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ABSTRACT In this present discussion,
I am concerned with the recent
demolition and devastation of Sulukule,
a predominantly Roma district located in
the historical peninsula (Sultanahmet) of
Istanbul. In order to address key issues,
I think that it is necessary to explore the
wider cultural setting and resonances of
this aggressive action of urban–global
“upgrading” in the city. The contemporary,
general logic of metropolitan globalization
should be situated in the specific and
distinctive context of Istanbul’s evolving
urban identity. There are three principal
objectives. The first is to describe the
process by which Istanbul’s Fatih local
municipality initiated a program of
radical “urban renewal” in the cause of
gentrification in the historic, central zone
of the city. The second objective is to
situate the developments in Sulukule in the
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context of the longer-term cultural imaginaire through which the
city’s historical trajectory has come to be conceived (as elaborated
preeminently in the literary texts of Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar and,
subsequently, Orhan Pamuk). Third, I explore the new conceptual and
ideological frame that is now coming to be mobilized to serve as a
rationale for the reinvention, in the name of urban modernization, of
Istanbul’s cultural heritage, sense of identity, and logic of purpose.
Much can be learned about the contemporary transformation of
Istanbul through the prism of the recent, hard Roma experience.
KEYWORDS: Istanbul, civic culture, urban regeneration, Roma, cultural
diversity

How tell what remains. But it’s the end.
Or have I been dreaming, am I dreaming?
Samuel Beckett (1967: 43)
The following discussion offers some reflections on the bitter
fate of Sulukule, a long-established Roma quarter situated
in the historical peninsula of Istanbul. The point – it is a very
simple one, and, as much, a disquieting one – is that, over the past two
or three years, the built environment of Sulukule has been shattered
and razed to the ground – willfully, calculatedly and, in the end, forcibly.
And somehow, according to the principles of those who make the
laws, at least, it could even, perversely, be regarded as a legal act of
dispossession. Sulukule’s presence – real but also, crucially, symbolic
– has been eradicated from the urban scene, in the imperious name
and cause of globally “open” urban “modernization.” Its people – its
poor people, citizens in principle only – have been denigrated, denied,
dislodged, dispatched. How has this happened?
At the same time, I find myself in the process of deliberating on
just how to tell, and to engage with, this grievous Sulukule event,
and with the issues it disturbingly provokes. With the promulgating,
the legitimating, the arguing, the protesting, the dissenting. With the
complexly, and discordantly coexisting discourses that are moving
around inside Istanbul’s public culture. The particular Istanbul ravel
of experience, perception, aspiration, and ambiguity. How to situate and
contextualize the story of Sulukule irrecoverable? There is, of course,
the sober comprehension of the political-economic mode of narrating
the events, by direct theoretical routing through the general market
logics of contemporary metropolitan globalization. And then there is
the more vital social-civic narrative, delineated by way of responsive
initiatives originating from both local and international civil society
agencies, and accommodating the crucial narratives of citizenship
imperatives. And much focused thinking, productive and politically
invaluable, has been channeled into Istanbul’s urban public sphere
from this perspective of civic-activist critique. But here I choose to

6

CULTURAL POLITICS

>

HOW TELL WHAT REMAINS: SULUKULE NEVERMORE

follow a different, and meandering, line of thought, and aim to suggest
other possible trajectories for critical engagement. I proceed by way of
divagation, by indirection, through a narrative assemblage of diverse
perspectives and discourses concerning, and sometimes not, Istanbul’s
past, and its present choices. “The way of thinking cannot be traced
from somewhere to somewhere like a well-worn rut, nor does it at all
exist as such in any place” (Heidegger 1976: 169). I am choosing a
wayward way, then: vacilador. And this way in order to try to enlarge
the scope of the public conversation, obliquely.

THE SHAPE OF A CITY
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First, we might venture by way of certain well-elaborated dispositions
of the Istanbul mentality, as they came to be articulated, through a
certain kind of sensibility at least, following the breakup of the Ottoman
Empire and in the turbulent course of the formation of the Turkish
Republic in the early twentieth century. In an interesting text written
in 1962, and taking the form of a dialog with a close friend, Ahmet
Hamdi Tanpınar (2008a: 145–9), no doubt the preeminent fictionist of
twentieth-century Istanbul, presents us with the melancholic, but not at
all unexpected or surprising, observation that “We have lost the concept
of the city long ago.” “Where did that old Istanbul go?” he asks. “It was
dilapidated, destitute and desperate. Yet, it had a life and style of its
own.” This observation seems to present itself as a straightforward
rhetorical expression of regret and declarative nostalgia for what is
regarded as the irreplaceable loss of the old Istanbul, which Tanpınar
knew so well, so intimately, it seems.
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Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar.
Photograph: Ara Güler

KEVIN ROBINS

8

CULTURAL POLITICS

Photograph: Ara Güler

But Tanpınar was a complex figure. There were the sensibilities of
the poet of the ruined and dilapidated Istanbul of the early twentieth
century, who would evoke, and elaborate upon, the theme of the
“lost” city and of the melancholic sensibility (hüzün) associated with
it. Tanpınar, as Orhan Pamuk observes in his book Istanbul: Memories
of a City, “preferred to look to the poor, defeated and deprived Muslim
population to prove that they had not lost one bit of their identity
. . . [T]o convey these neighbourhoods as traditional, unspoiled, and
untouched by the West, he wrote that ‘they were ruined, they were poor
and wretched’ but had ‘retained their own style and their own way of
life’” (2005: 227). But, if he took as one of his themes this perceived
disappearance of the historical, Ottoman Istanbul, Tanpınar was also
at the same time articulating solicitous modernizing concerns about
the future possible trajectory of development of the new Republican
Turkish society in which he was living (Göknar 2003: 648). He was an
intellectual with a strong sense of duty and obligation to engage with
the vast and daunting project of early Turkish modernization. Within the
frame of the tension-filled early Turkish Republican mentality, Tanpınar’s
attention oscillated necessarily, inescapably, in commutation between
the arrestive contexts of retrospective and prospective reference,
inadequately termed (Ottoman) tradition and (Turkish) modernity.
But, as a modern secular Turk of strong civic orientation, Tanpınar
was inevitably implicated in the rising of a clamant national ideological
cause. This emphasis on the nationalization of the urban imagination
is an important point of Pamuk’s. Along with his close friend and
interlocutor, the poet Yahya Kemal, says Pamuk, Tanpınar sought to
evoke and promote an image of “Turkish Istanbul,” and to affirm the
city’s modern “Turkish” identity (2005: 226). To evince and to advance,
that is to say, a contemporary national identity for the beloved city. What
the literary Republican friends did was to produce, out of the abject
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conditions of existence that they observed of “the poor, defeated and
deprived Muslim population” (227), “a nationalist literature offering an
innocent view of tradition” (236). Through the imaginative prism of their
particular niche of class-cultural sensibility, at that particular historical
moment in early Turkish Republican time, the picturesque-dilapidated
city came to stand for – to stand in for – the city’s conceived-asimperative, new modern national identity. For Tanpınar, the modern
Turkish-national future was actually, and quite paradoxically, it seems
now, to be found in, and recovered from, the old, “lost” spirit of Istanbul.
According to his fictive hold on the city, the (summoned) past and the
(posited) future were in alignment – each capable of being fictionally
requisitioned into the cause of a required seamless national narrative
continuity. Tanpınar sought to initiate the construction of an Istanbul
narrative of national lineage.
The significant corollary of this objective was that, in Tanpınar’s fictive
projections, no inconvenient and complicating cultural complexities
could or should gain access: “[T]he two were happy to forget the Greeks,
the Armenians, the Jews, the Kurds and many other minorities” (Pamuk
2005: 225). As Orhan Pamuk quite properly observes, this overdrive
of ideological thinking very improperly “overlooked Istanbul’s multilingual, multi-religious heritage to support its ‘Turkification’” (226). A
whole historical reality of diversity was being disclaimed in the name
of contrived unitarian cultural values. What is apparent, then, is a
disjuncture in perception and intellection between, on the one side,
a by then far too unruly and unsustainable multiethnic Ottoman past
(and, let it be noted, in the context of the following discussion, that this
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should include Roma – but Roma do not figure in Pamuk’s standard
Turkish minorities list); and, on the other side, “contemporary” – that
is to say, reconceived and reoriented – requirements for a more
acceptably “modern,” i.e. nationally recomposed, heritage of Istanbul.
The truth of every great city is that it has its own special propensities
and modalities of being. It has its own idiom – its own disposition
and complexion of awareness – elaborated, aggregated, rehearsed,
and passed into popular circulation through and across historical time.
The nationalization and consequent homogenization of the urban
imagination, in disavowal of its deeper cosmopolitan legacy, would
be a regrettable and damaging aspect of the elaboration of Istanbul’s
idiom and disposition in the decades to come.
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MEANINGFUL INSIGHT
Thus far, Pamuk can be a useful guide. It is, indeed, of considerable
significance that Tanpınar’s newly composed narratives of “old Istanbul”
came to have recourse, as Pamuk says, to such an “innocent view of
tradition” (2005: 236) – one that could so readily come to associate
urban poverty and decay with traditional and authentic Turkish national
identity. Significant that the “melancholy of the ruins” (228), in the time
of post-imperial dereliction, could be etched into a “lovely fiction” (232),
an evocative narrative image in and through which the inhabitants
could view themselves. But it is significant, too, that it is the melancholic
dimension of Tanpınar’s sensibility that Pamuk is particularly drawn to.
Significant, in the contemporary Istanbul context, that this disposition
of urban melancholia is one to which Orhan Pamuk is now presenting
himself as a regardful beneficiary. In his own, knowing way, Pamuk
has now given this motif a new, twenty-first century lease of presence
and expression in the international literary market; rendering it, in his
version, as conventional, unremarkable, and even as agreeable. The
idea of Istanbul as the quintessential city of hüzün has come to provide
a convenient, and by now familiar, summarization of what Istanbul is
about for Pamuk’s many distant readers around the world. But what it
offers is an imaginative encapsulation of the city.
Orhan Pamuk is an insightful guide to a certain extent only. For
what his Istanbul book presents in the end, I would argue, is a quite
partial account of Tanpınar, and of Istanbul. While he indeed alerts his
reader to Tanpınar’s significant national and modernizing disposition,
that dimension of the story is overshadowed by the romanticized motif
of loss. The historian Edhem Eldem (2006) has described how the
theme of urban nostalgia, as we have now come to know it, only entered
into historical and theoretical discourses on Istanbul relatively recently,
particularly from the late 1980s. The disposition of nostalgic exoticism,
he argues, came most easily to those for whom the theme of “old
Istanbul” was beyond an immediate past. And, as Eldem makes quite
clear, this was not the case for writers of Tanpınar’s generation, for
whom the historical time designated as “old” was still palpably within
memory’s reach. The distance of memory is evidently a significant
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variable. In the light of Eldem’s observations, perhaps we might
distinguish nostalgia from nostalgism? And propose that it is Pamuk –
and not Tanpınar – who is the proponent of nostalgism. By this I mean
that what he has to say about Istanbul and its aura of hüzün ultimately
becomes subsumed into a generalized and vague discourse on loss
and regretful feeling. In Pamuk, melancholy is turned into a quality, an
attribute, a property – and now an internationally marketable property
– of Istanbul’s conceived-as-essential identity, and with calmative
effect even. In Tanpınar’s writings, however, nostalgia has a different
charge. For him, hüzün articulates a mode of active apprehension with
respect to social change. It is a modality of intellection – intellection in
the broader context of existential engagement in matters concerning
the recent historical transformation and direction of Istanbul’s urban
culture.
Tanpınar was a more complex figure than would appear to be the
case from Pamuk’s presentation of him. He was writing out of his own
firsthand experience of the turbulent circumstances of the formative
years of the Turkish Republic; and he was doing so, moreover, with a
situated sense of intellectual and political engagement and purpose.
The quality and direction of his thinking is apparent in his Beş Şehir
[Five Cities] (2008c).1 Of course, and it could not be otherwise, the
melancholy of nostalgia would have to be a motif in Tanpınar’s thinking.
“Istanbul’s real face,” he would say, “is born from our very nostalgia
. . . The most pressing problem for all of us is, where and how shall we
connect with the past?” (2008c: 119, 208). The landscape of the place
from which he wrote was rapidly changing: “Broken-down old mansions
will be replaced by modern workshops or re-appear as stocking-factories
or similar places, and men with a different outlook on the world, who
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work by different rules, will come to inhabit the area round Sümbül
Sinan . . .” But there still could be a continuity of atmosphere: “the aura
accumulated through centuries will still be preserved for us by Yahya
Kemal’s poem of love and pity” (151). “Our nostalgic longing makes
it possible for us to people it with our own actors and atmosphere,”
says Tanpınar. “But however delicious the drink, however powerful its
effects, we must not forget that Turkish society stands on the threshold
of a new age. Istanbul itself waits impatiently for a new age that will
create new values” (208). Tanpınar was concerned with the heritage
of Ottoman-Seljuk-Anatolian cultures (and not just with the beauty of
ruin and dilapidation for its own sake), at a time of historical upheaval
that could only, at the moment he was writing, be comprehended in
terms of civilizational transformation.
What is most significant for the present discussion is how Tanpınar
turned his thoughts to the nature and the terms of the changes he
was witnessing. His narrative (not surprisingly) was that of epochal
shift. As he put it, we are “crossing over from one civilization to the
other,” and now “living on the threshold” (and his concern was for
both the “mental duality” and the “crisis of values” created through
this “civilization crisis”) (quoted in Atış 1983: 172–3, 181, 17). What
was the task confronting what Tanpınar referred to as the “partisans
and militants of the new” (quoted in Atış, 1983: 175)? What was at
stake? First, Tanpınar maintained, to come to terms with the legacy of
the past. And this was not a matter of idle, indulgent nostalgia. The
point was to effect its transmutation, to translate the Ottoman heritage
into a Turkish national history and patrimony. In Beş Şehir, Tanpınar
takes this project upon himself, as he ranges in his narrative across
the historical, courtly culture of Ottoman Istanbul. Thus, Istanbul, “by
the time Süleyman the Lawgiver came to the throne,” is “a perfect
Turkish city,” which “now belonged to us” (2008c: 136–7). The city is
now viewed in the terms of “our nation’s life” (153). And so on . . . And,
second, a further vital task for the new Turkish partisans and militants
was to take on the new, the modern and Western-oriented culture of
the future: “What we must do is surrender ourselves to the winds of
the present, to the lively fertilizing winds of the new. They will carry us
off to a world of energy and happiness where beauty and goodness,
understanding and dreams, will go hand in hand” (208). “Istanbul itself
waits impatiently for a new age that will create new values” (208).
There are problems to be addressed, of course. And, in those
turbulent times, no doubt it could not have been otherwise. First, a
problem with the way in which Tanpınar creates his teleological and
epochal distinction between an Ottoman past and a new Turkish
future – the distinction between a historical tradition and its successor
modernity. Then there are issues to be addressed with respect to
his subordination and incorporation of Ottoman culture within an
emergent national ideology – within a newly composing, homogenizing
imagination, that is to say, in active disavowal of the cultural diversity
and complexities of actual Istanbul. And then a further serious concern

BUT THINGS HAVE CHANGED . . .
. . . And we cannot but know this with the keenest apprehension. The
dynamics of the contemporary metropolitan space, and the issues
at stake with respect to how the public culture of Istanbul is to be
thought about now, have moved on from what they were when Ahmet
Hamdi Tanpınar was living in Istanbul. First, we may say, the realities
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insofar as Tanpınar’s engagement with the imagined “winds of the new”
remains superficial, vague, only gestural. And, I would say, these issues
remain today as important, and difficult, matters to be addressed and
thought through by contemporary thinker-citizens in the city.
But the point to be made, for the moment at least, is that Tanpınar
was a thinker. In his time – we should take careful note of this – the
principles of the Kemalist2 national project had still not calcified into
what we have come to know them as now. And Tanpınar was too
thoughtful for easy mental capture, anyway. His thinking could not be
easily contained within the insistent discourses of national ideology and
identity. Tanpınar was of a more complex mind, a combined sensibility
and intelligence distinguishing his engagement with Istanbul. To
characterize his modality – a modality that I want to validate – I would,
perversely you might say, turn to a concept used in early twentiethcentury social philosophy, the concept of “soul.” We now, to our loss,
think of it as an antique concept. But soul invokes an important modality
of engagement with life, and one that we should not be content to be
without. As Robert Musil (1990: 10) expressed it, a century ago, “Soul
is a complex interpenetration of feeling and intellect.” And, against
possible claims of romantic irrationalism, Musil makes the crucial point
that “the element of growth in this coupling lies in the intellect . . .
Emotional experience is, in itself, poor in qualities; qualities are brought
to it by the person who has the experience” (10–11). And, to emphasize
the essential reciprocity of these human capacities: “We do not have
too much intellect and too little soul, but too little intellect in matters
of the soul” (131). Musil is concerned with the qualities of a person
with “a specific attitude toward and experience of knowledge, as well
as of the material world that corresponds to it” – and he makes a sharp
contrast with “the person starting from fixed point a, the rational person
on ratioid territory” (62). There is a depth of insight that derives from
Tanpınar’s complex and ambiguous perspective on the city. What he
provides is a meaningful, if flawed, interpretation of Istanbul’s historical
condition. Musil: “Meaningful insight into things is different from sober
comprehension . . . It is not only a structure of understanding but, in the
first instance, a structure of feeling. To give things feeling is, at any rate,
also to give them inner life” (quoted in Payne 1988: 46). This – and
not the shorthand hüzün-encapsulation of nostalgism – is what those
who are concerned with the actual Istanbul have to be attentive to now
in the writings of Tanpınar. Attentive, let us say, to the crucial relation
between the searching structuring of understanding and the giving of
feeling to things.
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of the actual diversity of the Ottoman past of Istanbul are now more
inescapably apparent, and have somehow now to be addressed in
terms of their actual complexity. Which is to say that the nationalist
program and project is far more open to question, despite its still
forceful ideological insistence. Out of the, at least partially, recovered
urban memory, and, crucially, in engagement with the more pluralistic
agendas of contemporary globalization, the issues of “minorities”
. . .”diversity” . . .”multiculturalism” . . . “cosmopolitanism” have emerged,
to confront us. These social themes and conceptions have all come
– for various reasons, in different ways, and according to different
constituencies of interest – to be on the contemporary Istanbul agenda.
In the wake of the devastation of Sulukule, to which I shall come in
a moment, it is even being acknowledged, by some at least, that the
Roma, too, have been a vital element in the, still nationally diminished,
history of this complicated city (on the history of Roma in the Ottoman
Empire, see Marushiakova and Popov 2001). Second, there is now a
far greater and more critical sense and awareness of the history of
Istanbul’s modernization logic, and of modernization’s consequences
(urban modernity has now acquired its own, albeit brief, history). And,
of late, the surging drive and velocity of urban real-estate development
has wide-opened dozing or dreaming eyes, both. With the systematic
bludgeoning of the old Istanbul, once possible ideals – or maybe
they were just hope-filled illusions – have also been bulldozed, it has
now come to seem. The urban imagination crushed. Everyone, every
critically engaged one, let us say, is now more critically worldly, more
suspicious, knowing, hardened, resentful. The frame of Istanbul’s urban
awareness has been stretched and broken, beaten up, it seems. What
remains? It is a simple question, but an inescapable one, a constantly
returning question, it seems, discomforting, a disordering question.
Times have changed . . . But what is it, importantly, that we might
want to hold on to from Tanpınar’s insightful forays? Let me first address
this question the other way round, by saying we must surely work
to avoid succumbing to the available lure of nostalgism. Let us not
simplistically mobilize the binary opposition between “tradition” and
“modernization,” which invariably folds into a false polarization between
melancholy regrets and rational-instrumental progressiveness. Today
also, maybe with new resonances in our significantly changed context,
we can quite easily find ourselves susceptible to the silent melancholy
poetry of the poor neighborhoods (many of the contemporary responses
to events in Sulukule, and of other newly disappearing districts of “old
Istanbul,” make this continuity quite apparent – particularly much of
the recent photographic documentation). But, more positively, let me
suggest another motif deriving from the perceptions of Tanpınar – and
one that Pamuk develops. Tanpınar viewed this city “through the eyes
of an outsider” (Pamuk 2005: 228): “To savour Istanbul’s back streets,
to appreciate the vines and trees that endow its ruins with accidental
grace, you must, first and foremost be a ‘stranger’ to them” (231). Maybe
it is in these terms, further elaborated and critically pitched, that we
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might now best draw upon Tanpınar’s thought-perspectives – in terms
of an intellectual mobility between the stances of citizen and stranger,
insider and on-the-edge outsider. Belonging to Istanbul, in the way that
people can belong in cities, but at the same time accommodating the
disposition and awareness of one who also wants to comprehend his
belonging from an intellectual and imaginative beyond. To think about
the city now, its past and its rapidly changing contemporaneity, we
might draw upon this complex modality of insight, between location and
dislocation. Maybe this can help to facilitate some kind of negotiated
and appropriate relation between the structure of urban understanding
and the structure of feeling?

5366 > 34091: STREETS OF SULUKULE ARE DOWN
DOWN DOWN
Sulukule – district 34091 in this city – is one of the last remaining
neighborhoods of the “old Istanbul.” Adjacent to the city walls, between
Edirnekapı and Topkapı – and crucially, therefore, within the historic
peninsula of Sultanahmet – the district has been one of the main
settlement areas of Roma in Istanbul since the eleventh century (i.e.
since the Byzantine era), so it is said. But, more precisely now, we
should really be saying that Sulukule was one of the last remaining
neighborhoods of the commemorated old Istanbul. For the present
discussion is about how Sulukule has been leveled to the ground –
about its violent seizure and, by now, the near absolute erasure of
what has been declared to be “a thousand years of Romani cultural
heritage” in Istanbul (Sulukule UNESCO Report 2008: 18–20). And it is
about how this strategically calculated and ruthlessly implemented act
of effacement connects in to the now evolved and further elaborated
heritage and modernization discourses of Istanbul.
The life conditions of Roma in Istanbul (and in Turkey generally – and
everywhere else, too, for that matter) have never been easy (Marsh
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and Strand 2006; We Are Here! 2008). But, through time, they had
always managed, in some way or other, to sustain their living space
in the city. In the mid 1950s, however, the Roma began to suffer, not
just racial prejudice, but an onslaught as a consequence of brutal
and accelerating processes of transformation of the city. In 1956,
the imperative “modernization” of Istanbul called for a vast highway
(Vatan [Fatherland] Caddesi) to be driven through their neighborhood,
resulting in the extensive demolition of properties, and also of part of
the city walls. The seemingly fateful developments of 1956 – let us be
quite clear about this point – were certainly not unanticipated. They
were simply articulations of, and required capitulations to, a particular
moment in the far longer course of urban modernization in Istanbul,
as initiated originally by Ottoman reformers and modernizers in the
nineteenth century. For the purposes of the present discussion, a key
moment in this trajectory of urban transformation was the drawing
up of the strategic overall urban master plan of Henri Prost, initiated
according to “modern” – “secular” and “Turkifying” – city planning
principles in 1937, and elaborated upon and implemented until
Prost’s departure in 1950 (Gül 2009).3 These basic principles of
the French urban designer – particularly through the construction of
imagined-as-Haussmannian grand boulevards and highways – were
then mobilized, advanced, radicalized, and commanded under the
Democrat Party administration of Adnan Menderes through the 1950s,
a highly politicized and drastically invasive decade in the so-conceived
rebuilding of Istanbul – the whole city being turned, with military
support even, into a simultaneous destruction and construction site
between 1956 and 1960 (Akpınar 2003: 194). This modernizing need
and push would gather momentum again in the 1980s, under the then
mayor, the center-right Bedrettin Dalan, and his aspiring “world city”
project, which is to say, “pro-business makeover of Istanbul,” involving
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the “bulldozing the old streets along the shores of the Golden Horn,
concreting the Bosphorus and Marmara corniches, throwing up new
highways lined by monumental middle-class apartment blocks” (Tuğal
2008: 68). Which line of globalizing ambition will then take us on to
the even higher-level mobilization of the 2000s . . .
But in 1956, the end was starting to begin for the Roma, and others,
of Sulukule. As a result of this devastation, many of the residents had to
move away from Sulukule proper, migrating northwards to the Neslişah
and Hatice Sultan neighborhoods, still along the city walls – but taking
both the name and the disposition of Sulukule with them. Sulukule was
resourceful and clever enough to continue its existence in this new,
displaced location. And it was resolute enough to sustain its style and
its stance of being in the city.
Much of the energy in the Sulukule disposition towards the world
derived from the exuberant tradition of its “entertainment houses”
(devriye, as the local Roma called them) – venues, often very informal,
for listening to music and eating and drinking. In the cover notes for the
CD Sulukule: Rom Music of Istanbul (released by Traditional Crossroads
in 1998), Sonia Seeman describes what these places of popular
congregation were like:
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Sulukule, in its translocated reassertion, remained a vibrant neighborhood thanks to its entertainment houses (it is claimed that the
entertainment business brought employment to more than 3,500
people). This relative prosperity lasted until the 1990s, when the
new chief of security (the conservative Saadettin Tantan) ordered a
clearance action against the entertainment houses, on the basis of
their imputed “moral degeneracy” (Somersan and Kırca-Schroeder
2007: 101). But more than that, more significantly, the culture of the
Roma could not be accommodated within the new urban “vision” and

CULTURAL POLITICS

Traversed by narrow meandering streets that spill off from ancient
city walls, Sulukule is a neighbourhood in Istanbul famous for its
Roman (Gypsy) music and belly dancing. Here late-night private
parties are provided by the local Roman residents in a space
that has no other marking than an evocative name such as the
“Gazelle’s Place” or the name of a person “Sezgin,” and in some
cases no marking at all. The entertainment setting is a small
bare cement-floored room often outfitted with little more than
rickety table and chairs. Making arrangements for such a night
out involves finding a friend who has a friend who has a phone
number. Members of a Roman family organise the party and
provide the necessary services, including a Roman band of up to
four members to play clarinet, violin, kanun (zither-type lap harp),
cümbüş (banjo-like lute) or ud (non-fretted lute), and darbuka
(goblet-shaped hand drum); one or two female dancers; children
or an elderly retired man to watch the car; and some appetizers
and alcohol to lubricate the evening.
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the gathering city-branding drive that was by then rapidly developing
to fashion Istanbul as a twenty-first century global metropolis. The
informal, unplanned, and seemingly disorderly, organization of life
in Sulukule, incomprehensible to the disdainful authorities, couldn’t
possibly figure in their global-modernizing plans. By 1994, at which time
Mr Tantan had been elevated to the position of mayor of Istanbul, all
of the entertainment houses had been closed down. From that point
onwards, Sulukule’s fortunes declined dramatically. The quality of life
of its Roma inhabitants suffered immensely as a consequence of this
offensive against what was a basic and productive economic livelihood
in the district. Another decisive move had been made towards the final
crushing of Sulukule; towards the seeming goal of the final eradication
of what Sulukule had long and defiantly stood for in the city’s cultural life.
The year 2005 initiated the next, and the decisive, and the finally
catastrophic, turning point for Sulukule. The endgame was put into
play – consciously schemed, and unconsciously power-driven, by the
planning and regulatory authorities of the city (in close partnership
with the national government). What was devised was a devastating
legal-instrumental-strategic strike. In 2005, a law was passed giving
extraordinary powers to local authorities to “develop” historic areas
of the city. (After decades of blatant neglect of the city’s historical
fabric, the passing of new legislation on “urban renewal” could even be
presented as an enlightened forward move.) Up until this juncture, the
language of urban planning had been for the most part about modest
conservation, and the scale of conception had been in terms of mere
parcels of land. With this new law – the by now notorious Law No.
5366 (for the “Preservation by Renovation and Utilization by Revitalizing
of Deteriorated Immovable Historical and Cultural Properties”) – socalled renewal began to be conceived on a far more ambitious scale,
and according to new and commercially very ambitious real-estate
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imperatives. What was the fundamental objective of this law? It was
to establish “renewal zones” (yenileme alanları) in the city, extending
across whole districts, in order to open up what had become run-down
historic neighborhoods for hawkish property developers. Put simply, this
legalistic offensive “removes districts outside the conventional planning
framework and promotes intervention over a whole area” (UNESCO
2009: 48). Over the past decade Istanbul had experienced intensive
development – housing, office-development, shopping malls – in its
extensive peripheral areas. Attention was now turning to the potential
for the economic exploitation of old and poor districts in core areas
of the city – notably, in Sultanahmet and in Beyoğlu/Pera – of which
there are quite a number (most notably Tarlabaşi and Süleymaniye,
as well as Sulukule). What OECD observers (2008: 168) recently and
rightly referred to as “Istanbul’s ‘semi-planning’ approach” (“by which
the system accommodates projects already in progress, leading to an
unsustainable pattern of urban development”) is, in this zone of the
city, all about enforced gentrification. Semi-planning it most surely is,
operating with devious efficiency, tactically very adroit, and with precise,
predatory intent.
With the passing of Law No. 5366, it became, by a kind of overnight legalistic magic, suddenly possible for municipalities and their
investment and construction partners – URBAN PROGRESS BULLIES –
to move very fast, towards new, large-scale, and lucrative development
projects, targeting broad, unfortunate zones of the city. With the
extraordinary power that this order of law gave, local authorities could
categorize the building stock of newly-defined-as-renewal zones as
appropriate for demolition. And then they could begin to make quick
deals for their semi-replanned reconstruction, and reinterpretation.
Immediately after the law came onto the statute books, Sulukule was
among the first to be categorized as an urban renewal zone, to the
great misfortune of its Roma inhabitants. Fatih Municipality, Sulukule’s
uncivic local authority, with its heedless wrecking-ball mentality, passed
the sentence of extinction on the district it reviled. Sulukule nevermore.
5366 was efficiently, decisively, mobilized to immolate 34091. Fatih had
in its charge all the necessary rights, rules, and means of destruction.
And the Roma of Sulukule knew that they were being bulldozed through
legal and bureaucratic mechanisms of devastation.
According to a deal, struck in 2005, between Fatih Municipality,
the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, and the Turkish Mass Housing
Administration (TOKİ),4 the Sulukule area was scheduled to be cleared,
and smashed; and then reconceived as a marketable, modern version
of neo-traditional neighborhood. Central-city areas with historic
qualities, such as this one, adjacent to the ancient city walls, had
by this point become irresistibly exploitable assets, irreversibly so.
The Sulukule renewal project proposed the replacement of existing
buildings with new housing, along with commercial and tourism
facilities, including underground parking lots. Property owners, the
more fortunate inhabitants of the district, were offered the chance
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Women of Sulukule. Photographs: Najla Osseiran
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Women of Sulukule. Photographs: Najla Osseiran
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to buy into the new housing scheme; and if they didn’t want to, or
couldn’t, they were declared free to sell their property to third parties
or to the municipality. However, considering that most of the property
owners were actually relatively poor, only a very small percentage could
opt into the new project. All the rest ended up selling their rights very
rapidly, in anticipation of an impending ministerial diktat for emergency
expropriation. And the reality, predictably, ironically, was that the
placement of multiple local buildings on the real-estate market sent
their value tumbling down (Foggo 2007: 44). Those more precarious
citizens of the mahalle, those who were only renting properties in
Sulukule, were offered units in a new mass housing development in
the newly constructed and inhospitable Taşoluk district (also a TOKİ
enterprise) – an impossible 45 kilometers away from the city (and
most of the tenants who were relocated there could not afford the
monthly rent, and were not able to carry on with their traditional
occupations in this new location – consequently they had to move on
from Taşoluk as well). From 2007 onwards, the demolitions began with
a vengeance. And by 2009 almost all the buildings in this once vital
Roma neighborhood – including most of its listed-in-vain properties –
had been razed to the ground. And, in an act of symbolic violence, even
the name of Sulukule was withdrawn, too – what was Sulukule, with all
its symbolic-evocative-provocative spin, is henceforth to be known as
Karagümrük (the name of a neighboring district, into which Sulukule
has been assimilated). What remains?
And what succeeds? Well, a new kind of Roma-effaced historical
identity project is now being projected into being, through the wellengineered marriage of convenience of bureaucracy and profiteering,
compulsorily, inexorably enforced upon this hitherto unsuspecting
district of the historical peninsula. The architects designing the new
neighborhood – quite unsurprisingly – have proclaimed that their
project set out to conserve the “socio-cultural identity” and the “innerwall neighborhood” character of the area. Of course . . . What else could
they possibly say? “In the Ottoman period,” the architects go on to
advertise, “this was a neighborhood within the city walls,” and “we
conserved the basic values of this identity coming from the past, adding
the new values that are necessary for people of today.” To continue
with the traditional cultural values is not “traditionalism,” according
to these architects, it is “a contemporary attitude” (Mimarizm 2008).
“People of today,” the “basic values of this identity,” a “contemporary
attitude” – all of them neo-categories, subordinated to the rhetoric of
corporate objectives.

RECOUNTED
Şükrü Pündük is the head of the Sulukule Roma Culture Support
Association, and one of the founding members of the musical ensemble,
Sulukule Roman Orkestrası. He is presently living in a neighborhood
adjacent to Sulukule. June 2009. Sulukule:
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This neighborhood has a thousand-year-old history. When they first
came, the Roma set up their tents next to the stream – there’s
life where there’s water. During the Byzantine period, the rulers
allowed these people to move inside the city walls. There were
ironsmiths, basket-makers, straw weavers, horse trainers, horse
cart owners, musicians . . . My ancestors came from the valleys of
Konya. We’re descendents of the Samancioğlu, a Romany tribe
that came to the city with the Ottomans. They were musicians
mostly. There were Roma from the Balkans too. There were Roma
who spoke different languages – they came during the Byzantine
era. How do we know this? There is a gate that we call Azap
Kapısı – it’s referred to as Yaldızlı Kapı in the books – one of the
gates of the city wall. This is the gate where a lot of Roma died
during the war. And many Roma people from around the world
used to visit this place as if it were a sanctuary. They carried
flags and offered salt, bread, and sugar to the Roma living in the
neighborhood. They used to play music and sing. It’s the gate
behind the mosque . . .
. . . If you look at the old maps from the nineteenth century,
you’ll see the street patterns, the house plans all looking the
same as they are now [before the demolitions]. I’m confused.
What deserves to be called “historical”? How do they determine
what is historical? I thought a hundred-year old house would be
historical. But the one I was living in was three hundred years
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old. Despite that, it has been demolished, with the claim that it
was not historical . . .
. . . We used to have entertainment houses here. The way it
started was that people used to say, “Let’s go to Aunt Ayşe’s
house.” People would go to Aunt Ayşe’s house, and there would
be music and entertainment. Then there was so much demand
that we changed the houses in Neslişah district into entertainment
houses. There was a lot of demand from locals, and also from
foreign tourists. We turned the houses into entertainment houses
in order to create jobs for ourselves. And we built other houses
towards the back of the neighborhood to live in. The entertainment
houses were referred to as Sulukule entertainment houses, but
in fact they should have been called restaurants. We used to call
them devriye houses. We used to say “I am going to the devriye” . . .
. . . Where I’m living now, in the Tuna Apartment, there used to
be a small field. In this field we would grow salad, cucumbers,
spring onions, pomegranates, walnut trees, almond trees. It was
a feast area. There used to be a merry-go-round, horses to ride;
it was very different kind of place. If you ask me what Sulukule
was like, I would say it was like the Rio Carnival – you know, the
carnival you see on television. It was like that, and every night
there was music and dance, very colorful. Apartments came
here much later . . .
. . . Our stables were pulled down; we sent our horses to Prinkipo
Island. They called me one night saying that my house was being
demolished. I rushed here, collected a few belongings. There was
some furniture that I couldn’t take, some chairs, beds. I didn’t
go back to see them under the rubble. What I don’t understand
is what they wanted – what was their aim? I am telling you, this
urban renewal project is not a renewal project but a gentrification
project. And I say gentrification in quotation marks, because these
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gentry are actually looters. They have taken our houses and our
culture from us by force – our history, our neighborhood relations
and culture. They have made us suffer. They brought about the
destruction of a whole culture – I see this project as one of
extinguishing a culture . . .
. . . I don’t want to go and see my demolished house, because
I get very sad, I cry. When you go there, what you will see is a
demolished house, but what I see there is the entire life history
of my family – the birth of my mother, my father, of myself, my
brothers, and my sisters. It’s a place full of both happy and sad
memories. It’s the place where I used to live. To you, it’s just a
demolished house, just like any other demolished house. To me,
it appears in my dreams. I want my house back; I miss my house;
I want to live in my house. It’s that simple. But those who come
here now – you came here and you saw – you took pictures –
you said ahh!, there was life here once, and now it’s destroyed.
You can easily say this, and you can go on with your own life.
But I can’t do that.

EMAIL FROM LOWER EAST SIDE (VIDA SIN AMIGO,
MUERTE SIN TESTIGOS)
Message to Viki from the Gogol Bordello, friends of Sulukule, Lower
East Side, New York, August 2009:
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HI VIKI, LONG TIME NO SEE, I HOPE YOU ARE FINE, I MISS
ISTANBUL . . .
ITS REALLY TOO BAD ABOUT SULUKULE
AFTER WE LEFT I WROTE A SONG CALLS
SULUKULE OR EDUCATE THY NEIGHBOR, IT IS GOING TO BE ON
NEW ALBUM.
UNFORTUNATELY ITS TOO LATE TO MAKE DIFFRENCE HERE, BUT
HOPEFULLY WILL BE A REMINDER FOR THE FUTURE SITUATIONS.
OR IF IT CAN ANYHOW SERVE THE CAUSE, PLEASE LET ME KNOW,
USE IT. SO FUR HERE IS 2 YOU TUBE CLIPS OF IT, AND LYRICS,
CHECK IT OUT: THIS IS CRAPPY YOU TUBE QUALITY, I WILL TRY
TO FIND SOMT BETTER.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLRq3slUioY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pO7cwm98vB8
STREETS OF SULUKULE
ARE DOWN DOWN DOWN
URBAN PROGRESS BULLIES
TRY TO STEAL ITS CROWN
...
NOT THESE SMILES NOT THESE EYES
TIRED OF TRUTH THEY’RE TIRED OF LIES
DO YOU BELIEVE BY THE SWORD ALL DIE
WHEN MAHALADOS ARE JUST TRYING TO GET BY
...
EDUCATE THY NEIGHBOOR (AH AH HA)
EDUCATE MY FRIEND THY NEIGHBOOR EY
EDUCATE THY NEIGHBOOR (AH AH AH)
EDUCATE MY FRIEND THY NEIGHBOOR EI EI EI
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...
EDUCATE THY NEIGHBOOR
BOUT ATTROCITY
THEY BULLDOZE AS IF YOU CAN BUY
THOUSAND YEARS OF HISTORY
...
DIASPORA ROCKERS
VAMOS A MATAR
CE PASA POR LA CALLE
POLICIA MILITAR
...
MY BEAT IS // BEAT OF THE BARRIOS
MY BEAT IS // BEAT OF THE SOWETTO
MY BEAT IS // OF THE SULUKULE
MY BEAT IS // OF ANY GHETTO
DO YOU BELIEVE BY THE SWORD ALL DIE
WHEN FAVELADOS ARE JUST TRYING TO GET BY
EDUCATE MY FRIEND THY NEIGHBOR EI EI EI
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I turn now to the implementers of demolition, and to their corrupted
relationship to the heritage of Sulukule, of Sultanahmet, and of Istanbul.
Let us consider the artifices of the self-declared restorers of heritage in
the twenty-first century city. Municipal agencies – both metropolitan and
local – are efficaciously putting into circulation the discourses of urban
global modernization. For reasons of investment, tourism, and image,
so they say, Istanbul should be made to conform to the norms of a world
city. And, in this endeavor, they are able to draw upon readily available,
and by now globally standardized, templates and maquettes. But there
has to be, at the same time, a local inflection to all of this business.
For these evidently changing times also give rise to new conditions
and possibilities for local heritage exploitation. In the inner-city renewal
zones, the municipal authorities have decided to mobilize their own
version of the distinctive heritage of “old Istanbul” as part of the city’s
“contemporary” place-marketing strategies. And, given the historical
neglect of the historical areas of the city – Istanbul’s modernization
“lag” – there are most certainly lucrative central real-estate zones still
to be capitalized upon – places to be appropriated, commandeered,
and commercially re-envisioned. And all of this has had to go on via
complex maneuvers of both evasion and instrumental negotiation with
international agencies such as UNESCO, with its strict requirements
of “World Heritage values and standards” (UNESCO 2008: 3) for the
historical peninsula. What we are presently witnessing is the tangled
and compromised encounter of mercenary inner-city gentrification
dynamics, on the one hand, and the high and mighty principles of
world-historic conservation, on the idealistic other.
The physical fabric of Sulukule has by now been wiped out, through
a ferocious decisiveness on the part of Fatih Municipality. Of course,
the always lurking myths of the “old Istanbul” will persist. The symbolic
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Tarlabaşi Renewal
Project. Images courtesy
of Beyoğlu Municipality.
More images can be
seen at http://www.
tarlabasiyenileniyor.
com/foto_galeri/default.
aspx?SectionId=1320
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Tarlabaşi Renewal
Project. Images courtesy
of Beyoğlu Municipality.
More images can be
seen at http://www.
tarlabasiyenileniyor.
com/foto_galeri/default.
aspx?SectionId=1320

circulation of Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul and of Tanpınar’s newly translated
classic, A Mind at Peace (2008b), will no doubt make sure of that.
Valedictory narratives for an erstwhile Istanbul identity are much more
difficult to wipe out. They still have a certain imaginative force of appeal.
Thus, İlber Ortaylı (2009), Ottoman historian and presently director of
the Topkapı Palace Museum: “As Turkey got rich, Istanbul was ruined.
In fact, in the 1950s, which I knew, Istanbul had a distinctive poverty
that gave it a certain charm.” But the charming poverty has to confront
the inescapable logic and necessity of urban modernization. Tanpınar
lived at a time when these two dimensions of urban reality could still
be somehow held in tension. Now it is far more difficult to manage this
feat of accommodation. The hüzün image will surely continue to have a
poetic-imaginative resonance, among certain concerned observers of
the city at least. But it has by now broken adrift, apart and away from the
modernization rhetoric. Moreover, the Kemalist national modernization
narrative no longer has the same ideologically compelling and illusional
potency that it had in Tanpınar’s day. The getting-rich of the city has now
conspired to produce a contemporary mood of disenchantment and
alienation. Urban development strategies are increasingly perceived
to have engineered into existence a “self service city” (Esen and Lanz
2005), a concomitant “fortress Istanbul” mentality (Esen and Rieniets
2008), and so on – that is to say, to have aggressively contrived a
city vision in which public culture is systematically deleted from urban
social experience.
That familiar narrative image of Istanbul heritage is by now operatively
stretched, imaginatively weakened, and moving towards discursive
fatigue. It is still present, but it is no longer an entirely adequate or
compelling image through which to interpret the ensemble of Istanbul.
Maybe we are now in a position to identify other codes coming into
operation in the imaginative apprehension of the city? Let us not think
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of them in terms of an alternative interpretive scheme, but, rather, in
terms of supplementary and/or transpositional developments. New
– and clearly non-idealizable – institutionalized forces of division and
contestation have become ever more salient in Istanbul’s contemporary
cultural dynamics. Fatih Municipality and the Istanbul Metropolitan
Municipality are now driven for the most part by the logic of real
estate development, imperiously and benightedly combined with an
aesthetic determination to restore the “authentic” Ottoman heritage of
the historic areas of the city. This heritage mission-cum-phantasy is as
uncultivated as it is arrogant. With respect to the fate of the historical
peninsula, UNESCO (2008: 19) recently criticized local authorities for
their “crude workmanship,” involving “excessive replacement of original
fabric and the use of inappropriate restoration techniques.” There is,
they said, a “lack of awareness” on the part of Fatih Municipality;
an unawareness, that is to say, of agreed “international standards”
of heritage conservation (UNESCO 2009: 24). Fatih’s projects have
“frequently involved excessive replacement of original fabric and an
approach more suited to new construction than the conservation
of monuments” (“In some instances vanished monuments are
reconstructed on a different site from where they originally existed”)
(2009: 50). What is apparent is a considerable skepticism about the
technical expertise of the city authorities. But also concern about their
aesthetic values, tastes, and judgments – which, in the context of the
present discussion, is of most concern.
And what of these aesthetics? Conservative, authoritarian, pretentious, uncultivated, uncivil, I could say. But it is suggested to me that
empty is the most appropriate epithet. The voiding of urbanity. And
maybe this is so. Recently, the Istanbul Chamber of Architects (2007)
declared, with great concern, that urban renewal projects were resulting
in the rapid loss of heritage in Sultanahmet, and, moreover, that living
spaces, like that of Sulukule, were being supplanted by “imitations that
distort history.” Their image: “theatre décors are being constructed
according to the [stereotypical] model of the historic Turkish house.”
The declaration of the Chamber of Architects was made in the wake
of news that the Eminönü local municipality was planning a major
“renewal” program in the nearby Süleymaniye district of the historic
peninsula, involving the demolition of nearly 3,000 buildings, and
their re-conception in the style of Ottoman architecture. “Süleymaniye
returning to its former times,” as they put it – the local authorities were
intent on knocking down buildings in disrepair, but also those that
they judged to be inconsistent with the identity, as they saw it, of the
historic peninsula. Professor Cengiz Eruzun, overseer of the Historic
Peninsula Urban Design Project, explained why they were proposing to
so reconstitute history: “Warsaw and Leningrad were rebuilt after the
Second World War. This is about cultural heritage. Istanbul’s cultural
heritage, in terms of civil architecture, has unfortunately been lost.
We are going to construct the new buildings in this area according its
heritage.” When the project is finished, said he, “the peninsula will be
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a synthesis of the Ottoman and the modern look. The modern will be
in conformity with Turkish architecture” (Anon. 2005). And, concerning
proposed new developments around Haydarpaşa (the main railway
station on the Anatolian side of the city), involving the creation of
convention and sports centers, hotels, restaurants, shopping malls,
cinemas, and cultural venues, the project’s chief architect makes
the following statement: “We want to design the whole area in a
contemporary Ottoman style. And we also want to develop an artificial
strait with artificial canals, like the ones in Venice. And we also want to
build seven copper towers to become the symbols of Istanbul” (quoted
in Eğrikavuk 2009).
What to say? The considered response of the Chamber of Architects
is thus: that the Süleymaniye initiative displays nothing more than
“a stage décor mentality, in the name of Ottoman revival” (2007).
“Hypothetical reconstructions,” as UNESCO, rightly and critically,
describes them (2009: 50). A new guiding metaphor for interpreting
contemporary Istanbul is surely that of the façade. These new historical
misconstructions are driven by a dual imperative. First, the external
“look” of the building is required to convey an impression of the “old”
and of a heritage that the authorities regard as authentically Ottoman.
What we are offered – up for sale – is vague architectural allusion,
the evocation of some long-emptied imagined legacy. Calmative neoOttomanism. And, second, the interiors of the new edifices should be
entirely in the idiom of a posited contemporary-modern style, deploying
modern materials, and designed to encapsulate the lifestyle of a certain
kind of modern resident. No place for the Roma of Sulukule, then! Şükrü
Pündük: “Our houses had courtyards, this was the typical structure.
The courtyard served many functions, we used to wash our dead there,
have fruit trees, mulberry, cherry, plum trees. We used to have animals,
chickens, birds, horses, donkeys . . . We live in apartments now, but
living in apartments is not our way of life . . . we do not have this culture.”
The façade provides a new way of managing the relation between
heritage and modernity – through their engineered conjoinment in
the configuration of the building structures. Exterior semblance and
interior life-processes are in managed disjuncture from each other.
And the façade performs the effective work of combined exhibition
and concealment. At once showing off the phantasy and covering up
the reality, it is a clever contrivance of delusion.
Contemporary renewal projects in Istanbul project and advertise their
approach in terms of reviving the lost cultural identity of the city. And the
newly composed architectural façades are now functioning as screens
for projecting the recovered image of the old and the imagined Ottoman.
Municipal planning bureaux are employing their architectural workers to
do drawing after drawing of the “historic fabric” of old neighborhoods.
“We are being criticized for wanting to build houses with bay windows,
for wanting to keep alive the Ottoman character,” says the Historic
Peninsula Professor Eruzun (2007: 11), “we look at photographs and
we apply whatever we see in them.” Images, appearances, façades

The only way you can have new sensations is by forging a new
soul. It’s useless to try to feel new things without feeling them in
a new way . . . and you can’t feel in a new way without changing
your soul. For things are what we feel they are . . . and the only
way for there to be new things, for us feel new things, is for there
to be some novelty in how we feel them (2001: 255)
Forge a new soul. How? That is what has to be figured out.
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prevail over any engagement with architectural substance. The famous
Divan Hotel, in the center of the city, close by Taksim Square, advertises
its renewal and reconstruction program through an emphasis on the
new-and-traditional look that its façade will take on. Here, it is said,
“the inspiration derives from Bosphorus architecture, with terracotta
panels engraved upon horizontal panel structures resembling the stone
houses of old Istanbul” (Salman 2009: 5). Some time ago, the respected
architect Nezih Eldem (1992: 101) noted how the planning regulations
for listed historic sites in Istanbul drew their norms from one particular
but vague period style of the imagined classic Turkish house, bringing
about “an architectural definition that suits our inclination towards
façade conservation.” To call the new architecture “depthless” seems
perhaps a banal way to characterize the blandness of its aspirations
and achievement. It is hard not to remark on how far removed it is from
city life as it has hitherto been vitally experienced and valued.
It is indeed emptiness that is the defining and distinguishing feature
in this present regime-span of modernizing development. Emptiness:
by which I intend the absence, the void, among the neo-modernizers, of
anything remotely to do with soul. I am thinking now of what Fernando
Pessoa had to say about what he called the “practical man.” “The world
belongs to those who don’t feel,” he wrote, “The essential condition
for being a practical man is the absence of sensibility . . . The man
of action regards the external world as composed exclusively of inert
matter . . . The one who ordains is the one who doesn’t feel. The one
who succeeds is the one who thinks only of what is needed for success”
(2001: 257–8). (This is precisely Musil’s “rational person on ratioid
territory”). And what of those of us who want to occupy the nonratioid
area, the ones who are critics of the rapacity of the practical man?
“Rulership requires insensibility,” says Pessoa, “Whoever governs
is happy, since to be sad one has to feel” (257). To be sad one has
to feel: this is an important observation. And it is we, in the lineage
of Tanpınar, who know best about sadness, loss. Soul should be our
domain. However, it seems that we have by now become somewhat
illiterate in matters of soul. Perhaps we are no longer bringing sufficient
intellect into these matters? Which is why we are often just sad, and no
more; and therefore succumbing all too easily to nostalgic and regretful
sentiments. What remains? Shouldn’t we be thinking now about the
nature, the modality, of our engagement, about, more precisely, the
necessary and lost interpenetration of feeling and intellect? Pessoa:

CULTURAL POLITICS

HOW TELL WHAT REMAINS: SULUKULE NEVERMORE

32

CULTURAL POLITICS
KEVIN ROBINS

HOW TELL WHAT REMAINS: SULUKULE NEVERMORE

DO YOU BELIEVE BY THE SWORD ALL DIE
As they sit debating together, in Istanbul’s Yıldız Park, Ahmet Hamdi
Tanpınar’s engaging interlocutor directs him towards another,
unanticipated, path of deliberation:
Look, my friend, [Paul] Valéry wrote a sentence that may be a
motto for all life. This great poet asks a young colleague in one
of his diaries where he used to write down his thoughts every
morning. “Above all, tell me, what is your resistance for? What
are you struggling against?” I believe that this resistance has as
much significance in life as progress, which bears all the creative
secrets of life, as it is with resistance that we find the opportunity to
become truly victorious. Resistance prioritizes and selects offers
that line up behind each other. We have lost the idea of resistance.
Resistance is not turning your back on the new . . . Resistance is
always being on the lookout, like vanguards keeping watch on the
frontlines. We do not have resistance . . . (Tanpınar 2008a: 149).
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Resistance: as much significant in life as progress. Most certainly
this must be the case. And resistance has been a vital part of the
Sulukule drama, on the part of the Sulukule Roma and neighborhood
associations, and also on the part of organized and supportive NGOs.
Resistance: its exigencies, its vicissitudes. A major development was
the formation of the broad alliance of opposition groups under the name
of the Sulukule Platform. The Platform has worked energetically to
defend the rights of the Roma in Sulukule; to document the weeks and
months of assault on the Neslişah and Hatice Sultan neighborhoods;
to publicize more widely the injustices that have taken place; and to
come up with alternative planning options for the historic peninsula.
This has involved the mobilization of international agencies concerned
with issues from human rights to heritage and conservation: Council
of Europe Human Rights Commission; UN Habitat Advisory Group on
Forced Evictions; the Groupe des Verts of the European Parliament;
Helsinki Human Rights Watch; UNESCO World Heritage Commission;
the OECD Territorial Review of Istanbul; International Network for Urban
Research and Action; the European Commission’s Istanbul 2010
European Capital of Culture Monitoring Panel; and more. Additionally,
there has been the accelerating connection of the previously relatively
isolated Roma of Istanbul with international agencies concerned with
Roma rights: the Edirne Roma Association in Turkey; the European
Roma Rights Centre; Mundi Romani. Creative and artistic events were
also an important part of the action: the “40 Gün 40 Gece Sulukule”
[40 days and 40 Nights in Sulukule] festival in 2007, involving
concerts, film screenings, street arts, panels, etc.; a photographic

CULTURAL POLITICS

Interlocutor: “Have you ever thought that we are not the owners of
the city, but merely living in it? Like guests of the government or
municipality?” (Tanpınar 2008a: 149).
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and documentary exhibition, “Sulukule’yi Aldılar, Darbukamı Kırdılar!”
[They Captured Sulukule, They Broke My Darbuka!] at Hafriyat-Karaköy
gallery in May 2009; an exhibition, “Sulukule: Un Lieu Volé” as part of
the Lille 3000 Istanbul Season, again in 2009 (May–July). So, over a
short and intensive period of time, there has been an extensive, and
impressive, mobilization of institutions, networks, resources, energies,
ideas. The consequence of a rapid, enforced coming to terms with the
“modernizing” forces that are now rampant in the city.
Resistance is not turning your back on the new. We can say that
Sulukule has involved an intensive learning process. The idea and,
most importantly, the values of resistance. But this always, of course,
and unfortunately, is in harness with the sense of the incapacity and,
invariably, the sense of inefficacy of the energies of resistance. This has
also been a significant aspect of the Sulukule learning experience (and,
for long, also a significant aspect of Istanbul’s socio-cultural disposition).
Disillusion in the face of the devastation wrought upon the old city. And
outrage directed at new, and now seemingly uncontrollable, building
developments – in Tanpınar’s time it was slums and workshops, and
now it is the massive proliferation of monumental shopping malls, tower
blocks, and gentrified housing zones. This may all build up into feelings
about a deep and pervasive corruption ruling or underpinning the city.
What is at the root of my city and what is rotting it from within? A
sense of dispossession, combined with a deep hostility and resentment
towards the controlling forces, whoever or whatever they might be – and
they are, of course, complex and obscure, difficult to encompass –
at work in the city’s unrelenting and now accelerating “modernizing”
trajectory. Always being on the lookout – but always knowing that you
are disempowered, and invariably too late with everything. Resistance
– but having to know the experience of disarmed resistance, frustrated
resistance. And all the emotional-intellectual turbulence that may
inevitably accompany this experience. Adorno: “The almost insoluble
task is to let neither the power of others, nor our own powerlessness,
stupefy us” (1974: 57).

FATE AND PROJECT: SHARDS
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What remains? What is at the root of my city and what is rotting
it from within? (Christa Wolf (1995: 295))
The confrontations over what has happened in Sulukule have generally
centered on the conflict between tradition and modernization. From
the perspective of the critically engaged, the argument has been put in
terms of the need to respect and protect the heritage of the Roma, and
the historical legacy of Istanbul more generally, against the onslaught
of imperiously escalating modernization. It has been a flawed theme.
For the polarizing abstraction of the theme has often tended to obscure
the real issues. Stefan Jonsson (1996: 40) has written interestingly of
Robert Musil’s stance towards the concepts of tradition and modernity

*

35

in the specifically urban context. Musil’s narrative, he comments, “does
not regard tradition and modernity as a priori contradictory phenomena.”
Musil conceived of the modern city as a space in which “the sedimented
masses of past projects, that is tradition, merge with and are reinforced
by the modern project, the planning and administration of physical and,
by implication, mental space.” From this perspective, the distinction
between tradition and modernity is a problem of the second order. More
basic, and far more significant, is their common, though differently
articulated and pronounced, accomplishment in constituting the urban
space as a “realm of necessity” (effecting the “reification of social
space”). In each case, that is to say, in terms of either conservation or
innovation, the historical process, is lived through, and experienced, in
terms of, “fate rather than project” (Jonsson 1996: 42).
The defense of Sulukule has invariably been expressed in the terms
of this abstract discourse of successive, seemingly irreconcilable,
epochs (the “traditional” and the “modern”). But the real substance
of the endeavor, it seems to me, should be posed in quite different
terms. What we might call the project-dimension of the campaigning
might have more vital concerns. Hans Högg, a German planner who
worked for a time in Istanbul in the mid 1950s, noted the informal and
unplanned nature, of the inner city, the narrow streets of the Ottoman
city (Winkelchaos), the profusion of workshops and warehouses and
trading spaces. In his work, he sought to respond to what he saw,
with a certain positive and realistic spirit, as the “unplanned, basic
constructions” (Primitivbau) emerging from what was essentially
“self-help” urbanization (Högg 1961: 37, 50). From the Ottoman city
to the latter-day self-service spirit of the gecekondus, what captures the
engaged imagination is the unplanned, more spontaneous, dimension
of urban life-design. Michael Pereira, an English travel writer was here
in the early 1960s. Walking along the Golden Horn, he observed “the
unpretentious houses,” “their walls brightly coloured with pink, blue or
ochre wash.” “There is a feeling in such districts,” he said, “of being
not in a great city but in a village . . . [I]n such districts . . . one can still
catch a glimpse of the old life of Istanbul” (Pereira 1968: 15). The
expression is romantic and conventional, but the sentiment evocative.
In a more recent account of a gecekondu zone (in the Florya district of
the city), Hüsnü Yeğenoğlu (2009: 67) thinks of it as a “primitive selfbuild version of the suburban garden-city.” What is being valorized in
these various accounts is the informal (vivacious, vigorous) dimension
of urban planning culture in Istanbul – the nicely and evocatively,
provocatively, termed “primitive”; let us call it the art brut of living,
which has always been at the spontaneous heart of the soul of the
city. This is actually the truth of the spirit of Sulukule – the truth of its
meaning for us now. And it is this principle of self-organization, which
is the engaging principle of project and autonomy, that is now being
planned and crushed out of existence by the new modernizing schemes,
experienced as fate, bad fate.
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“Why are we drawn to the past as to an empty well?” (Tanpınar 2008c:
206). The Roma and the NGOs have their historical narrative – that of
the fabled thousand-year history of Sulukule. Fatih Municipality has a
different memory-story for the district, harking back to a vague-to-mock
nineteenth-century Ottoman legacy for the Sulukule neighborhood.
UNESCO et al. deal in the world-heritage business – both tangible and
intangible, as they choose to categorize their own historical domain.
What all this amounts to is a disputation of memory-knowledges
concerning what is significant, and what should be centrally at issue,
in the public memory of Istanbul. Memory is an inescapable province of
knowledge. But what is at stake in memory politics? What is the social
function of collective memory systems? Maybe the answer is more
perverse than is generally allowed for in heritage discourses. What J.-B.
Pontalis says, from an engaging psychoanalytical perspective, of the
memories of an individual may also be applicable to collective memory:
“It could be that memories function like an obstacle to memory itself
even though they claim to be what is put in it, what memory preciously
preserves, protected from the erosion of time . . .” (Pontalis 2003: 69).
Collective memory may actually function as a “screen of knowledge
and words” (68). It may, compliantly, serve as a truth-occluding screen.
Memory imagined as necessity, fate. An empty well. We know this.
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And that thing elusively invoked as “memory itself”? That is, of course,
a far more difficult issue to address. Where to find such a thing that
could be called “memory itself” in the urban memory space? Olivier
Mongin (2005: 30) characterizes urban culture as “an affair of the body,
of that individual body that steps outside of itself in order to venture
into a collective and mental body where he is exposed to others.” He is
thinking of the city as a milieu that opens up new possible dimensions
and permutations of human experience – both private and public – that
cannot be found in any other kind of human social space. The city as
project. He is thinking of the divagations that are made possible in
and through the city – the city as a space for, always provisional, lines
and directions and cadences of movement and thought. Of the urban
space in terms of a vital space that contests organized and seemingly
fateful narratives of memorialization: the city as a zone of experiential
enlargement and enhancement. Robert Musil knew it in its mundane,
ambling form:
It is the same when a person wanders through the streets,
attracted here by shadows, there by a group, further on by a
strange profiling of faces; when another person “accidentally”
crosses his path and tells him something that leads him to decide
on a specific route – and he finds himself at last at a point he
neither knows nor wanted to get to: every step of this route also
occurred out of necessity, but the sequence of these individual
steps has no coherence . . . (Musil 1990: 169)
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What this may afford access to is what Musil (1990: 340) once
invoked as “flexibility of perspective,” which is to say an energizing “freedom of movement” in thoughts and feelings, a freedom of orientation,
a freedom of project. (And we might well consider Tanpınar through
the prism of Musil’s sensibility). Ingeborg Bachmann (1999) once
characterized the city (Berlin, in her case) as “a site for contingencies.”
Resistant to determinate fictions of coherence and continuity – a space
open to the unpredictable energies of free association. Maybe this is
where to find “memory itself”? Maybe this would take us a little closer
to the truth – probably unnamable – of what Sulukule is, or was, or still
even could be, actually about? From fate to project . . .
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1. Quotations are from a forthcoming translation of Beş Şehir by Ruth
Christie; page references are to the Turkish text.
2. The concept of Kemalism refers to the modern, Western-oriented
and nation-centric political principles and ideology as set out by the
founder of the Turkish Republic, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.
3. In his introduction to the brief catalog of a 1996 exhibition devoted
to the contribution of Henri Prost to Istanbul, François Neuville
makes the point that, while the planner was seeking to improve
traffic flows, to sustain the commercial and industrial life of the
city, and to ensure new housing developments, he also aimed at
the same time to “conserve and PROTECT THE INCOMPARABLE
LANDSCAPE dominated by glorious edifices.” Interestingly, he notes
of the modernist planner, that he was, thereby, thinking “in unison
with his contemporary, the writer Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, when the
latter wrote in 1946 [in his Beş Şehir] of ‘his’ city” (Neuville, 1996:
no pagination; emphasis in the original).
4. TOKİ is a governmentally instituted, sanctioned, and promoted
agency, initially established in 1984; and has massively expanded
to become the most powerful – almost monopolistic – force in real
estate development and construction in Turkey. It operates very
much in the manner of a private developer, and now shapes the
Turkish real-estate sector through the vast resources and legal
powers that it has acquired in recent years. In the period from
2003 to 2009, TOKİ constructed 340,000 apartments across
Turkey, as well as becoming heavily involved in larger-scale projects
to construct office blocks, shopping malls, hospitals, mosques, as
well as a new stadium for Galatasaray football club (Uçar 2009).
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