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6
Istanbulites and Others
The Cultural Cosmology of Being Middle Class
in the Era of Globalism
Ay§e Oncu

Who is an Istanbulite? Or, for that matter, a Beiruti, or a Parisian, or a New
Yorker? Akin to all cosmopolitan cities with heterogeneous populations
and intermingling of diverse cultures, Istanbul is a study in contrasts
rather than uniformity. A plurality of social groups and cultures coexist in
Istanbul, often separated from one another as the hard-edged pieces of a
mosaic. It is a city of immigrants, with three-quarters of its population born
elsewhere. In this sense, the question of who is an Istanbulite is a rhetori
cal question. A true Istanbulite is a "myth."
Contemporary myths, suggests Barthes (1972), are not expressed in
long, fixed narratives of the primitive epic but in phrases and forms of
speech whose meanings appear self-evident and hence "natural." They are
linguistic expressions through which a dominant cultural discourse floods
the hidden corners of everyday existence, presenting itself as universal
and ideal. An "Istanbulite," then, is a myth in the Barthian sense of the
term. It is a figure of speech that insistently and repetitively circulates
through daily life—in conversations among friends, in newspaper articles,
television commentaries, captions of photographs in weekly magazines,
films, jokes. The Turkish word Istanbulhi appears to simultaneously con
dense and connote an array of distinctions, refinements, competencies that
are already "known" from daily experience and hence understood with
out saying. In a metropolis of numerous and fluctuating plurality of cul
tural hierarchies, the word Istanbulhi stands guard over the boundary be
tween high and popular culture.
It can be argued perhaps, that most cosmopolitan cities of world stature,
ancient or modern, have similarly developed such mythical significance
95
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around their names—as the repository of multiple and nuanced distinc
tions of refinement and taste emblematic of "high" culture. In this sense, be
ing an Istanbulite is part of a more general phenomenon, the linguistic man
ifestation of cultural hierarchies that are subject to power relations in all
metropolises, everywhere. Yet, an Istanbulite is also a specific myth, one
that requires thinking in terms of a distinctive set of cultural mediations lo
cated in historical time and place. For contemporary myth making is a cul
tural activity that presumes the existence of makers and users, who are not
themselves a homogeneous collectivity. The discursive constructs of a
hegemonic culture are continuously undermined and actively renegotiated
within the contours of lived experiehce and practices of everyday life; the
ways in which the linguistic term Istanbullu acquires cultural content and
meaning is bound with the city's changing sociopolitical landscape.
My interest in the phenomenon of an Istanbulite is located in the pres
ent, a moment in time when the dynamics of everyday existence is pene
trated and shaped by a diversity of cultural flows from different corners of
the globe. A dizzying array of "glocalized" (global-local) icons, images,
and sounds intermingle in the landscape of contemporary Istanbul, threat
ening to overwhelm established cultural hierarchies, at least in the public
realm. The kinds of issues posed by this new order of complexity have in
spired a prolific literature that emphasizes the "flux" and "fluidity" of con
temporary metropolitan experience, the erosion of boundaries between
high and popular cultures, and its implications in terms of "fragmenta
tion" and "crisis of culture" in cities across the world. My purpose here is
not to review all the issues prompted by this literature.1 Instead I will sim
ply focus on the discursive construct Istanbullu and try to show how it
lends coherence and political logic to cultural boundaries that threaten to
lose their clarity in the texture of living reality.
How does the word Istanbullu acquire content and meaning as it circu
lates through daily life in present-day Istanbul? One way of seeking an
swers to this question is to explore how multiple and changing typifications
of "others" operate in different textual contexts. Thus, following Bakhtin, I
will depart from the premise that the meaning of the word itself is never
sealed, or finalized, because it necessitates the existence of "others" to imag
ine, even if temporarily, the imagined unity and wholeness of Istanbulites.
But the processes of "othering" that are hidden in the trivia of everyday life
and renegotiated in the experiential world of humdrum existence are diffi
cult to capture and understand through "authoritative" texts such as histo
ries, biographies, poems, and so forth . The strategy I will adopt here is to
turn to popular humor where the "pretentious" universalist claims of the
dominant social order are debunked through ridicule and parody. Popular
humor, which intervenes in the polite world of privileged utterance, to
transgress established symbolic hierarchies and invert them through play,
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belongs in what Bakhtin referred to as the realm of "carnevalesque."2
Bakhtin's metaphor of "carnival" derives from the ribaldry and irreverence
associated with popular festivities—Mardi Gras, Fasching, fairs—that in
volve a temporary, licensed suspension of order. In the popular culture of
Istanbul, the oppositional view of the world that Bakhtin associated with
the "carnival square" (where formal hierarchy is suspended, and the sacro
sanct and dignified elements of official-serious culture are deprived of their
authority through unrestrained festivity and gaiety) finds its counterpart in
the seemingly inexhaustible fund of jokes produced and reproduced as part
of everyday sociability, as well as an immense variety of cartoons in the
pages of daily newspapers, popular journals, and satire magazines.
In this chapter, I will turn to the lively and prolific scene of graphic hu
mor in Istanbul and ground my discussion on a series of cartoons that poke
fun at the pomposity and dignity of prevailing distinctions and hierarchies
in the discursive realm. While such cartoons are a constant feature of Is
tanbul's graphic scene, their humor is time bound. Cartoons that were
funny yesterday become stale today. This is because cartoons, akin to all
humor, draw upon an inventory of familiar signs and symbols, play with
the predictable meanings to evoke an instant of surprise, and elicit a
chuckle on the part of the reader. In this sense, graphic humor "interferes"
with the cultural discourses of the moment; that is, it captures, distills, and
accentuates the "authoritative" codes that shape and organize the mixture
that is everyday consciousness, so as to debunk or unmask them through
parody and humor. Humor is always in dialogue with the enclosing cul
tural discourse. It evokes, simultaneously, both common sense and also its
ambivalences and inconsistencies.
Using this double-voiced discourse of humor, I will try to develop three
interlinked points of argument. My first point derives from the insistence
and repetitiveness of cartoons that parody stereotypes of "immigrants" in
the graphic scene of Istanbul. By drawing upon cartoons chosen from dif
ferent time periods in the history of the city, I will try to show how paro
dies of refinement and distinction, as well as parodies of belonging and au
thenticity, are built around prevailing stereotypes of "immigrants." The
argument I will develop here is that the immigrant combines, within a sin
gle typification, two central components in the dialogical imagination of
an Istanbulite. On the one hand, the immigrant operates as a repository of
negative attributes, through whom the refinements and distinctions of be
ing an Istanbulite is reflexively understood. On the other, the immigrant
operates as the invading outsider, whose unjustified presence in the city
establishes, by extension, a seamless chronology for Istanbulites as the ba
sis of their authenticity and moral superiority.
Based on recent typifications of "the immigrant" produced and repro
duced over the past decade, I will then show that in the cultural cosmos of
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contemporary Istanbul, "the immigrant" has become an absolute other, ac
tivated to gather all accents and nuances of cultural hierarchy and distinc
tion, into a single, total, and totalizing category of exclusion. I will thus
venture to suggest that the mythology of an Istanbulite has lost its cultural
moorings in the realm of taste and distinction emblematic of high culture,
shorn of its connotations of belonging and authenticity. It merely negates
and excludes. It thus operates at the level of everyday, to cut and reshape
the living texture of reality into a rigid dichotomy of Istanbulites and im
migrants.
My last point will be a broader one, having to do with myth making as
a cultural process that presumes the' existence of makers and users. Con
temporary myths are not anonymous like the bricoleur of primitive myths.
The prevailing stereotypes and typifications of immigrant culture cannot
be conceived apart from a "mainstream" middle-class culture that defines
them. But a "middle-class way of life" is not something solid and im
mutable; it is based on an elaborated system of distinctions and differences
that have become increasingly subject to erosion in the era of globalism.
Hence, I will argue that constructions of the immigrant as the absolute
other in the neoliberal ethos of Istanbul is part of an ongoing struggle to
redefine the boundaries of middle sectors or classes.
I will try to lend substance and content to these points of argument through
readings of cartoons chosen from different time periods. Before turning to Is
tanbul and processes of "othering" within it, however, a few words of ex
planation about the use of cartoons as textual material seem required.

A METHODOLOGICAL CAVEAT ON READING CARTOONS
All humor—pranks, wit, comic strips, cartoons—is essentially a play on es
tablished, commonsense hierarchies of meaning. The humorist begins
with taken-for-granted, established categories of meaning that inform our
commonsense order of reality as ordered and predictable. By juxtaposing
desperate frames of reference, the artist exposes the impurity and arbi
trariness of all categories, blurring the hierarchical impositions of order to
elicit a chuckle. In an instant of surprise and laughter, fragments and em
blems are dissociated from one cultural discourse and reassembled in an
other, conveying the inextricably mixed and ambivalent nature of all cul
tural life, the reversibility of cultural forms, symbols, meanings. In this
sense, humor builds on established symbolic hierarchies and subverts
them through play.
The specificity of graphic humor resides in bringing together a rich in
ventory of images and signs of metropolitan life and articulating them in
powerful visual condensations. It must be kept in mind, however, that vi
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sual sign systems operate only in indirect relation to the material world of
reference. This seems especially important when dealing with cartoons
and comic strips that initially appear to be much more directly and clearly
accessible than linguistic forms. But as current theory suggests, the visual
is mediated and controlled linguistically (Jenks 1995, 1-24). Hence, lan
guage is a crucial mediator of the visual, regardless of the absence or pres
ence of words or narratives. The visual entails a complex process of gen
erating meanings that cannot be divorced from linguistic-discursive
forms. This is another way of saying visual signs are polysemic (i.e., open
to different meanings depending on the linguistic-discursive realm in
which they operate).
When attempting to interpret cartoons, the complexities of working
with visual texts are compounded with the play upon meanings that is the
essence of humor (e.g., Palmer 1994, 93-103). The graphic artist uses the
polysemic nature of visual signs to simultaneously invoke and play with
their common sense meanings in everyday discourse. For humor to work,
the humorist and the viewer must share the same symbolic maps and sign
systems. Graphic humor at its best is a sophisticated play, one that the car
toonist sets up and invites the viewer to participate.
The cartoons on which I focus in the present study are noteworthy for
the mundane repetitiveness and predictability of their humor, rather than
the sophisticated play on meanings they evoke. Such humdrum cartoons
lie about in pages of daily newspapers, magazines, albums, or pamphlets,
requiring little effort beyond a glance to elicit a smile, precisely because the
situations and typifications they evoke are interwoven with the experience
of daily life in Istanbul. Their humor is based on incongruities hidden in
the trivia of daily life, the politics of everyday, rather than politics writ
large. Hence, they are not political cartoons in the conventional sense of
the term: their humor is grounded in the culture of everyday Istanbul.
What renders such cartoons interesting for the purposes of this chapter
is that taken together, they provide a continuous stream of "irreverent"
conversation, in graphics and words, in a city where the majority of the
population is semiliterate. But to the extent that their humor is situationally grounded and based on verbal-visual codes that rely on instant asso
ciation with the concrete, the specific, the here and now of experiential re
ality, "translating" them into written words, in a language other than that
of its intended audience, becomes fraught with pitfalls. It seems important
to acknowledge these pitfalls from the very beginning, however impossi
ble it may be to avoid them. My own selection and "authorial voice" in the
rereadings offered here is simultaneously that of a researcher who has
been working on a large archive of cartoons on daily life in Istanbul and
also that of a person who enjoys the work of particular graphic artists and
the flavor of their humor.
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HAC1AGAS INVADE THE GRAPHIC SCENE OF ISTANBUL
Graphic humor has a lengthy historical lineage in the cultural and politi
cal life in Istanbul, spanning more than a century. From within this history,
I will choose to begin with the early 1940s, when the haciaga makes his ap
pearance on the graphic scene of Istanbul. The haciaga is a culturally and
historically specific version of a breed often encountered in graphic hu
mor—the arriviste, the social climber, the nouveau riche—characterized
by having too much economic and too little cultural capital. Genres of hu
mor based on conspicuous display of wealth, flawed by absence of "cul
tural taste," has its variants in all societies. The usual theme of such humor
is overconsumption combined with a notion of shallowness or fakeness.
The forerunners of this genre of humor in the graphic scene of Istanbul
date all the way back to the late nineteenth century.
The cultural specificity of the haciaga in Istanbul of the 1940s resides in
his origins and his fake piousness. The lexical term -aga signifies a tradi
tional landlord, connotes wealth as well as power and patronage, with its
reciprocal obligations of loyalty and protection in agrarian Anatolia. The
prefix had- indicates that he has been to pilgrimage in Mecca—an obliga
tory voyage for every pious Muslim, but a voyage only a privileged ..few
could afford at the time. How this traditional figure of power, wealth, and
piety from Anatolia becomes a "fish out of water" in Istanbul (to translate
from Turkish directly) diminishes in stature despite his wealth, not only
provided rich material for cartoonists but also afforded much pleasure for
Istanbulites of the 1940s, to judge by the number and repetitiveness of ha
ciaga parodies.
In cartoons, the haciaga's wide girth and double chin, accustomed to the
comforts of baggy pants and loose clothing, defies the strictures of trousers
and ties. His wife, whose body bulges out of her new dresses, is equally
uncomfortable but luxuriating in her new "urban" role in displaying and
consuming family wealth. It is no longer the largesse of the haciaga that
enhances family honor and prestige in Istanbul but conspicuous con
sumption controlled by the wife. Regardless of how powerful in Anatolia,
his abundant money fails to gain him entree among Istanbulites, in the ab
sence of requisite social graces and "cultural taste." He simply becomes
ridiculous through lavish but "uncultivated" spending. In Istanbul, the
"aga" is cut down to size. But he also merits some sympathy, because he
now shares in the common fate of mankind in Istanbul. He suffers from
the tireless ambitions of an assertive wife, who sheds her subservience
upon arrival in Istanbul and begins to nag her husband into ever increas
ing consumption. The haciaga's loss of power in Istanbul thus extends into
the private sphere, where his wife gains the upper hand in consumption
(see Figure 6.1).

Fig 6.1
Mr. nouveau riche: "We should spend the summer on the island."
Mrs. nouveau riche: "Really?"
Mr. nouveau riche: "Yes, I am told that five hundred lira houses go for five
thousand."

Fig 6.2
Man: "Darling, they say that for Istanbul beauties, money comes before every
thing else, is that right?"
Woman: "I don't know. I am not very materialistic. It is alright if money comes
afterwards."
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An equally significant theme in haciaga cartoons is his fake piety. Play
ing on the connotations of the had- prefix, the haciaga is depicted as a lech
erous fat man, lusting after young girls, whether they be belly dancers, re
vue starlets, call girls, or secretaries (see Figure 6.2). To emphasize the
incongruity between the professed religious piety and conservatism of the
haciaga and his lascivious yearnings, he is repetitively portrayed in bars,
nightclubs, and dance halls. His fakeness resides in espousing Islam's
strictures on alcohol and illicit sex, while at the same time liberally imbib
ing or engaging in both. In the "dirty mind" of the haciaga, all unattached
women are sex objects and hence easy prey; the night life of cosmopolitan
Istanbul is associated with vice and sin.
Viewed from a broader historical vantage point, many of the individual
motifs that appear in haciaga cartoons can be traced all the way back to the
late nineteenth century in the graphic humor scene of Istanbul. In its ear
lier forerunners, especially at the turn of the century, the genre was often
used to negotiate the cultural boundaries between the Europeanized elite
of the metropolis and its more modest middle classes. The ambiguities as
sociated with practicing European manners correctly—that is, within the
bounds of modesty and decorum befitting a middle class way of life, as
distinct from "super-Westernization," which is aping European customs
uncritically—was a prolific source of parody from the very inception of
graphic humor in Istanbul. Later, in the earlier decades of the Republican
era, innumerable cartoons explored the ambiguous line between modesty
and immodesty by focusing on nuances of proper comportment in public
space, on the street, on beaches, on tram cars. Parodies based on the eti
quette of gender relations in public space were closely bound with the
question of how far the newly emerging middle classes of the Republican
order could go in adopting European customs, and still remain within the
bounds of respectability.3
The stereotype of the haciaga is important, because it powerfully
combines a series of existing motifs—money/taste, false piety/ true moral
ity, provincialism/cosmopolitanism, Anatolia/Istanbul—and condenses
them into a single, negative "other." In Istanbul of the 1940s, the haciaga
cartoons are not simply parodies of taste and comportment but guard the
cultural capital of "authentic" Istanbulites against the vulgarism of new
wealth flowing in from Anatolia. Thus, the invasion of haciagas in the
graphic scene of Istanbul coincides with a historical moment in time when
Istanbul's middle classes were waging a cultural battle against a particu
lar breed of overconsumers, the new rich.
Today, the cultural battle lines have shifted to a new front—the vul
garities of overconsumption among the lower strata of the city. Thus,
although tasteless overconsumption continues to be a very potent theme
in the graphic scene of Istanbul, the haciaga stereotype, as the symbolic
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embodiment of vulgarism associated with new wealth, has receded into
the background. Various reincarnations of the same typification, produced
and reproduced, are no longer funny but simply stale.

ARABESK CULTURE INVADES ISTANBUL

The next set of cartoons I turn to are from the 1980s when parodies of Is
tanbul's arabesk culture provided fresh material for young graphic artists
of the decade, distinct in style and flavor from earlier decades. Through
out the 1960s and 1970s, graphic humor had become synonymous with
radical social criticism in the art scene of Istanbul, and many artists with
formal university training in fine arts, architecture, and graphic design had
turned to cartoons as a potential means of reaching the urban poor. Uni
versal themes such as capitalist injustice, exploitation of labor, and op
pression of the masses had taken over the graphic scene, delivered in the
"abstract-minimalist" graphic styles of the period.
In the shifting political mood of the 1980s decade, graphic humor of the
1960s and 1970s, with its direct mode of delivering significant political mes
sages, seemed out of tune with the prevailing neoliberal ethos of the times.
Istanbul was now the emergent growth pole of Turkey's rapid integration
into world markets, riding on a wave of foreign investment and buoyant
exports. Almost overnight, the consumer markets of the city were flooded
with goods from around the world—available for purchase on installment.
In open-air vegetable and food markets that dot the poor neighborhoods of
the city, stalls now displayed electronic goods from Taiwan and tableware
from Germany, beneath overhanging racks of cheap clothing of every
imaginable variety, ranging from lacy women's underwear, to T-shirts and
jeans with fake designer labels. Everybody seemed to be on the move: in the
language of Istanbulites, arabesk culture had invaded the city.
The epithet arabesk denotes impurity, hybridity, and bricolage and des
ignates a special kind of kitsch.4 The word was first coined in the late 1960s
and early 1970s to describe a hybrid music genre that emerged and ac
quired immense popularity among recent immigrant populations of Is
tanbul (Ozbek 1991; Stokes 1992; Markoff 1994). Banned from state radio
and television for defying the established canons of both folk and classical
Turkish music, by intermixing rhythms and instruments from popular
Western and Egyptian music, arabesk music soared in the expanding cas
sette market of the 1970s. Films featuring famous arabesk singers as the
star-popular hero achieved immediate box office success in local movie
houses on the urban fringes of Istanbul as well as other large cities of the
country. In the process, the label arabesk acquired a wider chain of associ
ations, denoting a musical genre, a film genre, as well as the cultural habi

Istanbulites and Others

105

tus and lifestyle of those who enjoyed them. Arabesk lovers now belonged
to "arabesk culture"—banal, trashy, but most of all in-between, hence pol
luted and polluting, to invoke Mary Douglas (1966). Arabesk songs,
singers, and films not only failed to conform to artistically established,
pure categories of classification but also contaminated them. Similarly,
those who belong to arabesk culture—the low-income immigrant popula
tions swirling on the fringes of Istanbul—have lost the innocence, purity,
and authenticity of their traditional peasant-folk heritage (but remained
ignorant), without acquiring the urbanity of cosmopolitan life (but em
braced its crass commercialism), and hence belong in neither of the two
worlds. Arabesk culture connotes a half-breed world of pseudo-urbanism,
one that contradicts and defies cherished categories. Neither peasant nor
urban, arabesk culture becomes a placeless phenomenon, both residual
and marginal, but also dangerous, because its boundaries are ambiguous
and margins confused. The defining essence of arabesk culture—its hybridity—simultaneously essentializes the purity of Istanbulite's culture
and also endangers it. In the discourse of the 1980s, the "pure" Istanbulites
are an endangered species.
For cartoonists of the 1980s, the multiple connotations of the label arabesk
provide a rich source of play on meanings. Latif Demirci's cartoons, a
young artist who made a name for himself in the satire press in the early
1980s and later moved on to the pages of more expensive, glossy maga
zines, capture the flavor of this new genre of humor. His cartoons are full
of material objects, drawn in loving detail to poke fun at overassimilation
to the world of capitalist commodities. He enters the arabesk world of
Istanbul's lower classes, considered vulgar because it combines the mate
rial signs of modernity in imperfect ways, to conjure a whole range of sit
uations in which individuals are totally oblivious to any contradictions,
completely unfazed by the cacophony of seemingly unrelated objects,
words, and images that are a part of everyday life.
In Demirci's humorous lines, the fat man sitting with his legs tucked un
der and counting his prayer beads is supremely comfortable in his Cali
fornia sweatshirt (Figure 6.3). The two women being served coffee by the
young son/daughter of the household are unfazed by her outfit and casu
ally drop the word transvestite (Figure 6.4). Through parodic reproduc
tions of arabesk culture, Demirci mocks the reader's own categorical
boundaries that defines transgression and labels it offensive. But the cut
ting edge of his humor resides in defining arabesk in a new sense, such that
the category is no longer confinable to a single social sector or class. The
businessman dressed in his power clothes, wearing Nike sports socks
while sipping his whisky (Figure 6.5), or the intellectual sitting among a
tacky ensemble of incongruous objects (Figure 6.6) become a part of what
they denigrate: arabesk culture.

Fig 6.4
Boy (in sibilant tone): "Welcome to the house."
Woman with black scarf: "We are getting old; it is a good thing that my younger
son turned transvestite and helps with the household."
Woman with white scarf: "God be praised, he has become very beautiful."
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Fig 6.6
"Write my dear: I hate Arabesk ...
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While Latif Demirci's graphic style and blend of humor is distinctive,
the themes he plays with run through much of graphic humor of the 1980s.
There is an abundance of cartoons that parody the epithet arabesk, both as
a label that designates a special form of urban aesthetic, considered vulgar
because it combines the material culture of modernity in imperfect and
partial ways, and also as a derogatory category that targets that whole sec
tor of Istanbul's population, who, having lost their moorings in indigenous
peasant culture, have begun to indulge in mass consumption. But the nov
elty of this genre of humor rapidly wore off, partly because the meaning
of the term itself changed. It is no longer a discriminatory term aimed at
lower-class populations of the city but denotes a kind of kitschy aesthetic,
or lack of aesthetic, symptomatic of upper classes as well.
As an idiom of distinction, or lack of distinction, the word arabesk origi
nally derived its meaning from a kind of vulgarism associated with mass
consumption, associated with lower classes or sectors. This is a new form
of "tackified" overconsumption that imitates with no regard to the origi
nal, substituting Formica for wood, polyester for silk. Thus, the accelerated
circulation of the term in daily language coincides with a particular his
torical moment in time, when Istanbul's opening to world economy and
the buoyancy of its consumer market pose a kind of new threat to prevail
ing cultural hierarchies—the vulgarism of overconsumption in the lower
classes, as distinct from tasteless overconsumption among the rich. The
"new rich" (in the classic sense of the term) emulate refinements of taste
and threaten to erode cultural hierarchies by attaching a monetary value
to them. The vulgarism of arabesk, in contrast, is dangerous because it to
tally disregards hierarchies of taste. In this sense, the derogatory label
arabesk is no longer confinable or reducible to a single social sector or class,
because the total disregard of taste now becomes symptomatic of the
wealthy as well. By the end of the 1980s, the new channels of accumulation
and upward mobility associated with the era of neoliberalism had given
birth to a new category of rich in Istanbul. This is a novel breed of "new
rich," however, who couldn't care less about matters of taste. They just lux
uriate in their newly found wealth and look on their own hybridity with
delight, so to speak, totally devoid of the status anxieties commonly asso
ciated with the term nouveau riche in French. In the absence of a name, the
label arabesk expanded to capture this new syndrome, used to refer not just
to a new breed of rich but, for instance, to a new breed of politician, who
disregards distinctions of taste without compunction or embarrassment.5
Today, in the mid-1990s, the word arabesk has become an all encom
passing metaphor to describe and identify a general malaise that seems to
plague every aspect of life in Turkish society—arabesk democracy,
arabesk economy, arabesk politicians—all suffering from a neither-nor sit
uation of indeterminacy and degeneration. In the term arabesk, suggests
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Meral Ozbek (1996, 212), "we have finally found a name to express the
identity problem of Turkish society."
But a new derogatory label surfaced from the pages of sabre magazines
toward the latter half of the 1980s, the maganda, and subsequently began to
circulate in everyday speech gaining progressively wider currency to
name an absolute "other," an aesthetic anomaly, produced by Istanbul.

THE INVASION OF MAGANDA
The word maganda was invented by a group of young cartoonists whose
irreverent graphic style and humor gained immediate success among the
young following of weekly satirical magazines such as Girgir, Limon, Hibir, and Leman. Such magazines proliferate on the newsstands of Istanbul,
their longevity subject to the vicissitudes of a readership below the age of
twenty-five and the propensity of young graphic artists to split off and re
group under new titles. New magazines appear and disappear as young
readers float from one title to the next, following shifting fashions and their
favorite cartoonists. But the low rates of survival and short life span of
most magazines in this highly competitive market can be misleading. For
the total circulation of Istanbul's satirical press has been fairly stable over
the past ten years, reaching roughly 1.5 million young readers per month,
not a negligible figure in a country where total monthly magazine circula
tion is estimated to fluctuate between ten and eleven million.
The young graphic artists who work for and/or publish satirical magazines and their readership form a distinctive social and discursive milieu,
one that constitutes a foreign land for the uninitiated. Words, expressions,
and graphic styles are continuously "invented," lose their novelty, and are
replaced by new ones. Thus, what is referred to as "slang" by the main
stream adult world and "restricted code" by social analysts is part of a
process of capturing and naming what is experienced, yet it remains un
formulated in the discursive realm of the adult, mainstream world. Mag
anda was such an invented name, used to describe both a particular typification, produced and reproduced in situations of infinite variety, and
also a graphic genre associated with these cartoons.
As initially formulated through the nonverbal codes of satirical maga
zines, the maganda is a figure of brute strength, hairy body, and unbridled
sexual appetites, who infects and pollutes the cultural atmosphere of the so
cial settings he appears in. Rather than representing a sociocultural type in
the conventional sense of the term, the maganda articulates, in the graphic
language of his creators, a cultural phenomenon that is experienced in the
fabric of social existence but remains unarticulated. Thus, when pressed to
define in words who exactly a maganda is, the graphic artists who coined
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the term provided the following description for the mainstream readers of
one of the major daily newspapers in the early 1990s:
Maganda is an assault on emotions, an aesthetic aberration. He is an anomaly
which corresponds to ignorance, to brute force, to social climbing, to all de
generate values. We created him. He is the animal in us. . . . We allowed him
to flourish. He is a stain which cannot be removed. He is like a plastic bottle
which never degrades, never disappears.
The maganda can be of any sex, any class, any race, any occupation. He is
contagious, he infects.... Maganda is universal unfortunately.6 (Sunday sup
plement, Hiirriyet, January 12,1992)
f

In cartoons however, the maganda is invariably depicted as a male and,
more often than not, in a state of sexual arousal. So while the maganda is
an "aesthetic anomaly" who gives rise to an "allergic reaction" in all situa
tions he is present, he is most offensive when sexually aroused (see Figure
6.7). This is when he intrudes, offends, molests, assaults the senses through
his warped sexual imagination and the vulgarity of his sexual practices.
These are depicted in explicit graphic detail, showing the maganda to be
devoid of cultural codes that define human sensuality and sexual conduct.
Hence, the maganda is "the animal within us," the absolute other, whose
physical repulsiveness is the embodiment of vulgar sexual urges.
The explicit sexual content of the maganda cartoons and graphic style
associated with them cannot be divorced from broader trends in publish
ing and broadcasting industry of the 1990s in Turkey. This is now an Is
tanbul where 90 percent of homes have acquired color television sets. With
the opening of Istanbul's advertising sector to joint ventures with multi
nationals, television commercials have acquired a new patina. A whole
new range of glossy magazines from Cosmopolitan to Penthouse and Play
boy, not to mention fashion and home decoration magazines, compete with
each other in newspaper stands. Satellite dishes adorn every other roof, en
abling the new commercial channels to beam into living rooms, projecting
onto the screen glittering images of a shiny, clean, orderly world inhabited
by beautiful people. The maganda cartoons can be interpreted as the an
tithesis of this world or, as the graphic artist Mehmet Cagejag put it in ret
rospect during an interview with the author, "our answer to the shining,
glittering images."
Equally important perhaps, is that in Istanbul of the 1990s, sexuality has
been opened to the gaze. Visual images of sensuality that were confined to
sleazy movie houses barely a decade ago are now beamed into living
rooms by competing TV channels. Thus, for the majority of Istanbul's
youth, sexuality is no longer only a part of the phenomenal world of exis
tence, taken for granted but unspoken. It has entered the realm of visibil
ity, recognizable in the realm of public objectivity and hence open to rene-
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Fig 6.7
Title above reads: "The Birth of Mevlut." ("Mevlut" is a man's name in Turkish,
but in Arabic it means "birth" and has religious connotations.)

gotiation. The solidity of cultural boundaries separating the experienced
world of sexuality (in brothels, backseats of porno movie houses) and the
"public" universe of gender relations governed by strict codes of un
touchability were fractured through the abundance of display for the gaze.
The maganda typification is thus the product of a new generation of youth
culture in the process of discovering, through the gaze, the aesthetics of
practice and the cultural codes of permissiveness.
In its travel from the graphic language of satire magazines to the
discursivity of everyday language, the label maganda has lost some of its

114

Ay§e Oiicii

immediate association with unbridled sexuality. It connotes, first and fore
most, an offensive being—simultaneously distasteful (not simply taste
less) and also aggressive (not simply vulgar). Thus, for instance, in the
lyrics of a rap song that topped the best-seller charts in Istanbul's cassette
market in 1991:
If you don't spit, belch, or litter the ground,
Sneeze or sniffle
Never grow a moustache
Wear a gold chain necklace
Open your collar and torso,. ..
If you don't drink or get loaded
Beat your wife at home
Make two kids a year
Hang a gold watch on your wrist
Harass women on the street
Molest them on buses and minibuses
How could you become a maganda?
Would it be credible? (.Vitamin, Istanbul 1991)

In these lyrics, maganda is a label that condenses multiple negative attri
butes into a single absolute other: belching, spitting, wife beating, alcohol
abuse, verbal harassment, as well as molesting. Thus, the maganda, with
his pseudo-racial attributes, is an intrusive presence encountered on side
walks, in traffic, sitting in the next row, or at the next table. A second song
from the same cassette explains how the maganda has now become im
possible to avoid in Istanbul:
In the countryside, in bars, deluxe hotels
Now everywhere in Taxim or Maxim
Jogging, aerobics, bodybuilding
Meetings, clubs, toilets
His soul wooden, his body a tree trunk, his head of pressed straw
Even if he wears a gold saddle, a maganda is a maganda.

Thus, Istanbulites of the 1990s, having become reconciled to the invasion of
Arabesk culture, now seem to find themselves confronted by a phenome
non of a seemingly different order. For the references of the maganda are
that of active intrusion, rather than passive impurity. One last example will
serve to illustrate how these terms can lend themselves to multiple and of
ten contradictory meanings in their meandering circulation.
The daily newspaper Hurriyet recently allocated one of its back pages to
the emergent lifestyles of the 1990s in Istanbul. Illustrated with aerial pho
tographs of a wealthy new suburb, the write-up informed readers about
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the exclusive circles of Istanbul, ranging from alumni clubs and conference
circuits, to imported yuppidom and Islamic suburbs, replete with names
of prominent figures. The journalists who wrote the piece, after quoting a
series of authoritative sources, claimed that these were the "post-modern
tribes" of Istanbul. In the last section, subtitled "And the Maganda. . . ,"
they added a conclusion of their own:
And the Maganda .. .
One of the necessary rules in the formation of post-modern tribes is sub
stantial financial worth. The only tribe that constitutes an exception to this
rule are the maganda.
These maganda are members of the arabesk culture that emerges when the
traditional culture of immigrants in the fringes of megalopolitan Istanbul, is
fused with urban culture. They do not have a lengthy history. They answer
the social needs of the past twenty years.
The coming together of the maganda is also an identity. But unlike the other
post-modern tribes, they have neither suburbs, intellectual circles, nor labels.
The sense of belonging of this lumpen tribe is established in stadium benches,
neighborhood coffee houses and evening strolls on the streets. (.Hurriyet, De
cember 13,1995)

This passage is worth quoting, both because it offers one example of how
the word maganda crops up in journalistic discourse and is redefined and
recirculated in unanticipated contexts, but also because it seems to cap
ture, in a nutshell, the whole cultural cosmology of Istanbul in the 1990s.
This is now an Istanbul in which the experienced world has been trans
formed through the flow of globalized images and words, providing new
scripts through which the familiar is reinterpreted. Thus, the words post
modern (used in English), combined with tribe (translated into Turkish),
when assimilated into the field of experience of contemporary Istanbul,
lend themselves to a novel combination, the maganda-tribe. But it is only
the cosmopolitan academic expert who can identify the disparate sources
and genealogies of the words used in the passage here. In everyday Turk
ish, the passage makes perfect common sense. So it also reminds us of
Gramsci's adage—common sense is always "strangely composite," ap
propriating and incorporating into its closed circle what does not fit into
the existing scheme of things.

DISCUSSION

I began this chapter with Barthian mythologies, using them as a concep
tual handle to come to grips with the phenomenon of an Istanbulite. An
.Istanbiilln is a myth, I suggested, in the sense of a discursive construct that
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transforms the formless void of everyday experience into meaningful re
ality, and informs practices of inclusion and exclusion. Its taken-for-grantedness, its "naturalness," makes it invisible and ideological. As such, it op
erates as part of what Gramsci termed "common sense" or the
"spontaneous philosophy" that underpins lived experience.7 Through hu
mor, the absurdity of "normal common sense" becomes visible in one in
stant of recognition. Hence, I set out to decipher, through a reading of a set
of cartoons that poke fun at stereotypes of "others," how the mythology of
an Istanbulite is constructed and circulated.
The analytical centerpiece of my argument was that the meaning of Is
tanbulite is never sealed or finalized but is always in the process of mak
ing through political enunciations of "the immigrant," whose unjustified
presence is condensed and mediated through the metaphors of invasion,
siege, and assault. In each of the typifications I focused on, the haciaga, the
arabesk, the maganda, the original (i.e., the Istanbulite) is recovered and re
captured.
Each of these stereotypes is bound up with the historical ethos of pre
vailing times, and their succession does not imply some sort of progres
sive, cumulative change over time. In the graphic scene of Istanbul, par
ticular genres of humor capture the imagination of audiences, are
repetitively produced and reproduced, then go out of fashion. This is not
only because they are grounded in the texture of "lived" reality but also
because whatever subversive content humor might have, it rapidly be
comes absorbed into mainstream culture, mapped out as a different
"style" or "genre." Thus, cartoons that are very funny at one moment in
time, cease to amuse in the next, as the ambivalences they play on begin to
sound "perfectly natural" and make common sense. Common sense, sug
gests Gramsci, is "strangely composite" because it is always mobile, ap
propriating alternative views and artifacts in such a way as to soften and
neutralize their specificity and antagonistic content. Thus, in 1997, during
the writing of this chapter, maganda cartoons already lost their cutting
edge. And the word maganda has become absorbed into mainstream lan
guage, in such a way that the sentence quoted earlier, "These maganda are
members of the arabesk culture which emerges when the traditional cul
ture of immigrants to the fringes of megalopolitan Istanbul, is fused with
urban culture," makes perfect common sense.
But what do these derogatory labels, and the stereotypes associated with
them, tell us about their makers and users? It seems self-evident (to my
mind, at least) that the continuous circulation of the word Istanbullu has lit
tle to do with "preserving a high culture" in the conventional sense of the
term. Nor is it, I would argue, about guarding the boundary between two
rival camps of economic and cultural elites in the sense of Bourdieu.
Rather, it is part of an ongoing cultural battle on two fronts, against the
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tasteless overconsumption of the rich and the vulgarism of mass con
sumption in the lower classes. As such, it is part of the cultural struggle to
negotiate the "middle ground," the parameters of which constitute a mid
dle-class way of life.
So I should perhaps paraphrase my initial question. Do the cartoons I
have dwelled on say anything specific about the cultural ethos of Istan
bul's middle sectors or classes in the era of globalism? The transformation
of "the immigrant" from an outsider reflective of Istanbulite's urbanity to
an absolute other whose moral offensiveness is inscribed upon his body,
with all its attendant racial overtones, is, I have suggested, a product of the
past decade. In the label maganda, there are few, if any, connotations of
marginality or poverty. He is a total and totalizing other, whose presence
in Istanbul is morally offensive. One possible theoretical script, or scenario,
is to interpret this by attributing a "crisis" to Istanbul's middle classes, a
product of policies of liberalization that undermine the economic basis of
a middle-class way of life, on the one hand, and of global cultural flows
that threaten to erode the symbolic basis of its reproduction, on the other.
In this context, a growing literature emphasizes the "shrinking" or "dis
appearing" of a middle-class way of life, as several recent book titles (and
their contents) such as Fear of Falling (Ehrenreich 1989) and Falling from
Grace (Newman 1988) suggest. And in the context of Istanbul, there is lit
tle doubt that "tasteless and vulgar overconsumerism" has obliterated
many of the visible signs and markers that distinguish a middle-class way
of life. So it is possible to see the maganda as the reaction of Istanbul's mid
dle sectors to "fear of falling."
But perhaps matters are more complex than this. For a middle-class
ethos is not simply about markers of distinction in the realm of con
sumption but also about morals. What is significant about the stereotypes
and typifications I have elaborated is the way they associate ways of con
suming with moral qualities; their potency derives from combining dis
tinctions of taste with moral attributes such as duplicity, fakeness, impu
rity, perversion, and so forth. Thus, I would venture to suggest that in the
era of hyperconsumerism, at a moment in time when the markers and dis
tinctions of a middle-class way of life in Istanbul seem to have dissolved
into numerous and fluctuating plurality of hierarchies, the mythology of
an Istanbulite rearranges them on moral grounds. In the ethos and
rhetoric of Istanbul's middle classes, the maganda are the reason as well
as the manifestation of how moral values (manevi degerler) appear to have
melted into thin air. In this sense, the continuous valorization of the myth
of an Istanbulite can be interpreted not as a manifestation of decline and
fall from grace but as part of an active process of renegotiating and re
constituting the link among commodities, morals, and consumption in
the era of globalism.
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NOTES
1. I have attempted this elsewhere; see Oncii (1997).
2. For an interpretation of Bakhtin's work in relation to that of Gramsci, see
Brandist (1966).
3. Walter Armbrust (1996) describes very similar themes in the Egyptian satir
ical press of the 1930s. See, for instance, pp. 75-86.
4. According to Claudio Lomnitz (1966), terms such as naco in Mexico, cholo in
Bolivia and Peru, and mano in Ecuador have similar connotations of impurity and
hybridity and designate a special kind of kitsch. He says that these terms resonate
with the imaginary of colonial castes and were originally used as a slur against In
dians and more generally against peasants, but their original meanings of "un
couth" or "uncultured" began to change in the 1970s. In Turkish, arabesk is a new la
bel that also gained currency in the 1970s. It has few resonances with the word for
peasant, koylii, who is the eulogized core of the Turkish nation. In the graphic scene
of Istanbul, the peasant was never a major figure of parody. In the abstract political
humor of the 1960s and 1970s, the bare feet of the peasant symbolize his potential
as the proletariat of the future, and a radical force.
5. Perhaps the best example of this syndrome was Turgut Ozal himself, prime
minister and the architect of Turkey's neoliberalism. He shocked the cultural es
tablishment by holding conversations with the press corps on the beach, with his
pictures in a bathing suit, his pot belly sticking out, making front-page news'in all
daily newspapers the next day. He never missed an opportunity to attend popular
concerts, be they by American rock stars or arabesk singers, sitting in the front row
hand in hand with his wife and enjoying himself. Needless to say, such disregard
for "taste" and "decorum" was deplored as "arabesk" by some and hailed as de
mocratization in the cultural realm by others.
6. In Turkish, the third-person pronoun for he/she/it is a single word. I have
simply used the "he" in English. Much of the original wording in this quotation is
street slang. My English translations convey the meaning but not the style of ex
pression.
7. On Barthian mythologies and Gramsci's concept of hegemony, see Hebdige
(1993).
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