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Global ization, Locality and the Struggle

over a Living Space.

The Case of Karanfilköy

SEVIL ALKAN

In recent years the increasing literature on globalization draws the pic-
ture of a new borderless world order; that globalization is an »unstoppa-
ble«, »inevitable« and »relentless« process, that the spread of investment
production and technology will make the world a more homogenous and
singular place, that globalization is inevitable and even desirable.
Moreover, global competition will undoubtedly increase economic effi-
ciency, that global society, economy and cultures become »placeless«,
they show themselves everywhere in the world resulting in homogeniza-
tion. From the neo-liberal perspective, globalization is shown as an in-
exorable process and a powerful force arising from outside which should
be accepted as it is.

The same scenario also presents a new system including the patterns
of losers as well as winners in the global world. This approach is also re-
flected in the global city discourse promoting competition between cities
and the tendency to create a hierarchical world city system. In this hier-
archical map of the world, attaining the global city status becomes very
important. In order to reach this status, which offers enormous opportu-
nities, cities should orient their urban politics towards the aim of becom-
ing a global city.

Globalization shows itself differently with complex affinities and
processes varied according to different economic, social and cultural
contexts. This study aims to point to the multi-dimensionality and com-
plexity of globalization, especially when »other cities in other places«
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are in question (Öncü/Weyland 1997). It treats globalization as a com-
plicated and uneven process rather than a singular and homogenous for-
mation. In line with this approach, it aims to show the importance of lo-
calities in the formation of globalizing cities and prove that the local
does not exist as only an opposition and resistance against the global but
it founds its special space in the city life in the interrelation with global-
ization.

The example taken in this thesis is a locality in a globalizing me-
tropolis – Istanbul. Istanbul, like other cities, wants to reach a global city
status and participate in inter-city competition in order to gain economic
benefits from globalization. Urban politics are formed and many strate-
gies are developed mainly under the influence of the dominant global-
ization discourse to »sell Istanbul« in the global arena. With this image
creation, only one side of the city is to be shown to the market, the big-
ger part of the urban population which does not fit to this image are ex-
cluded from the global city project. We see the conversion of the decay-
ing/dying, non-representative areas with its physical and social charac-
teristics within the urban regeneration projects, gentrification of these
districts and finally the displacement of the people who live there. Our
example, Karanfilköy is one of the squatter housing neighborhoods that
occupies this position in the frame of the global city project. The Karan-
filköy case can be described as the product of the »power struggles over
the living space and local identity« (Öncü/Weyland 1997) under the im-
pacts of globalization in the city.

These power struggles are also reflected to the general public, which
makes the inhabitants of Karanfilköy quite successful in expressing
themselves, even finding their power from tools shared to the public.
They have realised the power rising from the public and used this oppor-
tunity to organize themselves and to gain power. This reflection allows
them to be more capable of dealing with the problems because they
learnt how to represent themselves and to develop organizational infra-
structures that can be seen in the urban life of Istanbul.

In short, with the example of Karanfilköy, it is intended to show how
a locality is victimized first by the globalization processes of the city
that caused power struggles between different groups while at the same
time the globalization process provided opportunities to overcome this
problem, especially in the public arena. It is expected to be shown with
the case study that a locality in a globalizing metropolis is neither a
completely closed community nor victims of globalization. A locality
can become an important actor in the city although it is supposed that
they are not dominant enough to exercise power. With this example, it is
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expected to point to the uneven process and effects of globalization as an
opposition to the neo-liberal approach.

The dominant global izat ion discourse

Most theories about neo-liberalism treat globalization primarily as an
economic phenomenon. It tends to view globalization as a rather un-
problematic term and produces works that are focused empirically on
same aspects of the economic (rather than the social or cultural) geogra-
phies of globalization (Roberts 1995 in Leyshon 1997). The concept is
treated as a natural force based inherent in the market. Capital is com-
pletely free and mobile so that this »placeless money« can be only con-
trolled by the very few powerful transnational corporations which are
completely free in their actions, independent from the national and local
forms of power. This approach proposes that the nation state is weaken-
ing in this borderless economy through the establishment of transna-
tional networks of production, trade and finance that is connoted as »the
end of the nation state«. Such statements show the globalization process
as an inevitable, relentless process emanating from outside, which is
much beyond the political powers, actuated by capitalist development
and technological change. This approach conforms to neo-liberal politics
and supports the free market on a global scale. The essence of this sce-
nario is also accepted and displayed by diverse actors and organizations
like governments, transnational corporations, non-governmental organi-
zations and even social movements, to perform and legitimize their po-
litical and economic programs.

This scenario also presents a new system including the patterns of
losers as well as winners and the polarization between them in the global
world. The social results of globalization or those »who having been left
behind, want not so much a chance to move forward as to hold others
back as well« should be dealt by the governments (McGrew 1998). This
idea presents manifestly the expected passive role of the government and
the desire of creating a kind of new hierarchy in the global system.

Furthermore, it is also claimed that a global homogenization in so-
cial, economic and political fields, eliminating the differences between
regions in the world, is inevitable and it will lead to a singular »global
society«, replacing the diversity of cultural systems which were promi-
nent until now. This homogenization thesis presents the globalization in
a sense that there is an absolute harmonization with the standardized
consumption culture and equalization of the acts and modes of human
conditions. In addition, this approach does not take cultural and practical
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experiences, like personal relations, political and religious tendencies,
national and ethical identity patterns, local practises and their relations
to different contexts into consideration.

Until now, the perspective that is drawn above reflects only one di-
mension of globalization, which is only based on the economic point of
view. In addition, in these discussions the meaning and essence of the
term is often deformed and mis-formulated, reducing the complexities of
globalization into a one-sided, simple approach. Thus, globalization
should be treated sceptically and one should be aware of the caricatures
of globalization and the political contexts in which these are being de-
ployed, but it does not mean that the very existence of the process
should be denied (Dicken/Peck/Tickell 1997).

At this point, an alternative approach should be cultivated to under-
stand power struggles, changing patterns of the local under the changes
at the world scale, the positioning of the states and local governments to
the existence of globality. It is so apparent that fundamental changes are
occurring in the world, but how these changes and their powerful conse-
quences should be treated is a very crucial question and should be an-
swered carefully.

Undoing the dominant global izat ion discourse –

The complexi ty of global izat ion

One of the basic arguments from the neo-liberal perspective to the glob-
alization thesis is the »weakening role of the nation states« because of
the increasing importance of transnational flows of capital, commodities,
labour, images and information. Some studies have shown that the main
discussion is not if there is more or less of a nation-state, it is rather that
the states adopt themselves according to differing conditions under
globalization.1

It means that the states are gaining changing structure and orienta-
tion. It is obvious that the nation states do not carry the same characteris-
tics and structure as it was before. However, it does not necessarily
mean that the states lost their key positions in forming their politics in
the global arena, but other forms of politics have become important. Ac-
cording to Jessop (1995), the nation state is »still the most significant
site of struggle among competing global, triadic, supra-national, na-
tional, regional and local forces«. What is changing is that the state ca-

1 See studies like Peck and Tickell, 1994; Amin and Thrift, 1997; Dicken et
al., 1997; Jessop, 2000; Yeung, 2002 and Park, 2003.
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pabilities and structures are re-organized in intricate and complicated
ways leading to a new economic and institutional orientation of the na-
tion-state, which opens up new possibilities.

Additionally, globalization is not an external force that is unavoid-
able or inevitable, contrary to what the neo-liberal global perspective
proposes. According to Dicken, Peck and Tickell (1997) globalization
does not exist as a free-floating structure unrelated to the economic and
institutional context in which it arises. Rather, it is the result of complex
interactions through the process in which different social, political and
economic actors, nation states, transnational corporations, localities etc.,
play important role. Globalization is built materially and discursively
from the complex correlations and power struggles between these actors
happening simultaneously among various geographical scales. Marcuse
(1997) points out that »globalization does not move on its own. It is the
result of human actions consciously undertaken by specific persons and
groups, if with varying degrees of coordination«.

The neo-liberal hypothesis also proclaims the homogenization of
cultures, claiming that the forces of commoditization will generate cul-
tural homogenization and standardization in social life. The world be-
comes one singular place by offering the standardization of culture and
institutional structures. According to Featherstone (1995), the process of
globalization suggests two different kinds of culture scenarios. One is
that the upper limits of the world are the determination, which is the
globe. In this scenario, all heterogeneous cultures, whose existence be-
comes incorporated, melt into one global culture producing the big uni-
fication of the globe. On the contrary, the other scenario offers that the
different cultures flow side by side and, at a certain point, they are con-
fronted with each other. Within the overlap of their confrontation, vari-
ous possibilities and complicated circumstances appear. Indeed, the
global cultural condition is a matter of flows, meanings as well of people
and goods, happening at the different levels of networks between differ-
ent regions of the globe as Appadurai (1990) explains in his article. Ac-
cording to him, culture carries characteristics of definite fundamental
disjuncture between economy, culture and politics. Reducing this com-
plexity into a situation, which is believed to be the result of economic
and technological improvement will limit our understanding of the com-
plexities in the real life of citizens in cities, reflecting different charac-
teristics and sometimes paradoxes of globalization. On one side, the
global culture shows itself as an emerging entity, on the other side, there
is another kind of culture arising which reflects the merging of the influ-
ence coming from the global level (cultural, political and economical)
and the values existing in a place.
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In the light of the points discussed above, the appropriate understanding
about globalization and its effects on culture seems to be the one, which
takes the multi-dimensionality and complexity of the process into the
consideration. Within globalization the new forms of changes in the cul-
tural field, such as the emergence of a new global culture, are observed.
However, these changes are not only one-sided, that there is a rising
complex composition of cultural forms differing according to their dis-
tinct components and that can be explained with the help of hybridiza-
tion and global flows perspectives. In this respect, it is very crucial to
evaluate the potential of hybrid differences emerging under the impact
of globalization in order to analyze changing forms of relations in cul-
tural, economical and political fields.

Global izat ion and local izat ion

In relation to the discussion of complexity of the globalization process,
the problem of the local, which is also underestimated by the dominant
globalization discourse, should be open to discussion. The issue of local
in the context of globalization has also ended with several approaches to
that problem. In the most common sense, a local culture is frequently
represented as a being opposite of the global and as the cultural space of
embedded communities. The local in the general case has been treated as
a static, closed and bounded place, which is outside the logic of global-
ization. People in these narrow social worlds make sense of their world
and form their political identities in a culturally bounded micro-territory,
the locality. These local cultural meanings are represented as generating
identities inherently oppositional to the global restructuring of society
and space (Smith 2001). In the same line, there is a tendency to claim
that »globalization is a process which overrides locality« (Robertson
1994). Furthermore, locality is mostly represented as the space of resis-
tance to the pressing influences and processes of globalization, that lo-
calization and globalization are shown completely opposing notions to
each other. However, the new studies claim that there is actually a mu-
tual influence and relation between the local and the global. In other
words, the local is not a closed entity but it interacts, responds to the
changes and flows on the global scale. Today, the notions of global and
local become inseparable from each other in a way that »rather than be-
ing mutually exclusive, they are ›in‹ one another in ways that make their
interpretation as important as their differentiation« (Öncü/Weyland
1997). In words of Long (1996): »[…] local situations are transformed
by becoming part of the wider global arenas and processes, while global
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dimensions are made meaningful in relation to specific local conditions
and through the understandings and strategies of local actors«. In other
words, there is a continuous interaction of local cultural elements and
global cultural influences, which play an important role in the construc-
tion of local forms.

Then, how is this interaction possible, contrary to the very common
expectation, from the local in the form of resistance to the disruptive
processes of globalization? From the cultural point of view, within the
distinct means of flows in the global world, the locals adapt themselves
to global and transnational contexts and they contact with »external«
cultural elements. Moreover, these external elements may become a part
of the local cultures when they enter a local context. They become part
of it after being filtered and adapted to the new context (Schuerkens
2004). In short, this cultural global flow is filtered by the existing local
experiences with refusal, interpretation, combination and transformation
of actions and forms in order to come up with the new cultural forms
and new representations. This approach somehow shows that localities
are not only the passive receivers in the case of the problem of dealing
with global flows.

According to Öncü and Weyland (1997), different social groups with
distinct relations to global flows and processes are mobilized to rede-
scribe »their political and cultural boundaries vis-à-vis other relevant so-
cial actors in the metropolitan arena«. It is self-evident that images and
commodities circulate and flow and find themselves in metropolises all
over the world. Beside this, the localities are »engaged in active power
struggles to maintain their conditions of social existence and cultural
distinctiveness vis-à-vis other relevant actors, including the state elite«
(ibid.) under the influence of globalization. The circumstances about lo-
cality is not pure resistance to global practices, the actors who are en-
gaged in the globalization processes involve themselves in the struggle
to change the circumstances of metropolitan life in order to redefine
their existence according to each other. In this sense, even the resis-
tances in globalizing cities do not address the pure opposition to global-
ization but to an attempt to redefine their local identities and positions in
the changing relationships during the globalization processes. Even in
the resistance case, the local and the global interact, interconnect and
form complicated relations which are shaping the nowadays’ metropo-
lises of the world.

In brief, the global-local relation differs according to metropolises,
their distinct cultural, social and economic structures as well as their his-
tories and their engagement in globalization processes. It is self-evident
that global-local interrelations will show themselves relatively different,
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for instance, in New York and in Istanbul. In order to understand this
distinction, an approach, which treats globalization as an uneven devel-
opment should be developed and closer research should be initiated in
the real life of the metropolises, without being fixed to the dominant
globalization discourse, offering a one-dimensional approach to these
problems. In short, globalization and localization are complicated and
heterogeneous processes, which can not be simply reduced to opposing
notions. On the contrary, they have a mutual relation and strong influ-
ences on each other.

Squatter housing gecekondu and changes

within the global izat ion

The establishment in Turkish cities of gecekondu, as a type of dwelling
responding to the shelter demands of a part of the population, dates back
to post War II period, when the country was exposed to the major devel-
opments and changes within the frame of an agriculture-based develop-
ment strategy. During this period, structural interventions in agriculture
were implemented in order to integrate it to the market, mostly sup-
ported by the Marshall Plan that caused a large amount of peasants mi-
grating to the cities. However, the major cities of Turkey were not capa-
ble of answering the housing demands of the newcomers. Therefore, the
migrants remained at the margins of cities by building their own shanties
in undesirable sites when they first arrived. These shanties are called ge-

cekondu, literally meaning, »built in one night«.
While migrants took their place in the urban economy, they tried to

meet their shelter needs by building their gecekondus on public land.
Their gecekondu constructions were tolerated by the government and by
the private sector as their cheap and flexible labor helped the industriali-
zation process (Erman 2000). For this reason, the gecekondu was born as
a non-market solution for the people who were excluded by formal
housing market as well as the state. The gecekondu was home to the
ones who were newcomers to the city and tried to take part in city life
and who the state and market forgot and ignored (I�ık/Pınarcıo�lu 2002).

However, in the neo-liberal period, there were big changes in the ur-
banization process of cities guided by new policies. Until this period,
there were considerable compromises between different groups and in-
stitutions about the structuring of cities (I�ık/Pınarcıo�lu 2001). How-
ever, these harmonious interrelations were exposed to the change in a
way that several actors appeared in the urban scene to take part in urban
annuities, that they even applied different strategies and roles in these
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changing conditions. Taking part in urban annuities, especially by the
urban poor became an important requirement in order to survive in the
urban life of cities (ibid).

The governing party of the period – the Motherland Party – interest-
ingly issued a series of amnesty laws in the early beginning of the eight-
ies, which aimed at making gecekondu settlements gain a legal status in
order to solve the property rights problem for including the gecekondus

into the formal housing markets (�enyapılı 1998 in Kalaylıo�lu 2006).
The law passed in 1984 especially gave opportunities to the gecekondu

population in order to built 4 storey buildings instead of their gecekon-

dus which resulted in the »apartmentalization« of gecekondus. Most of
the gecekondus were converted into apartments whereby the owners
suddenly attained very precious property rights. In this way, gecekondu

lost its defining characteristic as »basic shelter« and became a commer-
cial phenomenon.

Until the1980s, the gecekondu population was treated as others in
the city but they were still tolerated with their economic and cultural re-
alities in urban life. However, this situation has dramatically changed in
the neo-liberal period. After the 1980s, the notion of gecekondu has
gone beyond the idea of sheltering needs and lost its innocence in the
public debates and the opinion of people. Especially after the gecekondu

transformations, gecekondu was presented by the elites and media as a
means of making easy money and the owners were viewed by the public
as »undeserving rich«. In this new negative representation, the terms like
»illegal gecekondu«, »gecekondu invasion«, »illegal construction«, »in-
vasion or occupation of public lands«, »land mafia«, »plunder and op-
portunist« were often pronounced making the gecekondu gain a position
beyond the moral legitimacy (Kalaylıo�lu, 2006).

Beside this, in the 1990s, a dramatic approach to the gecekondu has
been formed and promoted in the public. A new term varo�/varo�lu was
introduced to the society in very negative connotations. The term was
firstly used by the media after the Gazi Events in 1995 and in the fol-
lowing year 1 May Demonstrations in which both the leftist groups were
engaged with the vandalism and fights with police forces that ended
with the death of some people. Within these two major events and their
reflection to the society through media, the term varo� has started to im-
ply a certain part of the class who are economically deprived (the depri-
vation may be relative or absolute) and impoverished lower classes who
tend to engage in criminal activities and radical political actions directed
against the state. In other words, varo� is a living place, which watches
the city from the outside but can‘t be part of it (I�ık/Pınarcıo�lu 2002)
and varo�lu is the person who exercises the violence and represents this
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culturally as against the other actors in the city. The new notion of
varo�, with its very negative connotations, refers to a culture as strangers
in the context of urban life and, moreover as invaders directed to ruin the
social and cultural texture of the city (Kalaylıo�lu 2006). In this sense,
varo� does not only refer to a spatial entity, but also to a space with its
social and cultural dimensions. However, these social and cultural fea-
tures of varo� are correlated with danger and fear that these spaces are a
»threat« to civilized and modernized urbanity. »The varo� is opposi-
tional to the city and is setting itself against the city; it is hostile and an-
tagonistic to the city. The city is besieged by the varo�lu« (Erman 2000).
The term of gecekondu in this sense lost its innocent sense of the rural
population who cannot integrate to the city, this time attacking its val-
ues, institutions and its social order (ibid.). While the notion of gece-

kondu implied an expectation of integration of the rural population to the
city gradually, with the introduction of varo� this expectation should be
left because varo� are culturally and socially completely against the city
and its urban culture. They are the »others« and »losers« who already
lost their chances to be part of the city and do not have any hope to be
included. Since the varo� is a story of losing, it is unavoidable that they
have a tendency towards violence.

In short, the changing image of the gecekondu population brought a
dramatic positioning to the gecekondu problem and its population. This
appears to be a big obstacle in regulating harmonious urban life between
different social groups. It resulted in the exclusion of one segment of the
city population that comes to important conflicts in urban life. From the
point of the varo�lu, this situation also restricts their further demands
about their urban life, as they already do not deserve it in the minds of
the urbanites and the state. Their non-acceptance in this sense causes
their attachment to their cultural and social identities more to represent a
strong identity and organization as a counter presence.

Karanf i lköy – A local i ty in the metropol is

When approaching from the 2nd Bosporus Bridge towards the CBD of
Istanbul, Karanfilköy appears on the left hand side of the road. Then,
you reach a place where Istanbul is the most connected to the global
network, processes and activities. The standard spatial requirement of
being a finance centre has already been completed here so that the sur-
roundings come into existence with a strong expression of global activi-
ties, its fundamental requirements such as offices, big and expensive
shopping malls, gated communities close by are the typical spatial re-
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flection of globalization in Istanbul in this part of the city. Finally,
Karanfilköy, as a gecekondu settlement, appears in the middle of all
these global activities. However, there is something interesting and, at
the same time, strange about it. The first impression about Karanfilköy
is that it is a gecekondu settlement. However, it is not post-gecekondu

which has been converted into an apartment building after 1980s. It has
a kind of a village structure, and it is pre-modern in the middle of Istan-
bul’s representation to the global network. It seems that it is simultane-
ously incorporated and left behind. It is not a part of the global urban
network although it is located in the core of this network. The place has
been frozen2 as it was in the 1950s. It seems that the typical develop-
ment of the neo-liberal period, which has shaped the urban life of Istan-
bul, has not affected Karanfilköy. While many urban transformations
have been realized by the municipality in order to get rid of »decaying
areas« (çöküntü alanları) in order to become a representative global city,
Karanfilköy remains as it is with its gecekondu identity, which can not
be promoted in the minds of elites on the way to the global city. How is
this situation possible? Can a place stay as it is while there is a continu-
ous large-scale development around? Why does Karanfilköy exist there
with these characteristics although there is a strong demand for the ur-
ban land, especially in this very precious part of the city? These are im-
pressions and the questions, which arise about neighborhood at first
sight. When deeper research and investigation are made in the neighbor-
hood, it is understood that there are complicated interrelations between
different actors, as well as very different dynamics shaping the condition
of Karanfilköy. The situation of Karanfilköy today is a result of complex
relations and different power dynamics in cultural, social and economic
fields affected by the globalization process.

The effect of globalization on Karanfilköy

In the middle of these global movements, Karanfilköy retains its gece-

kondu identity, a place where local practices are grounded in the core of
their everyday life. According to the findings of this research, it can be
claimed that the condition of Karanfilköy can be characterized by a
complex interrelation between globalization and localization. Öncü and
Weyland (1997) also point out the same fact that »any attempt to make
practical and political sense of contemporary metropolitan experience
must therefore begin by recognizing that process of globalization and lo-

2 Orhan Esen used the term »frozen« in an informal talk to describe the spe-
cific situation of the neighborhood.
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calization interconnect and intertwine to produce place-based political
struggles« that reflects very well the position of Karanfilköy in a global-
izing city. Karanfilköy, in this sense, points to a locality which is victim-
ized by the globalization process of the city but, at the same, defeats this
obstacle by the using the opportunities and means which globalization
offers and provides. Within this time, Karanfilköy has adapted to the
changing life of the metropolis under the intense impacts of globaliza-
tion and satisfied the requirements in order to become a strong locality
to declare its existence.

As it is discussed before, the localities tend to be shown as static
and closed communities, which are completely outside the logic of glob-
alization. However, Öncü and Weyland point out that the mixture of var-
ied and different cultural forms, producing new diversities, requires
complex reading in such dual oppositions as traditional/modern, indige-
nous/foreign or local/global. The position of the Karanfilköy residents
»can be understood within the cultural frames of relevant social actors;
that is social groups which are positioned differentially within the power
constellations of a different system« changing under the impacts of
globalization (Öncü/Weyland 1997). In other words, the Karanfilköy
case is the product of power struggles determining the hierarchical rela-
tions under the impacts of globalization in the city. These power strug-
gles come into being within the changing characteristics of city life,
which are shaped by the different power dynamics in cultural, social and
economic fields. In this research, these struggles are named as »living
space – or lebensraum – struggles« as Öncü and Weyland (2007) have
introduced in their work. Social groups in different relations to the
global flows are:

»[…] mobilized to reassert or redefine their political and cultural boundaries
vis-à-vis other relevant actors in the metropolitan arena. Place-based struggles
entail contending social actors whose frames of reference, projects and prac-
tices have their logic and coherence within distinctive ensembles of the class
and culture of the metropolis.« (Öncü/Weyland 2007)

Today, the situation of Karanfilköy is the result of strong power strug-
gles carried out by different actors, such as the locals, state elites and big
capital. Contrary to the vision supposing that national states lose their
power in the new »borderless world«, the state appears as the most im-
portant actor in the urban scene of Istanbul as well as in the example of
Karanfilköy. The state still has the capacity to develop and implement
projects and form the physical map of the metropolis according to its vi-
sion.
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However, the position of the locals in this power and »living space«
struggle should not be described as the weaker part. On the contrary, the
local appears in the urban scene as a very strong actor in the case of
Karanfilköy. At first sight, it is seen as being against the pressure by the
global activities in this part of the city. However, the local response to
these activities and their consequences is the creation of local identity
and holding on it strongly in order to gain the power in front of the other
power holder. Furthermore, their mobilization was the result of very
well prepared and supported kinds of conscious acts, which are realized
by the possibilities that are again available with the global processes.
They offer the solutions to the problems when the state fails to provide,
they can easily react whenever the state politics do not match with their
future vision. While doing so, they are also very aware of some medi-
ums, which will help in order to reach a certain power. In other words,
their resistance and mobilization are formed very strategically rather
than being just a reaction. This helps prove the fact that localities are not
closed communities and outside the logic of globalization. On the con-
trary, their localization was mostly possible because of the effects of the
globalization of the neighborhood. In other words, they become separate
entities being more than a gecekondu settlement, as the effects of global-
ization enabled them to stress more their locality in the changing, in-
creasingly competitive urban life of the metropolis.

As Berner (2005) states, »the urban land in the strategic regions is
always an important power source«. Because of the dominancy of global
activities, urban land becomes very precious in this part of the city.
Karanfilköy became a place, where everybody wants to gain a profit be-
cause of its important location. Today, Karanfilköy still holds one of the
precious lands in Istanbul and they are even in the phase of initiating a
project which is developed by the neighborhood itself, although it seems
that they are not the real power holders in today’s urban Istanbul. How
the inhabitants of Karanfilköy, with their gecekondu identities which are
treated as the others and poor, can keep the land and become quite
strong in the core of all the global activities is a fact to be explained.
What kind of power sources do they use against the global actors and the
state elites in order to exist? What kind of struggle do they perform for
their living space? The following section will try to show how powerful
the locality can be for the urban life of the metropolis.

Locality – A powerful tool

As it was discussed above, Karanfilköy is connected to the globalization
process through the power struggle over living space, as well as using
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distinct strategies, possibilities and mediums in this process, which are
possible again within globalization that can be characterized with their
locality in their relation to globality. In the globalizing Istanbul, their
everyday life, as well as their views and aspirations, are centred in the
locality that primarily provides a long term and fairly secure access to
the city and its opportunities and capacity to be part of power struggles
over urban land. In this term, »everyday life« is important for locality, as
well as for global interconnections, local resistances, trans-territorial
flows, state politics, regional dilemmas, identity formations and so on
are always already present. Everyday life is thus a transversal site of
contestations rather than a fixed level of analysis« (Campell 1996 in
Smith 2001). With their everyday practices, they become a strong local-
ity occupying their own place in the globalization process. They are
rather strong with their locality than any other identity attachment.
Globalization process of the city stressed even more their attachment to
their locality against the exercise of power by the nation state over their
neighborhood.

According to Erder (2002) »locality means the inseparable mixture
of spatial and social notions that is more beyond the physical space«.
The construction of locality is possible when the inhabitants have a
sense of belonging to the space, as well as social relations to the other
participants of the locality. At first sight, Karanfilköy can be considered
as a simple housing space as one of the gecekondu neighborhoods in Is-
tanbul. However, it functions beyond simple sheltering needs. The hous-
ing spaces have more complicated characteristics and different attrib-
utes, which play a very important role in the lives of people who want to
be in the urban scene.

First of all, there is a strong cohesion and neighborhood feeling in
Karanfilköy, which is considered as one of the elements of creating the
capacity to be organized and mobilized in urban life by Nelson (1979).
All of the interviewees mention the fact that they are really happy to live
in Karanfilköy because there are perfect neighbor relationships that they
can’t find anywhere else, especially in a place like Istanbul. They are
proud of the fact that their cohesion in the neighborhood is not affected
by the difference between the people in terms of religion and coming
from different parts of Anatolia.

The social cohesion in the neighborhood also builds up a mutual
support among the people who live in Karanfilköy. The mutual support
was especially intensified during the demolition process in the neigh-
bourhood. An attack from the outside accelerated the feelings of acting
together against the action that endangers their existence.
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At that point, it should be strongly mentioned that the land for the in-
habitants of Karanfilköy has a different meaning, which is beyond only
being a shelter for them. It is a step to become an urbanite in the me-
tropolis. They strongly state that they have completed their urbanite
process socially. However, since they still live in a gecekondu settle-
ment, they are automatically and still seen as rural migrants. For them,
holding and gaining the ownership of the land means they will melt into
the urban life that they already completed their integration into the city.
Their desire of becoming urban is strongly connected to the physical
ownership of the place that they live on with their varo� identity, which
is constituted in the minds of urban elites around them. What �inasi
Yalcın, the president of AKDER (Akatlar Culture and Cooperation As-
sociation), says very strikingly:

»We want to be a part of the city. We want to be urbanites. We want to be a
community, which combines the values from our homeland together with the
urban values here instead of only living with our traditional cultures. We want
to be modern. However, we want to discuss what urban means in this respect.
We are urbanites but our only deficiency is the partially physical problems of
our living space. This is only because of our economical conditions, helpless-
ness of us in the presence of problems during the period. If there was a fair in-
come distribution in this country, people had good opportunities to make their
living, they had enough money to buy a house, do you think that people would
think about living a place which does not have any electricity, water, sewage
system?[...]This settlement is a result of helplessness and bad circumstances.
These people are not the ones who usurp the land«.3

It can be understood from this statement that they are already urbanites,
but still live in a gecekondu, which is always labeled with being »rural«,
»Anatolian«, »not civilized« people who could not adopt the lifestyles
and values of modernizing-globalizing urban elites. If we look at the
problem of land ownership in this concern, it can be understood how
important to be recognized by, firstly, the state and, later, by the urban-
ites/urban elites in Istanbul, where ownership became one of the most
important criteria of being an urbanite. When they become a part of the
urban system, they believe that they will not have any problems in urban
life because most of them have been already part of it. However, they
also want to preserve the values from their homeland, which they be-
lieve are very precious, especially in the degenerated urban life of Istan-
bul. They try to be on the urban stage with their uniqueness about physi-

3 Interview with �inasi Yalcın, president of AKDER, during the fieldwork
in 2006.
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cal and social characteristics of the neighborhood. There is a wish to be-
come like urbanites but at the same, to be distinguished from them.

The locality in relation to their everyday life practices, the sense of
belonging to the place and the social meaning of the land find their ex-
pressions through the organizations in the neighborhood. If the main
characteristic of locality is related to group building, the existence of the
organizations, according to the communal interest specific to the groups
are self-evident (Berner 1997). Grouping around some organizations are
necessary in order to be strong in the power struggles over the urban
sphere. Berner (1997) also points out that since the poor are excluded
from direct participation in politics and decision-making they cannot at-
tach themselves to the existing organizations, they have to establish or-
ganizations in order to gain power in urban life.

Karanfilköy is a place where people try to exercise power and find
their representation through local organizations. Aysel Zorlu who works
actively in AKDER says: »Individual attempts are never taken into ac-
count seriously. However, being organized is always important and nec-
essary for gaining power. We are so much aware of this fact«.

In this context, three local organizations whose fields of actions are
different have been found in the neighborhood. These are AKDER,
Mosque Organization and Akadlar Sport Association.

When these three associations are analyzed, it is self-evident that
they are very specific to the neighborhood. In the interviews, it is men-
tioned that AKDER and Mosque Organizations have sometimes con-
flicting interests. However, it can be stated that they act together when it
is necessary, for instance during and after demolition processes. This
collective action enables them to supersede the lines of division, accord-
ing to the place of origin and religion. These organizations constitute
their power in response to the city. Being organized is also considered as
a way to be modern and democratic in the neighborhood that is used as a
very strong element to constitute their identity against/in the city.

Beside their resisting and lobbying actions, through these organiza-
tions, they also try to reject identities (of varo� or illegal occupants) at-
tributed to them in the neo-liberal period. They have to produce their
image again, independent from varo�, in order to obtain a different posi-
tion between others.

»The inhabitants of Karanfilköy want to present an ideal model for Istanbul.
Because of this reason, Karanfilköy founded Akatlar Sport Association, AK-
DER, the library open to the public, Mosque Association which manifests in
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the religious field, park fields because it dreams of a city which respect to
people and environment«.4

When we think that the local relations and association are constituted
through the interaction of space, political structure, the class structure of
local and ethnicity (Erder, 2002), the elements specific to Karanfilköy
can be described with the interaction of space and class structure, in re-
lation to their position in urban life. It is self evident that the inhabitants
of Karanfilköy constructed their relation to the city via their locality. If
they did not form this locality, they would not be capable of showing
themselves as a very strong actor in the urban scene and involve them-
selves in metropolitan life. Their locality gives security and self-
confidence to the individuals who want to have a share in urbanity both
physically and socially. They are strong only when they are inside this
locality.

However, this locality did not come into being by itself. There are
strong push factors to accelerate such a formation. In this paper, it is
claimed that their locality became strong in order to resist the pressures
from outside and to struggle over their living space, which is the result
of the globalization process of the metropolis, changing the positioning
of the relevant social actors within the new power constellations of a the
changing system. Locality, which started from the fact to work out solu-
tions to the problems on housing and basic urban services, now, has ad-
vanced itself to the gaining the power in conflicts over the use of urban
space.

Struggle over a l iving place and local ident i ty

Power struggles between Karanfilköy and the Municipality

Karanfilköy was described as a locality that exists in the middle of a
global place whose appearance recalls a village, a gecekondu settlement
that seems to be not affected from the aggressive city development in the
neo-liberal period of Istanbul. It is self-evident that during the dense
global activities in this region, the land has reached extreme high values,
leading to the power struggles over land rights. This situation is un-
doubtedly the result of the interests of many actors namely the state elite
and big capital. The third interest group in this case is Karanfilköy itself,
although it seems that it is a weak part of this story at first sight.

4 »Karanfilköy Explains Itself« – the declaration released by neighborhood.
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At this point, it is very crucial to talk about the »annuity (rant)« strug-
gles for urban land in Istanbul, intensively affecting the condition of
Karanfilköy. In the neo-liberal period, the urban land turned out to be an
important investment field that resulted in a situation where the urban
land gained speculative value. According �enyapılı (1998), the upper
class who wanted to get rid of the negativity, which has risen because of
the social distance from other urban classes, demands the urban land in
order to create »villa ghettos«. On the other hand, the middle class also
wants to claim the land in order to build some co-op buildings. At the
end, the illegal lands that the immigrants hold are the perfect places for
them to realize their projects. When big capital also enters into this
competition, the picture is completed. In brief, immigrants, upper and
middle classes and big capital groups come up against each other so that
urban land becomes the concrete place where the power struggles be-
tween these actors are carried out.

In these power struggles, gecekondu areas seem to be the appropriate
places for visions of these different groups. Moreover, gecekondus are,
now, in the city centre, at very strategic points such as being so close to
finance centre, airports or shopping centers. In this respect, the character
of land in the gecekondu areas of Istanbul is changing itself, from being
a residential area to becoming a commodity, with high financial value
that sharpens the struggle over land (Akçay 2005). In addition, in the
people’s mind, these lands were always seen as commodities because of
being illegally occupied by immigrants. The fact that they received their
temporary title deeds did not mean that they were accepted by the city,
but their existence was only tolerated. In other words, the immigrants
were already out of the urban life of the metropolis that they couldn’t
have rights to be in structuring of the urban life. They should already be
out of the game in the other urban classes’ imagination. Mostly with the
urban transformation projects, these lands are opened to the usage of the
strong bodies in the metropolis.

Hence, Karanfilköy, as one of the gecekondu areas of Istanbul,
should be examined in this frame; the reality of the annuity struggles be-
tween these actors and the automatic exclusion of immigrants from ur-
ban life in the other’s mind. The neighborhood was always the centre of
attraction for the municipality, as well as big capital, whose concrete ex-
pression is that Karanfilköy experienced demolitions two times in 1996,
in order to implement a project called the »Akatlar-Alkent Settlement
Project«, where high-qualified housing and some business centers were
supposed to be built. In the same year, the building height allowances
were increased from 6.5 storeys to 15.5 storeys, supporting the possibil-
ity of the project and increasing the interest of these actors even more.
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Demolitions in the neighborhood

The first demolition was realized in July 1996 and the next one in Sep-
tember of the same year, in order to implement the project which was
developed for this area by the Greater Municipality of Istanbul. This act
finds its expressions in the declaration of Karanfilköy as it is:

»The Greater Municipality of Istanbul attacked Karanfilköy with 4000 police,
500 municipal police, armed combat car and many other types of equipment as
if they were going to a war. This action is, in fact, a brutal ›abolition opera-
tion‹ which is tried to ground on the act that ›I have demolished apart-kondu‹.
[…] Now, Karanfilköy is like a place after an earthquake. 17 neighbors took
shelter in the houses of other neighbors, the rest lives in tents.«

In the first demolition 28 and 25 in the second, gecekondu have been de-
stroyed. However, it was declared that renewal of the houses would be
tolerated.

According to Arıkanlı, right before the elections in 1994, the mayor
of the municipality declared that gecekondus, which will be built until
the elections, would be tolerated; however, the ones after the elections
will be demolished. Although the title deeds would not be given to the
people, they could build two storey concrete buildings. When there were
some attempts in Karanfilköy to build more than this, the municipality
found legal reasons to demolish the. According to the neighborhood,
»the renewal and reconstruction of some buildings in the neighborhood
was tolerated for a while in order to legitimatize the demolitions and to
provide appropriate conditions for it«.

In brief, these two facts (the new project and the construction at-
tempt of Karanfilköy) reinforced the idea of demolition in the neighbor-
hood. For the municipality, Karanfilköy wanted to gain profit from the
urban land like the other gecekondu areas, which were converted into
apartment buildings (post-gecekondu), so that they do not have any right
to stay there anymore as invaders. However, the demolition was resisted
by the inhabitants together and this even increased the existing solidarity
in the neighborhood.

The role of the media

The experience of demolitions in the neighborhood was not the only ob-
stacle for Karanfilköy. This action found a broad place in the media dur-
ing a period that »the media, in their research for sensational events,
bring forward those cases where gecekondu people have contravened the
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law or protested against the political system« (Erman 2000). People
from gecekondu areas gained a new title, varo� which »are elaborated
upon as they have appeared in the media- since the public discourse on
the varo� and varo�lu has been largely shaped by the media« (ibid.).

The demolition in Karanfilköy was also projected in the media dur-
ing this period so that people living in gecekondu areas were introduced
to society with this new identity, which carries very negative meanings.
Under these circumstances, Karanfilköy was shown to the public as a
place where the inhabitants wanted to gain profit from the land.

The media’s interpretation of Karanfilköy claims that although the
inhabitants of Karanfilköy, like most gecekondu inhabitants, seem to be
»poor« and »helpless«, they are, indeed, quite rich because of their at-
tempt to gain profit from the urban land. Furthermore, these people are
also culturally degenerated in a way that they lost their human values
and became money oriented. It is also indicated that they will become
dangerous politically. This comment fits exactly with the new image of
people from gecekondu; varo�lu. According to expressions in the media,
Karanfilköy is not treated as the urban poor or rural people living in the
city anymore. This is the image which finds its place in the urbanites’
mind about firstly, varo� and then about Karanfilköy. With this image,
which was attributed to the neighbourhood, the demolitions were some-
how legitimized. The municipality has a right to demolish these areas
where these people want to gain profit. The municipality and public
treated the inhabitants of Karanfilköy with this mentality that they have
become an inferior part of this story. A woman whose house was demol-
ished comments about the role of media in this process that:

»We wanted to ask for a help from the media. We though that everybody
should know about this. They used our images, our crying, our misery and u-
sed them as an advertisement on TV near the image of Tayyip Erdogan. They
did not care about the situation. They did not think that we are a part of this
land and we worked hard to form it here as it is.«5

However, the same media was also an important means for Karanfilköy
in order to construct their image and talk about the demolitions, their re-
sistance and its reasons. The neighborhood released several declarations
about their problems, sent these to several media institutions and started
to build some support in the public arena. They appeared on some TV
programs to explain their points and raised discussions about the general
gecekondu and varo� problems. Since the inhabitants were quite aware

5 Interview during fieldwork 2006.
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of the fact that they can repair their image with the same medium
through which their bad image was originally promoted, they were try-
ing to make the other people be aware of their problems in public. It can
be concluded that they found a considerable amount of support, which
made the state hesitate about its actions, as well as the bad image about
the neighborhood constructed by the same medium.

Counteractions in the neighborhood

It seems that a weak picture of Karanfilköy has been formed until now,
because of the dramatic experience of demolitions and its portrayal in
the media. However, it should not be misunderstood that they are power-
less and dismissed from this struggle. Karanfilköy had already built a
strong cohesion with their everyday life experiences in the neighbor-
hood. Especially with the demolitions and media’s negative propagating
to the public a strong solidarity and resistance came into being as a
counteraction. Moreover, the action was not only resisted but also re-
sponded to very cleverly. In other words, they did not only stay and ac-
cept the role and position which had been attributed to them in urban
life, but they started to make counteractions combining the collective ac-
tion of the inhabitants and the other actors, who have influence on urban
life.

After the first demolition, the inhabitants came together under the
leadership of AKDER (Akatlar Culture and Cooperation Association)
and started to lobby in different fields. They negotiated with the author-
ized people in the Greater Municipality of Istanbul 14 times in order to
find a solution to demolition and future development of the neighbour-
hood. During this period, several declarations were released to the me-
dia, in order to explain the life and standing of the neighbourhood that
they do not want to gain profit from the land and they even want to be a
good example with their living approaches to the others in the city.
However, in the end these acts were not successful as the second demo-
lition could not be prevented.

After the second demolition, the inhabitants directed their actions to
the public after being unsuccessful with the authorities, because it was
clear that the municipality would not make any concessions about their
plans. Their actions this time were to explain themselves as a locality
with a different kind of life style and to deny the kind of images which
were attributed to them in the media and to prove that they are not the
ones who want to make a profit from this precious land. They were
aware of the fact that they should develop their own public support and
change their image that was presented in the media, as they believed that
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if they can carry these demolitions and their problems to the public, it
would become very difficult for the state to initiate a project with the
exclusion of the inhabitants. For this reason, they started to act in differ-
ent fields, which will reach out to other people to express themselves as
a locality and their problems.

First of all, they organized the 1st Solidarity Festival, expressing
their desire about being a part of urban life and announcing their basic
rights to own their »living space« which they have been forming for 50
years. This festival took place in the neighborhood, with the participa-
tion of some scholars, other organizations, political parties and the sup-
porters of the neighborhood. The 1st Solidarity Festival found its place
in the declarations as:

»Today, the inhabitants of Karanfilköy explain themselves at the1st Solidarity
Festival, despite of demolition threats. Listen to us. We will speak about our
solution proposals, the creation of our neighborhood and neighborhood soli-
darity, which becomes nearly a part of fairy tales of our grandmothers. We
will explain that we are not helpless as it is thought, there can be also ›other
kind‹ of life, concrete is not a destiny and talk about what we have created and
how we participate. We will talk about our obstinacy in participation in urban
life«.

The next step was to invite some urban scholars to initiate a research
project about the neighborhood, in order to ground the mobilization
process in academic works. In this context, the Mimar Sinan University
Sociological Research Club, with the support of urban scholars, started
to make a field survey about Karanfilköy under the frame of »The Right
to Shelter is the Right for Convivial Space« (Barınma Hakkı Dost
Ya�am Hakkıdır) project, in order to constitute a support in academy and
art terrains.

In the same frame of this project, Karanfilköy was involved in the
5th International Istanbul Biennale in 1997, with the »Kültür Research
and Exhibition Project«, which »focused on issues of migration, urban
politics and Istanbul’s plan to become a global city«. Karanfilköy be-
came a part of this art project so that an open-air night forum on urban
politics was organized on city politics in Karanfilköy, together with civil
organizations, an association of progressive architects and urban schol-
ars. The final products, which have been created together in the neigh-
borhood, were presented in the exhibition of the biennale. In this way,
Karanfilköy, as a locality, became a part of an international (global) art
event with its significance of being victimized by the global city scenar-
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ios of globalizing city-Istanbul that finds again its existence because of
the globalization process.

Since there were intensive attempts from the inhabitants that Karan-
filköy and its demolition process found its place in the public broadly,
the project that was being planned was withdrawn. The neighborhood
resistance prevented the further visions serving as a disadvantage for the
inhabitants. However, this resistance was planned in way that it tried to
solve the problems and produce future perspectives about the neighbor-
hood, together with the support of urban scholars, artists and people
from other NGOs that made them even stronger in the minds of the ur-
banites. Their resistance was not a pure reaction to the physical attack on
the neighbourhod, but they constructed their image again and legiti-
mized the struggle for their living space in the public arena. Their ac-
tions can be named, firstly, as a resistance and, then, a countermove to
prevent the further demolitions and to solve the most important problem
of land ownership in the neighborhood. The resistance is also com-
mented by Mehmet Yıldız from Be�ikta� Municipality:

»Tayyip Erdo�an has raised the building permit until 5 storey building blocks
and prepared a plan for Karanfilköy aiming at removing people from this land.
However, this project could not be realized because of the strong resistance by
the neighborhood. People in Karanfilköy are very well organized and they
have a great sense of their locality. They had even negotiations with the con-
struction companies which would implement the project there. The project
stopped because of their pressure on the government and private interests.«

The collective action of the inhabitants is not limited only to these ac-
tivities. They continued with lobbying for gaining the property rights of
their houses, under the umbrella of AKDER. Especially, the successful
resistance to the demolitions has raised the belief that through their
power the organization gained a capacity of dealing with the problems
and processes in their relation to the other actors exercising power.

Counter-discourse

In order to make further attempts to gain their rights, the inhabitants
needed to create a discourse that represents them and identifies their ex-
istence, in this part of the city, to the state elite, as well as to the urban-
ites in Istanbul. First of all, it should be proved that the image of varo�lu

is not valid for them, although they were presented to the public as such.
They promote an image about Karanfilköy that they are very different
from the other gecekondu neighborhoods with their understanding of
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life, their culture and their consciousness about urban life. In their press
releases and declarations, the traces of this discourse can be easily
found. It is quite often stressed that Karanfilköy is different from the
other gecekondu areas in terms of being conscious of their environment
and social and urban life. It is claimed that they have already constituted
a different kind of living, which is concentrated on the cultural and so-
cial activities that are practiced with different organizations, focusing on
distinct fields.

The same observation can be made according to the result of the in-
terviews. All of the interviewees think that Karanfilköy is relatively dif-
ferent from other gecekondu neighborhoods. They believe that they have
already completed their integration to the city life and that they should
not be seen as rural in the city. Moreover, they are also culturally very
different from varo�lu. Aysel Zorlu as one of the inhabitants points out:

»Karanfilköy is quite different from the other gecekondu areas. We completed
our urbanization although we live in gecekondu. Since we are the very early
comers to Istanbul, we have already completed most of our needs physically as
well as culturally. Most of the children of families studied. I think that Karan-
filköy is also different culturally. When it is compared to Sultanbeyli and
Esenyurt, I consider this here as a place where well educated and open-minded
people live. I am proud of living in gecekondu but I think that Karanfilköy ad-
vanced itself when it is compared to the others.«

Stressing the difference from the other gecekondu areas, physically as
well as culturally, means that they want to change their position in the
urban life of the metropolis. They declare that they are not so different
from the urbanites in Istanbul and even, in some cases, they are more
advanced with their consciousness about urban life. If it is so, they
should gain their rights to the land, which is a prerequisite for being a
part of the metropolis.

Creating this discourse definitely helps them to hold a position in the
view of the state elite. In fact, the reason for the creation of such a dis-
course is a desire to obtain a strong position in the view of the state elite.
The image – which does not carry the characteristics of varo�lu, but an
image of inhabitants who have completed their integration into the city,
and who are modern and well-educated – is necessary for them to be le-
gitimized spatially and socially by the state elite. They do not insist on
keeping their gecekondu identity, but they are ready to integrate into ur-
ban life as urbanites. They are not confrontational; on the contrary, they
are ready to compromise to solve their problems. With this image, there
is a high probability of being taken seriously so that most of the legiti-

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839408650-003 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839408650-003
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


THE CASE OF KARANFILKÖY

73

mized reasons for their removal (making profit from the land, ignorant
and with backward culture) from the area are no longer valid. They ap-
pear as a strong locality, they are very conscious of their collective ac-
tions and aware of ways to defend and promote themselves in front of
the state elite.

Integrat ing into the urban network – Being

urban in the met ropol is

The actions of the neighborhood starting with resistance to the demoli-
tion continued to solve the real problem of property rights in Karan-
filköy. Until today, they have been lobbying for the neighborhood in dif-
ferent institutions with the help of people from the academy and some
NGOs. Some meetings were held with the Be�ikta� Municipality where
the necessity for a solution to the problem were explained several times.
Finally, a year and a half ago, informal negotiations started with the
Be�ikta� Municipality in order to make a proposal for the neighborhood
and present it to the Greater Municipality of Istanbul, which is the final
decision maker.

During the negotiations processes, Karanfilköy always presented
their difference and their understanding about how an urban transforma-
tion should be. In other words, they were well equipped in presenting
their standing about the condition and future of Karanfilköy. It seems
that it was not a pure demand in a way that »we want our property
rights«. On the contrary, it reflects a well-prepared, conscious kit of pro-
posals reflecting their approach to urban transformation, relations be-
tween different actors in this process, rights to the urban land and life.
�inasi Yalçın, president of AKDER explains what they understand from
an urban transformation project:

»This project (the project developed by the municipality and ended up with
demolitions) was called an urban transformation project aimed at cleaning and
bulldozing all the gecekondu areas in Istanbul. Some amount of money is paid
to the people who have been already living there and they are sent to the outer
parts of the city. People living in the gecekondu areas are sent away and other
people are settled instead of them that is called an urban transformation pro-
ject. However, this cannot be an urban transformation project for us. Urban
transformation should increase the living standards of the people, develop the
neighborhood in order to attain modern living conditions…For that reason, we
have decided to develop a project for 1.5 years in order to solve the problem of
Karanfilköy with the technical help of architects and urban planners.«
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While expressing their demands and possible proposals about their
neighborhood, they claim that they also have a different approach to
conflicts. For them, negotiating through the local organizations with the
municipality and showing them that they are also important and strong,
shows their difference from the other gecekondu neighborhoods. Their
consciousness about this makes them an important actor in the view of
the state elites. This approach has also been strengthened with the
counter-discourse, which has been discussed before. They claim that
they are not the weak side of the overall picture but they can be strong
with their local capacity and their already changed profile of the inhabi-
tants, which became skilful in urban life. �inasi Yalçın explains what
kind of approach they developed for dealing with their problems with
the state elites:

»In Turkey, the traditional relation between the local/national government and
the gecekondu areas are always problematic and based on fight. In other
words, one side wants to demolish and the other side always resists with a re-
action. Using the power on this field creates tension in the society and at the
same time it does not solve the problems. In this process, we see suffering,
crying of people, and demolition of houses. Therefore, we tried to explain to
the people who do not take this neighborhood so seriously because of being a
gecekondu district how this situation would be.

[…] our children attain the ›urban culture‹. This neighborhood became a
place full with urbanites so that the approach which underestimates people’s
capacity here and thinks this place as a simple gecekondu neighborhood is not
valid anymore…Now, it is time to solve the problem of Karanfilköy after all
these sacrifices without any fight with the government. We tried to find a solu-
tion and make a proposal for the municipality with the technical help of some
architects and planners […].«

Finally, after the negotiations with the Be�ikta� Municipality, Karan-
filköy started to prepare the details of the project. In this process, the
Municipality of Be�ikta� is working as a negotiator between the inhabi-
tants and the Greater Municipality of Istanbul. They also provide techni-
cal support, such as finding experts on the urban transformation of gece-
kondu districts for the neighborhood. Together with the inhabitants of
the neighborhood, some people from the municipality and experts and
architects, the project has been prepared.
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Conclusion

Case study findings

Karanfilköy is a very good representative example for understanding the
position of the local in the global restructuring process of Istanbul,
which has aimed at becoming a global city. Thus, the urban politics and
strategies of the city have been set according to the overwhelming crite-
ria which global city discourse offers. In order to see the concrete re-
sults, projects were implemented to transform Istanbul as a showcase in
the global arena. The very concrete result of this thinking is that the de-
caying, dying and unrepresentative areas started to be converted into
places of prestige. Karanfilköy’s position can be described with these
facts in a way that it has a very strategic location, that is extremely close
to the finance centre, gated communities, shopping malls, and prestig-
ious neighbourhoods. Furthermore, it is supposed that Karanfilköy with
its gecekondu identity should not exist in this very special position
physically as well as socially. These facts create certain struggles in or-
der to obtain the land in this part of the city. In these power struggles
over the land, the state, and big capital in the certain period and the lo-
cals themselves are the conflicting actors. From the state point of view,
Karanfilköy is just one of the gecekondu neighborhoods that wants to
make a benefit from the land due to the commodification of the gece-

kondu neighborhood in the neo-liberal period. However, from the
Karanfilköy’s point of view, it is observed that the situation is more
complicated. First of all, the neighborhood is the living space of inhabi-
tants where they constructed very close social ties, a place where they
are connected to the city through their locality, a body that gives self-
confidence to the individuals to participate in urban life. Furthermore, in
the last 2 years, it has become a medium which they can reconstruct
their image and integrate into urban life. As all these factors are consid-
ered, the actions and mobilization of Karanfilköy means more than a
struggle for land, it is a struggle for being legitimized in the urban life
spatially and socially.

The first main concern about Karanfilköy is to explain how they
manage to gain power in order to have a capacity to deal with the prob-
lems that have arisen in the neighborhood. The investigation showed
that the neighborhood serves beyond the housing needs and it plays a
very important role in the construction of locality. In the neighborhood,
a strong sense of social cohesion and sense of belonging to space have
been found that is a first step to the sense of belonging to the city. In or-
der to be strong in an urban field, they had to form their locality and re-
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define it according to the social, political and economic changes during
distinct time periods. Thus, their locality gives security as well as self-
confidence to the individuals who want to have a share in urbanity, spa-
tially and socially.

Along the same line, the land for the inhabitants of Karanfilköy has a
different meaning, which is beyond only being a shelter for them. It is
rather a step to become an urbanite in the metropolis. Their desire of be-
coming urban is strongly connected to the physical ownership of the
place where they live with their negative varo� identity that is consti-
tuted in the minds of urban elites. This conclusion is very crucial in or-
der to understand the importance of struggle over their living space as it
is also related to a desire for attaining a higher urban class and getting
rid of the negative image attributed to them in during neo-liberal period.

The existence of the local organizations as an indication of their
strong locality in Karanfilköy is also very important for their mobiliza-
tion and their search for a right to the city. Furthermore, grouping
around organizations is crucial in order to be strong in the power strug-
gles as the poor are excluded from direct participation in politics and de-
cision making in the case of Istanbul. In order to compensate for this ex-
clusion, they had a tendency to establish organizations.

The concrete expression of these struggles was the demolitions in
the neighborhood. However, this »intervention« directed to the neigh-
borhood has been resisted with the well-prepared set of strategies and
actions that make the neighborhood different from any other local group
in Istanbul. These series of actions determine the distinctness of the
neighborhood when the local-global interrelation is considered.

Beside demolitions, the media was also a very important actor who
has a position about these power struggles and its reflection on society.
With the media, the demolitions and Karanfilköy’s resistance were pro-
jected to the public arena. While the image of varo�lu, which has been
also created by the media, was employed in the case of Karanfilköy, the
same media was also an important medium for Karanfilköy in order to
reconstruct their image and discuss the demolitions, their resistances, its
reasons and possible solutions. The inhabitants were quite aware of the
fact that they can repair their image with the same medium by which
their bad image was promoted.

The distinctiveness has also increased with the creation of a counter-
discourse, which was used in their representation to the public. They
promoted an image about Karanfilköy, which stresses their difference
from other gecekondu neighborhoods. With the new image, they present
themselves to the public as a strong locality who are very conscious of
their collective actions, aware of ways to defend and promote them-
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selves in front of the state and urban elites. It is observed that this image
creation worked very well and has changed their position, especially in
their relation to the state elite.

In the end, the mobilization of Karanfilköy starting from the resis-
tance to the further actions on rights to the city resulted in a way that
they will be able to acquire their property rights with the urban trans-
formation projects initiated by the neighborhood itself, which is one of
the rare examples when Turkish cities are considered. Consequently,
they have accomplished their aims because of their careful and con-
scious attempts to defend and present themselves.

In brief, their actions starting with the resistance are a search for a
right to the city. They want to be legitimized by the state and urban
elites legally as well as mentally. They reject the identities (varo�lu, oc-
cupants, backward culture) that have been attributed to them. Their
power comes from their locality, not from being a gecekondu neighbor-
hood due to their will of being connected to the city. The way that they
mobilize is the concrete visualization of their strategic approach to the
problem. Their effort to represent themselves in the media, organizing a
festival to describe the neighborhood and its demands, involving them-
selves in the 5th International Istanbul Art Biennale, contacting scholars
to initiate academic works about the neighborhood and cooperating with
other NGOs, finally endless lobbying and negotiation attempts with the
government point to very conscious and powerful organization of the
neighborhood drawing its power from its locality. All these actions al-
low them to be more capable of dealing with the problems that they have
been faced with during the process. In other words, they learnt how to
represent themselves, developed solidarity, political consciousness and
organizational infrastructures within the process. Karanfilköy gained ca-
pability of mobilizing that their resistance has turned to an organized ac-
tion in order to gain their rights in urban life.

Shifting boundaries of locality

Hopefully, with the case study, the changing characteristics and position
of a locality have been discussed in its relation to globalization. In a
globalizing city like Istanbul, weaker urban groups are generally victim-
ized in the further development of the city and its desire to be connected
to the global network. These groups are expected to be generally the
passive side of the struggles because they do not have enough infrastruc-
ture and opportunities for exercising power. Furthermore, as the domi-
nant globalization discourse supposes, localities tend to be shown either
as passive receivers or completely oppositional to the global restructur-
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ing of society and space. However, the example of Karanfilköy shows
that opposite fiction is also possible. Karanfilköy is a place taking its
power from its local everyday practices; however, it also interacts with
the outer developments. Karanfilköy as a locality has adapted to the
changing life of the globalizing city and tried to take an active part in the
structuring of urban life. In the case of Karanfilköy, deeper intentions
were found more than only attaining the title deeds of the land. In other
words, a high desire to integrate to the urban system has shown that
these struggles indicate more than a struggle for property rights. This is
all related to the redefining of the position of a locality within cultural,
social and economic changes in the context of globalization.

Furthermore, the way of mobilization in the neighborhood also
shows very well that the borders of locality have been changing. As it is
discussed in detail, Karanfilköy was always attempting to redraw its im-
age with the mediums that can reach out to the public arena. Taking part
in the media and involving themselves in the International Art Biennale,
contacting urban scholars are the examples proving that they want to go
beyond their terrain and represent themselves in their relation to the
other actors. For this reason, it is necessary to »reproblematize the lo-
cal/urban/global configuration by articulating different kinds of localiza-
tion and their relationship to difference, power, conflict and possibilities
for oppositional politics« (Hamel/Lustiger-Thaler/Mayer 2000).

The relation between distinct groups has also changed itself different
from the national development period in a way that the localities have
become separate entities, which do not operate within the values and
rules set by the state anymore. There are rather other interest groups in
the city positioning themselves according to the changes in social, eco-
nomic and politic environment. However, the state still emerges as the
strongest entity which can form the physical space of the metropolis, but
it is changing its structure and orientation that does not imply the »end
of state« as the dominant globalization discourse supposes. This time,
the state should bargain with other groups, which are supposed to be
weak like in the case of Karanfilköy. Since they can find their solutions
in other mediums that are very influential on the public, the state does
not appear as the only and absolute solution in order to attain their de-
mands in urban life. This implies that different social groups including
the state are re-organizing themselves in intricate and complicated ways
that open new possibilities.

In this sense, the representative example of Karanfilköy does not
seem a closed and embedded locality. It is rather a place that brings re-
sources, meanings and knowledge from outer and global settings. Their
actions, especially resistances seem to be oppositional to the global re-
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structuring of the city, as they have been influenced by the policies di-
rectly. However, when the overall picture is contemplated, they became
an important and powerful group due to their openness to the outer
scene, their adaptation to the ongoing processes and have benefited from
the opportunities that have appeared in the globalization era. In other
words, the power of localities is accelerated by globalization. Localities
are, now, an inseparable part of globalizing metropolises; they are
»complex, contingent and contested outcomes of political and historical
processes, rather than as timeless essences, also challenges the theoreti-
cal framing of locality as an inexorable space of resistance to globaliza-
tion« (Smith 2001).

Multi-dimensionality of globalization

Hopefully, the case study points to the slippery terrains and borders of
some assumptions, which have been drawn very concretely by the
dominant globalization discourse. Even one example can indicate that
globalization is not a singular process ignoring the nature of the concept
and different dimensions of the cultural and political life specific to the
globalizing cities. Furthermore, it is also illustrated that globalization re-
sulted differently when global flows have entered very specific local
contexts although some common patterns can be found in the life of me-
tropolises. Furthermore, it is observed that the nation state is still the
most dominant actor exercising power, the new urban cultures have
emerged in the neo-liberal period and even some of them have been in-
vented that all these unevenness affected the urban life of Istanbul.
These changes prove that affinities and processes vary according to dif-
ferent economic, social and cultural contexts as well as different local
and historical characteristics of the space where globalization is per-
formed or experienced. They interact with each other in different cir-
cumstances, which develop unsymmetrical and variable consequences
and effects. In other words, the global processes do not end up with one
and unique result but »present a set of discourses and practices that are
juxtaposed in complex ways in local contexts« (Ghannam 1997).

The case of Karanfilköy should be examined according to this
frame; first placing globalization in case of Istanbul and then its uneven
and heterogeneous results in the specific local context. In order to under-
stand the complexity of the problems, deeper investigation in the real
life of globalizing cities is necessary rather than accepting an approach
that is scoped from above; that is what this paper intended to do.
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