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The myth of the ‘ideal home’ 
travels across cultural borders 

to Istanbul
Ay§e Oncii

Istanbul ... The legendary city of splendid architecture which has inspired 
songs, poems, books ... The gate across continents and the cradle of ancient 
civilizations ... But unfortunately a city which has lost much of its former 
beauty to become a metropolis of ten million today ...

Istanbul’s pollution has become oppressive ... It contaminates not only 
the air, water, soil of the city, but its traffic, its people and its culture ... 
Those who have to continue working in this polluted environment are 
moving away to escape its influence in their living spaces. They are search
ing for clean, happy, peaceful settings ...

And in Istanbul’s hinterland new towns are emerging to answer this 
need ...

But gardencity is very special among them ...
• Luxury villas in gardens with 500m2
• Only 20 minutes to Istanbul
• Swimming pool, tennis courts, sports club, children’s park, Country Club
• Entries and exits guarded by special security systems

(from a glossy advertising brochure)

Over the past decade, Istanbul’s middle classes have rediscovered the 
city they live in through the optics of the global. In the profusion of 
photogenic images, from advertisements to televisual media, they have 
come to perceive the exotic beauty of the city’s old neighbourhoods, the 
romanticism of its indigenous wooden architecture, the splendour of its 
historical monuments. The more historical a city, the more it falls prey 
to the tourist gaze. And it is through the tourist gaze that Istanbulites 
have come to realize the profundity of their loss: the disappearance of 
2000 years of history.

In the political juncture of the mid-1980s, this awareness of loss and 
disappearance gave urgency to a series of massive urban renewal projects 
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designed to re-create Istanbul’s past glory in the present. Thus, large 
tracts of the living city’s nineteenth-century urban core were bulldozed 
to resurrect times and places no longer in existence. Ancient mosques 
and churches were restored to ‘timeless glory’ by clearing away the 
unsightly buildings and activities which had accumulated around them 
over the centuries, and replacing them with green lawns and flowerbeds. 
Back streets with dilapidated old wooden structures were redesigned as 
pedestrian walkways, lined with picturesque houses in freshly painted 
colours to serve as restaurants or boutiques selling oriental kitsch. The 
legendary beauty of the Golden Horn, with its proverbial blue waters 
and green surroundings, was brought to life by demolishing some 30,000 
buildings along its shores, and replacing them with freshly-laid-out parks 
and newly planted trees, as well as a parallel corniche wide enough to 
accommodate two-way traffic along the waterway. In the selectiveness of 
their preservation, these projects, intended to preserve Istanbul’s dis
appearing past, blotted out from local memory what were once thriving 
areas of the city, re-creating them as historical sites and scenes to view. 
This was history as decoration and display, and as nostalgia for a distant 
past free from the anachronisms of more recent events.

In the feverish clearance operations undertaken between 1983 and 
1990, Istanbul’s historical peninsula was re-created as an open-air 
museum, now within easy reach of different parts of the city on the 
newly constructed throughways, underpasses and overpasses. The inter
nationalized business centre towards the north of the Golden Horn, 
with its deluxe hotels, modern office towers and wide avenues, was to 
host global functions, welcoming conventions, businessmen and tourists. 
Visitors to Istanbul could thus use the new highway network from the 
airport to bypass the congestion, noise and traffic of the inner city and 
reach their hotels, later touring the open-air museum or driving along 
the Bosporus. Amidst frenzied construction activity, rumours of fortunes 
changing hands in the awarding of lucrative municipal contracts, and of 
unprecedented corruption in city hall, Istanbul emerged as the showcase 
of Turkey’s new era of integration into the global scene.1

Paradoxically, however, the optics of the global through which Istan
bul’s middle classes rediscovered the aesthetics of their city’s historical 
heritage, giving overwhelming political support to the dramatic clean-up 
operations which transformed the physiognomy of the city, also rendered 
visible how disorderly, contaminated and polluted the familiar fabric of 
Istanbul’s everyday life had become. The middle classes of Istanbul 
discovered, in the accelerated cultural flows of the 1980s, the chemical, 
social and cultural pollutants which threatened their daily lives.

My concern in this chapter is with the ways in which the
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‘homogenizing’ optics of global consumerism have transformed the lives 
and practices of Istanbul’s middle classes by rendering them visible in 
novel ways, thereby ‘fragmenting’ them spatially and culturally at the 
local level. On the following pages, I will narrate how diverse segments 
of Istanbul’s ‘middle strata’ were initiated into the fantasy world of the 
‘ideal home’, as the quintessential dream, symbol and embodiment of 
middle-class identity, and who were inspired to depart for progressively 
quartered lives - ‘quartered’ both in the sense of ‘drawn and quartered’ 
and also of residential ‘quarters’ — on the outskirts of the city. This is a 
story which begins in a style reminiscent of the post-Second World War 
suburban exodus from North American cities, which progresses towards 
an ending which evokes the hyper-real images of contemporary Hong 
Kong’s huge residential estates (Abbas 1994). Be that as it may, it is still 
a unique story, one that involves a distinctive set of historical mediations 
which have to be attended to, and which require consideration in terms 
of the politics of space as well as the politics of identity.

Ways of thinking about a ‘global’ culture of 
consumption

Istanbul has always been a major consumer city, cosmopolitan in flavour 
throughout its history. It has always been a divided city, diverse in its 
cultural and social geography. Hence the question of what is new in the 
era of globalism seems to require some conceptual clarification before 
proceeding.

There are various ways of approaching and/or understanding con
sumer culture and its ‘globalization’ (Featherstone 1991). One way of 
thinking would be to begin with the universal language of money, inter
penetrating, as it were, into an ever larger sphere of meanings, adding a 
new level of signification to ‘local’ habits, standards, beliefs or practices, 
by attaching to them a monetary sign. To invoke Simmel (1971), the 
notion of money standardizes the objective existence of disparate things 
thereby valued. Or to invoke Marx (1967), it establishes a universally 
valid equivalence, undermining a plethora of local logics by drawing 
them into the sphere of exchange, thus ‘commodifying’ them. Proceeding 
from this line of reasoning, globalization of consumer culture would 
mean the expansion of the process of commoditization, bringing ‘the 
local’ into its fold.

A second line of thinking would be to begin with the symbolic signi
ficance of consumption practices, classified and classifying, to invoke 
Bourdieu (1984). It is by claiming distance from vulgar considerations of 
money that symbolic hierarchies of taste and style legitimize themselves.
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Via taste and style, consumption practices are linked to class-specific 
codes, meanings and competencies. But the symbolic worth of taste and 
style derive from ‘ disavowing’, ‘repudiating’ or ‘negating’ any attempt 
to assign monetary value. Hence the elaborated system of distinction 
and difference embodied in consumption practices depends upon defining 
and creating a realm of ‘cultural goods’ which are outside the realm of 
the economic: a consecrated, sacred realm with its own producers, 
vendors and institutional bases.

Following this line of thinking, it is possible to think of ‘globalization’ 
as the erosion of referential hierarchies from which cultural goods derive 
their meanings. As distinctions between high culture and low culture, 
the original and the reproduction, the ‘sacred’ and the ‘banal’ or the 
‘vulgar’ become increasingly slippery, the referential system from which 
cultural goods derive their meanings is blurred. Consumption practices 
lose their anchoring in the class system, become foot-loose so to speak, 
ceasing to signify categorical differences. Globalization, in this sense, 
implies a pastiche of styles and tastes (Baudrillard 1981), creating a world 
of movement and mixture, to invoke the ‘global ecumene’ of Hannerz 
(1989), in which the global and the local are moments of the same 
process; a blending of disjunct and different cultural forms which yields 
new diversities, that is, hybridization.

Last, it is possible to begin thinking about consumer culture as the 
realm of contemporary myth-making, to invoke Barthes (1972). A culture 
of consumption would mean, in this sense, a culture wherein goods 
become the embodiment of desires, dreams, emotions; wherein subjective 
experiences of love, excitement, cleanliness, pleasure or freedom are 
objectified in goods (for example, cars denote speed, connote excitement; 
the movement of meanings between them creates a natural unity). Such 
‘mythical’ properties of goods, generated in the lexicon of particular 
societies, classes and sub-groups, are universalized in contemporary global 
culture, and come to operate as myths in a diversity of ‘local’ contexts. 
Contemporary advertising and audio-visual media are the institutional 
contexts of this ‘myth-making’ process.

These different ways of understanding consumer culture and its 
globalization need not be thought of as mutually exclusive. In Istanbul 
of the 1990s - where business tycoons are avidly ‘buying’ Ottoman 
history in international antique auction houses, where young executives 
are pursuing the distinctions of internationalized yuppiedom in aerobics 
centres, and where stalls in open-air markets of low-income neigh
bourhoods are featuring electronic goods from Taiwan and tableware 
from Germany - the ‘money sign’ and ‘cultural pastiche’ are everywhere. 
But for Istanbul’s middle strata, I would suggest, it was initiation into 
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the fantasy world ‘ideal home’ through the accelerating cultural flows of 
the past decade which has proved critical.

The myth of the ‘ideal home’
As a historical construct, the ‘ideal home’, with its imaginary associations 
of comfort, well-being and status, as the locus of a middle-class identity 
and culture, can be traced back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, an era when values and ideals began to fuse with the actual 
purchase of commodities. It was associated with the steadily growing 
cities at the turn of the century, 'when in Western Europe as well as in 
the United States, the processes of professionalization and bureaucratiza
tion of public as well as private administrations gave birth to a new 
stratum of ‘salariat’ (white-collar groups) who wanted to distinguish 
themselves from the lower social strata, especially the working classes. 
Within this stratum the desire for social status was translated into 
consumerism, shaping a distinctive culture wherein ideals and desires 
and status symbols centred upon purchasing. This fusion of middle
class identity and culture with consumerism followed somewhat different 
paths in Western Europe and the US. In Europe, the formerly dominant 
aristocratic culture was emulated by the newly rising bourgeoisie and the 
urban petty bourgeoisie, whereas in the US the absence of such models 
meant that the constitution of the middle-class family and the housewife 
as the home-maker coincided with the rise of the advertising industry 
and shaped its distinctive ethos. In the post-war era, cultural spaces 
emblematic of the middle class - family and neighbourhood - were 
translated into the physical space of mass-produced suburbs and trans
posed on to television.2

As a ‘global myth’, however, the ‘ideal home’ belies the historical 
mechanisms of its construction to acquire the status of a timeless and 
placeless truth. Contemporary myths are not expressed in long, fixed 
narratives of the primitive epic, but in visual images, phrases and forms 
of speech whose meanings appear self-evident and hence natural. In the 
global consumer culture of the present, dominant-hegemonic meanings 
which are historically specific to particular class- or interest-linked dis
courses travel across national boundaries to acquire the privilege and 
moral authority of universal truths, that is, they assume the status of 
global myths. The ‘ideal home’ is thus a global myth in the sense of 
discursive construct which claims for itself the moral superiority and 
legitimacy of a timeless and placeless truth.3

But while global myths are timeless and placeless, the optics of the 
local through which they are mediated is always historically grounded. 
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Hence complexities of historical juncture have to be taken into account 
at the level of the local. For Istanbul’s middle strata, the introduction to 
the dreamland of the ‘ideal home’ as a mythical construct came through 
colour television, beginning in the early 1980s. It was in this decade, 
concomitantly with Turkey’s economic opening to global flows of capital 
and finance, that the Turkish advertising industry became international
ized, gaining access to techniques and technologies of multinational 
advertising through joint ventures. Public investment in new information 
technologies, coupled with the increasing domestic production of tele
vision sets, meant that within less than a decade roughly 6 million 
households in Turkey (out of a total of 11 million households) had 
acquired colour television sets. In Istanbul, 90 per cent of households 
owned colour television sets by 1990.4

Thus Istanbulites were initiated into the global myth of the ideal 
home as the embodiment of a middle-class way of life through the 
landscape of the television screen, in the abundance of representations 
offered by cheap films from the Hollywood archives of the 1950s, in the 
weekly instalments of series and serials from the global bestseller market, 
as well as in slick advertisements featuring gleaming kitchens, antiseptic 
bathrooms and healthy foods. But the abundance of consumer goods 
emblematic of the ‘ideal home’ on the television screen held little novelty 
for Istanbul’s middle strata. For in the expansionist wave of the 1980s, 
riding on capital inflows from abroad and fuelled by double-digit inflation 
figures, Istanbul was flooded with goods from different parts of the world, 
to be bought on cash or instalment basis, from opulent shopping arcades 
or from street vendors. In this boom-town climate, televised images of 
conventional consumer goods held little fascination.

What captured the imagination of Istanbul’s middle classes and 
became the focus of their desires was the homogeneity of a life-style 
cleansed of urban clutter - of poverty, of immigrants, of elbowing 
crowds, dirt and traffic - a world of safe and antiseptic social spaces 
where the ‘ideal home’ signifies clean air, clean water, healthy lives; a 
homogeneous setting and a cultural milieu where adults and children 
lead active lives, engage in sports, socialize with each other around their 
barbecue sets in the gardens. The ways in which this ‘dreamland’ is 
discursively constructed in contemporary advertisements in Istanbul’s 
lucrative home market is remarkably similar, despite the wide range in 
quality and prices.
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Marketing ‘dreamland’
In the current residential market of Istanbul, what is promoted as ‘your 
ideal home’ or ‘the home of your dreams’ can range from ioo-square- 
metre flats in high-rise, high-density blocks advertised in the daily 
newspapers, to the more spacious flats in upscale apartment complexes 
pictured in full colour on the pages of glossy magazines, to the most 
exclusive garden-homes illustrated in sophisticated watercolour designs 
in brochures which are mailed to a selected few prospective customers.” 
Irrespective of size, type and cost of dwelling, two common features of 
these new homes are reiterated in almost identical phrases in the texts of 
advertisements. Whether a small flat or a garden-home, they are all 
‘outside Istanbul’ but ‘very close’, and can be reached ‘within minutes’ 
by car on the ‘expressway’. Furthermore, they all possess ‘the necessary 
accoutrements of modern way of life’, described in terms of new op
portunities for ‘parking’, ‘children’ and ‘sports’. However different the 
actual list of possibilities may be, ranging from car parks to helicopter 
pads, or from vollevball to golf and canoeing, the necessities of a modern 
way of life are articulated in terms of parking facilities, playgrounds for 
children and opportunities for sports.

But what conjures and defines the ‘dreamland’ is the way in which 
these buzzwords are interwoven into a particular narrative, both a story 
with a beginning, a middle and a promised ending, and also a way of 
telling it. The story is that of Istanbul, which begins with a return of 
memory to the past, a past-without-pain. Most frequently, this is nostalgia 
for childhood days in Istanbul:

1 am now forty years old. 1 remember childhood days when we used to 
collect pine cones with friends. Istanbul was green. Now there are only a 
few pine trees left. I have been working and toiling for so many years. Now 
is the time for a home. But where to buy a home in this huge city?

(newspaper ad for SERAkent, Hurriyet, 30 December 1995)

Depending on the ingenuity of the advertisers, nostalgia for the ancient 
Istanbul of legends, nostalgia for picnics under the shade of fruit trees, 
nostalgia for days of fishing in the clear waters of the Bosporus, are all 
possible. Or it could be simple phrases such as ‘I miss my Istanbul’.

Some of us miss our homes in gardens, some of us those selective five 
o’clock teas, some of us our childhood parks ... Yes, each age is wistful for 
a different Istanbul ... Now there is ALKENT which combines all these 
beauties with modern comfort, brings back together what everyone misses, 
and protects its environment.

(weekly magazine ad, Nokta, 5 June 1993)
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Remembrances of Istanbul’s past in terms of its natural beauties — 
green trees, flower smells, fishing - serves to underline its current plight, 
described in terms of ‘pollution’, a word whose only synonym in the 
Turkish lexicon is ‘dirty-fied’. In advertisements, ‘dirty-fied’ connotes, 
in one word, everything that is wrong with contemporary Istanbul and 
requires little elaboration. Hence lyrical descriptions of the past are 
immediately followed by statements such as, ‘to be away from Istanbul’s 
traffic, its noise, the degenerate behaviour of its people and yet remain 
in the city’, condensing the middle part of the story about current suffer
ings, with the prospect of a happy ending. The contrast between the 
natural beauties of the past and the pollution of the present inevitably 
moves the story towards a happy ending: healthy lives, clean air, beautiful 
homes in natural surroundings. Thus nearly all new residential estates 
surrounding Istanbul have names which denote ‘back to nature’, such as 
SERAkent in the advertisement quoted above which translates as ‘green
house city’. At SERAkent, the high-rise, high-density apartment blocks 
are named after flowers; ‘Magnolia, Lilac, Honeysuckle, Jasmine, and 
Lily Blocks’ are described as ‘the last flowers of SERAkent’ available for 
sale.

The texts of the advertisements which accompany and frame the visual 
representations of ‘the ideal homes’ in Istanbul’s residential market all 
narrate the same three-part story, discursively constructed through the 
metaphors of ‘nature’ and ‘pollution’. Unless we assume that Turkish 
marketing agencies are totally lacking in imagination (and the illustrations 
above prove the contrary), or that they are capable of manipulating 
consumers (which current theoretical literature argues is not the case), 
then the repetitiveness of this narrative, and its appeal, can be explained 
only in terms of a ‘global myth’ which prospective customers and 
advertisers share alike. To put it more simply, these advertisements 
appropriate meanings from a repertoire of signs, symbols and images 
which Istanbulites are already familiar with, the global myth of the ideal 
home.

It is also apparent that this is a global myth which acquires meaning 
through the optics of the local, specific in time and place. In the nar
rations of the ideal home, in Istanbul of the 1990s, it is no longer possible 
to sort out the local and the global, the historical and the contemporary, 
the traditional and the modern, the mythical and the real. Was there ever 
a point in time when Istanbul was ‘green’ and ‘clean’? Did middle-class 
Istanbulites have a ‘traditional’ way of life, original and authentic cultural 
spaces, which have now become contaminated by traffic, crowds and 
pollution? The answers to these questions are obviously ambiguous and 
equivocal, but not particularly relevant, perhaps, since it is the past as 
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constituted through the optics of the present which informs the practices 
of Istanbul’s middle strata as they depart for new lives on the outskirts 
of the city.

On changing social spaces and the cultural geography of 
Istanbul’s middle strata

Emphasizing the social and cultural fragmentation of Istanbul’s middle 
classes in the 1990s runs the risk of reading undue homogeneity and 
continuity into the recent past. One way of avoiding this might be to 
begin with the spatial divisions of the present, focusing upon groups 
which have departed for residential estates on the outskirts of the city, to 
try to capture what is ‘new’.

The new suburban villages of Istanbul: ‘garden cities’ For the corporate 
executives and top professionals in the upper ranges of the middle strata, 
whose aspirations as well as incomes have risen meteorically during 
Istanbul’s integration into global markets over the past ten years, 
acquiring ‘the home of your dreams’ means investing in one of the 
single-home suburban villages towards the Black Sea coast in the north 
of the city. More than twenty such exclusive suburban complexes are 
currently under construction, aggressively marketed at prices beginning 
at $150,000, all the way up to $500,000 or more, depending upon size 
and luxury of homes as well as the surrounding acres. Most of the major 
construction companies have ventured into this highly lucrative and 
competitive market for suburban homes, selling ‘not only a home but a 
whole new life-style’.6

None of these dream suburbs, offering a taste of country life within 
easy reach of Istanbul, is as yet inhabited. A visit to any one of them 
entails a long drive of more than an hour on bumpy roads, only to reach 
a giant construction site. Invariably, one model home from each price 
range is available for potential customers to see. And on Sundays, families 
who have already made downpayments come to the site to see how the 
construction is proceeding. The number and size of such giant con
struction sites portend the exodus of the city’s executive-technical- 
professional elite in the near future. But for moment, the ‘dreamland’ 
with its promise of tennis courts and golf courses, with entertainment 
and shopping facilities, to be reached within minutes, exists only in 
expensive brochures.

For most families in the upper reaches of Istanbul’s middle strata, 
investing in a suburban garden-home means pouring a lifetime’s savings 
(in the absence of long-term home-mortgage schemes)7 into a life-style of 
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which they have had little experience. Since the turn of the century, 
inner-city apartment dwelling has been the sign and symbol of modernity 
and westernization for Istanbul’s upper- and middle-income families. The 
significance of apartment dwelling as the sine qua non of middle-class 
status and respectability was enhanced by the successive waves of immig
rants from the countryside beginning in the 1950s. In the broader social 
and cultural geography of the city, the distinction between residential 
neighbourhoods of apartments and the peripheral sprawl of squatter 
districts housing recent immigrants has become, over the past thirty years, 
emblematic of the cultural divide between a peasant way of life and 
‘genuine’ urbanism, between white-collar occupations and manual work. 
Among apartment residents, however, finer distinctions of financial worth 
and symbolic hierarchy are defined in terms of proximity to the Bosporus. 
Thus for the managerial-technical-professional elite of the city, until very 
recently, residence in one of the prestigious luxury apartments overlooking 
the Bosporus was the main locus of aspiration and symbol of upward 
mobility. In Istanbul, whether a flat has ‘a view of the sea’ or not, and 
how broad, close and beautiful a view it commands, were, up to a few 
years ago, the most important symbolic markers of distinction between 
the wider segments of the city’s salaried and its managerial, professional 
elite. Currently, the prices of flats on the market still depend on a view 
of the sea as much as on size or quality, if not more. But the aspirations 
of the city’s corporate elite and top professionals have shifted elsewhere.

Istanbulites currently investing in suburban homes, then, will be 
leaving behind a view of the sea shared with neighbours living in the 
same apartment block, or friends next door, abandoning the familiarity 
of everyday life mapped out by proximity to the corner grocery store, 
and leaving the street life of an accustomed neighbourhood, to live with 
acquaintances (not total strangers) of similar background and social status 
in the countryside. But anxieties over the move (rarely admitted and by 
women only) seem to be compensated for by the promise of rambling 
lawns, barking dogs and social spaces cleansed of cultural pollutants. For 
according to the ‘customer profile’ targeted by marketing agencies, these 
are busy executives or professional men who dream of relaxing at the 
weekends by working in the garden and who plan to buy a dog im
mediately after moving in; but who also have ‘educated wives’ desiring 
to escape the pollution of the city: air pollution, traffic pollution, noise 
pollution and, most important, cultural pollution.

In its broader contours, this is a story reminiscent of successive waves 
of suburbanization which occurred in North American and European 
cities after the Second World War, when single-family houses, cars and 
consumer durables became symbolic of a new life-style.
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The new high-rise suburbs of Istanbul: the site For the broader seg
ments of Istanbul’s middle strata - managers and upper civil servants as 
well as employees from the lower rungs of numerous public bureaucracies 
and quasi-public organizations - the pursuit of ‘a new home and new 
way of life’ entails moving to one of the new residential developments 
which have rapidly sprung up along the major new throughways into 
and out of Istanbul.

Site* is the word currently used to designate such uniform clusters of 
high-rise, high-density residential blocks, most of them organized as 
cooperatives, either by the developer firm or associations of employees, 
retirees and so on, and located on sites designated for mass housing 
development by the metropolitan government. Subsidized by the Mass 
Housing Fund (MHF), ownership in such cooperatives entails the pay
ment of instalments from the ground up for a flat not exceeding (in 
theory) 100 square metres.9 The mortgage, with a maturation period of 
fifteen to twenty years, is owned by the MHF and the developer is 
directly reimbursed in full by the MHF upon completion of the building. 
In Istanbul more than 1000 such cooperative housing projects (entailing 
roughly 100,000 dwelling units) were launched, catering to mid-range 
professionals, civil servants and military personnel as well as employees 
from the lower rungs of numerous public bureaucracies and quasi-public 
organizations.

On the city-scape of Istanbul, the sites are a novel phenomenon, both 
architecturally and as a way of life. Built according to stringent state 
regulations to minimize cost per dwelling, upon land designated for mass 
housing along major expressways, these are clusters of concrete blocks 
which often seem to be in the middle of nowhere, often without public 
transportation (that is, dependent upon private car ownership, and/or 
employers’ bus services), and homogeneous in terms of the social com
position of their inhabitants. Those which are closer to the city are 
equally striking in their height, which separates them, like walled villages, 
from surrounding settlements of squatter housing and commercial use.

In the cliche of city planning manuals and architecture textbooks, 
such high-rise residential blocks are infamous for sacrificing communal 
values in the name of utility and cost-effectiveness. They are frequently 
described as concrete slabs which segregate residents, alienate them from 
each other by sterile and coldly forbidding hallways, serve to isolate 
them behind closed doors in the absence of community walkways and 
residential meeting areas. Hence the new sites of Istanbul have become a 
favourite PhD research topic for Turkish city planning and architecture 
students. Based upon the achieved wisdom of the disciple, and fashion
able concepts borrowed from environmental psychology, a variety of 
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questionnaire surveys have been conducted, attempting to measure levels 
of dissatisfaction, feelings of isolation, lack of feelings of community 
and so on, among the new residents. Some of the general findings of 
these studies are of interest, primarily because they reveal the discrepancy 
between the mindset of researchers/outsiders and the residents them
selves.

When asked about their ‘ideal home’, the universal response appears 
to be ‘an independent house in a garden’, which seems to be farthest 
away from the actual situation of site residents. Yet at the same time 
most residents express themselves to be very satisfied with site life and 
environment, choosing to describe it through adjectives such as ‘airy’, 
‘light’, ‘refreshing’, ‘clean’, ‘orderly’. This is true for residents of the 
more upscale developments where individual flats are larger than 100 
square metres (despite MHF regulations, more than 50 per cent of 
cooperative housing is of this type) as well as the downscale apartment 
developments with 65-100 square-metre flats; and regardless of the 
adequacy of playgrounds for children, green space between apartment 
blocks and so on. ‘A clean environment’ seems to be the most frequently 
used phrase to describe site life. Often, however, this phrase is modified 
to emphasize ‘a clean social environment’, referring to similarities in the 
social and occupational backgrounds of residents. Responses to survey 
questions which probe what residents would wish to change, given the 
choice - with precoded answers on alternative design possibilities to 
break the monotony and sterile uniformity of identical flats; to create 
common spaces to enhance neighbourliness and community ties — seem 
equally unanticipated. What the residents actually complain about, time 
and again, and express as their most desired wish, is a shopping centre. 
What they desire most, it would seem, is to be able to ‘go shopping’. 
Hence it is not park benches, greenery, trees, playgrounds (spaces of 
neighbourliness of the sort Turkish urban designers have in mind) that 
residents articulate as lacking. Indeed, when available, such spaces seem 
to be rarely used. Furthermore, most inhabitants seem to suffer from a 
dearth of imagination on alternative interior design possibilities, beyond 
enclosing balconies to acquire more space. Instead, collective imagination 
seems to centre upon ‘shopping’, not simply to buy things but equally 
important as a way of seeing people, strolling, having something to do.

However limited and/or questionable the findings of such survey 
research may be, they suggest that the experiences of site dwellers them
selves are far more complex and varied than the architectural uniformity 
of the high-rise residential blocks initially suggests. To the outside 
observer, whether a flat is slightly smaller or larger than 100 square 
metres may be trivial, distinctions among clusters of high-rise blocks 
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inconsequential, yet for families who decide to invest in such a flat, 
beginning to pay instalments from the ground up and waiting for a 
minimum of two years (provided the developer firm does not collapse in 
the meantime or become embroiled in legal disputes with MHF which 
cause interminable delays, or economize by using building materials of 
much lower quality than originally promised — all of which are likely 
scenarios) before finally moving in, gradations of size and quality’ are of 
enormous significance. Not only are the costs of flats highly variable, 
depending upon size, bathroom and kitchen installations, availability of 
lifts and so on, but also the symbolic worth and cultural significance of 
moving to a site changes according to the backgrounds of the inhabitants 
themselves.

For groups such as policemen, municipal employees, primary school 
teachers whose limited savings are susceptible to continuous erosion 
under inflation, managing the initial downpayment and monthly in
stalments towards a small flat entails a major effort. And the actual move 
to a site often signifies upward mobility, away from one of the informal 
neighbourhoods of the city. For this group, the very uniformity and 
orderliness of high-rise apartments articulates and symbolizes the cultural 
distinctiveness of site residents, distinguishing them from the inhabitants 
of ‘informal’ neighbourhoods. The so-called informal neighbourhoods of 
Istanbul are by no means the shanty towns of Africa or the favelas of 
Latin .America. Indeed, Istanbul’s informal housing markets provide 
considerable opportunity for capitalizing on increasing land values, and 
have been a channel of accumulation for waves of immigrants flooding 
into Istanbul over the past three decades.10 But refrigerators, washing 
machines and kitchenware require ‘modern’ bathrooms and kitchens; 
matching living-room furniture and television sets demand rooms to 
display them in. Thus moving from informal housing with its cramped 
spaces, to a regular flat, with a standardized plan - two bedrooms, one 
living room, with a separate kitchen and bathroom - provides space for 
a host of consumer goods already purchased on instalment.

For managers, higher civil servants, or professional employees who 
are already apartment-dwelling Istanbulites, site residence means a homo
geneous, safe, orderly environment, distant both spatially and socially 
from the heterogeneous populations of Istanbul. The appeal of moving 
into a brand-new, spacious flat with gleaming kitchens and up-to-date 
bathroom fixtures, decorated with ceramics of assorted colours and 
designs, is considerable for this group. Leaving behind old, ill-assorted 
accumulations, to redecorate living rooms (‘salons’) with matching 
furniture, new curtains and crystal chandeliers is part of the ritual of 
moving. Hence architectural standardization is accompanied by other 
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signs and symbols of cultural homogeneity and social uniformity, in the 
acquisition of new furniture, new tableware, new matching towels and 
bed-sheets commensurate with the dazzling cleanliness of new flats. But 
equally important, if not more so, is the cultural and social homogeneity 
of site life, which connotes ‘order’ rather than sterile uniformity for the 
inhabitants themselves. For these families, the emergent culture of the 
1980s in Istanbul, with its ‘mixed’ forms of music, grammar and dress, 
represents a half-bred world of pseudo-urbanism, one which contradicts 
and pollutes the cherished purity of their own ‘Westernized’ way of life. 
Bureaucrats, professionals, managers constitute a stratum of people for 
whom the global pastiche of styles and tastes in contemporary Istanbul 
threatens to erode the sanctity of their ‘modern’, ‘Western’ way of life. 
Symbolic markers of what was barely a decade ago a distinctively middle
class life-style, appear to have lost their cultural moorings in the Istanbul 
of the 1990s, polluted and contaminated by hybridization. Site life, with 
its antiseptic social and cultural spaces, thus represents an escape from 
pollutants, but it would seem to be a mixed blessing in the absence of a 
‘shopping centre’ with its associated pleasures of looking and wandering 
around, transforming the contemplation of visual displays into leisure 
activity, fusing buying-pleasure-leisure.

Concluding remarks
My intention in this chapter has been to describe how the experiences 
and perceptions of Istanbul’s middle classes have been crucial in the 
negotiation of global cultural flows, and have in turn shaped the course 
of historical events. In embracing the global myth of the ideal home, in 
the variety of their own phenomenal experiences, the middle strata of 
Istanbul have departed for progressively fragmented and quartered lives 
on the outskirts of the city. They have thus been crucial social agents in 
shaping the course of historical events which have altered the physi
ognomy of Istanbul, remapping its social and cultural topography. It was 
through the ‘globalized’ optics of Istanbul’s middle classes, I have 
emphasized, that the familiar fabric of Istanbul, with its intermingling 
of social and cultural spaces, came to be perceived as disorderly and 
polluted, and the political will to transform it was mobilized.

Two analytical points which emerge from this descriptive account 
seem worth reiterating by way of conclusion. The first point has to do 
with global myths in general, and the myth of the ideal home in 
particular. The global circulation of myths is not equivalent to the 
globalization of meanings. But they are directly involved in the pro
duction of the cultural frames within which life strategies of various 
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social groups are negotiated. A global myth such as ‘our ideal home’, for 
instance, whose meaning appears to be self-evident and natural, connotes 
an ensemble of diverse elements, the relationships among which have to 
be actively constructed by social agents - advertisers as well as prospective 
customers. In this sense, consumer myths which circulate across the 
globe acquire facticity in response to different sets of circumstances, in 
different historically specific sites. What is consumed as ‘our ideal home’ 
is contingent upon the spatial/ideological context in which it is repro
duced. But this is not to suggest that the ‘locals’ are happy bricoleurs 
assembling their own ‘ideal homes’. On the contrary, ‘our ideal home’ 
has a money sign attached to it. The significance of contemporary global 
myths resides, I would suggest, in conjuring dreams as commodities, to 
be bought and sold. What has travelled across cultural borders to Istanbul 
is the ideal home as a commodity, laden with mythical content through 
the language of an increasingly globalized advertising industry.

My second analytical point has to do with the so-called ‘crisis’ of the 
middle classes in the context of globalization and liberalization, variously 
referred to as ‘shrinking’ or ‘disappearing’. As several recent book titles 
(and their contents) such as Fear of Falling (Ehrenreich 1989) and Falling 
from Grace (Newman 1988) suggest, the middle classes feel threatened, 
in one country after another, by policies of liberalization which erode 
their economic as well as their social standing. Integration into the global 
economy often strengthens the upper segments of the middle strata at 
the expense of worsening conditions for the lower middle class who are 
faced with the prospect of downward mobility. Global cultural flows 
which erode distinctions of high and low culture progressively undermine 
the symbolic capital upon which a distinctive middle-class way of life is 
based.

But this general tendency of globalization to undermine the capacity 
of the middle classes to reproduce themselves, does not mean that future 
outcomes at the level of particular metropolises are obvious. In the 
competitive economic and political environment of the globalizing city, 
the middle classes actively pursue a variety of social strategies and 
cultural practices to maintain or rebuild markers of distinction which 
define a distinctive way of life. To understand the ways in which these 
variable strategies succeed, survive and fail, it is important to move from 
the space-time of the global economy to study processes of social and 
cultural reproduction in the space-time of particular metropolises. In the 
context of Istanbul, the strategy of survival of the middle classes has 
chiefly centred upon the domain of consumption symbolized by the ideal 
home. For the majority, their new lives in huge residential estates on the 
outskirts of the city remain far from what an outside observer, from a 
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position of cultural distance, may judge to be the fantasy world of the 
ideal home. In the awareness and understanding of their own standing as 
‘middle class’, however, Istanbul’s middle strata have been successful in 
reconstituting the locally distinctive cultural markers and boundaries 
which separate them from other groups in city space, by embracing the 
global consumer myth of the ideal home.

Notes
1. For a broader account of Istanbul’s transformation in the 1980s see Keyder and 

Oncii (1994).
2. There are numerous studies which trace this process, such as Lynn Spiegel’s 

(1992) book on television and the family ideal in post-war America; Fishman’s (1989) 
analysis of suburbia as a bourgeois Utopia; or Ewen’s (1976) study on the social roots 
of advertising.

3. Roland Barthes’s mythologies were part of his earlier project of a critique of 
French bourgeois culture. In talking about ‘global myths’ I am obviously stretching his 
mythologies beyond the original intentions of the author.

4. According to the PIAR-Gallup national consumption patterns survey conducted 
in 1991, 60 per cent of 11 million Turkish households owned colour television sets. 
The 1990 ‘Euro’ average (17 countries) quoted by Gallup International is 90 per cent. 
For metropolitan Istanbul, the 1993 consumer survey of the Istanbul Chamber of 
Industry reports 90 per cent colour-TV ownership.

5. The advertisements I draw upon in this section come from a larger archive 
compiled for comparative purposes across different segments of the residential market 
as well as to illustrate changes over time in the past decade. In the brief summary 
provided here I have simply ignored changes over time which are significant in their 
own right but remain tangential to the current discussion.

6. The significance of a globalized advertising language in rendering the home a 
commodity laden with mythical content is obvious. Turkey’s advertising sector has 
been among the most rapidly globalized sectors of the economy. Since the mid-1980s, 
many of the global advertising agencies - such as Saatchi and Saatchi, Young and 
Rubicam, Lowe, McCann-Ericson, Lintas - have established partnerships with local 
firms. Currently, the top fifteen advertising firms which hold 80 per cent of the 
advertising market all have international partners. Hence both the buzzwords and the 
formats of home advertisements in Istanbul’s residential market are remarkably similar 
to what Caroline Mills (1993), for instance, describes in the context of a gentrified 
neighbourhood in Vancouver, where the experience of gentrification has been recast as 
a myth. What is being sold as ‘a new home and a new way of life’ is obviously very 
different in the two contexts, that is, specific in time and place.

7. The Turkish financial system has been overwhelmingly dominated by com
mercial banks. The role of private pension funds, savings and loan associations, and 
building societies is negligible. Commercial banks are legally prohibited from using 
their own resources for long-term home mortgages. Hence individual home-ownership 
is either directly financed by private savings or by short-term commercial and suppliers’ 
credit.

8. The Turkish word site is adapted from the French word cite, which refers to 
outsize housing projects in France’s suburbs or banlieues. In France, however, residents 
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of such projects or cites are often multi-ethnic immigrant populations The word site 
connotes residential estates for the Turkish middle classes.

9 The MI1F was initially established in the mid-1980s to provide preferential 
credit for low-income groups, but it rapidly evolved into a mechanism for subsidizing 
middle-class housing in large cities, especially in Istanbul where more than 50 per cent 
of the dwellings subsidized are larger than die too-square-metre eligibility require
ment.

10. Successive waves of immigrants to Istanbul in the 1950s and 1960s, having 
once acquired a foothold in Istanbul’s informal land markets, were often able to legalize 
their ownership rights; they took advantage of high inflation and rising property values 
to become owners of rentals, multi-storey buildings and so on. Concomitantly, the 
vast opportunities for capitalization in this market attracted outside investors and 
developers. Thus by the mid-1970s, it was no longer possible to ‘squat’ in the time- 
honoured fashion. Once the land grab bonanza of the 1950s and 1960s was over, fresh 
waves of immigrants were forced to buy split-deeds in unserviced, agricultural land. 
See Oncii (1988) and also Seufert in this volume, chapter 10.
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