Chapter three: Judging Books by Their Covers

Cemile, a Turkish woman in her sixties, first heard rumours about the planned renewal
project in Tarlabagi when she was about to have her spacious six-bedroom apartment in
Tree Street repainted. This happened roughly a year after the municipality had convened
a meeting with property owners and tenants to suggest a World Bank-supported reno-
vation programme that would allow everyone to improve their own properties with the
support of micro-credits. While most residents were enthusiastic about the idea, noth-
ing came of it." However, to property owners like Cemile this public proposition signalled
that the municipality had not forgotten about Tarlabagt and wanted to support the reha-
bilitation of the neighbourhood. Furthermore, the municipality’s initiative suggested a
possible relaxation of restrictions on small-scale renovations put in place when Tarlabagi
had been declared a conservation area. It certainly did not indicate that the municipality
was planning to raze a large part of the neighbourhood to the ground.

Like most people in Tarlabagi, Cemile agreed that the local housing stock needed re-
pair. The ceiling of her living room started to shed stucco and cave in after her upstairs
neighbour had dropped an old iron stove on the floor. Cemile decided that the entire flat,
one of six in a beautiful, but crumbling 19*-century Levantine building, could do with
some plastering and a lick of paint. It was an expensive undertaking and would cost her
15,000 TL for the painter alone. In order to pay for the renovations, she wanted to sell
some of the gold armbands her daughter-in-law, who at the time still lived with her and
her husband Ramazan, had been given at her wedding. In order to make sure that she
did not waste such a large amount of money, she and her downstairs neighbour Esma,
a 35-year-old Kurdish widow, went to the municipal information office [Beyaz Masa, lit-
erally: White Table] to inquire about the rumours of a municipality-led renewal project
and pending demolitions. Cemile was told to proceed with her renovation:

1 In 2008, the Tarlabasi Association wrote about residents’ initial reaction to the suggestion: “We
believed in this possibility full-heartedly, thinking that it took our troubles on board. At least, we
had developed faith that decades’ long problems we suffered due to municipal regulations, con-
servation norms and obstacles posed by other public institutions would come to an end with the
renovation of our properties. It was on these grounds that we gave support to the project since it
would turn our buildings into livable places” (Unsal 2013: 130).
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There was a fat lawyer at the Beyaz Masa. | said that we had heard that there would be
demolitions, the people in the neighbourhood are saying something like that. | said
that | was planning to paint my apartment and that | wanted to know. But he said that
no, there were no such plans. Fatih Bey” was there, too. They both said that there were
no such plans in Tarlabasi.

With this information from the Beyaz Masa in hand, Cemile decided to renovate the
apartment. In addition to the sale of the jewellery, she and Ramazan took out a loan to
have their living and bedrooms fitted with new PVC windows and a new balcony door
(all of which cost another 15,000 TL), and the painters set to work. Four rooms in, the
rumours about a renewal project became loud and disconcerting enough for Cemile
to return to the municipality. This time, the “fat lawyer” replied to her question about
demolitions in the affirmative. Cemile said that she almost fainted when she heard this.

They brought me water, | felt soill. | said to them: But you told me that there won't be
any demolitions! The fat lawyer and Fatih Bey were both there, and they both denied
ever having said that. | swear they had said that there wouldn’t be demolitions the first
time | asked. But | had nothing in my hands to prove that, not about what they said
then, not for any of it. | told them that | went to have my house renovated, and that |
came to ask and that they said there would be no demolitions. The fat lawyer told me
that he never said that.

A few months later the Beyoglu Municipality publicly announced the Tarlabagi renewal
project. By then the municipal authorities had hired a subcontractor and declared the
entire area an urban renewal zone under a recently enacted law that allowed the local
authorities to expropriate homeowners that did not agree to sell their title deeds to the
construction company. For months, Fatih Bey called Ramazan, whose name was the only
one on the title deed, to try and convince him to sell the house. The deputy mayor never
once called Cemile, but he treated her husband with politeness bordering on reverence.
He invited him to have tea in the office, constantly asking him to “have a chat”. Fatih Bey
played the role of the “good cop’, whereas the representatives and lawyers of developer
GAP Ingaat exerted increasing pressure on Ramazan to sell, threatening him with a loss
of profit on his prospective sale, and even expropriation. It worked. One day in April 2010
her husband came back home from yet another meeting with Fatih Bey and a couple of
GAP Ingaat lawyers, and told her that he had signed over the house. Cemile was incensed.
How could he have done something so consequential without asking her first? Ramazan
told her that they had intimidated him, and that he felt “relieved” that it was “finally over”.
To Cemile’s horror, it was not only their apartment that was gone. Ramazan also had,
without having understood or even read the contract he signed, agreed to a deal that put
the elderly couple 62,000 TLin debt. Their 135 m*apartment had been appraised at 83,000
TL, whereas the value 52 m? studio flat the GAP Insaat lawyers had offered in exchange
stood at 145,000 TL. Cemile could not believe it. Ramazan claimed that nobody had told

2 Fatih Bey was a Beyoglu Municipality deputy mayor, and in charge of project management and re-
sidentrelations on the municipality's side during the sales and pre-eviction phase. | never met him,
but | often heard his name in conversations. The address means literally “Mr. Fatih” —in Turkish,
the formal address “Bey” is used with the first name, and not the last.
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him what the contract entailed, and that the lawyers had threatened and yelled at him
to sign the papers they had put on the desk. Cemile was beside herself and blamed her
husband for ruining them. But later she argued that it had been dishonest of Fatih Bey to
offer, or at least support, such a deal to her husband. “He knows we live off [Ramazan’s]
little pension. He knows us quite well. He knows our life. He knows that we wor't be able
to pay such a large debt.” This “negotiation” had happened before I met Cemile and her
husband, but it was very clear that the deputy mayor had been a person that she felt was
at least marginally responsible to make sure that their rights were being respected. After
all, for months he had assured them of the municipality’s good faith and promised that
nobody would be victimised by the project. Even after Ramazan had signed over the title
deed, Fatih Bey positioned himself as the person they could come to for any concerns
they might have. He told them that they could approach him with all questions about the
ongoing legal and administrative procedures, and that he would make sure to keep them
informed. This, too, turned out to be untrue. After Ramazan and Cemile were threatened
with immediate eviction in July 2011, she told me:

Fatih Bey had told us to bring him all the letters and documents that [GAP Insaat] sent
us. He said: anything that arrives at your house. So we brought all these papers to him
and never kept any of them, and we never got anything from him either, no proof, not-
hing. He told me: ‘Anne?, don't worry. Don't worry about anything. He said: don’'t be sad,
don’t worry, you will not have to leave before we start demolishing and not before the
bulldozers come. Nobody can make you leave before that’ And now look at what hap-
pened.

She felt that her trust in Fatih Bey and the municipality had been betrayed. She and Ra-
mazan struggled to find a new — temporary — apartment, even though they had been
searching for weeks. It was important to both of them to stay in the neighbourhood they
had spent their entire married life in, where both of them had close relationships with
neighbours and shopkeepers. Cemile knew that Fatih Bey lived in the rather expensive
Beyoglu neighbourhood of Cihangir, and she was furious that he — as a representative
of the municipality - demanded of them to find a rental apartment for 400 TL a month,
when, she fumed, he “should have known that there are no houses here for this amount of
money”. And yet this was the monthly rental aid that project agents had agreed to give to
property owners who were waiting to move into their new units. This amount, optimistic
even in the best of times, did not consider that rents in Tarlabagi had quickly increased
between 2008, when the renewal project was officially announced, and 2011, when evic-
tions began. The ongoing and rapid gentrification of nearby areas (Ergun 2004; Unsal
2013; Yetiskul and Demirel 2018), but also the project itself put a lot of pressure on local
rents, since many tenants and property owners who had to move out of their Tarlabasgi
homes sought to stay in the area. Furthermore, being kicked out of her old home with
such sudden urgency seemed unfair to Cemile. While a number of residents were gone
at that point, large-scale demolitions had not begun, and several of her neighbours still
lived in their houses and kept their businesses open. The deputy mayor had promised
Cemile transparency and security, promises on which he did not deliver. One day after

3 Turkish: mother. This address signals both respect and a certain familiarity.
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the frightening visit by the delegation that had meant to evict her, she went to see Fatih
Bey in the sales office that he shared with GAP Insaat representatives on Tarlabagi Boule-
vard. She wanted to talk to him about the police showing up at her door, which had deeply
humiliated her, and about the threat of an unexpectedly sudden eviction that he had not
warned them of. She went to the office in the morning and sat down on the stairs at the
entrance of the building, waiting for Fatih Bey to turn up. After a while she lost patience
and went inside to ask an employee if it was possible to talk to the deputy mayor.

I said that | wanted to have a few words with Fatih Bey and that that was all. | said that
| had not come to make [Fatih Bey] feel sorry for me, that | only wanted to talk to him.
But he didn’t come out. He was scared of me. Did he think that a 60-year-old woman
had come to kill him? [makes a dismissive gesture with her hand] What good would it do
me to kill him? | swear he didn’t come out, even though he was there in his office. He
had told the [employee] not to let me come up. | said that he should come down and
talk to me by the traffic lights, that | wouldn’t do anything to him in the street. | didn’t
have a knife or a gun, | had nothing! What would | be able to do to Fatih Bey? Then he
called me and spoke to me on the phone. | begged him to come and talk to me, just
this one time, | told him that that was all | wanted from him. Just this one talk. | told
him that my house was his now anyway, that we would leave, that all | wanted was to
talk to him. But he told me that he was done with us, that we had sold the house, that
he would not get involved in anything anymore.

Fatih Bey did not come down to talk to Cemile. She said that the employee broke out in
tears ather plight, but that she did not manage to soften the deputy mayor’s heart enough
to come see her for that one conversation she had asked for.

This anecdote might raise the question if Cemile, in her continuing attempts to in-
teract with and seek anything from Fatih Bey, was dumb, naive, or ignorant about the
nature of the renewal project. Why did she think that her interventions might change
the course of the project? Why did she, even after her eviction was underway, try to reach
out to the deputy mayor again?

One fundamental fact about the renewal project, and one I would like to analyse in
this chapter, is that it was constantly changing and shifting, both in how it presented it-
selfto residents and outsiders, and in terms of how project agents engaged with Tarlabag:
residents. This happened in ways that were not publicised, and by reneging on promises
that had been made very publicly at the beginning of the project. Cemile was neither too
dumb to engage with the system, nor was she naive and trusted Faith Bey. However, she
was trying to engage with a constantly moving target, the directions of which were im-
possible to anticipate based on the information that she was being given, both publicly
and in private conversations with agents of the project.

This chapter, with the help of a close reading of two different project catalogues pub-
lished over the course of five years, will trace the history of the project and the drastic
changes it underwent over the years. An analysis of the changes to these promotional
materials will show that project stakeholders did make certain promises and commit-
ments to Tarlabagi residents that were later broken, even while the municipality and the
developer GAP Ingaat kept claiming publicly that negotiations with residents remained
mutually amicable. What follows is a thick description of promotional texts produced
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and disseminated at two very different points in the life’ of the project, bookending the
ethnography in this book. As such it provides an exploration of the immediate context
and history of the project against which the residents of Tarlabagi struggled, with a care-
ful eye to how the status of the project changed, how a shift in potential investor profiles
affected the relationship between project actors and residents, and the way that these
actors exploited existing stigmatisation and if, or how, they took potential opposition
to the project into account. Such a close text-object analysis will provide an anchor for
the historical, economic, and social context in which the renewal project developed over
time, as well as for the history of the project itself. Both the subtle and the more sub-
stantial alterations made to the promotional material, as well as to the way this material
was handed out, provide insight into contextual changes in Turkey and in Istanbul that
impacted the renewal project’s development, and in turn, the way residents positioned
themselves vis-a-vis the project. Furthermore, it shows that, like in the case of Cemile,
residents had to navigate and react to a constantly changing entity, which profoundly
impacted the way they tried to accommodate or oppose the project. The first part of this
chapter provides the analysis of the catalogue published in the first half of 2008, and the
second part deals with the revised catalogue, published around 2011.* I would like to, as
linguistic anthropologist Megan Clark (2016: 77) puts it, judge these books by their covers.

2008 catalogue: The exhibition

In May 2008, Beyoglu mayor Ahmet Misbah Demircan opened an exhibition titled “Tar-
labag1 shares its future” [Tarlabag: Gelecegini Paylagiyor] in the municipality-run Beyoglu
Art Gallery on Istiklal Avenue, where the planned urban renewal project was presented
to the public for the first time. I attended the opening reception with two friends who
lived in Tarlabagi and were interested in what the renewal project entailed. All of us had
been alerted to the planned project by a short article in the liberal daily Radikal in January
2008 that heralded the “End of Tarlabag1”, citing mayor Demircan as saying that negotia-
tions with property owners were underway and going smoothly (Radikal 2008). Owners
of a Tarlabagi apartment themselves, my friends were wondering what this announce-
ment meant for their home and their neighbourhood. At the time I had reported on the
project but did not yet conduct any research in Tarlabagi. I also did not know that I would
shortly do so, and it would be another year until I moved to Tarlabagi myself. However, I
was interested in urban renewal in Istanbul. It was at this vernissage that I picked up the
first project catalogue and the accompanying brochure entitled “The Tarlabag1 Renewal
Project in 50 questions”.

4 A third version of the sales catalogue is now in use. | am not entirely sure if a paper version still ex-
ists, but | was unable to obtain one at the sales office in 2019. However, the catalogues are available
online at https://www.taksim360.com.tr/tr/kataloglar. A close reading of this commercial promo-
tional material as a text object is sadly outside my fieldwork timeline and the scope of this book.
However, it is important to note that the name of the project has been rebranded as “Taksim 360”,
dropping the immediate reference to Tarlabasi. The catalogue is now available in Turkish, English,
Arabic and Farsi and promotes the neighbourhood with aggressive nostalgia of an imagined “old
Beyoglu”.
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The presentation of the project, advertised as an “exhibition opening”, took place on
an early May evening. A small bar served non-alcoholic refreshments for guests, and
bowls of snacks and finger foods had been placed on small tables around the room. Entry
was free, and anybody interested was welcome to walk inside and have a look at the ex-
hibition: large-scale printed panels that showed current pictures of Tarlabagi juxtaposed
with rendered images of what the same street would look like after renewal. A 3D archi-
tectural model of the project stood, under glass, in the middle of the gallery. Following
the vernissage, it was moved in the window looking out onto Istiklal Avenue.

This display resonated with a familiar genre of exhibition: corporations, especially
banks and large Turkish holding companies, dedicated at least part of their spaces, or
even entire buildings, to galleries and cultural spaces on Istiklal Avenue or elsewhere
in Beyoglu.® Running such prestigious locations, along with other cultural stewardship
roles as a form of PR such as cultural sponsorship or inhouse publishing houses, is a
regular domain of activity for corporations or holding companies of that size in Turkey.
However, the stakes for “Tarlabagi shares its future” were of course different. The munici-
pality, in cooperation with a private developer, advertised a high-profile, predatory urban
development project in a very consciously constructed art exhibit milieu, and handed the
audience PR and propaganda materials in a form that resonated clearly with an art ex-
hibit catalogue.

At the vernissage, Beyoglu mayor Demircan justified the “exhibition” like this: “We
wanted the Tarlabagi Renewal Project to be implemented through widespread partici-
pation. Architects, property owners, civil society organisations — everyone should eval-
uate the project. Before starting with the implementation, we wanted to bring together
positive and negative feedback. The project has been designed by considering the views,
propositions, and participation of a wide range of people, most importantly of those who
live in the area. This is what is needed for an open, transparent, and participatory man-
agement mentality. Before the project takes its final shape, it is being presented at this
exhibition to garner the opinion and interest of the people and experts” (Kaya 2008). This
promise of inclusiveness was mirrored in the 2008 catalogue as well, and residents like
Cemile were initially told the same thing about nature of the project.

2008 catalogue: The material

In order to better understand the position that the catalogues convey, it is important
to pay attention to their material form. Linguistic anthropologists have highlighted the
necessity of analysing the materiality of text objects because of “the tendency of media to
disappear in the act of mediation” (Eisenlohr 2011: 44). In her work on Kurdish linguistic

5 These galleries exhibited not just strictly visual arts, though they did that, too, but historical ex-
hibits about a very diverse range of topics and disciplines, such as engineering, textiles, or litera-
ture. One good example is the Akbank Sanat cultural space, run by financial institution Akbank,
a subsidiary of Sabanci Holding. Prominently located on the pedestrian avenue close to Taksim
Square, it houses a large art exhibition space on the ground floor, as well as stage rooms for con-
certs, theatre and dance performances and a library specialised in the arts. Akbank Sanat regularly
hosts well-known international contemporary artists and exhibitions.
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disobedience, Megan Clark (2016: 93) writes that with “any graphic object, be it textbook
or notebook or calendar or road sign or bank statement or driver’s license or pink slip or
credit card receipt, there is an analytical tendency to skip past a consideration of the way
the materiality of such objects and the mediation they perform necessarily influence the
meaning they are meant to carry.” And Matthew Hull (2012:13), in his ethnographic study
of urban bureaucracy and the material forms of bureaucratic documentation in Pakistan,
points out how the material qualities of graphic objects contribute to their meanings.
“Just as discourse has long been recognized as a dense mediator between subjects and
the world, we need to see graphic objects not just as neutral purveyors of discourse, but
as mediators that shape the significance of the linguistic signs inscribed in them.”

This is why I would like to draw attention to the material forms of the two different
project catalogues, and how the differences in materiality influenced their semiotic
engagement with their audience. Both project catalogues have a square shape and are
smaller than A4 in size. The 2008 catalogue has fold-out covers on both sides made of
high-quality carton in a matte grey and is reinforced with Bordeaux-coloured linen
binding. The front cover is imprinted with the official logo of the project, then called
the “Tarlabagt Beyoglu Municipality Renewal Project”, embossed in a lighter shade of
grey than the catalogue carton. The logo of the Beyoglu Municipality is the only other
graphic, placed on the bottom of the front cover. The paper of the catalogue itself is
glossy card stock paper. The catalogue and the smaller brochure entitled “The Tarlabas:
Renewal Project in 50 questions” are a matching pair. The brochure is bound in the same
high-quality matte grey carton trimmed with Bordeaux-coloured linen on one side, but
the paper used inside is thick newspaper material. The catalogue is stapled together,
whereas the brochure is glued because of the greater number of pages. The 2008 project
catalogue is difficult to categorise: it is not a book, not a political handout object, and its
makers have very carefully avoided making it look like the commercial catalogue that it
technically is. Its materiality and style resemble the portfolio of a top-tier architecture
firm or an art exhibit catalogue. Regardless of what the materials used for the catalogue
and the brochure actually cost, the style of binding, the embossed logo on the cover
and the high-quality grey paper read as “expensive” and “prestigious” in most circum-
stances, but even more so in the Turkish context, “where domestic publishing has until
recently been marked by the use of very low-quality materials (newsprint weight paper,
photocopied and not printed pages, glue-and-cardboard binding)” (Clark 2016: 100).

2008 catalogue: The content

On the first page of the 2008 catalogue, next to a smiling portrait photo of himself, Bey-
oglumayor Ahmet Misbah Demircan directly addresses “esteemed Beyoglu residents and
Tarlabasi property owners”® in a foreword styled like a personal letter. This signals the in-
tended audience of this catalogue, which he formally addresses with the polite personal
pronoun “siz”. At the same time, his address excluded roughly 80 percent of Tarlabagi res-
idents impacted by the project, all of whom were tenants (75 percent) or non-paying resi-

6 All citations in this chapter are from the project catalogues unless otherwise stated.
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dents (five percent) (Kentsel A.S. 2008). With this conspicuous position in the beginning
of the catalogue, Demircan stands in as the “face” and main driver of the renewal project,
giving the municipal side in this private-public partnership prominence. He consciously
includes himself in the community of Beyoglu residents by talking about “our district”.
The participation of all interested parties, first and foremost of property owners and lo-
cal, but not necessarily Tarlabagi residents, stands at the centre of the foreword-letter.
The foundational principle of the entire project, Demircan claims, is to ensure that cur-
rent property owners will find a place inside the new development and that the munici-
pality’s responsibility to the public — finding solutions for the problems of local residents
and preparing them for a better future - is fulfilled. He goes on to praise the planned
renewal project, lauding its emphasis on not only spatial, but also social and economic
dimensions as well as its “conservationist renewal approach” as a trailblazer for similar
future urban projects. A misnomer, since law No. 5366, on the basis of which Tarlabag:
was declared an urban renewal zone in 2006, overwrites all other laws and regulations,
including those that pertain to the conservation and protection of listed buildings. Fi-
nally, Demircan extends words of thanks to Recep Tayyip Erdogan, then prime minister,
who “did not spare assistance and support in order to make the project a reality”. Er-
dogan had previously assured the Beyoglu mayor of “any necessary support”, including
legislations and political weight in Ankara, to “solve the Tarlabagi problem” (Posta 2007).
Demircan also extends words of thanks to then Istanbul mayor of the Greater Municipal-
ity Kadir Topbas, as well as to unnamed property owners, district residents and “all local
organisations”. The latter also remain anonymous.

In the 2008 catalogue the Beyoglu municipality is presented as the main interlocu-
tor for the project. Developer GAP Ingaat is clearly portrayed as the employed subcon-
tractor, mentioned only as the 2007 winner of the tender for the renewal project, and
as one of several members of the “Project Team” presented on a double page. Beneath
the Bordeaux-coloured header is a list of the people involved in the planning, design,
and execution of the renewal project. These are grouped into GAP Insaat Project Direc-
tor Nilgiin Kivircik and the GAP Insaat Project Coordination Team made up of four men
who are named but whose functions and titles are not described further. Then follows
a list of members of the “Advisory Council”: three professors who are named with their
full academic titles, functions, and universities, one academic advisor with the title of
“Doctor” but no further information as to his function or expertise, and one man with-
out any academic titles, who then worked for the “Planning Office” of the Mimar Sinan
Academy of Fine Arts in Istanbul. Finally, the catalogue lists the names of the members of
the project’s “Design Team” — seven architects or architect firms, referred to elsewhere in
the catalogue as “star” architects of Turkey, who each are working on one or two different
units in Tarlabagi. Their names are listed next to the name of their firm and the project
unit they have been assigned. This list of names and titles appears next to six black-and-
white photographs, each of which depicts a group of unspecified and unnamed people
sitting or standing around a large meeting table in various settings. Each picture shows
adifferent room and a different table in a professional or, presumably, an academic con-
text, and participants involved in the planning and discussion of what can be assumed
is the renewal project. Scattered architectural maps and drawings, open laptops, pens,
paper, open notebooks as well as half-drunk plastic water bottles, tea glasses and coffee
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cups index work and/or an ongoing debate and the busy-ness of the people depicted in
each picture. The top left photograph was taken in what appears to be the municipal-
ity, with mayor Demircan sitting at the head of an oblong meeting table surrounded by
what appear to be other municipal or government officials. However, due to the lack of
all captions or explanations, their identities remain unclear.

Nobody else involved in the renewal project is featured anywhere in the catalogue.
Despite the repeated claims by the municipality of wanting to involve actors from differ-
ent fields and interest groups, and despite the repeated assurances of widespread partic-
ipation, the catalogue makes no mention of any civil society organisation, of any outside
expert group, or even any Tarlabagi residents, by name or picture. None of the property
owners whom Demircan addresses in the foreword, and some of whom own several large
buildings inside the planned renewal zone, are mentioned.

2008 catalogue: The neighbourhood

Arguably the main protagonist of both project catalogues, the neighbourhood of Tar-
labag1 appears in a variety of maps, coloured photographs, and text descriptions. The
2008 catalogue features an aerial photograph to which the spatial boundaries of the re-
newal zone were added in a Bordeaux-coloured line, another that shows the neighbour-
hood from above and from a sideways angle, as well as several colour photographs of
present-day Tarlabagt and the streets that will be renewed. These photos rarely depict
actual Tarlabagi residents but include iconic images of washing lines criss-crossing the
streets, some parked vehicles, and shopfronts of greengrocers. A coloured picture on the
very last page of the first catalogue is the only one where Tarlabag: residents — three small
boys sitting on entrance stairs in front of a building, one holding a plastic gun - look into
the camera.

This image of the three boys is striking, because it is the only one that explicitly fea-
tures Tarlabagi residents. There are no photographs that show recognisable adult resi-
dents in their neighbourhood. Also lacking is a presentation or actual discussion of the
neighbourhood association’s organisers who were very active in 2008. There is no rep-
resentation of community advocates. None of these people, all of whom are massively
impacted by the project, have a voice in this catalogue. They do not get to speak, and they
do not get named.

The language in the catalogue describes Tarlabagi as plagued by physical and social
decay, by crime and economic precariousness. It depicts an area whose heritage and
beauty currently lie dormant, or stronger even, are under siege. To underline this, dif-
ferent slogans are scattered throughout the catalogue, each time on a page in a different
colour that each feature both the project and the municipality logos. These slogans clearly
advertise the renewal project as the saviour of a beleaguered neighbourhood: a green
page carries the slogan “Tarlabagi encounters greenery” [Tarlabag: Yesille bulusuyor], a dark
yellow page the slogan “Tarlabagi encounters the light” [Tarlabas: Isikla bulusuyor], a pur-
ple page the slogan “Tarlabagi comes to life” [Tarlabag: Canlaniyor], and a light blue page
the slogan “Tarlabagi meets the air” [Tarlabast Havaya kavuguyor]. Describing the future
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that the renewal promises, these slogans forego all subtlety in order to frame present-
day Tarlabag1 as a rank, dark, and lifeless place.

2008 catalogue: The project

The catalogue offers little detailed information about the actual implementation of the
renewal project. Some basic numbers are given on one double page, with the informa-
tion as follows: The renewal zone covers an area of 20,000m?. 278 buildings, 210(213)”
of which are listed, will be (partly) demolished and joined into nine building blocks. The
page includes two architectural maps of the renewal zone inside Tarlabagi: the first shows
the designated plots of the 278 houses included in the project area. The second map, the
“suggested plan’, shows the same area after the demolition, with buildings joined into
nine blocks invested with augmented spatial capacities for their future various functions
as residences, offices, and different commercial ventures. The catalogue reader is fur-
ther informed that the Beyoglu Municipality invited bids for the project tender on March
16, 2007, and that construction company GAP Insaat was awarded the project execution.
The contract between the developer, Beyoglu Municipality, and the Greater Istanbul Mu-
nicipality, which acted as the supervising umbrella institution for all Istanbul renewal
projects, was signed three weeks later, on April 4, 2007.

Despite repeated reassurances, not least by the mayor at the “exhibition opening”,
that opinions and suggestions of residents and third-party experts would be considered
during the preparation phase, the 2008 catalogue handed out at that opening introduces
a final design for the finished development project, illustrated with rendered images of
what Tarlabag: will look like after the renewal. These graphics are each juxtaposed with
photographs of the old Tarlabagi, depicting a “before” and an “after” in the same street.
Computer-generated architectural images — the Tarlabagi that project developers imag-
ine and promise to create — show lush courtyards planted with palm trees and colourful
flowers, clean cobblestone streets lined by narrow sidewalks, and a combination of re-
stored and rebuilt bow-front fagades and modern architecture that adds steel railings
and floor length windows to Tarlabag: buildings. However, these graphics do not only
show what the buildings in the neighbourhood will look like in the future. They also in-
troduce what kind of people project stakeholders imagine will live, work, and shop there.
These new residents very pointedly have nothing in common with those that the mayor
claimed he wanted to include. The computer-generated inhabitants in the catalogue in-
dex a Western model of wealth and middle class lifestyles by way of their clothing, their
means of transport, and the accessories they carry. All of them are white, and a large
number are blond. Furthermore, the new Tarlabas: is depicted under bright blue skies
compared to the drab and grey neighbourhood shown in the opposite pictures:

Under the headline “Purpose”, the 2008 catalogue lists the main goals of the renewal
project as defined by project stakeholders in four bullet points:

7 The headline of that page claims that there are 213 listed buildings, while the number 210 is given
in the text.
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« A participatory partnership between the municipality, investors, property owners,
civil society organisations and local residents

« Anapproach of conservation through renewal and revitalisation that will replace the
small plots unable to accommodate contemporary functions into buildings blocks in
line with principles of design and functionality

« Intervention with the purpose of improving the quality of life of local residents, and
to ensure their social and economic development

- Avision that will substitute urban disintegration with liveable spaces that are in har-
mony with their surroundings

The stated “fundamental purpose” of the project, highlighted in the catalogue in Bor-
deaux-coloured font, is “to ensure that property owners and long-time tenants will con-
tinue to live in the area after the finalisation of the construction works and that they will
be able to profit from the generated surplus value.” Maybe the most important aspira-
tional description of the project’s relationship with Tarlabagi residents is the repeated
emphasis on the planned implementation of a “social recovery” [sosyal kalkinma] pro-
gramme with the argument that physical renewal must go hand in hand with the social
development of the neighbourhood. The municipality promises a two-pronged approach
to this: One the one hand the project will bring economic regeneration to Tarlabagt and
the surrounding areas through the massive investment in commerce, tourism, and the
high-end service sector, all of which are expected to generate “work and habitation op-
portunities” for local residents. A municipality-led “capacity building programme” based

’«

on research of residents’ “social profiles” aims to provide short-term employment in the
construction sector during the development phase of the project, and long-term employ-
ment in the commerce, tourism and service sectors that will be introduced to the area
once the project is completed. On the other hand, the municipality promises education
and job training programmes for local residents, with a special emphasis on youth and
women, as well as the establishment of a municipality-financed “Tarlabagi Social Centre”
in order to implement this “social plan’. All of this, the catalogue pledges, will be planned
and executed in cooperation with (unnamed) universities, civil society organisations and
trade associations.

2008 catalogue: The stated project objectives and procedures

Both catalogues describe Tarlabagi as an area plagued by decay, crime, and as a neigh-
bourhood that does not live up to contemporary middle class expectations and stan-
dards. In the 2008 catalogue, under the headline “Economic recovery” [Ekonomik can-
lanma] and an image of a dilapidated Tarlabasg: street where the only visible person is
an unrecognisable individual in a wheelchair who inexplicably faces a grey wall, the cat-
alogue text reads:

“Although Tarlabasi neighbours important central locations such as Taksim Square and
Istiklal Avenue, [the neighbourhood] was unable to benefit from the increasing eco-
nomic and cultural revitalisation in the area. Even the buildings that line Tarlabasi
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Boulevard were unable to draw big-scale commercial activity, due to the image prob-
lems that stem from the high crime rate and the dilapidated state of the neighbour-
hood. While this area has a lot of potential, it has engraved itself in the collective mem-
ory with empty buildings and neglected streets.”

Throughout the 2008 catalogue, this narrative of a neighbourhood where physical, eco-
nomic, and social abandonment has created the need for urban renewal is dominant. The
chosen colour photographs resemble images that a certain type of tourist might find al-
luring and that have been criticised elsewhere as “poverty porn” (Miles 2009; Jensen 2014;
Feltwell et al. 2017): slightly grubby-looking children, hastily scribbled graffiti, crumbling
facades, garbage in the street, battered satellite dishes, improvised and shabby additions
to buildings such as plastic awnings, and the slightly disorderly fronts of “unmodern”
neighbourhood corner stores.

The 2008 catalogue points out problems in the neighbourhood identified by project
stakeholders, butitis unclearif any of the residents’ concerns are being included in them,
or if residents were asked to identify problems that they wanted the project to address.
However, the accompanying brochure “The Tarlabagi Renewal Project in 50 Questions”
lists nineteen questions that are voiced from the position of a(n imagined) Tarlabagi res-
ident. Surprisingly detailed, these questions are as follows:

2 Could not everyone who wanted it, do the renovations themselves?

7 What will the project gain for the people who live there?

15 What will be done for tenants and property owners?

16 How will the victimisation of property owners in the interim period be prevented?

17 Will there be special support for those who have to move their businesses?

20 What are the education, life and future opportunities offered to local children and
youth in the framework of the project?

21 Has it been established where families will move to and where children will go to
school?

22, What will negotiations between the Tarlabagi Renewal Project and local residents
look like?

25 What rights are given to property owners in the framework of the project?

26 How is the value of the properties included in the project established?

27 What rights are given to those who own businesses and workshops in the project
area?

28 What rights are given to local tenants?

29 Will those who live in the neighbourhood without paying any rent be given any claim?

30 Will property owners be able to claim rental aid?

31 Will those who do not own property be able to claim rental aid?

32 What suggestions will be made to property owners who own small shares or parts of
shares?

33 Will the construction area be emptied of people in stages or all at once?

35 What will happen in the job training programmes aimed at local residents?

36 What kind of training programmes will be offered to local residents?
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The answers to these questions put an emphasis on fairness and the inclusion of all res-
idents throughout the project planning and execution stage. Just as in the (2008) cata-
logue, the corresponding answers in the brochure imply that the project will bring an
improvement of living conditions, employment opportunities as well as training pro-
grammes for local residents. The nature of these training programmes remains vague,
but it is stated that young people will have access to (unspecified) job training [Istihdam
Odakl Mesleki Egitim Programlany], “talent improvement” [Yeteneklerin Artinlmas: Program-
lan] for foreign languages and computer use as well as artistic skill development pro-
grammes [Sanatsal Becerilerin Geligtirilmesi Programlan], for example in music, theatre and
cinema. Education programmes geared towards women include literacy courses, un-
specified job training and “mother and child health’. The municipality further promises
to offer business development training and “micro-credit possibilities”, without further
specification what this might entail. All of these courses and training programmes are
announced as free of charge, though the brochure specifies that funding strategies and
financial sources for these programmes remain to be clarified.

The brochure guarantees that “not a single property owner” will be victimised, and
that “all tenants” will receive some form of (unspecified) assistance [kolayliklar]. While
tenants were initially not included in any compensation schemes at all, the brochure
promises them the right to the priority purchase of a TOKI social housing unit in a loca-
tion not specified in the brochure.®

Property owners, the brochure alleges, will be presented with various options dur-
ing sales negotiations. In reality they had two options that were not specified in the PR
materials: They could agree to sell their property and receive monetary compensation or
buy a property in the finished development project. The latter meant that according to the
plans drawn up by GAP Insaat, they would only receive units that covered 42 percent of the
floorplan of their old properties. Their properties were to be appraised by an unspecified
“Licensed Real Estate Evaluation Company” [SPK Lisansl Gayrimenkul Degerleme Sirketi].
It was possible that owners lost their Tarlabagt homes in exchange for a smaller property
in the new project and on top of that, were saddled with additional debt to cover the dif-
ference of the assessed value. This is what happened to Cemile and Ramazan. Homeown-
ers who did not reach an agreement with GAP Insaat or who were unwilling to negotiate
at all would be expropriated by the municipality on the basis of renewal Law No. 5366.
That was supposedly “option” number three.

Property owners who wanted to exchange their old homes against a new apartment
were guaranteed a monthly rental aid of 400 TL for the period between their having to
move out and the moment their new apartments in the renewal project were handed over.
This aid was only offered to property owners who did not own any other real estate than

8 Priority purchase meant that tenants did not have to attend the usual “lotteries” and other bureau-
cratic hurdles to buy a TOKI unit. The location was later specified to be a newly built TOKI satellite
city in Kayabasl, a suburb at a 40-kilometre distance from Taksim Square. The option to rent a
TOKI apartment was not offered, and mortgage payments for the Kayabasi units usually ran over
fifteen years. While these monthly payments were relatively low, they did not include amenities,
extra fees (such as for the mandatory concierge), or public transportation costs, which meant that
residents, most of whom did not have a secure monthly income, took a considerable risk.
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the one they themselves inhabited. This was the amount Cemile and Ramazan received,
and, as they soon realised, it was not enough to find an acceptable temporary rental in
the area.

The brochure further claims that business owners would have “various rights” [¢esitli
haklar] in relation to income loss and employee compensation. Squatters would not re-
ceive any compensation for their eviction but were promised a place in the planned “cer-
tified” [sertifikali] training programmes. The options for business owners, including land-
lords, proposed in the brochure are vague: solutions for those who risk losing income, be
it from their business or rent, are to be worked out in cooperation between the munici-
pality, the project developer, and the Tarlabagi Association. The brochure also states that
construction was planned to start by the end of 2008, which means that project stake-
holders foresaw negotiations with property owners to last a few months only. Ten out
of the fifty questions in the brochure reflect an outsider’s concern about Tarlabag: and
Tarlabagi residents:

8 What are the social profiles of local residents?

9 Where do property owners in the project area originally come from?

10 What kinds of work do property owners in the area do?

11 How many people in the project area are property owners, how many are tenants?
12 How livable are the buildings in the project zone?

14 What is the employment status of local residents?

18 What is the education level of local children?

19 What is the situation of young people in the area?

23 When have negotiations with local residents started?

34 When will construction begin?

It is evident from the brochure that, while the emphasis is still on inclusiveness and as-
sistance to current Tarlabagi residents, the municipality hopes to attract a new kind of
urban resident to the area (Unsal 2013:127). This is why the text states that local students
will be told at a later date which (permanent or temporary) school they will transfer to
during the construction phase,” and why the Beyoglu Municipality promises to provide
support to those local residents who “prefer to rent a new home” or “move in with rela-
tives in other neighbourhoods”. Contrary to the 2008 catalogue and brochure statements
concerning the inclusive and participatory nature of the renewal project, the municipal-
ity had awarded the tender to a private developer already in the spring of 2007, despite
the fact that the buildings inside the designated renewal area belonged to Tarlabag: prop-
erty owners who were unaware of the renewal plans.’ At that time, residents such as
Cemile were told that rumours about eviction and demolition plans of the municipality
were false.

9 There were no schools inside the renewal area, but families who had to leave Beyoglu faced the
problem of having to find new schools for their children.

10 In 2009, the Tarlabasi Association launched a criminal case against the Beyoglu Municipality for
opening up private properties for tender. 120 members and property owners participated in the
complaint (Unsal 2013: 144).
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Project stakeholders never disclosed the criteria and methods used by the real es-
tate evaluation company, unnamed in the PR material, for appraising Tarlabagi proper-
ties. The contracted evaluation experts never entered any of the buildings, or even visited
the neighbourhood. They based their findings solely on the buildings’ title deeds, which
leaders of the Tarlabagi Association thought gave them an incomplete idea of their actual
value. The developer also refused to share the definite final size of the planned buildings
with the association, which made it impossible for property owners to know if they were
adequately compensated for their homes.™ Project stakeholders’ inconsistent and vague
manner in engaging with residents’ concerns became one of the reasons that the associ-
ation finally withdrew from talks with GAP Insaat and the municipality and concentrated
on rallying grassroots resistance (Unsal 2013: 131). The anecdote at the beginning of this
chapter illustrates that this inconsistency also pervaded one-on-one interactions with
individual Tarlabagi property owners.

Rooftop pigeon raising

Photo by Jonathan Lewis

The social programmes, a prominent part of the municipality’s advertisement and
renewal justification campaign in their 2008 promotional material, had been introduced
under the pressure of the Tarlabagi Association. The same was true for a revised demo-
graphic survey of the area. This indicates an initial will to take at least some suggestions
of residents on board. However, in the end none of the negotiation options offered to
property owners or tenants took the findings of that new survey into account, and project
stakeholders ignored repeated demands by the association to find viable solutions for

11 As part of their tender bid, CAP Insaat promised 42 percent of the newly built units on their title
deed (Unsal 2013: 145-146).
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tenants who after all made up the vast majority of Tarlabagi residents. The advertised
inclusiveness and social responsibility remained only on paper.

In all of the marketing material, there are no photographs or textual descriptions
of a neighbourhood where residents are themselves involved in planning, discussing, or
negotiating with project stakeholders. There are no pictures of residents interacting and
working together to improve the neighbourhood, or even talking to each other. And while
the catalogue repeatedly states that the project’s main goal is the involvement of local
residents, as well as the improvement of their housing, and of their economic and social
situations, not a single Tarlabag: resident is identified or quoted in the entire booklet.
They appear as a huddled, nameless mass waiting for their neighbourhood to be lifted
from poverty by outside institutions. As I have argued in chapter two, the rendered im-
ages of the neighbourhood after renewal literally erase all of the present Tarlabag as it
was before the arrival of the bulldozers.

2008 catalogue context: The association

The Beyoglu exhibition and the publication of the 2008 catalogue came in the wake of the
foundation of the “Tarlabag1 Association of Property Owners and Tenants for Progress
and Solidarity” in March 2008. By that time Tarlabasgi residents had already heard ru-
mours of a renewal project, including the possibility of large-scale demolitions. Anxious
whispers began to spread. While neither the declaration of Tarlabagi as an urban renewal
zone, nor the awarded tender had been communicated to residents, some property own-
ers had already been approached by the developer’s lawyers. The association, realising
that the project was already underway and threatening not only property rights, but also
the cohesion of the neighbourhood, set to work immediately. In a short amount of time,
and with the support of three volunteer lawyers, the founding members mobilised local
residents, and convinced more than 200 property owners to accept, via letters of attor-
ney, the association as their legal representative. This clout amongst property owners —
the principal interlocutors for negotiations with project stakeholders — secured the as-
sociation a (temporary) seat at the planning table, especially because prior efforts by the
Beyoglu Municipality and GAP Insaat to convince individual owners to sell their proper-
ties had failed (Unsal 2013: 140). Between March and July 2008, the association attended
at least 13 meetings with project stakeholders, during which association representatives
collected and documented all project-related data and information. They made this ma-
terial available to local residents in mass neighbourhood meetings organised in local tea-
houses. Property owners who were not members of the association, such as Cemile and
Ramazan, had access to those meetings and this information as well. Criticism and in-
put collected at these gatherings was then taken back to the municipality and GAP In-
saat. Most importantly, the association succeeded in convincing the municipality to com-
mission a new demographic survey of the neighbourhood, as the then existing one not
only lacked crucial information but was partly incorrect (Unsal 2013: 131). If a social pro-
gramme really was to be successfully implemented, they argued, the municipality needed
precise information.
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In July 2008 the association withdrew from the talks over disagreements concerning
transparency, legality, negotiation tactics, and the way compensation for residents was
being calculated. Project agents also refused the association’s demand to view drafts and
details of the renewal project. Instead of negotiating with project stakeholders, the as-
sociation set off a phase of intense campaigning to effect change in the way the planned
renewal project was to be implemented. As a result, association members who owned
property in Tarlabagt unanimously agreed to refuse any one-on-one negotiation meet-
ings with GAP Ingaat. The idea was to prevent the developer and the municipality from
splintering the resistance through manipulation and individual offers for different prop-
erty owners. Project stakeholders refused the idea of holding collective sales meetings
with the association, which effectively meant that negotiations reached a stalemate. The
association’s efforts were supported by a stringent information campaign for Tarlabag:
residents, organised by association spokesman Erdal Aybek. Up until the summer of 2010
he manned an office on Tarlabagi Boulevard where worried residents could approach
him with project-related questions five days a week. The association painstakingly doc-
umented the meetings with project stakeholders and kept tabs on all title deeds, as well
as on the development of ongoing court cases. Therefore, Erdal was able to inform res-
idents, and anyone who wanted to know, about who had sold their property, and who
had not. Journalists and researchers could also approach him with questions about the
project that stakeholders were more hesitant or unwilling to answer.

Erdal was very successful in dispelling residents’ fears about landlords or fellow Tar-
labag1 property owners secretly selling their title deeds. He was able to provide copies of
the necessary legal documents, therefore putting to rest many of the circulating rumours
and forestalling panic sales. With the help of the volunteer lawyers the association was
able to provide valuable legal assistance. They helped Tarlabas: residents to cut through
the legalese of all official correspondence with the municipality, advised them on further
possible steps, and how to manage their interactions with project stakeholders.

The association also rallied for the support of civil society organisations, academics,
trade chambers as well as opposition MPs. They organised demonstrations on Tarlabasgi
Boulevard and in front of the Beyoglu Municipality to raise awareness amongst the gen-
eral Istanbul population. It was a very efficient strategy. All these combined efforts suc-
cessfully stalled the entire renewal project and put negotiations in a deadlock for almost
two years (Unsal 2013: 133).

2008 catalogue context: Non-resident opposition to the project

The Tarlabag1 Association was not the only obstacle for project stakeholders. In April
2008, the Istanbul Chamber of Architects filed a lawsuit to halt the Tarlabagi Renewal
Project on the grounds that it violated the Turkish constitution on several accounts,
including on citizen'’s rights, private property rights, and conservation norms (Unsal
2013: 133). Following the public announcement of the renewal project at the exhibition
and the publication of the 2008 catalogue, outside scrutiny and criticism of the planned
project increased. Tarlabagi residents started to take legal action in 2009, when they
joined their cases to the court case initiated by the Chamber of Architects the previous

https://doi.org/10.’ lib - Open Access - (TSR]

95


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466889-005 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

96

Territorial Stigmatisation

year. In 2010, the association filed an additional complaint with the European Court of
Human Rights in order to prevent the looming expropriations. A number of Tarlabagi
property owners opened individual court cases to contest the pending seizure of their
homes by the municipality because they had not come to an agreement with GAP Insaat.
At the same time, the planned Tarlabagi renewal and other AKP-led urban development
projects had begun to garner negative press both in Turkey and abroad. The association
received a letter from UNESCO stating that the organisation shared residents’ concerns
over the preservation of historical heritage in Tarlabasi (Unsal 2013: 135). In September
2010, supported by the Chamber of Architects, civil society initiative SOS Istanbul
organised a small gathering and the public reading of a press statement on Tarlabag:
Boulevard, urging against the demolition of “perfectly intact historical buildings”. In
July 2011, Amnesty International issued an Urgent Action press release, demanding a
stop to forced evictions in Tarlabasi (Amnesty International 2011a).

2008 catalogue context: The red flag

By the time of the 2008 exhibition and the publication of the catalogue, mostlocal civil so-
ciety associations already harboured serious doubts that AKP government officials, both
nationally and in the Istanbul and Beyoglu municipalities, would follow through on their
promises that the Tarlabag1 Renewal Project and other similar urban regeneration plans
meant to improve the living conditions and the socio-economic status of the urban poor.
To an important extent this was due to the then still ongoing “renewal” of Sulukule.
Sulukule, a Romani neighbourhood in the Istanbul district of Fatih has a history that
dates back to the 15™ century. In 2006, it became the first area in Turkey to be declared
an urban renewal zone under Law No. 5366. The highly contested and widely mediatised
urban renewal project drew local and international protest. Despite widespread criti-
cism, despite a pending application to the Board of Listed Buildings to declare Sulukule
protected urban heritage, and despite an ongoing court case against the project, demo-
litions in the neighbourhood began in February 2008. It was at almost exactly the same
time that Tarlabasgi residents learned that their neighbourhood was threatened by a very
similar project, and under the same legislation. In her analysis of organised grassroots
resistance against the Tarlabagi renewal project, Ozlem Unsal (2013: 130) notes that the
“juxtaposition of ‘the beginning and ‘the end’ held strong implications for the commu-
nity members of Tarlabag1 since the experience of Sulukule provided them with a fore-
sight as to what could happen in the future.” And indeed, Tarlabas: residents often de-
scribed Sulukule as a warning to them. The Sulukule project attracted a lot of attention
(and scorn) by local and international media, by NGOs, civil organisations, as well as by
several EU bodies. The 2007 EU Progress Report for Turkey criticised the Sulukule re-
newal project for disregarding the rights of local residents and discriminating against
Romani citizens. (This EU objection was possibly one of the reasons for the very differ-
ent frame that the Beyoglu Municipality initially chose for the Tarlabasi project.) Turkish
opposition parties and the mainstream media criticised the Sulukule project for the vi-
olation of regeneration standards and blatant profiteering by project stakeholders (Un-
sal 2013: 23). Demolitions and forced evictions continued even as the resistance received
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various forms of widely-mediatised support from local and international actors such as
UNESCO, the International Council on Monuments and Sites ICOMOS), the UN Habi-
tat Advisory Group on Forced Evictions (AGFE), the US Helsinki Commission, MPs of
the European Parliament, the co-chairman of the Turkey-EU Joint Parliamentary Com-
mission, the commissioner for human rights in the Council of Europe and a number of
celebrities, such as popular Turkish singer Sezen Aksu, film director Tony Gatlif, French
singer Manu Chao, and US punk band Gogol Bordello. Despite such widespread and di-
verse protest, the project went ahead. By July 2010, the Sulukule renewal area had been
razed, and more than 400 families had been moved to social housing units in Tagoluk, a
high-rise TOKI settlement approximately 45 kilometres from their former places of resi-
dence. Just as in Tarlabagi, tenants were offered the right to purchase an apartment in the
newly built TOKI settlement of Tagoluk. They were expected to pay instalments over a pe-
riod of 180 months, by the end of which they would become the owners of their property.
Added to this were monthly amenity bills as well as a fee for a concierge, plus considerable
costs for public transport. Many former Sulukule residents lived off precarious day jobs
and had no secure monthly income. Most defaulted on their mortgage and sold their new
apartments to move back in the vicinity of Sulukule, in several cases cramped in with rel-
atives, as housing prices in the neighbourhood had increased considerably (Letsch, 2011;
Unsal 2013).

All this sounded eerily familiar to Tarlabag: residents and the leaders of the Tarlabasgi
association, who closely monitored eviction proceedings and resistance tactics in Su-
lukule, as well as the experience of Sulukule residents who were sent to a far-away — and
ultimately unaffordable — suburb. The question remains if and how the realisation that
Sulukule was destroyed despite high-profile solidarity from international organisations
and celebrities, something that Tarlabas: residents never had at this scale, influenced
neighbourhood morale and opposition to the Tarlabagi renewal project.

2008 catalogue: Socio-economic and political context

The public announcement of the Tarlabag: renewal project at the Beyoglu Municipality’s
art gallery came during a time that historian Kerem Oktem (2011: 144) calls the AKP’s “Eu-
ropean years”, when the Kemalist project of a unitary identity and historiography had
come increasingly under pressure in favour of a diverse and more democratic political
debate that challenged the hegemonic narrative.

Contrary to their predecessors, the AKP, who had come to power in the 2002 national
elections, “embraced the free market economy, adopted the discourse of democracy, hu-
man rights and rule of law, and enthusiastically supported Turkey’ entry into the EU”
(Patton 2007: 343). The government undertook a series of legal and structural reforms
in order to bring the country in line with both EU accession and IMF programme stan-
dards. The (most enthusiastically mediatised part of the) negotiations for Turkey to join
the union were to a large part based on the EU’s demands for Turkey to guarantee human
rights, minority rights, and equity for its citizens. With regards to urban regeneration,
EU expectations for social and economic development therefore included that this would
be done without dispossessing and further disenfranchising the poor urban populations.

https://doi.org/10.’ lib - Open Access - (TSR]

97


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466889-005 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

98

Territorial Stigmatisation

In April 2006, Istanbul, along with Pécs in Hungary and Essen in Germany, was an-
nounced as a European Capital of Culture 2010 (ECoC 2010). The project was led by the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, the Istanbul Governor-
ship, the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, and coordinated by the Istanbul Founda-
tion for Culture and Arts (IKSV).” The designation as European Capital of Culture put
a spotlight on urban regeneration as part of the effort to preserve cultural heritage, but
also on the fact that at the time, Istanbul was under threat to be included on the “World
Heritage List in Danger” due to the lack of effective and adequate conservation, and the
overuse of regeneration policies and practices (Gunay 2010: 1179). One of the stated goals
of the ECoC 2010 Istanbul initiative was to “restore cultural and industrial heritage”, in-
cluding the revitalisation of historic urban sites. Istanbul received the biggest-ever bud-
get for any European Capital of Culture at that time. However, 95 percent of all projects
were funded by the central government, which meant that Ankara exerted more control
over planning and execution of the programme than local organisers had anticipated
(Rampton et al. 2011). Furthermore, in her research on the impact of ECoC 2010 Istan-
bul on the approach to the regeneration of historic buildings and sites in the city, Gunay
notes that “perceived economic benefits from the re-usage of cultural heritage cause the
transformation of historic sites into large-scale development projects” with an emphasis
on real estate development and tourism (Gunay, 2010: 1175). In this vein Kadir Topbas,
the AKP mayor of the Greater Istanbul Municipality, stated that Law No. 5366 would be
used to “meet the demands of 2010”, and a number of historical sites were declared urban
renewal zones under this law in the run-up to the ECoC 2010 events (ibid: 1175).

By the end of 2008, the effects of the global financial crisis reached Turkey, which
meant that the availability of investment funds was fundamentally impacted. Over the
course of the next twelve months, the Turkish economy contracted by twelve percent,
with the real estate and construction sectors amongst the most severely affected (Oktem
2011: xviii; Cogkun 2013). Domestically, the slowdown was only temporary. The Turkish
economy continued to grow at a seven percent rate on average, mostly on the back of the
government-driven construction boom, as the AKP government focussed, in economic
policy, legal reforms, and public message, on massive infrastructure and construction
projects as one of the main motors to drive economic growth.”

By then, urban regeneration had long been a crucial part of the AKP’s neoliberalisa-
tion of Turkey, and Istanbul played a central role. In 2005, six years after the devastat-
ing Marmara earthquake, a report published by the Greater Istanbul Municipality en-
titled “Urban Renewal and the Historical Environment” stated large-scale restructuring
and renewal provided the opportunity to turn Istanbul into a “world city” in harmony
with EU standards and expectations (Unsal 2013: 78). With the help of 400 million dollars

12 IKSVwas founded in1973 by a group of Turkish entrepreneurs headed by industrialist Nejat F. Ecza-
cibasi.

13 The economic success of the AKP depended on the ability of the government to initiate projects
like the one in Tarlabasi, and to enter into public as well as large-scale public-private construc-
tion endeavours. This necessitated the government to be able to push through required laws and
regulations, such as Law No. 5366 that was used to declare Tarlabasi and Sulukule urban renewal

zones.
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granted by the IMF to make the city earthquake-resilient, the municipality, in close coop-
eration with the Ankara government, worked out a comprehensive urban development
plan, supported by various master plans and reports, that included “the regeneration and
rehabilitation of run-down and de-industrialised areas, the central business district and
its surroundings”, and “the creation of new landmarks unique to Istanbul” (ibid.). This
was justified by the stated need to “advance on a local level”, “develop a progressive sense
of urban governance”, “boost the competitive qualities of the city”, “trigger metropolitan
development” and “create a conducive environment for national and international part-
nerships and investment” (ibid.).

In order to overcome and lift obstacles for reaching this goal, the AKP government,
starting in 2004, passed a number of substantive legal and institutional reforms in the
fields of construction, real estate, local governance and housing finance. This included
additional, extensive powers and authorities for greater and district municipalities to
implement urban renewal projects, to establish partnerships with private companies,
and to sell publicly owned land and assets to private developers (Kuyucu and Unsal 2010).
The heavy reliance on the real estate and construction sectors were increasingly and de-
liberately being driven and secured by the state (Unsal 2013:75). Large-scale urban regen-
eration projects in Istanbul aimed to integrate public land, coastal and industrial zones
and gecekondu areas into the capitalist rent circuit (Unsal 2013; Sakizlioglu 2014a; Demi-
ralp 2016; Ay 2019; Yardimci 2020; Rivas-Alonso 2021). On a more symbolic level, state
officials, such as then prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan or Istanbul mayor Kadir Top-
basg, touted massive urban renewal as the driving force to heighten the country’s prestige
and standing on the global stage (Unsal 2013: 76—77).

In the same vein, the government enacted sweeping reforms in regard to informal
housing. Framed as security risks in the case of an earthquake, the greater municipality
moved to implement massive urban regeneration projects in at least seven different Is-
tanbul districts. Gecekondu neighbourhoods became the focal point of this urban renewal
strategy in order to fully integrate them into the neoliberal real estate market. As a re-
sult, informal housing was criminalised, portrayed as “the sole responsible [agencies] of
irregular urbanisation” (ibid.: 83), and informal neighbourhoods were stigmatised as ar-
eas of concentrated crime and terrorism. It is important to note that this discourse was a
substantial change from the way previous governments dealt with gecekondu neighbour-
hoods. They had formalisation, amnesties and the provision of infrastructure and ser-
vices to garner votes from residents. The AKP, by vilifying informal neighbourhoods and
the urban poor, arguably their biggest voter base, and by continuing to run on a ticket of
social justice, the eradication of poverty as well as increased democratic participation,
walked a fine and complicated line (ibid.: 83).

Parallel to the demolition of informal housing, the government vastly increased the
authority of the mass housing agency TOKI, granting them powers to claim public land
for free, build for-profit housing units, set up real estate and construction companies,
grant credit for renewal and regeneration projects, establish partnerships with both pub-
lic and private companies to implement housing and infrastructure projects both locally
and abroad, and expropriate home owners in urban renewal zones. This arguably turned
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TOKI into one of the most powerful actors in the Turkish housing sector with state-pro-
tected access unavailable to other companies in the sector (ibid.: 76-77).*

At the same time, the government’s various urban renewal plans came under in-
creased scrutiny. The case of Sulukule drew criticism of local and international civil soci-
ety organisations, politicians, artists and activists, and other widely mediatised renewal
and demolition plans, such as of the historic EMEK Cinema in Beyoglu, one of Turkey’s
oldest and most prestigious movie theatres, or of the Atatiirk Kiiltiir Merkezi on Taksim
Square, gave rise to a growing grassroots movement of urban rights activism. However,
in the 2009 local elections, the AKP regained the mayoral seats both in Beyoglu and in the
Greater Istanbul Municipality, which further strengthened their mandate for planned
urban interventions, and increased their zeal to implement them.

2011 catalogue™: The sales office

Following the public announcement of the renewal project, GAP Insaat rented an entire
building on Tarlabagi Boulevard across from the renewal site and turned it into their
sales office. There, the developer and the Beyoglu municipality jointly ran negotiations
with property owners over the sale of their title deeds. This was a remarkable blurring of
boundaries between the private contractor and the municipal district. I was given this
second, 2011 version of the project catalogue by a friend who had picked it up in passing
from that sales office.

At least two versions of the architectural model of the renewal project were succes-
sively exhibited in their ground floor window. While the sales office was, in theory, open
to the public, it was not a space one could easily enter “just to look around”. Employ-
ees in business attire as well as a security guard were always at hand to hover over stray
visitors, and except for scheduled meetings with Tarlabag1 property owners (and the oc-
casional researcher or journalist), GAP Insaat employees hoped to welcome prospective
buyers and investors before anyone else. When I tried to obtain another copy of the 2011
catalogue from the office at a later date, I was told that they had “run out”.

2011 catalogue: The material

The 2011 project catalogue comes in the same size and format as the first version, but the
matte grey cardboard cover was replaced with silver glossy cardstock that is thicker than
the glossy cardstock pages of the catalogue. The logo of the “Tarlabagi Renewal Project” is
printed in white on the front cover. However, the Beyoglu Municipality has been dropped
from the project name, and both the municipality logo (a stylised Galata Tower) and name

14  Thisincludes the accusation of favouring subcontractors that are close to the AKP government in
project tenders, and allegations of corruption (Unsal 2010; Unsal 2013: 84-85).

15 | received a reworked version of a project catalogue in early 2011, before the first eviction | had
been made aware of, and before demolitions started in August of that same year. That said, this
document does not bear an exact date of issue: for the sake of clarity, | refer to that catalogue as
the 2011 catalogue.
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have vanished. The municipality’s emblem does appear on the back cover, but beneath the
more prominent logo of GAP Insaat, who also lists their website, email, and the address of
the project office on Tarlabagi Boulevard. The catalogue is bound with white thread and
glued, which makes it sturdier than the previous version. The “s0 Questions” brochure
that accompanied the 2008 catalogue had been discontinued. Contrary to the 2008 cat-
alogue, the revised 2011 version is easily recognisable as a catalogue for a development
project. The name and contact information of the developer is prominently printed on the
back cover, whereas all traces of the municipality’s participation have been minimised.
The prestige value of this catalogue is lower than that of the first one. The object still sig-
nals “high-end housing development project”, but it is clearly a project sales brochure
rather than aiming to appear as an art exhibit catalogue.

2011 catalogue: The content

Inside the 2011 catalogue the Beyoglu municipality’s involvement moves to the back-
ground as well. It is introduced as the “project leader” on the fourth page, and GAP
Insaat as the contractor. However, the company is mentioned six times in the catalogue,
taking a much more prominent position. Beyoglu mayor Ahmet Misbah Demircan, on
the other hand, is no longer introduced as the “face” of the project, and the personalised
foreword-letter that opened the 2008 catalogue is no longer there. Therefore, most of
2008 foreword promises of inclusivity and full participation of all concerned actors have
been scrapped as well. Rather, the first, and very short, text in the catalogue describes
Tarlabagi as “one of the most important historical areas in Istanbul”, but one unable
to meet “contemporary requirements”, where “property owners have been unable to
invest in their real estate because of the bad surroundings”. 40 percent of buildings, the
catalogue alleges, stand empty. The source of this number is unclear, as evictions had not
yet started at the time of publication. In the survey urged by the Tarlabagi Association
and commissioned by the municipality in 2008, only 30 percent of buildings inside the
renewal zone were found to be vacant (Kentsel A.S. 2008).

When lamenting the lack of owners’ investment, the text fails to mention state re-
strictions on renovations due to the area being listed. It is clear that the focus of this cat-
alogue is on the renewal of the physical area, and no longer even superficially concerned
with social regeneration or residents’ rights.

The actors behind the project remain anonymous. The only people that are mentioned
in relation to the planning of the “multi-actor” project are nameless “experts from dif-
ferent disciplines”, “university lecturers”, “star architects” and “representatives from the
private sector and the municipality”. However, no further details or information about
any of these people involved in the renewal project are given, nor are their functions spec-
ified. The more detailed “Project Team” page from the 2008 catalogue has been substi-
tuted by a double page spread entitled “A Multi-Actor System” and is illustrated with ten
black-and-white photographs similar or equal to those in the 2008 catalogue and show-
ing various groups of people sitting or standing around a large meeting table in various
settings. And again, due to the lack of all captions or explanations, the identity of the per-
sons depicted remains unclear if one does not know them already. The lists of the project
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team, the design team, and the advisory board were dropped in this second version of
the catalogue. Three of the originally seven architect firms withdrew from the project by
the time the second catalogue was published, but no information on this is given, and in
the text itself no more mention is made of which architects participated in the project.’

2011 catalogue: The neighbourhood

In the 2011 version of the catalogue, the first images of Tarlabagt appear on a double
page spread showing two colour photographs of two different street scenes. One depicts
the shopfront of a local greengrocer, and the prominent display of profanity graffiti. The
other shows cars parked alongside the curb, a pot-holed asphalt street, a full washing line
hung across the street, and hazy shapes of passers-by, none of which are photographed
in a way that makes it possible to identify them. The slogan on that page reads “Heritage
that has resisted obliteration and collapse is revived”: The wording and the accompany-
ing images establish that the heritage in question only includes buildings, and not hu-
mans. Such framing pits the buildings, the vast majority of which were going to be atleast
partly demolished as part of the renewal plan, against the residents who are portrayed as
agents of chaos and obliteration. In light of this slogan the graffiti, the posters, the shop
signs and makeshift constructions depicted in the two photographs can all be read as
part of the attack on the heritage that the urban renewal project purports to “revive” by
removing what it posits as the perpetrators of the “destruction”.”” The layout of the re-
newal zone is depicted in two aerial photographs, one of which puts it in context of the
district of Beyoglu, and the other, taken from closer up, shows the buildings and streets
included in the Tarlabagi project. Next to four colour photographs that show traces of
Levantine architecture in run-down Tarlabagi buildings — a row of bowfront houses, an
arched doorway - the catalogue text lauds the neighbourhood as one where 19" -century
civil architecture can be found, the historicity of which is underlined by an image of 21945
Pervititch map®® of the area. The 2011 catalogue clearly emphasises the “heritage value”
of Tarlabasi, as well as the planned modernisation of the existing housing stock, over the
(improvement of the) socio-economic situation in the neighbourhood. Only one short,
rather vague text even alludes to “social responsibility”, but without listing any details
of what such responsibility would entail. The photograph of the three small boys look-
ing into the camera, the only one that featured actual residents, was omitted in the 2011
version of the catalogue.

16 One can however confirm this by comparing the architects mentioned in the 2008 catalogue and
the remaining four architects now listed on the project website: https://www.taksim360.com.tr/e
n/concept. | learned of the withdrawal by a friend who knew one of the architects that dropped
out and whom | had previously interviewed.

17 Furthermore, itis highly problematic, to say the least, if an originally Greek neighbourhood in Bey-
oglu that was abandoned by its original non-Muslim residents due to discriminatory state policies
and physical violence, is talked about in the context of a state-led renewal plan as “heritage resist-
ing obliteration”.

18 Topographical engineer Jacques Pervititch drew these maps upon the initiative of fire insurance
companies in the period 1922—1945 (Sabancioglu 2003).
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2011 catalogue: The project

The 2011 version of the catalogue includes more technical details about the renewal
project than the 2008 version. It still promises a “conservationist renewal” approach,
whereby the facades of listed buildings will allegedly be preserved, and the building
itself demolished in order to accommodate planned functions (Unsal 2013: 122). The
2011 catalogue claims that the inventory of all listed buildings was made according to
the rules and standards of the Convention for the Preservation of European Architec-
tural Heritage, and that building surveys and restitution plans drawn up by GAP Ingaat
have been presented to the state Preservation Council for approval. This information is
illustrated by two sheets of building surveys of Tarlabagi property. However, no other
information is given about how the project aims to abide by international preservation
standards.

Under the headlines “A historical experience” and the more obscure “Service to expec-
tations and culture”, this catalogue consecrates two double page spreads to colour pho-
tographs of the 3D architectural model of the project that had been part of the 2008 Tar-
labag1 exhibition on Istiklal Avenue. The participation of an “expert project team” charged
with the physical renewal of the buildings is announced. However, none of these experts
are named or otherwise identified on this page or anywhere else in the catalogue. The
question, asked by sceptics and critics of the renewal project, such as the Istanbul Cham-
ber of Architects, how the conservation of listed buildings will be assured when only the
fagade, if that, of the houses will be preserved, is not answered either. The 3D model only
makes this concern more pressing, as it shows that not much will be left of the old neigh-
bourhood.

The same rendered images of what the developers plan to build in Tarlabag1 — and
whom they imagine will live there after the renewal - return in the 2011 catalogue. A few
pictures were added, including two images of Tarlabagi Boulevard that were not featured
in the 2008 version. Interestingly, this includes a current-day photograph of the build-
ing that until its closure in 2011 housed the office of the Tarlabag1 Association where Erdal
Aybek provided information on legal proceedings and sales. While the date of the photo-
graph is unclear, the office, located in the first storey of a bowfront house above a betting
shop, appears to be empty.

The social and economic development programmes allegedly planned by the munic-
ipality and so prominent in the 2008 catalogue, get only minimal space in the 2011 ver-
sion. Under the headline “Social Responsibility”, developer GAP Ingaat claims that as one
of the participants in this project, the corporation will take this obligation seriously. This
vague claim is accompanied by three black-and-white photographs of what seem to be
professional meetings of some kind. None of the photographs are captioned, and there
are no further explanations of who, or what, is depicted in them. In one of the images one
can see a stack of the first version of the project catalogues as well as the accompanying
brochures, which indicates that this image was taken around or shortly after 2008. It is
the only acknowledgment of the issue in the entire catalogue, and neither the mayor nor
the NGOs and civil society organisations, all frequently alluded to in the 2008 catalogue,
find mention here.
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In 2011, in preparation for demolitions, and during a time when some of the buildings
were already emptied and being scavenged for scraps, a silver metal construction fence
was put up around the renewal site. In 2012, the municipality added a row of commercial
billboards along the fence facing Tarlabas: Boulevard that showed rendered images of
the finished Tarlabagi project similar to those in the project catalogue with the slogan
“Tarlabagi is renewed” [Tarlabag: yenileniyor], as well as the project logo, the logo of GAP
Ingaat and of the Beyoglu Municipality. One panel advertised the GAP Insaat sales office
across the boulevard. The scale of the text and the scale of the images were clearly meant
for people who were driving by on Tarlabagi Boulevard, very quickly, and not turning into
the neighbourhood. (These panels were changed in 2013 to a more “inclusive” row of stock
photos that represented “more local” personages, and text that lauded the inclusionary
nature of the project, claiming that it would bring improvement of social and economic
standards for residents. As the court case against the project was ongoing at the time,
this might have been a fig leaf aimed at the judges.)

2011 catalogue: The stated project objectives and procedures

Under the headline “Fully participatory negotiation”, the 2011 project catalogue claims
to have reached and solved the “most crucial” stage of the project: the successful ne-
gotiation with property owners. “The large majority” of property owners, the text in-
sists, came to an agreement with project stakeholders. Above a prominent black-and-
white photograph of the project coordination and sales office on Tarlabagi Boulevard,
the catalogue informs readers that the Beyoglu Municipality directed talks and negotia-
tion agreements with both property owners and tenants. Parroting a condensed version
of what had been promised in the 2008 catalogue, the 2011 version claims that the co-
operation between property owners, local residents and civil society organisations have
shaped and “enriched” the project. Again, no further details about the nature of this sup-
posed participation are given. Across this page are twelve black-and-white photographs,
eight of which presumably show the successful agreement between project stakeholders
and property owners. None of the people in the photographs are named or in any way
identified. All of them show smiling people, apparently content with what they have been
offered, and negotiators content with what they have managed to get their interlocutors
to agree on. In all other current-day photographs of the neighbourhood residents re-
main unidentified, and often only vague, blurry shapes that populate the streets as no
more than extras. Most of the photographs show empty streets.

I only recognised one person in any of the negotiation photographs: second-hand
furniture seller Cemal, around 65 years old at the time, who is depicted with his two
smiling, grown-up children, and a female representative of GAP Insaat. While this pic-
ture appeared in the 2011 catalogue, it was taken a couple of years prior. Cemal had been
one of the first property owners to sell his house to the developer. Never a member of
the Tarlabag: Association and not one of the many property owners who took the mu-
nicipality to court, he was deeply unhappy about the deal he had agreed to. In exchange
for his five-story building on Tree Street he had been offered two apartments in the new
development. He had been told that the handover of these new units was supposed to
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happen by 2010 at the very latest, which had been the initial deadline for the renewal
project and the year that Istanbul was European Capital of Culture. When we spoke in
2011, Cemal talked a great deal about how he felt he had been deceived by the munici-
pality and cheated by the developer. He told me that he would have preferred to do his
own renovations and stay in the neighbourhood where he had lived and worked for more
than 40 years. Part of his anger stemmed from the fact that he used to rent out several of
the apartments in his building for modest amounts to bolster his family’s income, and
that he had lost these regular earnings. Despite initial promises made by project agents
(echoed in the “50 Questions” brochure) that there would be compensation for any loss
of rental income, none had materialised. Furthermore, as construction had not yet be-
gun in 2011, it was unclear when the two promised apartments would be handed over
to him. Cemal said that the amicable attitude of project stakeholders — portrayed in the
catalogue — changed fundamentally after he had put his signature on paper:

They throw us out on the street, they tell us to get lost. When they bought the house
from me, it was all “Cemal Bey, come and have tea with us. Cemal Bey, have a coffee
with us. Cemal Bey, let’s sit down and talk”. The same people who said that now send
armoured vehicles to kick us out. [...] So what, | sold the house! | don't have to have it
anyway, may God provide for a better one. But we don't want to be treated with such
brutality. [The GAP Insaat people] were so nice to me then. But only until | had sold
my house to them. After | sold it, they said, alright, that’s it, we’re done with you. For
them we were nothing more than an opportunity. [...] | didn’t go to court. | didn’t go
up against [GAP]. Instead, we sat down [with them] like neighbours, and we talked
and came to an agreement, but I'm the one who suffers now. If | had gone to court, |
would have gotten 750,000 Lira, maybe even 900,000 Lira. Houses like mine are fetch-
ing more than 1,000,0000 [Lira] now. They agreed to give me two apartments in the
new development. But how many years will | have to wait for that? What will happen
until then? That's all unclear! | have no hope that I'll ever get anything. If the govern-
ment changes, if the municipality changes, or if the developer changes, then I'll lose
everything, too.

Some of his (former) neighbours, like the barber Halil Usta, amicably taunted him for
having sold his house immediately after the project was announced. Even so, most agreed
that the 400 TL Cemal received in monthly rental aid"”, the uncertainty about the time-
line of the project, and the developers’ unwillingness to discuss either with Tarlabagi res-
idents, were unacceptable. By contrast, the 2011 catalogue claims that negotiations with
property owners had been “successful” and concluded to the satisfaction of all involved
parties. The grievances, the anger and worries that Tarlabagi residents continued to ex-
press at the time were ignored. The “50 Questions” brochure that had accompanied the
2008 catalogue had been discontinued, so the questions and issues that were addressed
there, and that were for the most part still unanswered and unresolved, were rendered
invisible. As the only appearance of residents in the 2011 marketing material are the pho-
tographs of smiling unidentified property owners who seem to have eagerly agreed to

19 This was the money allotted for him to rent an apartment (or in his case, a shop) elsewhere while
waiting for the completion of the project, not a substitute for his lost rental income as a landlord.
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sell their homes, the catalogue makes all resistance, all criticism, and the many worries
of residents disappear. The 2011 catalogue does not elaborate on what happened to prop-
erty owners who did not come to an agreement with GAP Ingaat, either. It does not allude
to compulsory purchase orders and ongoing court cases. In the eyes of project stake-
holders, and in what they told an interested non-resident public, the negotiations with
Tarlabasg1 property owners were a done deal.

2011 catalogue context: The association

By 2011 the Tarlabag1 Association had started to fall apart. In 2009, they had joined the
case against the project filed by the Istanbul Chamber of Architects (that started in April
2008). In 2010, the association applied at the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR)
in Strasbourg with the hope of fighting ongoing expropriations. However, resistance and
unity began to crumble. Several property owners, amongst which leaders of the associ-
ation, had gone against the internal association agreement and started to attend one-
on-one meetings with GAP Ingaat and the municipality to negotiate. In April 2010, Erdal
Aybek told me that the association’s leadership had de facto been split, and that board
members, including a one-time association president, had sold their properties or part
of their property, which triggered (panic) sales of other association members and other
residents. Following these sales, Erdal explained, board members did not concern them-
selves any further with tenants who were handed eviction notices as soon as their land-
lords had sold. For him, this was the final straw, and he left the association:

[They said] that tenants would look after themselves. That’s when I said that | will look
after myself as well. | understood that we didn't want the same thing. That we were
not fighting for the same thing. | even felt used. What had | spent so much time doing
then? | fought for those 200, for those 300 people who came to our meetings, those
people who trusted me and handed over their homes and their lives to me! | did not
fight for these men to become rich.

Project stakeholders successfully exploited cracks in the unity of the association and Tar-
labagi residents. GAP Insaat offered (sometimes significantly) higher amounts to prop-
erty owners who had large amounts of economic and social capital at their disposal, and
who for that reason were the most influential inside the association.*® This then swayed
them to abandon the united front that the association had been able to keep intact for
almost two years. Tenants felt abandoned by the association and indeed decided to look
after themselves, with many moving out before they could be evicted. This left property
owners who had not sold yet without rental income, forcing them to reconsider as well.
The fragmentation of the association led to the quick unravelling of grassroots resistance
(Unal 2013). Several individual court cases started by residents were still ongoing. So were
the proceedings initiated by the Istanbul Chamber of Architects that attempted to halt
the entire project on the basis that it violated constitutional rights. However, following

20  These property owners often owned more than one building, and in prime locations, such as on
Tarlabasi Boulevard.
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the landslide win of the AKP in the June 2011 national elections, letters of expropriation
were sent to property owners who still refused to sell their homes or buildings. Two weeks
after the elections, a Kurdish widow was very publicly evicted from her home by officers
accompanied by armoured vehicles and riot police. The atmosphere in the neighbour-
hood was sombre and pessimistic. Entire buildings were already empty. The growing
uncertainty and the resulting anxiety had started to push more tenants who wanted to
avoid evictions and sudden homelessness out of the neighbourhood. A growing number
of property owners sold their title deeds to the municipality. In August 2011, demolitions
of evicted buildings started. By November of that same year, they were in full swing.

2011 catalogue: Socio-economic and political context

On June 12, 2011, the AKP won a record 49.9 percent of all votes in national elections. It
was the third successive electoral victory for prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan and
the AKP, and, according to political economist Ziya Onis (2019: 202), “the beginning of a
new era of Turkey’s political economy, which we could classify as Turkey’s ‘new develop-
This broad economic and po-
litical shift was shaped by profound domestic political changes, as well as by the growing

) »

mentalism’ or Turkey’s encounter with ‘state capitalisny.

importance of Russia and China following the 2008 financial crisis (ibid.).

Following the 2011 election, the AKP consolidated its power as the hegemonic force
in Turkish politics, setting off a strong authoritarian turn in domestic politics on the
one hand, and a shift in foreign policy orientation from the EU and the West towards
Russia, China, and the Middle East (Miiftiiler-Bag and Keyman 2012; Onis 2019: 207).
The post-2011 period effectively marked the beginning of a period of de-Europeanisation
and de-Westernisation, characterised by a dwindling of the EU membership process and
a decline of the rule of law (Acemoglu and Murat 2015). Turkey started to increasingly
align with the Russia-China axis in terms of economic development, and the Muslim
Middle East in terms of identity. This also meant that Turkey was able to explore alter-
native routes for finance and economic expansion, becoming less dependent on Western
institutions such as the EU, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), or
the World Trade Organisation (WTO) (Onis 2019: 205).

Allegations against the government of large-scale corruption increased. By then the
government’s focus on the construction sector and large infrastructure projects had be-
come even more dominant. Land and real estate continued to be a major source of capital
accumulation, with the construction sector still as the key motor of economic growth.
As part of the new “state capitalism” economic model, conventional privatisation was
increasingly replaced by privatisations based on public-private partnerships as well as
mega-infrastructure and construction projects and large-scale housing through actors
like the mass housing agency TOKI. The AKP further consolidated its control over insti-
tutions outside of its direct authority by transforming Independent Regulatory Agen-
cies (IRAs), set up after the 2001 economic crisis to curb opportunities for partisan prac-
tices in the distribution of public funds, into extensions of different ministries (Esen
and Giimiiggii 2018: 353). Business groups and family holdings in sectors such as con-
struction, energy, transport and media were able to benefit from the state-led rent dis-
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tribution process through often overlapping ownerships and close ties to the AKP gov-
ernment (Bugra and Savagkan 2014; Onis 2019: 207-208). This development was reflected
in the 2011 AKP election campaign that had been based on a number of planned radical
urban transformation projects that prime minister Erdogan called his “crazy projects [¢1l-
gnprojeler]”: the construction of a canal from the Black Sea to the Marmara Sea, an entire
satellite city to be built outside Istanbul, a third airport, a third bridge over the Bosporus
as well as mass housing construction.” On another level, the 2011 election victory and
the resulting consolidation of power through increasing authoritarian policies meant a
strong mandate for the AKP to follow through with contested renewal plans and mega
projects, and the opportunity to silence critics.

In the beginning of this chapter, I wondered why Cemile tried to negotiate and in-
teract with unwilling and powerful project stakeholders even after her husband had sold
the title deed to the municipality. A close reading of the presentation of the Tarlabagi ur-
ban renewal project through the promotional material as text objects has shown that the
renewal project was not a static entity, but a moving target that was shifting in very spe-
cific ways around the relationships with Tarlabagi residents. Between the two versions
of the catalogue, the most significant changes are to the expensiveness and the quality
of the materials used, how they were made available, the context in which they were pre-
sented to the public, and to what audience they were geared. In short, the “Tarlabagi is Re-
newed” project catalogue changed from appearing as an elegant book-catalogue that was
produced using high-quality, expensive materials to being a more obvious commercial
promotional text-object of a considerably less prestige value aimed at potential buyers.
The language of inclusion and participation, so prevalent in the beginning of the project
and the 2008 catalogue, changed in a relatively linear and contextually informed way,
and those changes had a direct bearing on what was possible for residents to do, and the
ways they were allowed to engage with the project. The stigmatisation of the neighbour-
hood and its residents, very visible in the 2008 catalogue, intensified with the complete
erasure of residents’ concerns in the catalogue that circulated in 2011.

The constant and substantial shift of the project makes sense when one considers the
contextual political, economic, and social changes in Istanbul and Turkey at the time. The
turn towards increasing authoritarianism and a state capitalist model similar to that of
Russiaand China, as well as the quasi-abandonment of the country’s long-standing com-
mitment of westernisation and its close ties with Western-dominated institutions, such
as the EU or the World Bank, meant a shift for the target audience and financialization
of the Tarlabagi renewal project that is reflected in the promotional material.

In retrospect, going back and reading the 2008 catalogue and the accompanying
brochure feels like visiting an alternative universe. What is written in those promotional
text objects is highly dissonant with what actually happened later, and none of what
Beyoglu mayor Ahmet Misbah Demircan said in the foreword and none of what was
promised to residents bore any relation to the reality in Tarlabagi at any point. It is pos-
sible that plans of cooperation, social regeneration and inclusiveness were aspirational
in the beginning, but none of it materialised.

21 Both the third bridge over the Bosporus as well as the third Istanbul airport were finalised despite
widespread criticism and opened in 2016 and 2018, respectively.
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