
■»Zr ^-PJitlipf

■
C 
r J*

Y^/zz
• ?/IV '“X/-

< i4 r*

Li. S
. 3..I

.zzz./zzz/Av *

5
p/7.-
in op i;s
vzKm

r -r- . .•//. . ». ... •

[..lu C/t.lk

G.tFl-tj

'.uuil

-rtojiie

It Sciu-panfo

£/e
/Ivzzzz.z

Ihirut'
k-xjpkifursM'

:/A-r^ r. 
j 6* Jl»Xv/».”z

<* . ’-•* '75^
Z'zzzzz.'.'.z.'ZZ'.

?c y Su/i.ui/ii 
(hn<'//tiss<"'

"jL'plicle x/V
J ,• A C5 
C r* S

.Ci A N D/TSl ' Y' -«_ H?;

.?7W
/ZZU-.ZZJZ.*

> ’ , 1 'Sciro,

S »..■■’ J" 
/i. ire tn it

r \ jp/uL* Xi'
JC/jfezCv.z.zzzip :

ftyiUHCH . tAJ.-.&u'.fe*
MA Jks

itl.ti'^ . ('ui.iiin
lf.tr.itr P.t/t.ft.-fti' "___ _

-l- {' ■ ~

hti.‘iw |
. ‘ I.nixTu

7?rzzzfc v. X •6’’Zv»*»

ulndro
i »/-’•

^^^TURQUIE
-A/Wf />/x'/eu/^ 

v' Fl iarti1 ni ck,-> ’■ '’•^si1 

\ 11 ftlpar granites Provincesci Gouwr

SPATIAL CONCEPTIONS
OF THE NATION

MODERNIZING GEOGRAPHIES IN
GREECE AND TURKEY

EDITED BY
P. NIKIFOROS DIAMANDOUROS, THALIA 

DRAGONAS AND (ZAG LAR KEYDER



SPATIAL CONCEPTIONS OF THE NATION
Modernizing Geographies 

in Greece and Turkey

Edited by
P. Nikiforos Diamandouros, Thalia DragonasAND QAGLAR KEYDER

TAURIS ACADEMIC STUDIES 
an imprint ofI.B.Tauris Publishers

LONDON • NEW YORK



12 Narratives of Istanbul’s Ottoman Heritage
Ay$e Oncii

The idea of Istanbul as a world city has become the site and symbol of 
Turkey’s aspirations in the era of neo-liberalism. Future visions of the 
city and of the nation have become inextricably bound in public, 
popular and scholarly discourses. Istanbul’s promotion as a world city 
has breached the canons of official historiography, calling forth new 
interpretations of its Ottoman legacy and contemporary location. In 
the process, Istanbul’s multiple and multi-layered pasts have become 
the negotiating ground of alternative political projects, not only for 
the city, but also for the nation.

My purpose in this chapter is to explore how competing versions of 
Istanbul’s past, and political claims to its heterogeneous present are 
intertwined in the power struggles currently reshaping the social 
topography of the city. Below, I begin with a brief section on Istanbul 
in the cosmology of Turkish nationalism and modernity. Then I turn 
to the current resurgence of interest in Istanbul’s Ottoman history 
and its transformation into a key site of political struggles among 
groups with opposing claims to the present of the city. Throughout, 
my emphasis is on the present-pasts of Istanbul, as they are 
articulated in a host of commercialized forms in the segmented 
cultural markets of the city.

Mythical antagonism between Ankara and Istanbul
The endlessly rich symbolism around the polarity between Ankara 
and Istanbul has been one of the central axes of modern Turkish 
history and culture. Ankara is the product of twentieth-century 
nationalism, at once the home and the symbol of a new official culture 
associated with it. Its growing prominence as the capital city of the 
new nation can be portrayed as the clearest realization of the Turkish 
mode of modernization. By contrast, Istanbul is the archetypal 
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imperial city, representing all the cosmopolitan forces that flowed 
through Ottoman life. Its dramatic decline during the interwar 
decades signified more than the death of a multiethnic, multi
religious empire. It became emblematic of Ottoman decadence, 
pollution, miscegenation, against which the purity of a new national 
culture - located in Ankara - could be imagined. Since then polarities 
between the two cities have been continuously elaborated and 
reconstituted in modern Turkish literature, music as well as cinema, 
as a way of articulating competing political ideas as well as alternate 
visions of the past and the future.1

In its broader contours, this story is reminiscent of legendary 
polarities elsewhere - between such cities as St Petersburg and 
Moscow; Beijing and Shanghai, or Cairo and Alexandria for instance. 
As Svetlana Boym points out, ‘many dreams of East and West’ have 
been inscribed onto the 'mythical antagonism between Moscow and St 
Petersburg’ in different versions of Russian history. Implicit in the 
names of these cities are ‘layers of contested memories, unrealized 
utopian dreams and serial destructions’ that continue to haunt them 
in post-communist Russia.1 Equally dramatic are the paradoxes of 
Chinese history that link Shanghai and Beijing. The glamour and 
mystery associated with Shanghai's name in the 1920s and 1930s - as 
the Paris of the East - became the target of Chinese communism after 
1949. Its cosmopolitanism, so richly documented by Leo Ou-fan Lee in 
his Shanghai Modem2, was debased as ‘a bastion of evil, of wanton 
debauchery and rampant imperialism'. Modern Beijing emerged 
through giant obliterations of major architecttural projects, as 
'Shanghai did tacit penance for its past Babylonian ways'/ This 
reminds us of the story of Alexandria, the pre-eminent port city of the 
eastern Mediterranean, with the glittering life of its bourgeoisie and 
subsequent decline. A scholarly volume titled Alexandria Modern may 
never be written, because the Egyptian city lacks the vibrancy of con
temporary Shanghai, which has redirected attention back to its 
cosmopolitan past. Present-day Alexandria has been (re)linked to 
Cairo as a plush seaside resort for the new rich of the post-infitah era.

The ruptures and dislocations of twentieth-century nationalisms 
have reshaped the historical trajectories of all these cities. The 
dissolution of empires - classical and colonial - have created new 
political spaces and meant the eclipse of world cities such as 
Shanghai, Alexandria or St Petersburg. The consolidation of modern 
centralized states has enhanced the power of national capitals such as 
Beijing, Moscow or Cairo. In each case, the names of these cities have 
become suffused with cultural-political meanings and become 
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emblematic of binary oppositions such as progress and backwardness, 
tradition and modernity, past and present. And now, at a historical 
moment we have come to name the neo-liberal era, the relationship 
between these cities - both as locales and significant tropes -has once 
again become the negotiating ground of ongoing transformations.

Over the past two decades, Istanbul’s growing prominence in the 
transnational arena has undermined the entire conceptual architec
ture of republican politics, with its imaginative centre in Ankara. In 
the rhetoric of neo-liberalism, Ankara’s name has become emblematic 
of a bygone era of state planning, associated with an overblown 
bureaucratic apparatus, cumbersome state enterprises and inept (if 
not actually corrupt) governments. It is now Istanbul - as a bridge or 
door between continents, civilizations and cultures - that symbolizes 
the nation’s imagined future in transnational markets and its political 
aspirations in Europe. This has led to a resurgence of interest in the 
city’s Ottoman history, transforming it into a key site of political 
struggles over what national culture might mean, and who owns it, in 
the era of global capitalism.

Marketing Istanbul’s Ottoman heritage
In the world of late capitalism we experience today, large metrop
olises figure prominently as core settings for the display and pro
motion of cultural heritage as a marketable commodity. The blending 
of educational and cultural activities with commerce and enter
tainment has become the dominant feature of what Sharon Zukin has 
referred to as ‘the new symbolic economy of cities’.5 In many North 
American cities, this has paved the way to a proliferation of historical 
theme parks6 or fantasy cities,7 which combine sightseeing with 
shopping and leisure. European cities have witnessed what Andreas 
Huyssen has described as the ‘musealization’ of the past - renovation 
projects have transformed old urban centres into historic sites; whole 
villages and landscapes have been designated as national heritage to 
be preserved, accompanied by a new wave of museum architecture 
designed to make history more accessible to the public.

This transformation of history into a symbolic and economic 
commodity for display and consumption has now become part of 
‘culture generating capabilities of cities’ in transnational markets.8 
Invoking continuities with a legendary past, however ambiguous, 
enhances a city’s attractiveness in the new global game and gives it 
cultural cachet in the competition for foreign investments and tourist 
trade. In many parts of the global South, ranging from Southeast Asia 
to the Middle East, the deliberate creation of cultural-historical 
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packages and marketable pastiches that offer entertainment value 
currently drive transformations of metropolitan space and urban 
culture. There is now an extensive literature on how this process both 
reinforces prevailing inclusions and exclusions in the social fabric of 
cities, and also produces new ones.

Many of the contradictions and cleavages engendered by the 
conversion of Istanbul’s 2000 years of history into commercial 
revenue remain familiar in their generalities. A series of urban 
restoration projects, supported by coalitions of government and 
corporate-run interests, have obliterated from memory some of the 
most densely populated areas of the city, selectively to recreate them 
as historical sites for aesthetic preservation. No published statistics 
inform us how many poor households and small establishments were 
displaced during these massive clearance operations. Numerous old 
neighbourhoods have simply vanished, their streets and lanes erased 
from the map. Others have become progressively gentrified and taken 
over by restaurants, boutique hotels, or souvenir shops selling 
oriental kitsch, marginalizing their old inhabitants and driving out 
the poor from the urban core. All of this - amidst a building boom and 
property speculation of unprecedented scale - has ushered a dizzying 
proliferation of developer-led malls and multiplex clusters, five-star 
hotels, luxury apartment colonies and gated communities across the 
landscape of the city. Thus, within a decade, a new order of polarities 
and segregation has been mapped onto the physical and social topog
raphy of Istanbul.

Throughout, spectacles and events that celebrate Istanbul’s unique 
historical heritage and cultural attractions have invaded the city’s 
public spaces, bringing along with it a profusion of commercialized 
images that defy segregation in physical and social space. For the 
majority of the city’s 12 million inhabitants, however, nearly half of 
whom are recent immigrants, the glorification of Istanbul’s ancient 
history - along with its aesthetic preservation and display in 
segregated tourist spaces - has become the new exclusionary rhetoric 
of the moment. It has served to highlight the diverse cultural pasts 
and multiplicity of ethno-religious heritages in the living present of 
Istanbul. In short, the mass marketing of Istanbul’s history has 
proceeded in tandem with growing visibility and politicization of 
cultural differences among the city’s inhabitants.

Equally if not more significant has been the emergent polarity 
between Istanbul and Anatolia (the homeland of the nation), and this 
is not only a matter of growing disparities of income and population. 
Such disparities have been widening since the 1960s, when Istanbul 
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surged ahead as the growth pole of Turkey’s exuberant import
substituting economy.” But, the concentration of wealth over the past 
two decades, driven by the transnational sectors of the national 
economy, has been of a different scale and order. Istanbul has become 
increasingly autonomous from the national economy and Ankara 
government. And, in the cultural topography of the nation, Istanbul’s 
globalism has become inscribed in opposition to something called 
Anatolian values (Anadolu degerleri). The overwhelming concentration 
of commercially driven culture industries in Istanbul - from 
broadcasting, cinema, art, popular music, all the way to tourism, 
advertising and fashion - have fed into the construction of these 
polarities. All happenings in Istanbul have acquired news value, all its 
scenic neighbourhoods have become familiar through television 
dramas, and the private lives of all its celebrities have been exposed. 
In short, Istanbul has been transformed into a visual spectacle for 
consumption by nation-wide audiences. This has accompanied a 
process articulated as discovering or becoming aware of our Ottoman 
heritage in a host of popular histories and journalistic accounts. The 
idea that we are now discovering what official history has hidden 
from us and breaking taboos to bring it to light, has invaded the 
commercial and cultural spaces of the nation. This notion of a 
counter-official, self-reflexive liberating process of discovering 
Istanbul’s history, and by extension the nation’s heritage, has become 
the underpinning motif in increasing numbers of documentaries; it 
has fostered a boom in memoir writing and autobiographical novels, 
and spawned a new generation of popular period films, which have 
achieved instant box-office success, playing side by side with the 
latest imports from the global best seller market.

Pitched at a more abstract level, Istanbul’s self-promotion as a city 
of culture, and the valorization of its Ottoman heritage in commercial 
markets, has brought into question what national history and national 
culture might mean, and who owns it, in the global era. At a historical 
moment of growing tensions between the national and the 
transnational, Ottoman history has become a political site of 
emergent power struggles. And Istanbul, as the prominent symbol of 
Ottoman legacy, has become the locus of competing political claims to 
the nation’s past.10

To recapitulate, the intensity and complexity of Istanbul’s heritage 
struggles can be located at the intersection of two analytically distinct 
processes, namely (a) a new order of polarities in the urban landscape, 
sharpening the political processes of inclusion and exclusion that turn 
cultural differences into social boundaries, and (b) a paradigmatic 
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shift to Ottoman history as the political site of emergent struggles in 
the national arena.

It goes without saying that these processes are part of a broader 
world-historical conjuncture - blowing winds of neo-liberalism, 
explosive growth of commercial markets, declining cultural 
hegemony of the state, and so forth. In what follows, I will not 
rehearse these generalities. My purpose will be to offer a grounded 
analysis of how competing visions of Istanbul’s Ottoman past, and 
political claims to its heterogeneous present, are articulated in public 
spaces of the city.

Competing narratives of Istanbul’s Ottoman heritage
The catchword multicultural (jok kiilttirlti) circulates in an endless 
variety of commodities across Istanbul’s fragmented public spaces, 
along with such associated phrases as ‘cradle of civilizations’ 
(uygarhklarm besigi), ‘treasury of culture’ (kiilttir hazinesi), ‘cultural 
inheritance’ (kiilttir mirasi), ‘cultural diversity’ (ktilttirel fefitlilik), ‘city 
of culture’ (kiilttir kenti), ‘world city’ (diinya kenti). Such phrases are 
obvious adaptations from the global lexicon of city marketing that has 
swept across the world over the past two decades to become variously 
naturalized in different languages. As they currently circulate in 
Istanbul’s cultural markets - both high and low - they seem to make 
immediate common sense, and sound so familiar as to be beyond 
questioning. They are often used interchangeably, to invoke the 
remembered past and lived present of Istanbul simultaneously, 
suggesting a seamless unity between them. They also convey a sense 
of belonging and connection with Istanbul, which is, as we all know, a 
world city. In short, they mark the parameters of a new urban 
imaginary - devoid of ethno-racial conflicts, dilemmas of urban 
hierarchy or poverty - which connects us together as Istanbulites.

But the very familiarity of these catchwords also means that 
various political actors and power groups pick them up and 
strategically deploy them to narrate alternative political versions of 
the city’s present/pasts. So their dizzying proliferation across various 
commodity, consumer and media markets is the product of a double 
dynamic, both politically informed and interactive. They are 
strategically mobilized, reframed and challenged by political actors 
(both dominant and subordinate) to articulate their own political 
visions and agendas. As such they constitute a popular idiom, or 
repertoire if you will, which allows for multiple, divergent 
interpretations of what multiculturalism was/is all about; which is 
another way of saying that the portmanteau term multicultural
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acquires referential solidity in the context of competing political 
scripts or public narratives.11

In Istanbul’s cultural markets, there are currently two such 
competing narratives (oriented to the global West and to Islam) which 
ebb and flow in cross-reference to one another. These are public 
narratives in the sense that they inform, and knit together an 
enormous range of ongoing cultural events in the cityscape, to lend 
them coherence as part of alternative political scripts.12 They also 
bring the past into the orbit of the present, by furnishing ready made 
scenarios for a plethora of performances, displays, exhibits, as well as 
spatial practices and interventions.

The multiculturalism of belle-epoque Istanbul
For Istanbul’s corporate elite, affluent upper and upper-middle 
classes, as well as public intellectuals, the spirit of Istanbul’s belle 
epoque - towards the end of the nineteenth century -captures 
something akin to its future promise in the global era.13 As it is 
currently framed and configured, turn-of-the-century Istanbul is not 
so much a historically specific conjuncture saturated with politically 
charged events as a timeless moment that brings together a 
constellation of elements - a mixture of intellectual freedoms, 
political emancipation, economic vitality and cultural creativity - and 
ties them with the present through the idea of multiculturalism. It 
also suggests that after decades of provincialism, decay and dreary 
nationalism mandated by Ankara governments, Istanbul is now 
experiencing a rebirth of its identity as a world-class metropolis.

Of course, contemporary reinventions of fln-de-siecle Istanbul as a 
golden moment are not necessarily counter-factual. As many 
historians have pointed out, the Ottoman capital was swept by 
unprecedented changes towards the latter half of the nineteenth 
century, as it became increasingly separated from the rest of the 
imperial realm by special fiscal and political privileges. The relentless 
efforts of Ottoman bureaucrats to modernize the city fabric through a 
series of ambitious physical and social engineering projects, paved the 
way to a renaissance in blended public architecture.11 Rival European 
powers competed with one another in the grandeur of their embassy 
buildings and the glittering life-style of the settler-bourgeoisie 
affiliated with them. The city’s wealthy and educated Greek and 
Armenian bourgeoisie began actively to carve out an urban public 
space of associations, confessional schools, clubs and publications. 
They were at the forefront of a municipal movement that introduced 
a new style of urban life - paved avenues, street cars, gas lighting,
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European style hotels, department stores and cafes. These new spaces 
of urban anonymity, with their modern forms of contact and 
interaction, allowed the upper crust of the Ottoman elite to 
intermingle with the city’s native and foreign bourgeoisie, outside the 
nexus of commerce and trade. They also held the promise of a more 
liberal order, one that could accommodate diverse ideological 
currents - ranging from advocates of constitutional Ottomanism or 
pan-Islamism, to Young Turks of all hues and Christian missionaries of 
every denomination.15

At the same time, however, resurrections of fin-de-siecle Istanbul as 
a proud moment generating important modernist, secular, literary, 
social and cultural experiments, inevitably erased from memory the 
traumatic events and violence that sealed the city’s fate in the early 
part of the twentieth century. As Keyder summarizes it starkly, Tn 
1913, one out of five persons in the geographical area that is now 
Turkey was Christian; by the end of 1923, the proportion had declined 
to one in forty.’16 During these devastating ten years, an estimated 
two-thirds of the Armenian population perished in massacres or from 
deprivation and disease in forced marches, and those who escaped 
death left for other parts of the world. The majority of the Greek 
Orthodox population fled under most adverse conditions, or became 
subject to a forced population exchange. Istanbul’s population 
declined from an all time high of an estimated 1.1 million just before 
the First World War, to around 600,000 by 1922. Bereft of its native 
bourgeoisie, its foreign residents, as well as its imperial household and 
bureaucracy, Istanbul died.17

Contemporary aesthetics and spaces of multicultural Istanbul 
In contemporary Istanbul, visions of the city’s global future and the 
multiculturalism of its nineteenth-century cultural heritage have 
become inextricably bound in public, popular and scholarly dis
courses. In the emergent power configurations of this new order, the 
celebration of Istanbul’s unique historical heritage and distinctive 
cultural legacy has become an imaginative point of consensus among 
various segments of the urban elite. The monumental objects of this 
history are the mosques and churches that naturally grace the land
scape of the city and comprise gratifying testimony to a harmonious 
multi-religious past. Infused with the spirit of globalism, Istanbul’s 
multicultural heritage becomes a portmanteau term to designate an 
imagined past of harmonious cultural coexistence, one that offers the 
potential of openness to cultural flows from across the world, without 
fear of contamination. It also creates a space, in Istanbul’s contem-
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porary corporate circles, in which to appropriate and display a dis
tinctive high-culture that is different from its Western counterparts. 
As Sakip Sabanci, one of Turkey’s most prominent corporate tycoons 
explained in an impromptu press interview:

Outside Turkey, when talking to my partners, I ask ‘How much 
is your capital? How many people you employ?’ The man talks 
about culture. I ask ‘How many subsidiaries? They tell about 
their art collections. So it is not enough to have money in 
transnational markets, money is banal. Business life cannot be 
one sided. It must be combined with culture, education and art. 
My Japanese partner invested what he earned into art, 
established museums, I saw them. I said I must also begin.18

The occasion that prompted these comments was the opening of an 
exhibition featuring Sabanci’s collection of Ottoman headgear. In 
Istanbul’s increasingly transnational corporate culture, sponsoring 
innumerable exhibitions, concerts and performances by artists of 
world stature is more complex than promoting a company image. It is 
an implicit assertion of involvement and contribution to the creation 
or re-creation of a world-class Istanbul - one that celebrates its 
Ottoman heritage of multiculturalism as its distinctive mark of 
identity in transnational space. In its more consumable and popular 
versions - as told in a multitude of photography books, novels, auto
biographies, or performed by swirling dervishes and classical 
musicians - this is a narrative that condenses the entire chronological 
expanse of Ottoman history to highlight what is referred to as the 
‘multiculturalism of nineteenth-century Istanbul’. And in the 
ethnographic present of Istanbul, multiple valences of the word multi
cultural seem to encompass all that is blended - from Sufi electronica 
(cutting-edge beats laced with Sufi Islamic mysticism) to trendy 
nightclubs where the young and the beautiful rise spontaneously from 
their tables and perform a horon (a Black Sea line dance).

In physical space, the rediscovery of Istanbul’s multicultural 
heritage has called attention to the symbolic value of the city’s 
nineteenth-century urban core. Rehabilitation of sites and buildings 
once stigmatized as emblematic of Western hegemony (such as the 
Avenue of Banks - Bankalar Caddesi) has now been reframed as symbol
izing the city’s European heritage. In the competitive world of large 
corporations, investing in the restoration of such buildings and con
verting them to new cultural and educational uses (museums, libraries 
and conference centres) has moved to the forefront civic responsibility
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projects that promote company images. And among Istanbul’s pro
fessional or creative elites, the preservation of the city’s nineteenth
century neighbourhoods has become equivalent to and more chic 
than restoring its ancient Islamic architecture and monuments.

Needless to say, skyrocketing property values and speculative 
investments in property markets drive the ongoing gentrification of 
the nineteenth-century urban core of Istanbul. But the narrative 
framing of this process in the language of cultural diversity and 
pluralism also feeds into the silencing of forced displacements and 
deportations associated with the Christian and Sephardic histories of 
such neighbourhoods.

This process of silencing is not a straightforward matter of keeping 
quiet or denying the occurrence of horrific events in the past, but 
narrating them as parts of a script that makes alternative claims 
irrelevant or trivial. As Ralph Trouillot once phrased it, silence is not a 
void, but is always ‘filled with narratives of power’.19 The workings of 
power reveal themselves by making some narratives possible, while 
silencing others. Silencing occurs through the rendering of past 
events, such that ‘one cannot conceive within the range of possible 
alternatives, that which perverts all answers because it defies the 
terms under which the questions were raised.’20

So, by emphasizing silence, I am not referring to public censorship 
of violent events that are known to have happened. In fact, the 
boundaries of permissible public discourse on the fate of Istanbul’s 
bygone Christian and Sephardic bourgeoisie has undergone a major 
shift over the past decade, thanks to their European associations. 
Personal biographies, memoirs and oral histories revealing how 
notable families had to vacate, abandon or sell their property in a 
hurry, or whose buildings were confiscated by the state, are now 
avidly consumed in Istanbul’s commercial markets. Old photographs 
of forgotten scenes from daily life, featuring street names and shop 
signs in Greek, French or Armenian adorn magazine spreads and 
books on Istanbul. Critical academic research on the devastation 
wrought by the infamous tax levy of 1942-43, has been coupled with 
personalized stories of Christian and Jewish families in the media, 
exposing how those who could not pay were forced into labour camps. 
Photographs of the September 1955 riots, when rampaging mobs 
vandalized Greek and Jewish commercial establishments across the 
city, have been publicized in the media as shameful events.

Yet, the circulation of more and more information about such 
horrific events, and growing public awareness and sympathy for their 
victims, does not necessarily contradict dominant narratives of
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multiethnic harmony and peaceful coexistence, because they can be 
plotted as sporadic incidents rather than systematic persecution. 
What is unthinkable - ethnic cleansing - remains unthought-of.

Amy Mills’s ethnographic research on Kuzguncuk documents how 
this process operates in the daily life of a gentrified neighbourhood. 
Located on the Asian shores of the Bosporus, Kuzguncuk was 
historically the home to Armenian, Greek and Jewish artisans and 
craftsmen. The successful renovation of the neighbourhood over the 
past two decades has made the name Kuzguncuk synonymous with 
multiethnic coexistence and tolerance. Visual images of its renovated 
old Ottoman houses, synagogues and Orthodox churches standing side 
by side with mosques are constantly reproduced in print and on 
television. But, as Amy Mills reminds us, the Jewish residents of the 
area have dwindled to about ten households (all intermarried to non
Jews) and the few remaining elderly Greeks and Armenians are 
affiliated to the local Greek Orthodox Church.21 Kuzguncuk’s current 
inhabitants are mostly lower- or middle-class families from the Black 
Sea, together with an elite stratum of intellectuals, artists and 
professionals who live in restored old houses. To invoke the 
multiethnic history of the neighbourhood, the gentrifiers refer to 
many of the historic buildings in the district by the names of their 
former (non-Muslim) owners. But the story of the 1955 riots, which 
targeted the local Greeks in the neighbourhood, is considered too 
painful or shameful to acknowledge in public. Amy Mills illustrates 
how an old Muslim woman un-remembered the violent events she 
actually witnessed in 1955:

The 6-7 September events didn’t happen in Kuzguncuk, but I 
heard about it. They stole ... vandalism ... it happened in the 
districts of Beyoglu, Emindnu and Sultanahmet. Our people 
[Muslims] put them [minorities] out on the street. Oh, the 
things that happened, the things that happened. ... Sounds of 
tanks were heard here. The noise carried from the other side of 
the city. On the other side were gazinos [bars with music] and 
we heard the music from them across the water. On that night 
they destroyed the churches. ... I had three or four Christian 
friends and I protected them, they stayed in my house. Then 
after that the Greeks began to leave and go to America, my 
friends left. My close friends ... during the bad times they 
stayed with me for fifteen days.22

In the above quotation, the teller returns to the events of 1955

215



SPATIAL CONCEPTIONS OF THE NATION

(contradicting her own statement that they did not happen in 
Kuzguncuk) to confirm dominant narratives of close friendships and 
loyalty among Muslims and non-Muslims. Mills provides numerous 
other quotations from her interviews, which illustrate how such 
violent events (‘which could not have happened in Kuzguncuk, and 
yet did’) are always blamed on outsiders, and specifically on rural 
immigrants who have ruined the neighbourhood. Thus, in narratives 
of past (and present) cultur.al tolerance in Kuzguncuk, (non-urban) 
migrants are constituted as a major threat to its true urban identity.

To recapitulate, public narratives of Istanbul’s nineteenth-century 
multiculturalism create the illusion that Istanbul’s multiple pasts and 
possible futures can be comprehended as a seamless totality. The 
sheer excess and exorbitance of the accolade to their bygone cultures 
forecloses the possibility of rethinking the racial prejudices and 
ethnic cleansings that have reduced Istanbul’s non-Muslim 
populations to token numbers. At the same time, the multiplicity of 
cultures and ethnic belongings among the majority of Istanbul’s 
contemporary inhabitants is condensed to a singular attribute, 
namely their immigrant status. Marked and identified by the home 
towns from which they originate, immigrants have traditions that do 
not belong in the ethos of cultural diversity and cosmopolitan 
tolerance associated with real Istanbul.

Makings of a counter-narrative: harmony and tolerance in Islam 
In 1994, when Istanbul’s first metropolitan mayor with Islamic 
credentials came to power in the aftermath of an astounding electoral 
victory, a sense of radical change swept across nearly all strata among 
the city’s population. Among Refah Party (RP) circles, this was a 
prophetic event, referred to as the second conquest of Istanbul, 500 
years after victorious Ottoman armies entered Constantinople in the 
fifteenth century. The party had nominated a dynamic young new 
candidate for the mayoralty of Istanbul, who pledged a ‘re-conquest of 
Istanbul, in the sense of bringing light to darkness’ during the election 
campaign.24 He was now catapulted into the national limelight as 
Istanbul's new fatih (conqueror).

For Istanbul’s secular elite and middle classes, the militant and 
mobilizing language of conquest or seizure (feth etmek, ele gecirmek) 
amounted to a nightmare scenario of Islamic takeover. Overwhelmed 
by a sense of fear and alarm, segments of the leftist intelligentsia, the 
bourgeois elite, a host of women's associations along with leading 
media institutions, mobilized to fight against an Islamic takeover in 
the cultural spaces of Istanbul.25 Political analysts rushed in to analyse 
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the affinity between neo-liberal policies, growing poverty in Istanbul’s 
peripheral neighbourhoods and the populist appeal of political Islam. 
The mainstream media turned its spotlights on the Islamic practices 
of the new city administration, uncovering yet another example of 
Islamization - from female employees’ head coverings to the banning 
of alcohol in any public spaces the municipality owned and operated.

In the intervening years since 1994, the governance of Istanbul by 
Islamic mayors has become taken for granted. In municipal elections, 
the suspense, if any, centres on individual candidates for mayor. The 
metaphor of conquest has lost its relevance, in part because the 
Islamic movement has been transformed into a neo-liberal, religious
nationalist establishment. The members of Istanbul’s religious bour
geoisie are currently major investors in the expanding world of 
developer-led malls and multiplex clusters, five-star hotels, gated 
neighbourhoods and luxury apartment colonies. A constant round of 
conferences, summits, visits by foreign dignitaries and events such as 
the annual ‘Islamic Nations Culture Week’ sponsored by the metro
politan administration come and go without attracting attention. The 
alcohol-free public facilities the city administration owns and 
operates (parks, restaurants and wedding halls) have now been 
defined as offering relatively inexpensive consumer-cum-entertain- 
ment alternatives for lower-middle-class families.26

Yet, for Istanbul’s successive Islamic mayors, these changes have 
posed a major dilemma. Having abandoned the earlier radical rhetoric 
of conquest, their support base among the lower-middle classes is 
now contingent on creating alternative times and spaces where the 
unity and harmony of Islam can be imagined and lived in the fabric of 
the city. Paradoxically, the major stumbling block in this context 
stems from the fact that all the historic spaces and landmarks 
emblematic of the city’s Islamic heritage have been transformed into 
tourist places for display. Of course, there are innumerable tombs, 
decaying fountains and neighbourhood mosques scattered in different 
parts of Istanbul. The metropolitan administration has developed an 
extensive inventory of such historic sites, and allocated funding for 
their restoration. The faithful restoration of minor buildings, such as 
monuments (amid apartment blocks and overhanging billboards), 
fosters a sense of disconnection rather than continuity with an Islamic 
past. To put it simply, in a teeming metropolis of 12 million in which 
the population is 99 per cent Muslim (as party officials continuously 
reiterate) there is no centre (imaginative or real) in which the symbolic 
unity and harmony of Islam can be experienced in the living present.

In what follows, I want to spotlight a series of initiatives that 
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capture the continuing efforts of the urban administration to recreate 
and inscribe consciousness of Islam in the urban topography of 
Istanbul.

A golden age of tulips and magnificent gardens
The following local news item was tucked away in the back pages of 
mainstream dailies, not meriting more than passing attention, if at all.

The Tulip Era in Istanbul
The campaign for 'Three million Tulips for Istanbul’ was 
launched today by Mayor Toptas at a ceremony in Taksim 
Square....

The mayor explained that tulips, which were part of daily 
life in Istanbul, will be returning home again. What westerners 
described as ‘Ottomans raise a flower which cannot be eaten’, 
he reminded, has today become a major source of revenue for 
Holland. He indicated that efforts were under way to 
encourage the cultivation of tulips and flowers in villages 
within the boundaries of greater Istanbul municipality. ‘Tulips 
are very important in our lives. We name our children after 
them. They exist in our textiles, our ceramics, our literature, 
our poems, our life. The tulip is returning home’, he said....

Of the three million bulbs, one million will be distributed to 
citizens to plant in their own gardens and homes. The mayor 
noted that when they flower in April, anyone who sends a 
photograph will be eligible to enter the competition for ‘the 
best tulips grow in Istanbul’. The most beautiful 100 tulips will 
be selected and awarded a prize money of 300 YTL.... After the 
ceremony, packages containing five bulbs, a flower pot and 
planting instructions were distributed to citizens.27

The city pages of major national newspapers in Istanbul are filled 
with problems of immediate concern to readers, such as traffic 
congestion, water shortages or intimations of corruption at the city 
hall, which journalists so diligently try to expose. Favorable reporting 
of activities sponsored by the mayor’s office is simply non-news, 
unless it borders on the humorous, such as the idea of ‘tulips 
returning home’. From the vantage point of municipal politics, 
however, the tulip campaign was a highly significant event, one that 
sought to resuscitate a golden moment in history when the ethos of 
Ottoman-Islamic civilization was at its peak. Unlike the celebrations of 
Istanbul’s conquest, the institutionalization of a tulip holiday in the
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public calendar aims to recreate a mythical moment of peace and 
tranquillity in the history of the city, when Ottoman-Islamic art, 
architecture and music flourished. What is referred as the Tulip Era in 
history textbooks, and committed to memory by successive gener
ations of children to this day, epitomizes the glories - and excesses - 
of Ottoman rule.

To quote from a high school history textbook:

The Tulip Era: In Turkish history, the name given to the years 
between 1718 and 1730 corresponding to the second half of the 
reign of Sultan Ahmet III (1703-1730). Since tulips became the 
rage among the state elite, who began to cultivate them in 
their gardens, and tulip designs and motifs became widespread 
in embroidery, carpets, tiles, miniatures as well as poetry and 
literature, poets and historians subsequently named this period 
the Tulip Era. The prominent figure of this period was Grand 
Vizier Damat Ibrahim Pa§a (1718-1730) who encouraged 
poetry, scholarship and the arts. Beginning with Istanbul, 
many art works were built throughout the land, includeing 
parks, gardens, fountains, educational endowments, mosques, 
libraries and palaces. A tile factory was established in Istanbul 
to decorate the newly built or repaired buildings. Among the 
scholarly achievements of this period was the establishment of 
the first Ottoman printing house by Ibrahim Miiteferrika. The 
Tulip Era came to an end in 1730, when the pleasure loving 
excesses of the state elite led to the rebellion of Patrona Halil, 
resulting in the dethroning of Ahmet III.28

Of course, it is never entirely clear what adults remember from 
school textbooks. And the Tulip Era rarely merits more than a 
couple of paragraphs such as the above. But since Ottoman history is 
taught as a succession of wars, of territories conquered and lost, the 
Tulip Era stands out with exciting images of magnificent gardens 
and sumptuous palaces saturated with the pleasures of poetry and 
art. Moreover, the drama of its ending in a violent rebellion makes a 
compelling story, resonating with abiding themes of injustice and 
retribution. So, through a mixture of popular lore and textbook 
history, the story of the Tulip Era has become common knowledge - 
as a page in Ottoman history when sultans sponsored numerous 
works of art and culture, but neglected the problems of poor people 
who were going hungry. This makes its ending in a popular rebellion 
eminently plausible and memorable, so that most adults can
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summon (embellish or invent) a series of historical facts - such as 
the beheading of the grand vizier and his associates (in front of the 
palace gates); the installation of a figurehead sultan (amid palace 
rivalries and intrigues) and so forth - in a way that prefigures and 
explains the entire progression of events leading to Ottoman decline 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth nineteenth centuries.

When Mayor Topba§ unveiled his tulip campaign in January 2005, 
the metropolitan government’s project to import three million bulbs 
from Holland (at enormous expense) and distribute them to the 
people of Istanbul (who lack basic services) sounded incongruous, to 
put it mildly. In the event, the campaign was a huge success when, 
come April, tulips of every imaginable variety and colour began to 
sprout along avenues, beneath electric poles, in pots and pans on 
window sills, across the neighbourhoods of the city. Spectacular 
images of tulip time in Istanbul became news on television and in 
newspapers. Columnists in the mainstream (secular) press began to 
applaud Mayor Topba? for having rendered a great service to the city. 
Over the past four years, ‘Tulip Time in Istanbul’ has become 
established as an annual celebration when, as part of its cultural 
services, city administrators organize a series of festivities in the 
public parks of the city.

Serving the cultural needs of Istanbul’s inhabitants
In everyday conversation, the phrase urban administration (yerel 
yonetim) is rarely used in Turkish. The conventional term is muni
cipality (belediye) with its habitual associations of service (hizmet). The 
inadequacy of municipal services (belediye hizmetleri) at the local level 
- ranging from refuse collection to the provision of water, sewage or 
road repairs - are a constant source of complaint in daily conver
sations. The metropolitan municipality (Btiytik Sehir Belediyesi) is held 
responsible for major problems of Istanbul - namely the traffic 
problem, the housing problem, the immigration problem and the 
safety problem, which are constantly elaborated in the media.

Hence, the idea that Istanbul’s inhabitants have cultural needs or 
that the municipality should deliver cultural services, is a very recent 
phenomenon, a product of the past ten years. The significance of 
cultural services was made apparent by the findings of a large scale 
survey, commissioned by Mayor Giirtuna (1998-2004) in anticipation 
of the upcoming millennium. The results of this survey informed the 
millennial campaign theme - KENTiM ISTANBUL (My City Istanbul) - 
and were widely publicized across the mainstream media.

To translate from a campaign brochure:

220



NARRATIVES OF ISTANBUL’S OTTOMAN HERITAGE

• Only 33 per cent of the city’s inhabitants define themselves as 
Istanbulites (Istanbullu). We must analyse this well. A person lives 
in Istanbul for years, thinks of others as Istanbulites, but not 
himself.

• 17 per cent say that they do not like anything about Istanbul. ... 
They do not love the history, culture, natural beauties of Istanbul. 
We cannot remain indifferent.

• 47 per cent say that when they go to back to their region 
(memleket), they do not miss Istanbul. They do not miss it because 
no identity relationship has been established. Istanbul does not 
deserve this.

• Of those who live in Istanbul, 17 per cent have never seen the 
Princes Islands; 11 per cent have never been to the Bosporus; 28 
per cent have never been to any of the historical and tourist sites 
of the city. Do you know that we have citizens (hem$ehri) who have 
never gone across to the other side (yaka) from where they live?

• In our beloved Istanbul, which aspires to be a World City of 
Culture, 64 per cent of the inhabitants say that they have never 
participated in any cultural, artistic, or informative (bilimsel) 
activity. This is not something Istanbul can accept.

• When we examine the findings as a whole, we observe a serious 
identification and sense of ownership (sahiplenme) problem. 
Inhabitants of such cities as New York, Paris, or London define 
themselves as New Yorkers, Parisians and Londoners. Those who 
live in Istanbul, must also become Istanbulites.

The percentages cited above hold few surprises, since a host of 
other surveys, polls and academic research highlight the prevailing 
social and economic inequalities in Istanbul.29 The political signifi
cance of the municipal survey resided in framing these as cultural 
inequalities that local administrations need to address as problems of 
identification and belonging. In a series of meetings that brought 
together the mayors of district municipalities, this new understanding 
(yeni anlayi?) was elaborated and discussed. And local administrators 
from across the city participated in educational sessions in the central 
headquarters of the metropolitan municipality.30

Most of the cultural activities that formed part of the millennium 
campaign were modelled on similar civic consciousness campaigns 
elsewhere - poetry contests and drawing competitions in schools; 
posters of popular stars saying ‘I am an Istanbulite’ displayed on 
billboards across the city; public lectures and panel discussions on 
urban citizenship and so forth. In the context of Istanbul, this was the 

221



SPATIAL CONCEPTIONS OF THE NATION

first comprehensive effort to mobilize civic consciousness at the 
grass-roots level. Since it was also the last, it is difficult to say what 
remains of the campaign in public memory.

It marked an important turning point in municipal politics by 
introducing the vocabulary of cultural needs and cultural services 
into the institutional practices of local governments in Istanbul. Each 
of the 32 district municipalities in the city currently have a cultural 
services department. Most have built cultural centres or plan to do so 
in the near future. Many have a calendar of cultural events posted on 
the web. What are referred to 'as cultural activities (kiiltiir faaliyetleri) 
can be very heterogeneous, ranging from nightly festivities during 
Ramadan, or public entertainment such as concerts and theatrical 
performances, all the way to summer courses in Asian sports or 
upgrading neighbourhood parks with green grass and flowers. 
Needless to say, many of these activities were already common 
practice, depending on the resources and initiatives of individual 
district mayors. Classifying them as cultural services, however, has 
highlighted and transformed a motley blend of common practices into 
a new novel service - namely answering people’s cultural needs.

Displaying Ottoman heritage along the shores of the Golden Hom 
The idea of building a theme park in which the cultural richness of 
Istanbul’s heritage could be represented and exhibited in miniature 
was born during the millennium campaign. An advisory team of 
historians was appointed to develop a list of significant architectural 
monuments representative of different historical epochs. An area of 
approximately 40,000 square metres was cleared along the shores of 
the Golden Horn, to make room for a theme park where the miniature 
models would be displayed. When the park was finally completed and 
opened to the public in 2003, it proved to be an immediate success, 
attracting 900,000 visitors during its first year.

In the opening ceremonies of the park, Mayor Giirtuna explained 
the significance of Miniatiirk as follows:

As the metropolitan municipality, our vision of Istanbul as a 
star shining among World Cities, is synonymous with the 
cultural synthesis that emerges from its becoming a centre of 
many civilizations. We are proud and happy to hand over 
Istanbul’s Golden Horn to the coming generations in its iden
tity as a gleaming (tertemiz) centre of culture, art and tourism. 
Miniatiirk shoulders a very important mission in this new 
identity of the Golden Horn. The interest it has generated not 
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only in our own country but abroad, resides in bringing 
together the richness of all the civilizations that have passed 
through Anatolia and nourished this land for millennia. ... 
These are the heritage of humanity.31

A huge publicity campaign accompanied the inauguration of Mini- 
atiirk. The subsequent burst of journalistic commentary in the daily 
press and news reports on television were not contrived. Accounts of 
the park included such phrases as ‘a delightful journey through the 
history of civilizations’, ‘a fairyland where civilizations meet, not in 
war but in peace’, ‘from Antiquity to Byzantium, from Seljuk to 
Ottoman and Republic, all the cultures that have left their imprints on 
this geography are brought together in a single park’. The emergent 
public consensus was that Miniatiirk was definitely worth seeing.

Like all theme parks, Miniatiirk offers a simulated but real environ
ment. Its attractions include nearly a hundred miniatures, which are 
designed to be amazing in the mimetic accuracy and detail of their 
duplication. Visitors can circle around these and pleasurably explore 
their astonishing reality at leisure. They can also enjoy the novel 
experience of taking a panoramic overview of history. When lifted out 
of time and place, and placed together on the grounds of the park, 
miniatures of monuments from different epochs offer the illusion of 
comprehending history in its totality.

In the political choreography of the park, the originals of more 
than half the monuments on display are located in Istanbul. These 
include important historic landmarks (such as the Galata Tower, 
Haghia Irini Church and Blue Mosque) as well as achievements of 
modern civilization (such as the Istanbul Bridge, Ataturk Airport, or 
Profilo shopping mall). These have all been miniaturized in exact 
proportion to their originals, so that the majesty of ancient monu
ments seem dwarfed and conflated with capitalism’s achievements, to 
create an imaginary of continuous advancement and progress across 
millennia. In the microcosm of the park, visitors are positioned at the 
centre of an imperial capital and the World City of Istanbul (which lies 
outside the grounds of the park) simultaneously. Marking the 
mythical boundaries of this totality in the symbolic order of the park 
are 12 models, referred to as ‘Ottoman Heritage Abroad’ in the 
catalogue. Miniature models of al-Aqsa Mosque and Damascus Gate 
(both in Jerusalem), Mehmed Ali Pa$a Mosque (in Cairo), Gul Ali Baba 
Tomb (in Budapest), the Mostar Bridge (in Bosnia), continuing with 
Ataturk’s House (Salonica) mark the achievements (and heritage) of 
Ottoman-Islamic civilization at its peak.

223



SPATIAL CONCEPTIONS OF THE NATION

Lastly, but of crucial political significance, is the inclusion of 45 
models designed to represent the cultural treasures of Anatolia. 
According to the catalogue (and the card-operated machines that 
stand next to the models) these have been chosen to represent the 
different civilizations that flourished in Anatolia during three 
millennia - including the Rock Houses of Mardin, the Ruins of Mt 
Nemrud, Sumela Monastery, Cappadocia, the Temple of Augustus, 
along with Ataturk’s Mausoleum and the izmir Clock Tower. This 
assemblage provides a political counterpoint to the monophonic 
depictions of Anatolia in paternalistic discourses of nationalism, as an 
idealized motherland inscribed through the timeless traditions and 
virtues of its people. It also stands in contrast to depictions of Anatolia 
as a neglected, backward or underdeveloped landscape from which 
Istanbul’s rural immigrants originate. In the enclosed spatial and 
temporal order of Miniatiirk, the miniatures on display represent and 
inscribe Anatolia as the cradle of civilizations and a treasure trove of 
cultures and, by extension, a part of Ottoman-Islamic heritage of unity 
and tolerance.32 For visitors, the majority of whom originate from 
various regions of Anatolia, roaming the pathways of the park to 
witness the cultural achievements of three millennia, not as outsiders, 
but as part of its imaginary totality, with the self at its very centre, 
offers the promise of ultimate inclusion.

The initial throng of visitors who rushed to see Miniatiirk in its first 
year have now thinned out. However, given that it has been 
incorporated into the district municipalities’ cultural services, the 
park remains a popular excursion site. In autumn and spring, when 
schools are still in session, students from the outlying districts of 
Istanbul are brought in on organized bus tours as part of their 
educational curriculum. In the hot summer months, when schools are 
in recess, children taking neighbourhood Qur’an courses come on 
daily excursions with their teachers. Many district municipalities 
sponsor cultural tours for women of all ages, mostly through the aus
pices of immigrant associations, which provide occasions for a daily 
outing. What local administrations provide by way of sponsorship is a 
municipal bus with its driver, and often a free lunch pack. All such 
municipal excursions are scheduled during the week. Over the 
weekends, Miniatiirk attracts numerous middle or lower middle-class 
families who own cars and can afford to buy refreshments in the cafe 
cum restaurant overlooking the Golden Horn. No doubt, such families 
can also visit the originals of the monuments that are located in various 
parts of Istanbul, provided they are willing to tackle the city’s 
proverbial traffic and parking problems, as well as wait in lengthy 
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admission queues with children tagging along. A theme park with green 
lawns, flower beds and winding pathways dotted with miniature 
historic buildings is undoubtedly more suitable for a family excursion - 
a cultural need that was, with hindsight, waiting to be recognized.

Between cultural services and public relations
Urban government involvement in cultural activities is a trend that 
can be observed in many mega cities around the world, as is the 
increasing significance of professional public relations strategies to 
promote urban policies. As my descriptive account above reveals, it 
has become progressively more difficult to draw boundaries between 
the metropolitan government of Istanbul’s cultural services and 
public relations. AK party mayors in Istanbul have embraced the 
integrated PR strategies of the business world, drawing on the 
professional expertise of campaign strategists, media consultants and 
pollsters to market their policies. This has transformed political 
campaigning into a year-round activity, centred on sponsoring cul
tural activities rather than direct advertising during election 
campaigns. Publicity is continuous, no longer confined to election 
times. Over the past couple of years, the billboards that line the city’s 
main streets have become venues for self-promotion by metropolitan 
and local mayors. Overhanging banners that span avenues and pedes
trian walkways continuously announce the municipality’s various 
projects and accomplishments. On national or religious holidays s.uch 
banners deliver the personal felicitations of mayors to the people of 
their districts. At other times, they provide information, for example 
on the increase in the number of facilities for the disabled, homes for 
the elderly, or kilometres of underground tracks.

Once again, it is important to recognize that the extension of 
corporate marketing strategies into the political realm is by no means 
confined to the Turkish political scene. Over the past decade, the 
growing centrality of visual media in party politics has paved the way 
to surprisingly parallel changes in diverse political systems. In one 
country after another, central planning and control of communi
cations has become an integral part of party politics; the role of 
professional experts (speech writers, pollsters, spinners and media 
strategists) has expanded dramatically at the expense of rank-and-file 
members; the persona of a party leader has come to dominate com
petition between political parties, undermining traditional party 
loyalties based on ideological differences. Such parallel trends have 
been variously described as new politics (in the British context), the 
personalization of politics (in the Dutch context) or the American
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ization of politics (in the French context).33 Whether these changes 
are superficial or entail a fundamental change in the nature of party 
politics in the era of neo-Iiberalism invites a host of academic debates 
that remain outside the scope of this chapter. Suffice it to say that the 
unfolding of these trends and the interaction between them is always 
historically mediated and contingent on contending political forces in 
different national sites.

In the context of Istanbul; the expanding role of professional 
experts in the management of AK party public relations has culmin
ated in downplaying its Islamic affiliations to cultivate a party image 
that appeals to the city’s upper and middle classes. The idea that AK 
party mayors offer cultural services to the whole city of Istanbul, 
rather than just to their own immediate constituency, resonates 
across different publics to enhance the party’s favourable image. 
Nonetheless, at the grass roots level, the immediate beneficiaries of 
the cultural services the district municipalities offer are lower middle
class families that cannot otherwise afford them. What I refer to as 
lower income groups are working families engaged in a myriad of 
occupations such as taxi drivers, shopkeepers and policemen, or those 
who hold manufacturing jobs. By carefully managing their income, 
such families can keep their children in school (until they drop out) 
and still meet the monthly installments on home appliances on 
display in local markets. Their means do not stretch to entertainment 
cum consumer activities, which are a naturalized part of middle-class 
life. It is precisely among such families that the cultural services of AK 
party municipalities find their appeal.

Most important in this context are activities designed to enunciate 
the significance of Ramadan, not only as a month of pious religious 
observance but also as a month of festivities and entertainment. Thus, 
in addition to setting up fast-breaking tents for the needy and dis
tributing food packages to the poor, all local municipalities organize 
fairgrounds for family outings. Such fairs may be indoors or outdoors, 
depending on the season. They commonly feature a variety of food 
stalls, small sales booths for inexpensive gifts and toys, vendors 
dressed up in Ottoman costumes and musical performances, all of 
which are lit up with colourful lights and overhanging decorations. 
None of this is free of charge, but cheap enough for lower income 
families to bring along their children to enjoy the sights and sounds.

The common denominator of Ramadan fairs, at which local 
municipalities own and operate a growing numbers of tea gardens or 
restaurants, is that they are alcohol free spaces and out of bounds for 
unattached males. Explicitly designated for families, these provide a 
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comfortable environment (huzurlu aile ortami) for women and young 
girls who come chaperoned by their husbands, fathers or close male 
relatives. Otherwise, all cultural services that local municipalities 
provide are gender segregated. If the occasion is open to everyone, 
men and women are seated in separate sections. This situation is 
assumed and taken for granted, rather than elaborated as a matter of 
religious observance.

In many parts of the world, ranging from Latin America to Europe, 
local government cultural activities are predominantly oriented 
towards young people (between the ages of 15 and 20). Providing 
opportunities and spaces where young people can socialize across 
gender, class and ethnic boundaries is often cited as a crucial mission. 
In the context of AK party municipalities, gender segregation makes 
such youth activities impossible to imagine, let alone organize. All 
cultural spaces and occasions are classified as exclusively for women 
(hanimlar) or for families (aileler). Young girls and children are 
included in both, but a vast population of young men or boys - who 
are neither in school nor married - are actively excluded and 
relegated to exclusively male spaces of the city (mostly coffee houses 
and streets, particularly if unemployed).

Also actively excluded from the cultural services of AK party muni
cipalities are the Alevi and Kurdish inhabitants of Istanbul. Istanbul is 
often cited as the largest Kurdish city in the world, with nearly 1.5 
million residents of ethnic Kurdish origin. Although estimates vary, it 
seems safe to surmise that Istanbul is also the largest Alevi city in the 
world. Both groups have a lengthy history of spatial segregation and 
social exclusion which is beyond the scope of this chapter. Suffice it to 
say that the progressive expansion the AK party’s cultural services to 
its Sunni constituencies, couched in the narrative of unity and 
harmony in Islam, has further exacerbated existing ethno-sectarian 
tensions at the level of district municipalities.

In lieu of a conclusion
In contemporary Istanbul, history is produced, reconfigured and dis
seminated in a host of commercialized forms, from tourist brochures 
and auction houses to news broadcasts and political summits. It is 
now commonplace to point out how the extension of commodity logic 
into the realm of history calls into question the seamless totality and 
imagined homogeneity of a common national past. It highlights the 
exclusions of history as written, by infusing it with memory, 
biography, testimony, heritage tourism and other expressions of 
history as lived. The social production of the past is no longer the 
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exclusive patrimony of historians, but becomes absorbed into the here 
and now of consumer culture. History as display becomes the locus of 
political struggles in the public arena, a key site where opposing 
claims to the present are articulated, challenged and negotiated.

This bring me back, one more time, to the dialectic between 
transnational trends and the specificity of ongoing political conflicts 
in Istanbul. The ways in which Ottoman history has been simul
taneously commercialized and politicized over the past two decades 
cannot be divorced from broader transformations that have swept 
across the mega cities of the global South and the global North. But 
the power struggles these transnational forces unleash, and the 
cleavages, inclusions and exclusions they politicize, are grounded in 
the national. Only by understanding how Istanbul’s Ottoman past has 
become the negotiating ground of opposing claims to the present and 
future of the nation does it become possible to make sense of 
unfolding conflicts in the urban arena. Hence, my emphasis was on 
competing public narratives or scenarios that constantly circulate 
across the consumer markets and cultural spaces of contemporary 
Istanbul to mediate between the city’s distant past and ethnographic 
present. These are political narratives in that they mobilize 
alternative versions of the past residing in different geographies. 
They originate in different socio-cultural locations and address differ
ent constituencies. They are also political in the kinds of social and 
cultural exclusions they underwrite and actively produce. What they 
have in common is the way they articulate forms of belonging, or 
yearning to belong, to a wider cultural configuration than the 
territorially bounded nation state. At the same time, they reveal how 
yearnings for collective identities beyond the nation-state are shot 
through with the kinds of essentialisms we tend to associate with 
nationalist rhetoric.
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cultural exclusions they underwrite and actively produce. What they 
have in common is the way they articulate forms of belonging, or 
yearning to belong, to a wider cultural configuration than the 
territorially bounded nation state. At the same time, they reveal how 
yearnings for collective identities beyond the nation-state are shot 
through with the kinds of essentialisms we tend to associate with 
nationalist rhetoric.
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