with former inmates, writers, and journalists to protect the Ulucanlar prison grounds from 

being destroyed by the Altındağ municipality.  Though less widely known, the protest on the 

ground of Ankara’s abandoned Ulucanlar prison complex did produce a positive reaction, and 

the prison grounds were designated historic, and the mall project was overturned.  The Turkish 

police did not get involved with the Ulucanlar protests nor was it widely covered beyond the 

invited journalists and writers participating in the gatherings.  It is important to compare these 

two events in order to explore their similarities in purpose and their vast differences in media 

coverage, state and police reaction, and the outcomes of the gatherings.  One gathering was 

successful and yet went unnoticed by many in Ankara and was not an issue of international 

concern.  The other was highly contested by the state and became well-known internationally as 

the Gezi Park protests.  I argue that the effort to prevent the destruction of the Ulucanlar prison 

was not due to any significant desire for genuine historical preservation on the part of the parties 

involved.  Instead, this protest succeeded because the eventual project (the Ulucalar prison 

museum) actually itself became an example that illustrates AK Party spatial politics.  This was 

the reason the space was allowed to remain: it became a suitable vehicle for AK Party social 

narratives. The museum alludes to the secular Kemalist persecution of pious citizens during the 

early republic. The museum therefore became a monument that evoked in its narrative a sense of 

social progress stating: we (the AK Party) have come a long way and are better than previous 

Turkish governments (secular governments).  Gezi Park, on the other hand, was a leisure space 

created by secular Turks for the secular Turk and was not historically a space open to pious 

Muslims.  Furthermore, once the protests became a globally recognized symbol of opposition to 
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AK Party governance, as well as a space associated with plurality and difference, Gezi Park 

became a space that could not be reappropriated and utilized by the AK Party to further its own 

social and political agenda.  Unlike the Ulucanlar Prison, its demolition became a necessity.   

 

Critical Voices of the Protest 

 The protests of Gezi Park and the lesser-known protests against the proposed mall on the 

Ulucanlar prison site act as voices of the contest the AK Party place-making. Gezi Park 

illustrates the uniting of various subaltern publics (anti-capitalist Muslims, Kurds, GLBTQ 

individuals, and Kemalists) to form a protest on the grounds of Gezi Park; when the park was 

banned and barricaded by Turkish police, the protests continued to be staged on Taksim Square 

and other parks throughout Turkey.  With Ulucanlar, the protests were held on the grounds of the 

abandoned prison.   

 

My Encounter with Gezi Park 

I started my research in Istanbul in mid-June.  I interviewed faculty, students, and staff at 

Boğaziçi University about Gezi Park.  One particular interviewee described the initial days of the 

Gezi Park protests as having a “festival-like atmosphere.”  I asked them if there were any 

specific urban planning projects associated with the protests, and they answered “Turning the 

park into an army barracks and then a mall” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  When asked 

where they got most of their information regarding Gezi Park they replied: 

Mostly Facebook but with links to newspaper articles, blogs, etc.  The first week of the 

protests all of the information came from Facebook, and the first few days the 
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information was all from people there and pictures they took.  Later on newspapers, 

blogs, and the news stations started more coverage…Some of the news here was full of 

propaganda and bias toward Tayyip’s view. But some covered it relatively objectively. 

(“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”) 

They went on to raise the issue of the polarizing media coverage of Gezi Park 

[The domestic news coverage was] angering.  The lies and spin some of the news stations 

used was/is much like what happened in 1984.  For example, a nanny here on our 

campus, who only gets news from the biased news stations, has a totally different view 

on what has happened.  Tayip did a great job of controlling certain news stations and 

using it to his advantage.  It is pretty scary, actually. (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”) 

 

I interviewed a former Boğaziçi undergraduate who was back on campus that summer   

who had been part of the Gezi Park movement and intellectual conversations regarding the 

anticapitalist movement in Turkey.  This student was a Master’s degree student in an American 

university’s sociology department, but was in Istanbul doing research this summer.  The former 

student described the Gezi Park protests as a real turning point in Turkish history.  A critical 

mass of differing groups rallied together against the oppressive social policies of the AK Party 

and the use of the police to brutalize protesters.  These groups included, but were not limited to, 

LGBT rights groups, anti-capitalist Muslims, Kurds, leftists, socialists, and Kemalists.  

According to this student, the Gezi Park protests were not an issue that can be reduced to the 

conventional dichotomies of Turkish political debate, such as a secular/religious divide or a clash 

of ethnic nationalisms.  They instead described how the protests transitioned from 
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environmentalist activism to a broader demand for “democracy” (“Ethnographic Interviews 

Istanbul”). 

 

The Motif of “Fesitval” in Gezi Park  

Gezi Park has been informally labeled by some as having a “festival atmosphere,” 

especially with respect to the last few days in May before the truly brutal police efforts were 

used to disperse the protesters.  The first three days of the initial protest consisted of only 

approximately one hundred young environmentalists protesting the destruction of one of 

Istanbul’s last significant green spaces.  The protesters setup tents and book areas for children.  

The atmosphere of the initial days was not unlike a small-scale carnival.  People were milling 

around and clustered together in small groups.  Even as the protests grew in numbers, the 

daylight hours still felt like a festival. Under the bright blue summer sky, people came to stand in 

the foreground of Gezi Park.  It was difficult to distinguish between the protesters and the 

bystanders looking at the activities. During the day police stood about the protesters but were not 

known to unleash pepper spray or pressurized water.  Perhaps this was because the area around 

Gezi was a popular shopping district and was usually full of tourists.  There were people walking 

through the crowd of protesters, many performing the “standing man” protest that consisted of 

silently standing still in one spot for hours on end in Taksim Square, the area directly before the 

then-closed-off Gezi Park.  At the same time, there were opportunistic merchants in the area 

selling water, flags, teargas masks, and light foods.  Occasionally small groups would break out 

in chants that spread their individual agenda throughout the crowd.  Many of the protesters were 

well-known performance artists, and this became clear to me during my visit to Taksim Square.  
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There were numerous individuals dressed in provocative ways, such as artists dressed as justice, 

and others keeping watch over small memorials to protesters who had died in the clashes with 

police.  One felt the presence of the hundreds of police officers and dozens of police vehicles 

(including numerous TOMA crowd-control armored police vehicles) surrounding the square.  En 

route to Gezi Park one would see hundreds of police officers in Beşiktaş sleeping on the grass or 

in decommissioned public buses.  The police officers were waiting until the early evening hours 

when the water cannons and tear gas would be unleashed on the protesters, and the police in their 

riot gear would take action.  It was at these times when the festival atmosphere erupted into mass 

chaos of protesters running into side streets and trying to go into hotels and restaurants.  The 

attempt of the state to take control of the public space was extremely palpable to me, and I had 

not even had the misfortune to be caught up in acts of police brutality. 

Judith Butler, the renowned American gender theorist and public intellectual, presented 

her thoughts on Gezi Park at Boğaziçi University on September 16, 2013.  Her speech was titled 

“Freedom of Assembly or Who Are the People?”  She began by not directly referencing Gezi 

Park but toward the end of the speech was reported to say, “every claim we make to the public 

sphere is haunted by the prisons…Privatization and the prison work together to keep you out of 

the places where you know that you belong to each other” (Moth).  She was referring to the 

detention of and threat of detention to protesters, doctors, lawyers, human rights workers, and 

journalists.  Butler was speaking on the importance of the freedom of assembly and the 

importance of maintaining public spheres and not having them privatized.  These comments were 

particularly salient to me, as they recalled the feelings I had seeing the heavy police presence at 

Taksim Square.  It became clear to me that the AK Party’s efforts to control this corner of 
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Istanbul’s built environment and this section of Turkish public space had special resonance 

within their political objectives.  This chapter explores these connections, asking why the AK 

Party government responded so brutally to the protests?  What made this particular building 

project so necessary to defend?  The answer lies, as I will show, in their use of spatial politics.  A 

challenge to their manipulation of the built environment in Istanbul translated into a challenge to 

their moral vision in general. 

 

Outline of the Events at Gezi Park 

The Gezi Park protests began on May 27-28, 2013, with the occupation of the small 

green space known as Gezi Park, centrally located in the Taksim district of Istanbul (Göle 7; 

Hammond and Angell 1; Parla 1).  Located behind a transportation hub and bus circle in Taksim 

Square, Gezi Park attracted little day-to-day attention until it became a site of protest.  The park 

was originally constructed as part of the modernizing city planning of Henri Prost (Yıldırım 5).  

Prost was commissioned in 1936 to redesign the city of Istanbul in accordance with modern, 

Western city planning, and one of the most famous remnants of this incomplete project is the 

green space now known as Gezi Park. 
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Illustration 25: Map of Gezi Park. Courtesy of SALT GALATA Archive.19 

Originally named İnönü Esplanade (İnӧnü Gezisi), after the second president of the 

Republic of Turkey, Gezi Park was constructed on the former site of the Taksim Artillery 

Barracks.  The barracks were originally constructed in 1808 as part of the military reforms of 

Selim III. The barracks featured a wide area originally used as a military practice ground; 

however, as the Taksim district became more associated with entertainment and nightlife (as it 

remains today), this open arena enclosed within the walls of the barracks was used as a soccer 

field for major Turkish league matches (Yıldırım 6).  The enclosure was used for this purpose 

from 1921 until its demolition began on March 25, 1940.  Although the entirety of Prost’s plan 

for the area left over after demolition of the barracks was never implemented, İnönü Esplanade, 

now known as Gezi Park, was completed on the site shortly after the demolition.  It features a 

mix of stone pedestrian walkways shaded by rows of trees and rectangular areas of grass.  The 

park was featured in the Victory Day celebrations of August 30, 1942, in fulfillment of its 

                                                 
19 http://www.stambouline.com/2013/05/taksim-through-time.html 
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original design as a modernized space to represent the secularized and modernized values of the 

new Turkish Republic (Yıldırım 7).  

 It is interesting to note here this important role that the park played in its initial 

construction. As with all the rest of the Prost plans, it was intended to showcase the modern 

values of the secular Turkish Republic.  It represented a kind of secular republican spatial 

politics forcibly rejecting the remains of the Ottoman past; the barracks were notable for their 

distinctively “Islamic” architecture.  As Birge Yıldırım puts it, in order to create “the new secular 

spatial arrangement of the city the Islamic oriented Ottoman past was rejected” (4).  Prost’s focus 

on public squares and wide avenues mainly suited for automobile transportation disrupted pre-

modern and Ottoman patterns of public space.  His designs were some of the most powerful 

examples of the assertion of early Turkish republican dominance over Ottoman cultural heritage. 

The construction of the park resulted in collateral damage of another kind: the destruction 

of the multiethnic associations with the neighborhood.   As part of the general demolition for the 

new park, the centuries-old Surp Agop Armenian Cemetery was destroyed; this cemetery had in 

fact been gifted to the Armenian community of Istanbul by Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 

1520-1566).  After a protracted legal battle in the 1930s, the cemetery was expropriated and 

destroyed to make room for development projects.  Gravestones that were not recovered by 

Armenians themselves became part of the stone foundation of Eminönü Square across the 

Golden Horn in the historical peninsula of Istanbul.  They were also used to build the steps of 

Gezi Park (von Bieberstein and Tataryan 1). Thirteen of these gravestones were actually 

uncovered during the protests and became a rallying point for activism in support of Armenians’ 
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rights. They spurred conversations among the Turkish activists themselves about Turkey’s 

multiethnic heritage (von Bieberstein and Tataryan 1; Watenpaugh 2).  

On October 31, 2012, the city government announced the Taksim Pedestrianization 

Project (Taksim Yayalaştırma Projesi), a redevelopment project for Taksim Square. On 

November 8, the mayor of Istanbul Kadir Topbaş clarified that this project would include the 

destruction of Gezi Park and the rebuilding of the Ottoman barracks to be used as a shopping 

complex (Hammond and Angell 1; “Timeline” 1). The initial protests were organized to oppose 

this project.  The first protests consisted of an occupation of the park by a small group of 

environmental activists in the group Taksim Solidarity (Taksim Dayanışması), beginning on May 

27-28, 2013.  This group of activists constructed tents and ad hoc living arrangements in the park 

in order to prevent destruction of the green space (Hammond and Angell 1; Navaro Yashin 2).  

One of the participants in my interviews claimed to have been present at this initial occupation.  

He remarked that “on [the first day of the occupation], there were probably one thousand people 

there, max.  People set up tents and the event was only in Gezi Park” (“Ethnographic Interviews 

Istanbul”).  The initial tent occupation featured a carnivalesque environment that served as a 

group of people going against the AK Party-led urban renewal projects.   

Illustration 26: Projected Recreation, 2013.20 

                                                 
20 http://www.stambouline.com/2013/05/taksim-through-time.html 
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Taksim Solidarity was a movement created in 2012 to oppose the AK Party’s 

redevelopment plans in Taksim Square. Taksim Solidarity was formed by environmentalists and 

those who were part of the Turkish Chamber of Architects and Engineers (or TMMOB), the 

professional organization that had authority over key elements of city planning and urban 

development.  Chamber representative Mücella Yapıcı served as the spokesperson for Taksim 

Solidarity and was detained by police between July 8 and July 11 (Armstrong 526). The 

Chamber of Architects also played a key role in the initial court case that temporarily halted the 

destruction of the park (Iğsız I, 2).  Here we see that the protests possessed both informal 

elements (the tent city and massive accumulation of protesters that took to the streets) and also 

formal elements (the Chamber of Architects going to court in order to stop the destruction of the 

park).  In the aftermath of the protests, however, the Chamber of Architects attracted the wrath of 

the AK Party government for its role in organizing the protests.  In a midnight session of 

parliament on July 9, the Chamber was stripped of its powers in municipal planning.  According 

to the new law, “the Ministry of Environment and Urban Planning will be ‘responsible for all the 

decisions related to the approval of urban projects, which were supervised by related chambers’” 

(Iğsız I, 2).  The Chamber’s president, Mehmet Soğancı, quickly issued a statement declaring the 

move “unconstitutional” (Armstrong 526).  On July 10, Chamber members demonstrated outside 

the parliament building, where they laid a black wreath that read: “Resist, TMMOB: Turkey is 

with you” (“NGO Members” 1). 

What began as a small environmentalist and interest group protest through an occupation 

of Gezi Park quickly became a much wider national movement after police moved in to brutally 

disperse the protesters. On May 28, riot police attempted to disperse the peaceful protesters by 
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force, using tear gas (“Timeline” 2).  This incident produced the famous image of “the woman in 

red,” a young female protester in a red dress being sprayed directly in the face with tear gas by a 

police officer (Silverstein 3). After crowds returned in the following days, on May 30 police 

raided the park at dawn, burning down protester tents.  By this time, the police’s treatment of the 

peaceful protesters had attracted wide attention and condemnation outside of Taksim Square, and 

an estimated 10,000 people protested in Gezi Park that evening (“Timeline” 3).   

At dawn on the 31st, police again raided the park, using water cannons and tear gas to 

disperse the few hundred protesters gathered there. By 8pm on the same day, an estimated 

100,000 protesters had entered the neighborhoods around Taksim, as the protests at Gezi Park 

became a national phenomenon (“Timeline” 3). Between June 1 and June 15, Taksim Square and 

the surrounding Beyoğlu district became the scene of regular (and sometimes violent) clashes 

between the police and protesters, as demonstrators from all over the city attempted to defend the 

park from police encroachment. The last remaining occupiers of Gezi Park were removed from 

the park on June 15, after which Gezi activists created informal evening gatherings and 

conferences to discuss the future of the movement (“Timeline” 8; Zuberi 3; Parla 1).  Police 

created a perimeter around the park, preventing any future occupation of, or protest on, that site. 

Protests in Taksim continued, however, with the “standing man” (duran adam) protest of the 

performance artist Erdem Gündüz, who on June 17 stood for eight hours in the middle of Taksim 

Square facing the Turkish flag and the visage of Atatürk hanging on the Atatürk Culture Center 

(“Timeline” 9). Protesters repeated this display throughout the succeeding days in Taksim 

Square and across the city, often stopping to stand in silence in front of any Turkish flag.  To 
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date, five protesters and one policeman have died as a result of the protests (“Thousands” 1).  At 

the time of writing, the future of the park remains uncertain. 

The Gezi protests also produced a new constellation of political slogans and discourse 

aimed at expressing the new “spirit of Gezi” that challenged hegemonic nationalist and sectarian 

concepts.  Protesters united around the slogan “Diren!” (Resist!), using it as a major point of 

reference on Twitter, Facebook, and other social media (which played a crucial role in the spread 

of the protests) (Erbil 4; Gezi Rehberi 55).  The Gezi protesters also appropriated terminology 

that Erdoğan used against them, calling them “looters” (çapulcu) (Gezi Rehberi 9, 121).  The 

Gezi protesters used this term as a self-descriptive as a way to neutralize criticism of them.  The 

identity markers of “diren” and “çapulcu” therefore became one of the primary ways to identify 

pro-Gezi viewpoints and participants.    

Gezi Park protests carried different meanings for different social groups, political groups 

and ethnic groups, all with differing agendas.  Different social groups imbued Gezi Park with 

distinctive meanings.  For those protesting the AK Party, Gezi Park stood as a symbol of 

resistance and stood as a celebration of difference and plurality in the face of AK Party social 

and political hegemony.  For those who opposed the protesters, Gezi Park was an example of 

foreign intervention into Turkish domestic affairs.  For some the space would have been festival-

like, had the police not been brutal.  Others saw the protests as an annoyance, a disturbance to 

the efforts of “reform” by the AK Party. 
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` Pro-Gezi Analyses of the Events 

 Based on studies conducted at the protests by Turkish think tanks and researchers, it is 

possible to elaborate a reasonably accurate picture of the political leanings of the protesters and 

their demographic profile.  The protesters tended to be young and relatively well educated; 

according to KONDA’s interviews with 4,411 protesters on June 6 and 7, fifty-six percent had 

completed an undergraduate or MA degree, and the average age of the protesters was twenty-

eight (Çaha 533). It is clear from other studies, such as that undertaken by the GENAR research 

group, that most protesters occupied the political left (Çaha 533; Taştan 28).  While the specific 

party affiliations of the protesters varied, it was clear that the protests were very anti-AK Party. 

 The political allegiances and agendas of the protesters were far more complicated than a 

simple tendency toward the left, however.  Commentators have widely pointed out that the Gezi 

Park movement marked a seminal moment in contemporary Turkish politics.  It was the first 

time that a wide variety of the opponents of AK Party rule were able to unify under a common 

cause and express their collective discontent with the ruling party, which has been able to 

implement its legislative agenda unhindered due to its strength in the parliament (Silverstein 6). 

United against AK Party social policies, once-disparate interest groups came together in ways 

that created incipient forms of social organization and political identity in contemporary Turkey. 

This combination of once-disparate interests was perhaps the most significant effect of the 

protests in general. Gezi Park represented for many a “moment” of utopian pluralism and 

democracy yearned for by many of those opposed to the AK Party’s vision of society.  As Yael 

Navaro-Yashin puts it, “While the Turkish government wanted to break or re-orient memory, 

something unexpected took place instead. Spontaneously, and in the space of Gezi Park, that 
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very site where the government had laid its eyes and channeled its interests, a social formation 

emerged, a movement of diversities” (2). 

 The participation of various groups in the protests broke down longstanding barriers 

among different social groups in Turkish politics and society. Again, in the words of Navaro-

Yashin, “These protests have not allowed themselves to be placed in any known frameworks of 

analysis such as secularism versus Islam, modernists versus traditionalists, liberals versus 

conservatives, the bourgeoisie versus the working classes, left versus right, cosmopolitans versus 

nationalists, feminists versus sexist men, gay-rights activists versus homophobes” (3).  As Banu 

Karaca notes, through the varied entities that came together to protest the AK Party, an 

expansion of sorts occurred within the political discourse in Turkey. Through the use of humor 

and irony they “suspended the limits of what had been deemed legitimately sayable” (Karaca 1).  

Different groups were coming together and working together for the first time in Turkish history 

for a common goal, protesting the AK Party urban renewal projects.  The protest also broadened 

the discourse as each of these groups became aware and inclusive of groups they might have 

previously seen as the “other.”   

 Hikmet Kocamaner outlined how the AK Party utilized motifs of family and put Erdoğan 

in the seat of “head of the household” in political rheotroic in a way that mimicks Michel 

Foucault’s conception of “political economy” that parallels the state with the running of a 

household (“Delinquent Kids, Revolutionary Mothers”).   In his analysis Kocamaner also points 

out that 

In the context of the neoliberal policies impolement by the AK PARTY government since 

2002, citizens have increasingly expected to exercise responsibility for ensuring that their 



186 
 

family members are support and cared for.  Under neoliberal regimes, an individual’s 

success, security, and well-being are generally considered to be determined by his/her 

own habits and behavior, rather than attributing these to the political, economic, or social 

structure.  Thus, each individual is deemed responsible and caccountable for his/her own 

welfare, education, health care, and security. (3) 

 

Zeynep Korkman and Can Aciksoz have also analyzed Erdoğan’s manner of masculinity to show 

how he draws on traditional Turkish concepts of masculinity to empower and justify his 

authoritarian rule:  

Erdoğan embodies a very particular masculine political persona. His masculinity is an 

innovative synthesis of Islamist and urban tough styles and orients his voice and his body 

language, as well as his particular way of exercising power. With an aggressive, 

uncompromising, and domineering ‘personality,’ he aspires to act as every citizen’s 

father, brother, and husband. (“Erdoğan’s Masculinity and the Language of the Gezi 

Resistance”) 

Both articles were published in the online newssource, Jadaliyya which is often authored by 

diasporic Turkish academics who have the safety of a job abroad which allows the scholar-

turned-journalist more power and ability to write critically of the Turkish government.  This has 

shifted the lens of analysis away from Turkish journalists in Turkey, due to fear of imprisonment 

for critical writing, and placed it into the hands of the diasporic Turk. 

 Opposition to the AK Party did not, in most cases, take the form of an anti-religious 

movement.  The organizers of the events framed their resistance to the AK Party in terms of 
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resistance to moral policing and oppression, not as resistance to Islam itself.  This means that, as 

Ateş Altınordu argues, “to see the protests through the secular versus religious framework is to 

overlook the complexity of what is actually going on” (1). In an effort to prove that their 

grievances with the AK Party government were not targeted at their fellow citizens who are 

pious Muslims, the protesters took several steps to show signs of respect for Muslim practices.  

On June 4, protest organizers announced that no alcohol should be consumed on the site of the 

protest in order to show respect for the Islamic holiday that day, Miraç Kandili, the 

commemoration of Muhammad’s journey to heaven. Protesters also gave out traditional holiday 

sweets to those present to commemorate the holiday (Altınordu 3-4).   

Protesters associated with the Turkish Anti-Capitalist Muslims movement held iftar (fast 

breaking dinners) during Ramadan in mid-July (Akyol, Taştekin). This small but vocal 

movement, led by the Marxist Muslim theologian Ihsan Eliaçık, represented the significant 

presence among the protesters of devout Muslims who objected to AK Party rule on strictly 

religious grounds.  Other protesters playfully appropriated traditional symbols of Turkish Islam, 

such as imagery associated with the great medieval Sufi poet Mevlana Jalal al-Din Rumi.  The 

image of one protester dressed in a black robe and a gas mask dancing the whirling dervish sema 

ritual, in imitation of the Mevlevi order but wearing a black robe instead of a white one, became 

a symbol of the blurring of the boundary between the secular and the religious in the protesters’ 

performance of resistance (Gezi Rehberi 11).   One internet meme also referenced a famous 

quote of Rumi that invited everyone, whoever they were, to come to mystical prayer and 

experience closeness with God.  Rumi’s famous message of inclusivity was rewritten to read: 

“Actually, I’ve thought a lot about it, Tayyip: Don’t come!” (Gezi Rehberi 52).  The respect for 
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religion among non-religious groups has been demonstrated by widespread support for the 

freedom to wear the headscarf.  The environment of Gezi showcases this new dynamic: “a 

transformation is...taking place in the relationship between secular and religious citizens who 

together protest the authoritarian policies of the government and the violent practices of the 

police” (Altınordu 4).  Gezi Park shows that a new Turkish public space demands the inclusion 

among the religious and non-religious of “mutual respect for each other’s freedoms” (Altınordu 

5). 

My personal interviews confirmed that pro-Gezi university students and personnel also 

saw Gezi Park as a unique event in Turkish political history, describing it as a paradigmatic 

moment of social pluralism and progressivism.  One protester revealed that he had been planning 

to leave the country due to dissatisfaction with the trajectory of the current government; 

however, he decided to stay because “the ‘spirit of Gezi’ brought the good news that a large 

group of people had woken up. Now I have hope” (“Ethnographic Interview Istanbul”). The 

same interviewee specifically emphasized the capacity of the protests to unite previously divided 

political groups: “people [at Gezi] set aside political allegiances for a single allegiance, they 

became a people with a single body” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  Other interviewees 

made the same point.  In the words of one interviewee, Gezi Park “turned into a protest that 

expressed the complaints of people from every section of the opposition to the current 

government in power” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  The same respondent also made it 

clear that he was personally “apolitical.”  Some interviewees even attempted to elaborate a new 

way of describing themselves that went beyond previously exclusivist categories of identity.  

One interviewee answered the question “What is your nationality?” by remarking: “neither Turk 
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nor Kurd- Türkiye” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  This highly interesting response 

represents a significant attempt to elaborate a Turkish identity that is free of ethnic categories.  

This attempt to imagine a Turkish identity beyond hegemonic nationalist categories was a major 

feature of the ideological thrust of the protesters as a whole.  In the words of another interviewee, 

because of Gezi Park, “Everyone has now a story to tell” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  

The protests enabled the possibility of a multiplicity of narratives of Turkish selfhood.  The same 

interviewee also explicitly resisted being categorized as a particular nationality, remarking 

instead that they were Alevi, thereby using a religious marker of identity over that of a national 

marker of identity. 

My interviews also revealed that protests mobilized members of the Turkish electorate 

who were previously not motivated to engage in political action.  One interviewee, like the 

individual mentioned above, described this as “a kind of awakening” for this section of the 

apolitical population: “I see these protests as a kind of awakening in that people who have never 

participated in demonstrations or took to the streets joined this...event” (“Ethnographic 

Interviews Istanbul”).  One interviewee actually described themselves in exactly these terms.  In 

response to the question, “Have the protests affected your life?” he responded by saying: “Yes, 

definitely. My eyes were opened. ☺ I was like an apolitical, careless person; now I’m much 

more interested in politics” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  Another interviewee remarked 

that “these protests showed the power of (Turkey’s youth) being able to be organized and that 

that the youth are not passive” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”). 
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Anti-Gezi Analyses of the Events 

 Opponents of the Gezi Park protests centered their critique on: 1) the destructive behavior 

of some of the protesters, 2) the ideological leanings of the protesters, and 3) the assertion that 

the protesters were wittingly or unwittingly serving the interests of foreign powers.  Many pro-

AK Party commentators argued in essence that the protests began with good intentions but got 

out of hand and were infiltrated by elements hostile to Turkish interests.  Other less generous 

pro-AK Party critics alleged that the protests were a planned coup all along, and had nothing to 

do with democratic self-expression.  However, it is unclear where the line is drawn and what 

distinguished the “initially legitimate protests” in contrast to the demonstrations that followed 

that were said to be destructive.  Critics seem to have associated the entirety of the later protests 

(i.e., after roughly May 31 or June 1, 2013) with the destructive acts of some of the 

demonstrators.  Critics also rejected the assertion of some protesters that they were defending 

themselves against what has been widely acknowledged as police brutality. 

 Writing in Insight Turkey, Tahir Abbas argues that “the initial environmentalist protests 

were quickly superseded by the motivations of wider interest groups, which had specific anti-

state motivations” (19).  Abbas acknowledges that the initial protests were inflamed by “the 

[government’s] mishandling of the initial resistance to the razing of Gezi Park” (22).  While 

Abbas’ acknowledgment of mistakes on the part of the Turkish security authorities has been 

widely accepted, other commentators have been more inclined to view the protests as an 

unnecessary eruption of violence and distruption at best, and a planned attack on Turkish 

democracy at worst.  Hatem Ete argues that the events at Gezi were characterized by “the 

transformation of the democratic dissent of the first few days into the desire of ousting a 
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democratically elected government” (19).  She argues that “the Gezi protests can be defined as 

political events that began spontaneously with the aim of voicing certain demands in the public 

sphere, but which were soon hijacked by multiple internal and external actors with various 

motivations, and thus turned into an anti-AK Party and anti-Erdoğan rally” (Ete 21).  As Atilla 

Yayla remarks, “Having failed to outlaw the party in 2008, the [Kemalist] establishment would 

now attempt to succeed through street violence” (9).  Again, this line of criticism is somewhat 

muddled: it is difficult to understand what is meant when it is asserted that the Kemalist 

opposition to the AK Party constitutes the “establishment” since it has been out of power for 

over a decade during the eleven-year dominance of the AK Party in the Turkish government.  It 

is clear that the author is resorting to vague politicized accustions.   

 Anti-Gezi commentators also question the interpretation that Gezi Park was a site of the 

de-politicization of hegemonic Turkish nationalist identities and a space for genuine pluralism 

and the creation of an inclusive public.  They argue that anti-religious sentiment was central to 

the protesters’ motivations and that the protesters were manifestations of a deeply elitist 

Kemalist identity.  Many anti-Gezi commentators have alleged that the protesters desecrated 

religious buildings and attacked religious individuals.  In Yayla’s words, “protesters harassed 

devout Muslims, especially women, in many isolated events” (9).  Again, this criticism remains 

unclear: what exactly is the significance of events to the total identity of the protesters if they are 

admittedly “isolated?”  

According to anti-Gezi commentators, the protesters were not on the side of universally 

democratic values but rather were instead foot soldiers of the Kemalist elite who, eclipsed by the 

rise of the AK Party, have lost their power.  According to Ete, “what the leftist liberals actually 
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mean when they speak of democratization is that they want to be afforded privileged status in the 

new system” (21-22).  Ali Murat Yel and Alparslan Nas argue that the protesters “were oriented 

around the politicization of Kemalist or Islamophobic impulses among the middle and upper-

middle classes” (179).  Criticisms of the Gezi Park movement allege that democracy and 

pluralism were not really at issue at all, but that these terms were used as a cover for militantly 

secularist Kemalist agitation on the part of the upper classes. In contrast to the activists 

themselves, critics of Gezi do not see the movement as a moment of pluralism and the 

dismantling of political barriers.  In fact, in the minds of anti-Gezi commentators, the protests 

represented just the opposite.  They were instead the most radical reification and strengthening of 

the supposed Kemalist-Muslim divide in Turkey, with Kemalism understood here to be a militant 

secularism that is openly hostile to religion in all its forms and openly contemptuous of the 

religious lifestyle of the devoutly Muslim sectors of the Turkish population. 

 A number of my interviewees shared the assessment of these commentators.  Those who 

were sympathetic to some of the aims of the protesters (but did not fully support the politics of 

the Gezi Park uprising) agreed that the initial protests had some merit, especially with respect to 

the outrage over police brutality. But these interviewees then argued that the protests were 

hijacked by extremist elements that had more sinister motives.  These elements, in their view, 

aimed to destabilize Turkey or even serve the interests of foreign powers.  In the words of one 

interviewee, “at the beginning, [the protests were] a correct action but later on [were] 

ideological” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”). 

Other interviewees alleged that the international media sowed divisiveness and 

misinformation among the Turkish people for their own gain.  As one interviewee put it, “the 



193 
 

media is misleading people and by doing so is inciting the people.  And this is exactly what other 

countries want.  They are the reason for the internal confusion.  The goal is to weaken Turkey.  

And people are for this reason being used as a cat’s paw” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  

The same interviewee argued that the protests had nothing to do with environmentalism, but 

instead were due to “the incitement of outside countries.  It’s a pointless protest” (“Ethnographic 

Interviews Istanbul”).  Another interviewee made the same assertion, arguing that the Gezi Park 

protesters “are being used as the cat’s paw of foreign countries” (“Ethnographic Interviews 

Istanbul”).  Another interviewee alleged that the Gezi protesters were actually composed of 

secularist nationalists attempting to thwart the democratic process in Turkey.  He argued that the 

protesters were composed of Kemalist nationalists who have lost power under the AK Party and 

are attempting to secure their previous hegemonic role (July 8-12).  They could not achieve a 

military coup, and so they instead turned to the protest movement to try and force the prime 

minister out of office.  This response is a very clear example of the narrative discussed above, 

that the protesters are really composed of disaffected nationalists trying to recover their previous 

place of dominance by using undemocratic means.   

 

Cultural Capital and Neoliberalism in Gezi Park 

 Some commentators have noted that the AK Party has utilized its public building projects 

to further its political agenda.  According to Hammond and Angell, “one of the signal 

accomplishments of Erdoğan and the AK Party over the past decade has been the way the party 

has used infrastructure projects...to both ground their political authority and to naturalize a 

particular project of generating value” (4).  Hammond and Angell show how the AK Party has 
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used public work projects to emphasize the success of the party.  This is a project of reshaping 

the Turkish public to reflect the AK Party’s economic policy, a plan to “restructure Istanbul’s 

urban space under neoliberal terms” (von Bieberstein Tataryan 1). As Watenpaugh puts it, “for 

an architectural historian, it is no accident that both the great plans to remake Taksim, as well as 

the way protesters’ speeches and actions often invoke history and architectural memory to 

buttress their arguments in the present” (1).  The AK Party project is also founded on a specific 

act of remembering the Ottoman past to the exclusion of the Kemalist nation-state identity; it is a 

way to remember Turkish identity “through the lens of a glorious [Ottoman] past” (Abbas 24).  

Abbas’ analysis points to the role of Ottoman nostalgia in the AK Party project, but I argue that 

the AK Party’s Neo-Ottomanism is more than simply nostalgia; it compromises spatial and 

aesthetic components that are much more deliberate than simply a wistful appropriation of “a 

glorious past.”  

I argue that this appropriation is not based on a genuine appreciation for Ottoman 

heritage or historic preservation, but is instead is a mechanism used by the AK Party to assert 

their political legitimacy.  This is what I mean by the spatial politics of the AK Party: the AK 

Party’s appropriation of the Ottoman architectural legacy is a strategic and selective one, put to 

the service of their neoliberal economic policy and their need to construct an (ultimately illusory) 

image of moral and cultural authenticity.  The attempt to rebuild the Ottoman barracks at Gezi 

Park is a powerful example of this.   This building was in fact not representative of Ottoman 

architecture as a whole, but was a structure commissioned by Sultan Selim III and designed by 

Armenian royal architect, Kirkor Balyan.  According to Turkish art historian Süleyman Faruk  

Gӧncüoğlu the building should not be rebuilt “because the history there ended when the building 
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was demolished [in 1938].  Trying to recover the history there again is meaningless” (“Taksim 

Artillery Barracks in Photos”). 

 

Illustration 27: Main Entrance to Taksim Barracks, ca. 1860.21 

This chapter argues that the protests at Gezi Park were an important example of the 

spatial politics of the AK Party.  It argues that the AK Party’s manipulation of the built 

environment is not just an assertion of their political success or their economic might, but is 

more importantly a specific strategy of linking their moralizing social policies with a Neo-

Ottoman architectural aesthetic: it connects the Neo-Ottoman architectural imaginary with the 

moral imaginary of the AK Party, and this connection constitutes what has been termed the 

“spatial politics” of the AK Party.  In the hands of the AK Party, architecture becomes more than 

simply an aesthetic experience or project.  Urban renewal projects enact the moral and physical 

imaginary of the AK Party program.  The AK Party’s moral imaginary is composed of a 

conservative program of social values and loyal devotion to the paternalistic Turkish state, 

analogous to loyalty to the patriarchal family structure.  Furthermore, this Neo-Ottoman past 

forgets the multiethnic and multireligious aspects of Ottoman society.  This Neo-Ottoman 

                                                 
21 http://www.stambouline.com/2013/05/taksim-through-time.html 
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imaginary combines a Sunni Turkish Muslim conception of the Ottoman past with the social 

conservatism and nationalist paternalism of the AK Party.       

 Numerous commentators and scholars have discussed the attempts of the AK Party to 

create a new narrative of Turkish nationhood and selfhood centered around a socially 

conservative moralized subjectivity.  As Nilüfer Göle argues, “new decrees and moralizing 

discourses have aroused the suspicion that government was intending to intervene in secular 

ways of life” (10).  These “moralizing discourses” include statements on the part of the prime 

minster on the obligation of women to have children and the criticism of alcohol consumption, in 

addition to a now famous incident where a security personnel member at an Ankara subway 

station publicly chided a couple over the station’s loudspeaker for kissing in public (Göle 10).  

AK Party legislation that was announced just before the protests that would restrict alcohol sales 

and advertisement also played into the reaction against AK Party moralizing (10).  The socially 

conservative politics of the AK Party were also on display in Erdoğan’s patriarchal masculine 

persona, which he emphasized in his way of relating to the protesters and their demands.  

Erdoğan’s “patriarchal authoritarian masculinity” can also be seen as one of the pillars of his 

success among some sectors of the Turkish electorate (Aciksoz and Korkman 2). 

The Gezi protests reveal the connection between the moralizing politics of the AK Party 

and the manipulation of the built environment in Turkey.  The oppositional discourse of the 

protesters of the building projects in Gezi Park reveal their awareness of the AK Party’s use of 

architectural motifs and imaginaries to consolidate their control over Turkish social policy and 

their assertion of the dominance of their moral values in the Turkish public.  Gezi Park is one of 

the most significant events in the history of the AK Party’s spatial politics because it clearly 
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exposes the connection between the AK Party’s moralizing social agenda and their Neo-Ottoman 

imaginary.  The construction of the Ottoman barracks at Gezi Park is not simply a nostalgic 

harkening back to the Ottoman Empire; it is an assertion of the manifest superiority of the AK 

Party’s social values over the supposed degenerate secularism exemplified in the neighborhood 

culture of Beyoğlu and Taksim.  It also demonstrates how little the AK Party cares about real 

Ottomanism and historic preservation accuracy.   

 The interviews that I conducted at Boğaziçi University demonstrate the link between the 

Neo-Ottoman architectural imaginary of the AK Party and its conservative moral imaginary.  

They therefore illustrate my argument for the existence of the spatialized political strategies of 

the AK Party, a link that would otherwise go unnoticed were it not for the voices of the 

protesters, the existence of which is a reaction to precisely the moralizing dimensions of AK 

Party politics and their building program.  This is why the Gezi Park protests combined protests 

against the destruction of the park with protests against the moralizing conservative social 

policies of the AK Party.  This combined reaction reveals the link between these two components 

of AK Party political action, a link that was felt so profoundly by disaffected members of the 

Turkish electorate that it touched off the largest popular movement in decades in Turkey. 

 Protesters used a range of discursive modes to signify their critique of the AK Party’s 

moralizing politics.  These ranged from accusations that the AK Party government, and Prime 

Minister Erdoğan in particular, is dictatorial, to outright criticism of the AK Party’s attempt to 

impose a set of moral norms on the diverse Turkish populace.  One Gezi supporter accused the 

AK Party of “making decisions on a whim” and described the Turkish people under the AK 

Party as “being governed with a mentality that is more divisive, more pressured, and more 
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exploitative with each passing day” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  Another supporter 

argued that under the AK Party a significant portion of the Turkish populace was placed in a 

subaltern position, or otherwise put, dismissed: “People went to the protests to be listened to and 

to let their voices be heard.  If their voices had been listened to, it would have not have affected 

Turkey this negatively” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  Another interviewee descrıbed 

one reason for the protests as “Erdoğan’s way of governance (authoritarian non-democratic)” 

(“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  Another Gezi supporter described one of these reasons as 

“the ever-increasing authoritarian attitude of the PM” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).   

 The supporters of the Gezi protests who I interviewed focused even more intently on the 

moralizing social politics of the AK Party as the initial cause of the protests.  A number of 

interviewees accused the AK Party government of intrusion into the private affairs and lifestyles 

of citizens.  When asked what they thought the main reasons for the protests were, one 

interviewee included in their response “the intervention of the state [into the] private issues of 

citizens” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  Another made the very same point, citing the 

government’s “intervention into private issues” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  The same 

interviewee also pointed to the AK Party’s “intolerance towards different lifestyles.”  Another 

interviewee cited as reason for the protest “the current government’s not showing respect to any 

thinking other than their own, and not taking society into account” (“Ethnographic Interviews 

Istanbul”).  Another accused the AK Party of “behaviors that violate the boundaries of personal 

rights and freedoms” (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).   

 One interviewee cited the alcohol restrictions as an example of the kind of actions that 

precipitated the protests (“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”).  Another summarized the 
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approach of the AK Party as “imposing a sharia-based lifestyle” (“Ethnographic Interviews 

Istanbul”).  These responses reveal an important dimension of the Gezi Park protesters’ 

objections to the AK Party.  They use the terminology of “lifestyle” and “private life” to indicate 

the attempts of the government to insert their own moral agenda into the Turkish public and to 

issue legislation that encourages a conservative Islamic lifestyle in opposition to the lifestyle of 

secular liberal classes.  Their use of the term “lifestyle” indicates the protesters’ understanding 

that the politics of the AK Party are aimed at the cultivation of a conservative moral subjectivity.  

Their choice to make this criticism on the site of a future AK Party Neo-Ottoman building 

project indicates their acknowledgment of the connection between the moralistic policies of the 

AK Party and their utilization of architecture, the link that constitutes the spatial politics of the 

AK Party.  One interviewee made this connection explicit when he described the proposed Neo-

Ottoman barracks as a “symbol” of the AK Party’s agenda; they further pointed out that the 

“Gezi Protests were against these symbolic stances toward history” (“Ethnographic Interviews 

Istanbul”).   

 One interviewee’s lengthy but extremely interesting response to the question about the 

main reasons for the Gezi Park protests summarizes the moralizing dimension of the AK Party’s 

politics:   

Because Tayyıp has increasingly been trying to take away the “Islam light” that makes 

Turkey a great place to live.  It is a place where conservatives and liberals live peacefully 

together, but Tayyıp has put a wedge between that.  Also, for years I thought he was an 

OK guy because I saw how he cleaned up Istanbul and kept it out of economic crisis but 

when he took away the outside seating at restaurants in Beyoğlu, I paused, then he put 
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away one of my neighbors’ husbands and another’s father away for conspiracy to 

overthrow the government (and also took away their rights as family men which means 

their families cannot see them), and I was concerned.  Then he established the drinking 

laws and said people could go home after 10:00 and “drink themselves to death” and I 

was angered, and then the bullying and machismo at Gezi Park pushed me over the edge. 

(“Ethnographic Interviews Istanbul”) 

This response is particularly illuminating on a number of levels.  Its terminology alludes to the 

same dimension of lifestyle that other interviewees used, particularly the term “Islam lite,” which 

refers to a specific type of Islam that does not interfere in individuals’ personal decisions about 

their day-to-day lives.  It also implies that this form of lifestyle was a major component of 

Turkish society until the conservative social politics of the AK Party.  This response reveals the 

protesters’ acknowledgment that the moralizing social politics of the AK Party were a deliberate 

shift away from a previous Turkish moral subjectivity.  Further, this response connects the AK 

Party’s manipulation of the urban environment with their conservative moralizing social policies.  

In the list of events that caused him to become anti-AK Party, the interviewee connected 

Erdoğan’s sudden ban on outdoor seating in certain parts of Istanbul with the alcohol restrictions 

instituted by his party.   

In short, the Gezi protesters’ discourse reveals and allows us to describe the connection 

between the AK Party’s social policies and the physical spaces that they build in order to help 

instantiate these policies.  This discourse reveals the spatial politics of the AK Party, which is the 

attempt of the AK Party to utilize an architectural imaginary to enact their social and political 

agenda.  For the AK Party, architecture is not merely a demonstration of their political power 
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success or their social values; it is in fact a means to turn the latter into a reality.  The 

construction of a Neo-Ottoman architectural place-making corresponds with, and is meant to 

actually enable, the creation of a new Turkish moral subjectivity. 

 

 

 

The Ulucanlar Prison Museum 

  

Illustrations 28 and 29: Historic View of the Ulucanlar Prison in Ankara.22 

 

                                                 
22 http://www.ulucanlarcezaevimuzesi.com/default.asp?page=foto&sayfa=detay&id=1 
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Illustration 30: Outside View of the Prison Museum. 

 

 

 

Illustrations 31-33: Images of Ulucanlar Prison Museum.23 

Alongside the Hamamönü project, the Altındağ Municipality completed a project to 

convert the Ulucanlar working prison into a prison museum and small arts district consisting of a 
                                                 
23 http://www.ulucanlarcezaevimuzesi.com/default.asp?page=foto&sayfa=detay&id=2;  
http://www.ulucanlarcezaevimuzesi.com/default.asp?page=foto&sayfa=detay&id=2; 
http://www.ulucanlarcezaevimuzesi.com/default.asp?page=foto&sayfa=detay&id=2; 
and http://www.haritamap.com/yer/115363/ulucanlar-cezaevi.html 
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street devoted to artists’ shops.  The prison was closed in 2006, and the restorations took place 

from 2009-2011.  The former semi-open prison has been transformed into an arts district which 

houses some of the newest and most beautiful buildings in Altındağ.  Looking at photos of the 

area from 2006, one could tell that the prison was in extreme disarray and dilapidation.  Today it 

seems that the gates that once were meant to keep the public safe from the prison seem to have a 

reversed function of separating this now-tourist space from the poverty of its surrounding 

neighborhood.   

I was taken on a private tour around the prison museum by Merve Bayıksel.  She works 

for the museum and has a degree in political science.  Merve informed me that usually three to 

four hundred people visit the museum each day.  During the Ramadan holiday season, the 

museum grossed twelve hundred people in one day.  In the prison museum’s first year, 120,000 

visitors toured the museum (Ulucanlar Semi Open 8).  In order to access the Ulucanlar Prison 

Museum from Hamamönü one must leave the area of Altındağ that has been revitalized and 

venture down streets that are still in disarray and exhibit obvious signs of economic decay and 

poverty.  The moment one leaves the Hacettepe Campus and the rebuilt streets of the arts district 

of Hamamönü, one is surrounded by poverty, decrepit housing, and gecekondus.  These are the 

type of streets that lead to Ulucanlar prison.  I had been warned not to visit the area after dusk.  

 

From Prison to Museum 

The prison was established in 1925.  The building was built in the First National Style 

and is reminiscent of nationalist architecture from that time period (Ҫaylı 370).  The First 

National Style tried to rid itself of foreign influences and went back to using Ottoman influences 
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in order to create a Turkish nationalist architecture. The most vocal Turkish nationalist architect 

of late 1930s was Sedad Hakkı Eldem. He proposed the “Turkish House” which was rooted in an 

essentialist notion of Turkishness.  This time was also marked by many monumental, stone-clad 

government buildings (Bozdoğan, “Architecture” 51).   

The prison had a series of name changes, first having been called The Cebeci General 

Penitentiary, then Ankara Prison, then Ankara Cebeci Civil Prison, Ankara Central Closed 

Prison, and then finally Ulucanlar Prison (Ulucanlar Prison 8).  Ulucanlar Prison was the first 

prison to be built in the Turkish Republic; it was finally closed in 2006.  The inmates were taken 

to a newly-constructed prison in the Sincan neighborhood on the outskirts of Ankara.  My guide, 

Ms. Bayıksel, said that the new prison is more comfortable.  Where the Ulucanlar prison housed 

twenty to fifty prisoners per room, the new prison was constructed to house two to three 

prisoners per room.   

My guide confirmed that the Greater Ankara Municipality originally planned to demolish 

the prison and build a shopping center.  It was the Ankara Chamber of Architects and Engineers 

that stopped the prison from being demolished and replaced by a mall.  When word circulated 

around Ankara that the area would be made into a mall, the Chamber applied to the Cultural and 

Natural Assets Protection Council (Kültür ve Tabiat Varlıklarını Koruma Müdürlüğü) for the 

area to acquire historic protected status (Ҫaylı 371).  Prior to applying for the historical status, 

the Chamber housed a festival in 2007 on the grounds of the then-abandoned prison (Ҫaylı 373).  

This event was meant to bolster public use of the prison, but in fact the majority of the 

festivalgoers were former prisoners.  This event generated ideas on how the restored space would 

be used now that it had acquired protected status, and the ex-prisoners were welcomed and 
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encouraged to share their experiences as prisoners at the festival (Ҫaylı 373-374).  It was at this 

event that the idea of turning it into a museum emerged.  A former lawyer to three students who 

were executed in Ulucanlar in 1972 was documented in the Chamber of Architects oral history 

publication from the festival as saying: 

This is a place that has born witness to so much torture, so many arrests, executions.  

Turning this place into a mall or using it for any other purpose will mean the destruction 

of memories.  In turn, people will not be able to see, hear about, and study these 

memories.  That is why this place has to be defined as a culture center. (Ҫaylı 374;  

Ünalın 24-25) 

The Chamber also held other events at the site to which journalists and writers were 

invited.  One such journalist was Can Dündar, he wrote about experiencing the space: 

I walked through the tiny dark visitors’ chambers, solitary cells that both intimidate and 

enrage, cramped wards, torture rooms, filthy toilets, deteriorated bathrooms, dank 

hallways now ruled by rats. Then I imagined the days when torture tools would be 

exhibited in torture rooms, gallows in courtyards, execution records in wards – days 

when new generations would see all these in an “Ulucanlar Museum.” They would say 

thankfully now all this is in the past,” and walk freely out the heavy iron gates. (Ҫaylı   

376; Dündar 2 July 2007) 

Due to the immense historical significance of the site and the great amount of interest and press 

that it generated, Altındağ Municipality applied for the prison to be considered a historic 

landmark and was successful. Ulucanlar was given the historical landmark designation.  The 

prison was given over to the Altındağ Municipality to implement and manage the restoration 
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project and turn it into a museum and art and culture center (Ulucanlar 10).  After gaining the 

designation of historic landmark, Altındağ Municipality was given the authorization from the 

Greater Ankara Municipality to proceed with their museum restoration plans.  Ulucanlar Prison 

museum became the first and only prison museum in Turkey.   

Ms. Bayıksel stressed that the purpose of the museum was to tell the stories of the 

political, religious, and literary prisoners, not those of the common prisoner.  She also said that 

the prison serves today as a symbol of how Turkey has become more democratic: “in the past 

people in Turkey were imprisoned for their ideas, this does not happen in Turkey today.”  The 

irony of the summer’s Gezi Park arrests seemed to elude her.  Nor did she acknowledge the 

increasing of such imprisonments of journalists in Turkey.  There is, therefore, a clear disconnect 

in the museum’s mission and the political reality in which it is situated.  In 2010, before the 

museum was opened to the public, Eray Ҫaylı (a graduate student at University College London) 

was allowed to visit the Ulucanlar Prison Museum.  His field notes demonstrate that the museum 

was marketed to the public as “being true to the original” and “an opportunity for experiencing 

prison life” (Ҫaylı 369).  This attempt at authenticity deeply resonates with anyone who 

experiences the museum first hand, as the exhibits attempt to graphically illustrate the realities of 

state oppression in early Republican Turkey in ways that fit into the overall AK Party political 

narrative. 

 

Visiting the Prison Museum: On Authenticity and Idealization 

 By touring the museum with Ms. Bayıksel, I experienced the museum from the “official” 

curatorial point of view.  Reading the Ulucanlar literature produced by the Altındağ Municipality 



207 
 

expanded on the “official narrative.”  The Ulucanlar complex is titled “Ulucanlar Prison Museum 

and Culture-Art Center,” and the semi-open prison on the complex grounds is titled “Ulucanlar 

Semi-Open Prison Congress Center;” these designations very deliberately highlight the 

importance of the space as a culture and arts venue, a theme that Altındağ heavily promoted in 

the Hamamönü district also.  It is perhaps the first time a prison museum has been combined 

with the idea of a culture and arts district.   

One of the books provided by the prison museum describes the museum and culture-art 

center with the sentence:  “If someday you happen to visit the jail, after you rub your hands over 

the dusty walls and inhale the smell of humidity, where rats share your bread… freedom and 

time stops…” (Ulucanlar Prison Museum 1). Despite the attempt at authenticity, this description 

did not match the experience I had walking through the Ulucanlar Prison Museum.  The space 

was not dusty, there were no rats, except for one wax rat, and the space smelled fresh.  This is 

what made me question the “restoration” of the prison as a project with any kind of authenticity.  

The building was remodeled and freshly painted.  When I saw pictures of the prison shortly after 

it ceased being a working prison in 2006, I immediately began to question the quality and the 

goals of the renovation.  The feeling the photos mimicked the above description:  the walls were 

crumbling, the floors seemed to be of dirt.  Everything was old and run down.  It was hard to 

imagine that humans lived in this space.  Yet this is not the case when one walks into the newly 

remodeled Ulucanlar Prison Museum.  The floors are new, the outside is paved with brick, and 

the exterior walls have a fresh coat of light pink.  It feels more as if the prison was remodeled to 

be upscale condominiums instead of restored to mimic the reality of prison life.  I walked about 

feeling like this space projected an idealized version of prison life in Turkey.   
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At one point I was taken to a corridor of solitary confinement cells in which a horrid 

audioscape of screams and yelling supposedly amplified the experience.  It was as if only in this 

one corridor was one supposed to feel upset by the space, but this exposure felt very forced and 

contrived.  Had the dank coloring or crumbled bathing commodes been kept one would have felt 

the real-life dread of the prison; instead those items were eliminated and whitewashed and an 

artificial “horror house” type soundtrack was piped in to elicit some sort of emotion.  It also 

seemed rather disrespectful.  After hearing from my guide that ex-prisoners are the most frequent 

visitors to the prison museum, I felt that this section must have seemed weirdly contrived; the 

other revitalized sections also featured a clear whitewashing of the true conditions of the real 

prison.  Ms. Bayıksel also reported that many families of the ex-prisoners come, and for me it 

seems they, like the rest of the museum patrons, are getting a false impression of the prison life.  

It is as if the prison museum from the very beginning was an afterthought, and the arts street and 

conference center constituted the main goal of the complex.  This was likely due to the fact that 

ultimately the Greater Ankara Municipality had intended to transform the complex into a mall, a 

commercial entity.  Because of the activism of the Chamber of Architects, the prison was 

designated a historic landmark thus not liable to demolition.  My guide’s own information 

confirmed this suspicion; she told me that the museum planners simply looked online to research 

other prison museums and that no money was invested in visiting other prison museums.  This 

also clarifies this odd mixture of prison museum and arts district: the prison restoration was 

necessary for the Altındağ Municipality due to the site’s historic status, and they kept it out of 

necessity but did what they could to monetize the remaining spaces.   



209 
 

 The Ulucanlar Prison book states that “visitors will make a sentimental journey to the 

past, after entering the main door, passing through to the dark, cold, and damp-smelling corridor 

and passing through from the nine and ten wards…” (16). I walked in this very space and did not 

smell any dampness nor feel cold.  When I entered the prison courtyard it looked more like the 

grounds of an art museum rather than grounds that were supposed to conjure the feeling of a dark 

and damp prison.  The wards themselves are supposed to be “created as appropriate in the 

circumstances of the past” (Ulucanlar Prison Museum 24).  In this scenario I felt that, again, the 

space was idealized.  There were only seven wax figures in the room, and the beds had much 

space between them.  Therefore the true, cramped conditions of prison life are not felt in the 

actual experience of the museum.  The room is clean and newly repainted; it does not resemble 

the picture from the operating prison nor does it “remind [one of] the images of prison in the old 

Turkish movies” as the Ulucanlar Prison book suggests (24).  In one area, a grouping of three 

wax figures sits at a small table drinking tea while one wax figure plays the saz.  The setting 

conjures the feeling of friends sitting around a normal table and the atmosphere seems almost 

festive.  This does not seem to fit the idea of prison life in Turkey, or anywhere else for that 

matter (Ulucanlar Prison Museum 31).  When one steps into the hamam, or bath, it looks very 

newly renovated.  In fact the Ulucanlar Prison book does state that “the hamam was renovated 

regarding its original design” (38).  This room again stands as an idealized space and does not 

even visually reflect the original condition of the space. 
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Illustrations 34 and 35: Recreated Cells in the Ulucanlar Prison Museum.24 

If the museum wanted to truly conjure the image of life in a Turkish prison a visitor should be 

walking through a building that would show a similar state of affairs that the former prisoner 

would have witnessed.  The restoration is again actually better described as a renovation by the 

Altındağ Municipality, much in the same vein as the original Hamamönü project.  As with the 

whitewashed stucco of Hamamönü, the reality has been painted away.   

 The former semi-open penitentiary is located on the same grounds as the closed prison.  

This building has been transformed into a culture, art, and conference hall.  This area was not 

considered part of the “protected structure” as declared by the Cultural and Natural Assets 

Protection Council.  Therefore this area was not utilized in an historic way and instead became 

subject to the more familiar urban renewal strategy of the Altındağ Municipality of replacing 

vulnerable, subaltern spaces with art and culture centers.  “Designed as a culture, art and 

conference center this ex-semi-open facility began hosting important events of 

Ankara…Ulucanlar Penitentiary now provides a different journey to all visitors” (Ulucanlar 

Semi-Open 2).  This particular usage of the space is clearly meant to resist any experience of it as 

an historic location or experience.  Moreover, the arts and culture district in this area is clearly of 

greater importance to the municipality, mirroring the attention that the municipality has lavished 

on Hamamönü.  The Ulucanlar Semi-Open Prison book states that there are now “prayer areas 

and toilets [that] resemble luxurious hotels…” (53).  The restrooms are in fact floor to ceiling 

                                                 
24 http://www.ulucanlarcezaevimuzesi.com/default.asp?page=foto&sayfa=detay&id=2 and 
http://www.ulucanlarcezaevimuzesi.com/default.asp?page=foto&sayfa=detay&id=2 
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marble.  The grounds are beautifully landscaped, reinforcing this area as the centerpiece of the 

whole complex.   

The idealized nature of the prison space and the decided focus on the arts and culture 

district at the expense of the museum section demands explanation.  In addition, why (as I 

learned) did the municipality cut out the Chamber of Architects from the planning process, the 

organization that applied for the preservation of the prison?  This was a significant development 

in the planning process, as this was the group originally responsible for the preservation of the 

building in the first place.  The idealized nature of the space and its use as a culture and arts 

district would certainly have run counter to the preservation efforts of the Chamber, and it is 

therefore not surprising that their influence was removed from the planning process, just as had 

occurred in the case of Gezi Park.  It seems that instead of preservation, the space was in fact 

commercialized and monetized: if it was not turned into a shopping mall, it was turned into an 

idealized space that had financial uses and was intended to further the AK Party social narrative 

and political identity.  The Ulucanlar Prison Museum produces revenue through the museum 

entrance fee, artists pay rent in the newly constructed arts district portion of the museum 

complex, and rooms have been refurbished and now are rented out for meeting space. 



212 
 

 

Illustration 36: Ulucanlar Prison Museum Meeting Space.25 

Interviews at the Altındağ Municipality 

 In order to answer these questions and explore in detail the politics behind the restoration 

process, I conducted a series of in-depth interviews with officials intimately connected with the 

municipality and these projects.  I interviewed a curator at the Ulucanlar museum, Merve 

Bayıksel, the public relations manager for the municipality, Ahu Özyakup, and the mayor of 

Altındağ himself, Veysel Tiryaki, about Hamamönü and Ulucanlar’s restoration project.  These 

three interviews led me to believe that the Ulucanlar prison restoration project was an idea that 

originated in the municipality, and particularly with the mayor himself.  Ms. Özyakup used the 

terminology “given” in the sense that “in 2009 the prison was given to Altındağ Municipality 

and they started its restoration project” (“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara”).  She told me that 

the Greater Ankara Municipality wanted to turn it into a mall but that the Altındağ Municipality 

“begged to keep it” (“Ethnographic Interviews Ankara”).  There was no mention of the Chamber 

                                                 
25 http://www.ulucanlarcezaevimuzesi.com/default.asp?page=foto&sayfa=detay&id=2 
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of Architects or architect Gürem Özbayar, figures who I would later find out did in fact play a 

key role in the prison’s transformation into a museum.   

 In a fieldwork interview conducted by Ҫaylı, Gürem Özbayar, the winner of the Chamber 

of Architects 2007 Ulucanlar museum design competition, elaborated on her experience with the 

restoration project.  She revealed that she was part of the restoration project until she voiced her 

intention to keep the prison authentic and historical; this vision clashed with the municipality’s 

own idealized plans, and she was soon fired from the project.  She said that the municipality 

worked with her and her co-architect until one day she came to the museum restoration site and 

saw that new radiators and ceramic washbasins were being installed.  She was concerned with 

the idea of the prison losing its authentic and historical feel; she met with the municipality and 

then after that meeting was not allowed back on the restoration site (Ҫaylı 390-393).  The 

municipality also did not talk with the community members who wanted the prison to be 

preserved in its original state.  Ҫaylı also concluded that those who were initially at the forefront 

of preserving the prison (former political inmates and intellectuals of the Chamber of Architects) 

were excluded from the restoration process, and their opinions were not incorporated into the 

museum (Ҫaylı 393-394).  He astutely asks, is the museum in fact a way to forget the past 

instead of remembering it?  He argues that the repairs in the restoration led to the obliteration of 

the actual past and the decontextualization of the prison’s history (Ҫaylı 394-395).  I would agree 

with Ҫaylı’s assessment.  My own experience (described above) of touring the museum now, 

three years after Ҫaylı’s visit, confirms his point that there exists a distinct lack of authenticity in 

the museum space.   
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Having established that the municipality deliberately transformed the prison museum into 

an idealized space that is fundamentally unconcerned with historic preservation (against the 

wishes of the Ankara Chamber of Architects and others), it is important to ask why this took 

place: what were the ideological motivations for this policy?  I argue that the answer can be 

found in the utilization of the space as a component of AK Party spatial politics.  As with 

Hamamönü, the Ulucanlar complex was constructed in order to remember certain select aspects 

of Turkish national history in order to promote the AK Party’s own vision of the Turkish moral 

subject.  In order to accomplish this project, the prison had to be restored in such a way as to 

serve a historical narrative.  Its original condition was whitewashed in order to contribute to the 

spatially politicized AK Party moralizing project.  As will now be discussed, this also involved a 

reorientation of Turkish national history: the Ulucanlar project became a way to memorialize the 

suffering of pious Turks at the hands of the Turkish Kemalist state, thereby contributing a history 

of oppression that morally legitimizes the reassertion of a public Islamic identity by the AK 

Party. 

 

The Ulucanlar Prison 

During the years of the new Turkish Republic, the number of religious and political 

prisoners rose drastically, as the Kemalist state sought to suppress dissent, and the Ulucanlar 

prison held many of these dissidents.  The prison museum was funded and created by AK Party 

politicians from the Altındağ Municipality in order to showcase the abuses of the past and in 

particular would have  highlighted the oppression of non-elite, religious citizens.  This point is 

made all too clear in one of the wards where piped over the loudspeaker are sounds of guards 
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yelling at tortured prisoners all to the background of traditional türkü folk music.  The auditory 

message to the visitor is:  those of a certain political, religious and cultural past were tortured 

here.  The museum was made to honor and remember these prisoners.   

Prominent devout Muslim personalities such as Necip Fazıl Kısakürek (1904–1983) and 

İskilipli Mehmed Atıf Hoca (1875–1926) were featured prominently among the lists of the 

prisoners in the museum.  Kısakürek was one of the most significant devout Muslim dissidents of 

the early Republican period and was known for his principled and intellectual stance against 

Kemalist reform projects.  He was the owner of the highly influential magazine The Great East 

(Büyük Doğu), whose first issue was published on September 1, 1943.  The magazine became a 

major vehicle of protest against the Kemalist regime and its westernizing policies, to all of which 

Kısakürek was stridently opposed (Yıldız 584). Though the magazine ceased publication in 

1951, its wide influence among anti-Kemalist circles certainly helped earn Kısakürek a place in 

the Ulucanlar prison.  İskilipli Mehmed’s crime was even more intangible.  The author of tracts 

opposed to Westernization published in the 1920s was hanged at Ulucanlar prison on February 4, 

1926 for violating the famous Republican legislation that regulated Muslim headgear in the new 

Turkish Republic.   

It is no coincidence that the museum focuses on the lives of prisoners such as these.  

Political prisoners make up the bulk of what is displayed to the public, including displays of their 

personal effects such as prayer beads and copies of the Qur’an.  By focusing on political 

prisoners, the museum brings attention to the pattern of political oppression that was wrought 

under previous Kemalist regimes in Turkey.  In doing so, the museum outlines a history of 

modern Turkey in which devout Turks were oppressed under the Kemalist state until they were 
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freed under the current government.  The museum, as part of the AK Party’s spatial politics, 

participates in the AK Party narrative of the party as an engine of human rights reform after 

years of Kemalist oppression, using a simplified and idealized narrative of Kemalist oppression 

that is supposedly ended with the election of the AK Party.  While emphasizing the devout 

Muslims and other political prisoners who were imprisoned in the facility, the museum does little 

to engage with the context of contemporary political prisoners in Turkey.  The only reference the 

museum makes to contemporary prisoners in Turkey is the museum’s gift shop which sells 

handicrafts from today’s prisoners.   

 The AK Party municipality’s idealization of the space and its employment of the prison 

museum in a historical narrative of the oppression of devout Muslims under Turkish Kemalists 

necessitated the elimination of certain key components of the actual experience of the prison 

itself that did not fit this narrative.  The actual living conditions of the prisoners, as has been 

described, were whitewashed by the restoration.  Furthermore, the fact that this prison continued 

with these conditions until 2006 (under the AK Party government) was conspicuously absent 

from my guided tour of the prison museum and was not featured on museum signage or 

brochures.  This important point is hidden because it blurs the emphasis of the museum 

restoration as an accusation of oppression pointed at the Kemalists on behalf of pious Turks.   

  Ҫaylı points to the documentary film, Ölücanlar (“Dead Souls” - a play on the name of 

the prison being named Ulucanlar, which means “Sublime Souls”) by Murat Özçelik as actual 

evidence of the conditions of the prison until 2006.  Ҫaylı describes the film’s importance in that 

 it portrays how different Ulucanlar used to actually look like before renovation. The  

 barbed wire surrounding the prison grounds and the iron mesh over the courtyards are  
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 now absent in the museumified Ulucanlar.  Also gone are the sort of wall writings  

  Özçelik encounters as he walks through the abandoned wards: I was tortured until  

 10.11.2000. (385) 

The documentary also shares the darker side of the prison, a side that I failed to see in the 

museum.  Özçelik having been a prisoner in Ulucanlar, shared his experience: 

The bathroom evokes very different sentiments in me. Here they beat us with iron planks.  

That’s how a friend died. My own thumb and head were also smashed. (Ҫaylı 385) 

The documentary also features a former female inmate talking about her prison experience:  

The clothes of our friends who were killed and whose bodies were taken away were 

stored here. All the way from the infirmary up to here the hallway was covered with  

bloody clothes, shirts and jackets. (Ҫaylı 385) 

Like the conditions of the original prision, the current prison population is also forgotten and 

hidden from view in the museum restoration.  Little to no information is related about the current 

whereabouts of the prisoners who inhabited the run-down prison until 2006.  This again, like 

Hamamönü, constituted an attempt on the part of the municipality to hide from view the 

subaltern inhabitants of the neighborhood. 

 Surprising to Ms. Bayıksel, the curator, and other staff members of the Ulucanlar Prison 

Museum is that the highest number of visitors are former prison inmates.  They come back again 

and again.  They describe the prison as a type of school for them.  Every week the visitors fill up 

the visitor book.    She said that the museum staff was not expecting this.  Here, in fact, these 

invisible populations are making themselves visible.  They are coming to the space, interacting 

with the place within which they were once incarcerated.  Ms. Bayıksel also described a common 
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occurrence at the museum: ex-prisoners taking their family members on tours of the museum.  

She said they often point out where they used to stay, in which room.  She said that many people 

cry here. 

 

Cultural Capital and Neoliberalism in the Ulucanlar Culture and Arts Center  

 It is not the most common or natural combination for an arts street to be located in a 

former prison and to be next to a prison museum.  The cells that each feature individual 

entrances from the long corridor courtyard house separate artists.  When I went to the arts district 

to interview the artists many said they were retired and now working here part time.  One artist I 

interviewed, I will refer to him as Ümit, said he opened his shop one year ago.  He is forty-seven 

years old.  He said mostly tourists come, locals, and then Turks from other cities.  He said he is 

not sure yet if this will be successful.  He said they need more advertising.  He set up shop here 

(he shares the shop with another artist that does Ebru, while he sells jewelry) because he liked 

the old building; it was historic.  He liked the surroundings. 

Another artist, I will refer to her as Jülide, is also retired.  She is a retired mechanical 

engineer who now makes and sells jewelry, glass art and ceramics.  She shares the space with her 

friend who makes and sells “stone babies” (a folkloric art form utilizing joined stones to make 

human shapes).  She said that many of the artists here are retired.  She said many people come 

from the courses that are popular in Turkey and Ankara.  Generally the artists are women.  She 

said there are maybe a few men (four or five out of the forty).  She also mentioned Gezi Park on 

her own accord; by this time in my fieldwork in Ankara I knew not to bring up the issue myself.  

She was strongly in support of the protests, and accused the USA of a covert plan to partition 
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Turkey among its enemies and argued that the USA hates Turkey because they are close with 

Iran.  She said that the current prime minister is harming Turkish society and that currently only 

religious people have real rights in Turkey.  What is important here is that the municipality does 

not seem to be selecting artists for this district based on their pro-AK Party views. This indicates 

the municipality’s assumption that the existence of an arts district is a good in and of itself, a 

view that is amply demonstrated by the Hamamönü project.  What is important for the AK Party- 

led municipality is that the Ulucanlar project serves as a vehicle for gentrification and the 

creation of a built environment that reorients Turkish public space. So long as Turkish public 

space is made to suit the Sunni nationalist stance of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism, so long as it is 

whitewashed like the outside of Hamamönü and the inside of the Ulucanlar prison museum, what 

actually occurs within these spaces away from public view is of little concern to the spatial 

politics of the AK Party. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has argued that the protest at Gezi Park and the protesters’ connection 

between the moralizing social policies of the AK Party and their redevelopment plans at Gezi 

Park point to the link between the AK Party’s manipulation of the Turkish built environment and 

its political program.  This link is an example of what I have termed the spatial politics of the AK 

Party.  The Gezi Park protesters’ vision for the use of that space hinted at a genuinely pluralistic 

social vision that fundamentally clashed with the spatial politics of the AK Party.  The events at 

Gezi demonstrated the limits of the AK Party public imaginary, which cannot tolerate plurality, 



220 
 

at the expense of a whitewashed Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism that showcases conservative 

social policies within the architectural boundaries of a Neo-Ottoman architectural imaginary.   

 The Ulucanlar case forms an illustrative contrast with Gezi Park because in this case, 

protests did forestall the destruction of an historic space that was also intended to be demolished 

to make room for a shopping complex.  However, as my interviews and fieldwork have 

demonstrated, this building only remained because it was ultimately appropriated by the AK 

Party-led Altındağ municipality in Ankara that was able to wrest control of the site away from 

groups such as the Chamber of Architects that fought for its genuine historic preservation.  

Instead, the restoration project presented a highly idealized version of the prison’s history that 

ignored the squalid conditions of the original building and focused only on political prisoners put 

there by the Kemalist regime.   

The prison exhibits in particular emphasized devout Muslim political prisoners who were 

imprisoned there due to their religious objections to the Kemalist regime.  The contemporary 

inmates of the prison and the conditions they endured were hidden, and instead the prison 

became a way to highlight the injustices of older Kemalist regimes while at the same time 

casting the current AK Party regime as a champion of human rights.  The museum emphasized 

that the Kemalists oppressed the devout Muslims of Turkey, and now these devout Muslims have 

taken control of the government and the public to establish freedom and democracy in place of 

Kemalist secularism.  Despite the intentions of the original protesters associated with the Ankara 

Chamber of Architects, the Ulucanlar complex has become a project to reorient Turkish 

historical memory in the Altındağ neighborhood so as to underpin the spatial politics of the AK 

Party being enacted there under the leadership of the municipality.  This is the reason why 
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Ulucanlar stands, and why Gezi Park will most likely ultimately be destroyed: Ulucanlar was 

capable of being whitewashed and idealized; it was capable of being employed in the spatial 

politics of the AK Party.  As with the other case studies analyzed in this dissertation, it was 

allowed to stand because it was successfully manipulated to promote AK Party social policies 

and AK Party historical memory.  Again, the Turkish built environment under the AK Party is 

only seen as valuable insofar as it contributes to the conservative social vision of the party.  

Anything that cannot be whitewashed must be erased.  Architecture is not merely an ornament 

for the AK Party’s social politics: it is the vehicle for them, and any piece of the built 

environment that is not serving this purpose is conceived of as a direct threat and must be 

neutralized, or to put it another way, whitewashed.   

Moreover, the protests of the construction of a mall on the Ulucanlar Prison site and on 

Gezi Park created the critical action behind the protest of contested AK Party place-making.  

These protesters came together to critically analyze the AK Party’s architectural projects.  The 

motif of the festival employed at Gezi Park in particular gave a carnevalesque nature to the 

protest.  In both cases the AK Party utilized spatial politics to “clean” an area to fit the ideology 

of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.  Unlike Ulucanlar’s small, quiet protests, Gezi protests elicited 

international coverage and sparked the eventual corruption cases brought against the AK Party 

municipalities for their hasty urban renewal projects.   
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION  
 

 “…to read the present in terms of the past by writing the past in terms of the present”  

–Lamont Lindstrom26  

 

In the age of the neoliberal and Neo-Ottoman hegemony of the AK Party, the physical 

space and place of Turkey is shifting to showcase the ideologies of the ruling power.  I have 

mapped here the terrain of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism as it is played out to construct profit-

generating tourism businesses in places that were once deemed “degenerate” or “unclean” by the 

AK Party.  This dissertation focuses on the various aspects of spatialized politics of the AK Party 

as performed through artistic programing, arts districts, and urban renewal projects.  I outline 

policies of urban renewal and artistic programing in Istanbul and Ankara since 2006.  All the 

cases under examination stand as examples of the shaping of the built environment according to 

AK Party economic, social, and political ideals.  By analyzing specific examples of spatial 

politics, this project attempts to map how the AK Party inscribes their power on the built 

landscape over and against the protests of certain counter groups in Turkey.  The AK Party’s 

utilization of the Ottoman past in order to accomplish this goal idealizes the Sunni Turkish 

elements of Ottoman history as well as the AK Party’s own adherence to and faith in 

neoliberalism, which helps explain why attracting consumers and creating profitable 

commercialized areas are such key priorities in the cases analyzed here.   

                                                 
26 Lindstrom, Lamont “Leftamap Kastom: The Political History of Tradition on Tanna, Vanuatu.” Reinventing 
Traditional Culture: The Politics of Kastom in Island Melanesia. Ed. Roger M Keesing and Robert Tonkinson. 
Special issue of Mankind 13 (1982) : 316–329. 
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However, the central argument of this dissertation is that the AK Party’s utilization of the 

Ottoman past is not simply driven by economic motives, but is animated by a specific cultural 

ideology that I call Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism.   Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism is utilized in 

the arts and urban renewal projects by the AK Party that frame the Ottoman past in orthodox 

Sunni Muslim and Turkish terms.  These art programs and urban renewal projects benefit the AK 

Party politicians as well as the Turkish Islamic bourgeoisie which forms one of the key 

constituencies of the AK Party.  This dissertation presents the overarching argument that 

Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomanism displays contemporary cultural capital through art, arts districts, 

and urban renewal projects.  This dissertation has discussed concrete examples of how this was 

achieved by the AK Party through Istanbul’s application and year as the European Capital of 

Culture and the Hamamönü restoration project and how counterpublics emerged in reaction to 

this reappropriation of public space through the protest sites of Istanbul’s Gezi Park and the 

Ankara’s Ulucanlar Prison complex.   

My introductory chapter summarized my dissertation’s overall argument and set up the 

theoretical framework of this project.  Chapter two gives a historical analysis of Turkey.  Chapter 

three outlines my use and expansion of Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital.  My project 

discusses dynamics in Turkish urban renewal projects in terms of two conflicting place-making 

attempts over Turkish space: one that is created by the AK Party’s manipulation of public space 

and another that stands as a countermovement made up of protests of said manipulation of public 

space. I also argue that the AK Party’s manipulation of public space results in a significant shift 

in the cultural capital valued in the Turkish urban landscape. Both theories are used to 

demonstrate the AK Party regime’s manipulation of public space that I argue shapes the public 
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sphere and determines what kinds of cultural capital has worth in Turkish society today.  I 

elaborate on the manipulation of public space in contemporary Turkey by Erdoğan and other AK 

Party officials, and I discuss how this process silences and marginalizes certain populations in 

Istanbul and Ankara.   

In chapter four I illustrated Istanbul’s designation as the European Capital of Culture and 

argued that the branding of Istanbul as the European Capital of Culture was a way to justify 

“cleaning” areas of the city of unwanted citizens, i.e., the Roma in the Sulukule neighborhood.  I 

also argued that the programing within the application to become the European Capital of 

Culture revealed the elements of Istanbul’s cultural heritage (read cultural capital) that were 

officially approved by the AK Party. Chapter five described and analyzed the AK Party’s urban 

renewal project in the Hamamönü neighborhood in Ankara and argued that an arts district that 

romanticizes the Ottoman past was created and used to justify the gentrification of a low-

socioeconomic neighborhood while simultaneously stripping the area of its once historical 

elements.   My sixth chapter on Gezi Park and Ulucanlar argues that a counterpublic emerged 

and reacted to the AK Party’s hegemonic, moralistic, and highly politicized re-orientation of 

public space in both Istanbul and Ankara.  These counterpublics used specific opposition 

narratives to oppose the social and politically hegemonic aims of the AK Party’s spatial politics 

and to also assert their right to certain areas of the city in the face of the architectural place-

making constructed by the AK Party.   
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Who Has the Right to the City? 

When analyzing the urban landscape in contemporary Turkey under AK Party rule, it is 

important to follow Henri Lefebvre and ask: who has the rights to the city?   My project stands as 

an ethnography between conflict of an idealized architectural public that supports the policies 

and social vision of the AK Party and the protesters against said public.  Habermas described the 

public sphere as an opposition to the government, an idealized, utopian space that was supposed 

to be public opinion voiced without the involvement of the government.  My work, however, 

shows how governments cannot be taken completely out of the public sphere narrative when we 

use architecture as our text.  Just as Michael Warner elaborated on the nature of the text with 

respect to the public sphere, in that he defined the public sphere as any readable text, I have built 

on his argument to use architecture as the text by which to analyze public place-making (i.e., 

making meaning onto spaces).  I use Nancy Fraser’s idea of counterpublics to illustrate the 

contested public of the Gezi Park protesters which emerged in Turkey to oppose the 

manipulation of public space by the AK Party.   

It is not my purpose, however, to characterize these former spaces and neighborhoods as 

romanticized, idealized spaces.  In fact, many of these areas were in need of repair and 

restoration; yet it was the systematic displacement of subaltern populations that indicated that 

those with politics similar to the AK Party, those with a certain level of financial resources and 

the proper cultural capital, were considered to possess more of a right to these redeveloped 

spaces.  Furthermore, the economic and ideological motivations behind these projects prioritized 

profit and speed, and thus often resulted in poor-quality “restoration” that destroyed the history 

they were ostensibly honoring. The fetishization of Ottoman folkloric culture and the use of art 
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and artistic expression to justify gentrification is also extremely significant because it shows 

which type of culture was significant and deemed cultural capital, i.e., culture that allowed its 

bearers to attain prominence in society.  Islamic art was considered “art” while secular products 

were only considered “handicrafts,” thereby placing more importance, more cultural capital, on 

sacred products.  Art and handicrafts in Hamamӧnü also becomes a key neoliberal pursuit in that 

it is used to bolster economic activity and helps create the necessary components of the art and 

culture district that is marketed to domestic and international tourists.   

David Harvey asks who has the rights to remake the city, posing this question in terms of 

human rights.  My project reveals that the use of human rights discourse in this context is more 

complex, and reveals the multiple voices that are creating overlapping experiences of the “right 

to space.”  This argument is complicated further when AK Party officials use rhetoric of 

“cleaning up” the city, which is a type of human rights discourse in and of itself, to justify 

removing certain populations from certain areas of the city. My research shows that the poor and 

marginalized lack formal rights to the spaces they inhabit in the city.  This lack of rights is based 

on the distinction between “unproductive” versus productive space of permanent structures and 

neoliberal agendas that make up contemporary place-making.  In an age of neoliberalism we see 

the use of “productive” space narratives swaying the general public.  We also see art and culture 

used as tools to placate and sway the public to support the urban renewal projects.  Yet only 

certain types of artists inhabit the space and only certain types of art are sold and created in these 

spaces.     

One key dynamic at play in all of the case studies is how the AK Party’s access to power 

is enabled by the further marginalization of subaltern populations in urban Turkey, such as the 
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Roma, low-socioeconomic renters, and rural migrant gecekondu populations in Istanbul and 

Ankara.  These marginalized voices in society were pushed out of residential and public spaces 

and silenced by the rhetoric of development projects that promised to “clean up” the city.  These 

urban renewal projects and the subsequent arts and culture programing attempted to make these 

residents into docile subjects of the political and economic agenda of the AK Party.  The 

residents lost the power to their space in the city center, and the urban renewal projects 

dislocated the residents either into public housing or to alternative low-rent areas, which tended 

to place them further on the periphery of the city. 

My project reveals the multiplicity of differing publics who can exist at similar times 

under differing power dynamics.  Just as the gecekondu culture emerged in urban areas in Turkey 

from the 1950s that created unofficial space in urban areas for the rural migrant, today we see 

these very people pushed out of these spaces to accommodate an upwardly mobile and upwardly 

powerful Islamic bourgeoisie of AK Party political leaders and followers.   People were taking to 

the streets to make sure their right to the city is heard, showing that they were not in fact docile 

subjects who could be easily manipulated out of their space in the Turkish city.  The initial days 

of protest at Gezi Park were led by a coalition of protesters in a group that called itself “Right to 

the City” which petitioned Istanbul’s Council of Cultural Heritage to protect the park (Cassano 

1).  Graffiti in Gezi Park, for instance, was an effective tool used to mark an official space in an 

unofficial way.  We can observe the push and pull between official and unofficial narratives as 

the government whitewashed protest graffiti and described this process as “beautification” 

efforts, yet the same act can be read as censorship of the protest.  Graffiti becomes a tool used by 

the disadvantaged to ascribe meaning to space and stands as a type of counter place-making that 
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can be juxtaposed with official AK Party urban renewal place-making efforts. Tagging the city 

demonstrates a relation to place and allows the expressing of a counter voice.  In other words, 

graffiti extends the notion of place and to whom it belongs.  Graffiti stood as the unofficial 

marking of one’s identity on a part of the city the protest public was fighting for.  As the AK 

Party fought to use “cleansing” rhetoric to gentrify the area, the protesters utilized graffiti to tag 

these areas.  This led to the demonizing further of the group but it also was a way for their voices 

to been seen and heard.    

Just as the unwanted rhetoric inscribed via graffiti in Gezi Park was whitewashed by the 

AK Party, so too were the unwanted and unclean inhabitants of Istanbul and Ankara, namely the 

poor renters, gecekondu culture, and the Roma of Sulukule.  We must remember that these parts 

of the city are centrally located and therefore prime real estate. Just as with the Greek/Turkish 

population exchange of 1923, “unclean” inhabitants were whitewashed from the surface of the 

country, and these people’s homes and properties were taken and occupied by others. Today it is 

a more subtle population exchange that happens domestically: unwanted contingents are given 

public housing in the periphery of the city which ultimately affects their rights to their once-

central location in the city. The poor renters of Hamamönü were simply forced out, many not 

even given any alternative housing but simply put into a situation where they had to find 

alternative low-rent areas on the outskirts of Ankara. Rhetoric used by AK Party and Erdoğan in 

official speeches and newspaper interviews specifically talked of cleaning these parts of the city. 

The terminology of “cleaning up” Gezi Park was also used to justify the plan to destroy public 

green space near Taksim Square. In all cases moralizing motifs were used to justify urban 

renewal projects that promoted a certain type of cultural capital and a particular framing of the 
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Ottoman past.  In Hamamönü the arts and culture district projected an idealized experience of 

Ottoman history that attracted many pious Turks during Ramadan.  Religious calligraphy and 

Ebru (Ottoman water marbling) were displayed proudly, and the restaurants and cafes that rented 

space in the new arts district were not permitted to obtain a liquor license, as this area was no 

longer being granted liquor licenses at all.  

 

Art and Heritage 

 In this dissertation art is viewed as a tool that is used to produce heritage.  Art can be both 

a medium to display power and can also be used as a resistance mechanism.  In certain forms it is 

utilized by the architectural place-making, i.e., the AK Party’s creation and promotion of arts and 

arts districts.  This is an example of official heritage.  In the AK Party’s application for Istanbul 

to become the European Capital of Culture the types of art and artistic programing selected 

reveal the cultural capital that is promoted by the AK Party and demonstrates how the regime 

marketed Istanbul to an international audience. The artists involved in the Hamamönü arts 

district in Ankara were employed if they fit a certain type of artistic practice, such as folkloric 

arts of a rural past, the Ottoman water marbling tradition of Ebru, or Islamic calligraphy.  Art is 

also a tool used to resist narratives of official heritage.  Gezi Park, for instance, saw many 

performance artists involved in the protests, and the protests themselves took on an artistic flair, 

from the whirling dervish in a gas mask to the standing man protest.  

With questions of cultural capital and heritage one must ask: whose version of heritage is 

being displayed? Where are these heritage motifs occurring? When are these heritage memories 

on display? And finally: who is given the power to display his or her cultural heritage?  What is 
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interesting in the cases under consideration here is the shift from Kemalist nationalism to AK 

Party versions of Turkish national identity.  Urban renewal projects here serve as a tangible 

medium wherein conceptions of national identity are physically displayed.  These shift with 

political will and power; hence under Kemalist municipal regimes in Ankara, one could say that 

pious Muslims were silenced in the urban landscape, though the opposite is now taking place in 

neighborhoods such as Hamamönü. 

We must also remember that heritage is not static: it changes with changes in political 

power, which themselves are of course not static.  How heritage in the Turkish city is understood 

and framed is continually subject to the goal and ideology of existing power regimes.  Ruinous 

Greek Orthodox churches in Istanbul are not being restored; neither was the Roma heritage of 

Sulukule, which dated to the eleventh century, preserved.  Instead, construction projects that 

employ few, if any, art historians or archaeologists are granted the power to tear down significant 

historical areas and rebuild them according to their own particular Ottoman imaginaries.  These 

newly constructed areas are owned and utilized by AK Party politicians and members of the 

Islamic bourgeoisie, thus increasing their rights to the city.  

Heritage is also a commodity, something produced for outside consumption in order to 

financially enrich the vision of the elites.  The production of heritage and the production of 

political elites are in line with political place-making and remaking. My dissertation analyzes a 

specific moment in Turkish contemporary history by looking at components of cultural heritage 

(architecture and art) as texts of power, and the subsequent protests generated by this use of 

heritage as acts of asserting one’s rights to try and reclaim and retain existing people’s rights to 

the city landscape.  This project looks at the specific ways in which Ottoman heritage was 
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framed and presented in an effort to establish an interpretation of Ottoman tradition that supports 

the cultural vision of Erdoğanian Neo-Ottomansim with respect to how the city and country 

should be displayed to outsiders and insiders.   

At the heart of this dissertation lies the tension between rebuilding and restoration, and 

modernization and historicization.  I analyzed who has the power to project the vision of Turkey, 

how history is currently being framed by people in power positions, and whose history and 

heritage is being silenced.  The cultural capital promoted by this idealization of Ottoman heritage 

is that of the pious, Islamic bourgeoisie.  The recreation of the Ottoman past benefits these 

populations while at the same time subjugates the Roma and the lower socioeconomic Turk who 

once occupied space within the urban centers but are now demonized and “cleansed” from these 

parts of the city by AK Party urban renewal projects.  Protest counterpublics such as Gezi Park 

and Ulucanlar put into question place-making by elites and the top-down use of public space to 

promote one vision of cultural heritage at the expense of others.  

 

Further Research Ideas 

The issue of the AK Party’s architectural Neo-Ottomanism is both inherently interesting 

and also a subject which can make an important contribution in comparative analysis. Therefore, 

in the future, I could elaborate on this initial research and place my dissertation study within the 

broader historical context of efforts throughout history to reshape urban space to fit political 

visions. One could expand this project to compare contemporary Turkey with other post-imperial 

Muslim societies. Or, one could find contemporary instances of the more secularist Turkish 
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political party, the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) creating their own 

exclusivist place-making attempts. 

Another issue I would like to further explore is the tension inherent in the ethnographer’s 

role in areas of contestation and conflict.  In areas of contestation and conflict, the researcher can 

be viewed by outside parties (such as security forces) as either a neutral observer or an activist 

participant.  Even more, there is no way for me to demonstrably prove to outside parties that I am 

solely a researcher.  And further, in a zone of contestation is not the act of research itself a way 

of taking sides in the conflict?  Is my choice of this topic in and of itself a type of activism?  

When I was standing by the protesters in Gezi Park doing participant observation research there 

was no way to distinguish me from the protesters.  I was not there as an activist, yet my stance 

and position would not have protected me from this assumption.  How does one create work that 

is not activist oriented and how do activists do ethnographic research?  I would like to continue 

to ponder these issues and put my fieldwork experience in conversation with other ethnographers 

that have had to deal with the same issues.  
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