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ABSTRACT 

CULTURAL POLITICS OF URBAN GREEN SPACES: THE PRODUCTION AND 
REORGANIZATION OF ISTANBUL’S PARKS AND GARDENS 

Basak Durgun, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2019 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Johanna Bockman 

 

Destructive planning decisions that span decades have made urban green spaces in 

Istanbul scarce and endangered. In 2013, the Gezi Park resistance and the subsequent 

mass mobilizations called into question contemporary schemes of urban redevelopment 

in Istanbul. Activists demanded that the government take action to conserve Istanbul’s 

natural resources and cultural heritage and provide better access to urban green spaces. 

As the demands of right to the city and environmental movements grew popular, the 

production of green spaces became a central feature of planning visions among state 

officials, planning and architecture professionals, and members of civil society. In this 

dissertation, I examine how competing social actors and institutions, specifically the 

state, planning and architecture professionals, real estate developers, civil society, social 

movements, and gardeners, invest in, produce, and govern Istanbul’s green landscapes. I 

primarily draw on ethnographic methods, such as participatory observation in Istanbul’s 
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parks, groves, historic market gardens, and contemporary gardens, and interviews with 

activists, gardeners, and architecture and planning professionals. In addition, I examine 

primary and secondary sources on landscape and redevelopment history of Istanbul, as 

well as policy documents, marketing and publicity materials, and real-estate 

advertisements.  

 

State actors envision revitalization of public green spaces through earlier narratives of 

modernization and progress, and newer narratives of competition with other global cities. 

As such, urban greening has become a major component of Istanbul’s global city identity. 

Furthermore, the government enrolls urban greening in processes of urban redevelopment 

as political capital to secure power and legitimacy domestically. New social movements 

foster a deeper connection to the city and the food they eat, maximize local knowledges, 

and oppose the profit-based management of urban spaces. In examining the socio-

ecological struggles embedded in Istanbul’s historic market-gardens, contemporary 

community gardens, and hobby gardens, I analyze how people imagine Istanbul’s future 

through these productive landscapes. I argue that social movements reassemble urban 

public green spaces as territories of solidarity, which are landscapes where people come 

together to cultivate or defend with the aim to transform them into urbans commons. 

Lastly, I interrogate how real estate developers commodify nature in design, planning, 

and marketing strategies of gated communities to drive their investment potential. 

Commodification of nature in real-estate development facilitates the privatization and 

enclosure of public spaces and natural resources, and accelerates development in the 
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hinterland and forested areas, thereby transforming these areas into illusionary 

landscapes. Overall, in this dissertation, I argue that the production of urban green spaces 

is at once a process to create political legitimacy, spatial control, and opportunities for 

capital accumulation, and a terrain for envisioning a more sustainable and democratic 

future for Istanbul. New social movements passionately struggle with state actors to 

protect ecological habitats and transform urban spaces into green commons, where people 

can realize their collective visions for another world.  
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INTRODUCTION - “ARE THERE ANY LEFT” 

Waiting for my luggage at Istanbul Ataturk Airport on the day I arrived for my 

dissertation field research in June 2016, I noticed an advertisement of a recent exhibition 

at Istanbul Modern called Till it’s Gone (İstanbul Modern 2016). The timely exhibition 

was a commentary on nature, ecology, human interaction with ecosystems, and 

contradictions of sustainability by visual artists using a variety of mediums including 

installations, paintings, sculpture, photography and video art. Its title, a phrase borrowed 

from Joni Mitchell’s Big Yellow Taxi, emphasizes a concern with the anthropogenic 

destruction of the environment, and the need to appreciate and protect what remains. The 

curators Çelenk Bafra and Paolo Colombo say that the exhibition is meant to be a 

representation of the longing for nature, and a desire for a sustainable future (İstanbul 

Modern 2016). 

Loss and scarcity are the most common narratives that people use to describe 

Istanbul’s green landscapes. I encounter a similar narrative when I explain that my 

research object is Istanbul’s green spaces to family, friends, strangers and even my 

interlocutors. People respond by asking me: “Are there any left?” They often follow up 

their question with further cynicism about my research topic and either comment that it 

must be very hard to research something that does not exist or assess that my research 

will be quite easy because it will be very short. In fact, when talking about Istanbul’s 
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urban nature, people foreground the destructive urbanization patterns and unplanned 

growth of the city, and lament the loss of the city’s historic and natural wonders. 

Nostalgic representations of a historic Istanbul with luscious greenery circulate 

simultaneously with grievances about the ongoing pillage of its wonders by urban 

redevelopment and expansion.  

People, even those who are investing their lives into changing it for the better, 

experience overwhelming exasperation with Istanbul - its chaotic pace, the traffic and 

crowds, and never-ending construction sites. The following interaction with one of my 

interlocutors, Oya, is a good example of this. Oya is an activist that participates in the 

mobilization to conserve an urban grove, in addition to developing a food cooperative in 

her neighborhood. She was disgruntled as she responded to my comment about missing 

Istanbul upon returning to the U.S. after my fieldwork: “Don’t miss Istanbul. There is 

nothing here. Only exhaust, construction and chaos.” The expansive urban redevelopment 

projects in Istanbul transform familiar landscapes in every neighborhood into foreign 

settings, impact everyday life severely with air, noise, soil, and water pollution, and 

create grand obstacles in mobility around the city. The elements associated with 

Istanbul’s expansion overshadow every experience in the city so much that even people 

who are fiercely devoted to building the conditions of possibility for alternative, more 

sustainable and just future for the city end up feeling demoralized and defeated.  
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Figure 1: Till it’s Gone exhibit poster (right) and photographs of two installations in the exhibit (left).  

Taken from the Istanbul Modern website (İstanbul Modern 2016). 
 

The framed and enclosed visual representations of nature at Istanbul Modern that 

welcomed me to Istanbul when I arrived for my extended fieldwork, cynical reactions to 

my research topic falsely claiming that “there are no green spaces left in Istanbul,” and 

people who, out of exasperation, lose the sight of what makes us attach to the city, 

demonstrate the point of departure for my research. In Istanbul, people accept urban 

green spaces as scarce and increasingly endangered as a result of decades of unplanned 

urban redevelopment. This prevailing discourse accurately portrays the irreversible and 

devastating results of Istanbul’s growth and expansion, the increasing vulnerability of 

Istanbul’s remaining green landscapes, and the urgency of socio-ecological impacts of 

diminishing vegetation on the quality of human life as well as plant life, bird population 

and migration routes and other habitats. However, it neglects that Istanbul’s 

redevelopment is, in fact, planned to make the city into a “global city.” Wielding earlier 



4 
 

narratives of modernization and newer pressures of globalization, and advanced by 

rentiers, real estate developers, construction industry, networks of producer services, and 

state institutions, Istanbul’s redevelopment serves the interests of the economic elite, and 

the existing political regime over ecological integrity, and public welfare. Moreover, 

competing social actors, such as state institutions, real estate developers, social 

movements and gardeners who stake claims to the city and its green spaces, have 

embedded the production, not the destruction, of Istanbul’s green spaces as a feature of 

their planning visions.  

In this dissertation, I examine how these social actors and institutions invest in, 

produce, and govern Istanbul’s green landscapes – its parks, historic market gardens, 

community and hobby gardens, and private landscapes of new gated communities. I ask: 

How and why do the state and real-estate developers invest in urban parks and gardens? 

How and why do the residents, through collective action in neighborhood associations 

and activist groups try to transform urban green spaces? How do people and institutions 

incorporate green landscapes in contested future visions for Istanbul? How and why do 

urban social movements try to reclaim and transform public green spaces? How do these 

actors and institutions collaborate, negotiate, compete or conflict as they create value 

from urban parks and gardens? In other words, what purpose do parks and gardens serve 

in the larger economic, political, social and ecological context of Istanbul for the various 

actors and institutions who make claims on these spaces?  

In order to answer these questions, I primarily drew on ethnographic research 

(summer of 2015, June 2016 through July 2017 and spring of 2018), which involved 
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extensive field observations, participatory action research, and over thirty in-depth, semi-

structured, and one-on-one interviews with gardeners, activists and urban planning and 

landscape architecture professionals. In addition to ethnographic methods, I examine 

primary and secondary sources on landscape and redevelopment history of Istanbul, and 

perform discursive analysis of policy documents and real estate advertisements. Building 

on Urban Political Ecology, I frame these green spaces as products of socioecological 

relationships and examine the processes that invoke, appropriate and reinvent urban 

nature in the remaking of global Istanbul.  

In Istanbul, state actors enroll urban greening in processes of urban 

redevelopment as political capital. I interrogate the investment and commodification 

processes of state institutions and real estate developers, as they enroll urban natural 

environments in urban redevelopment projects of Istanbul. In examining the socio-

ecological struggles embedded in Istanbul’s green spaces – including especially its 

historic market-gardens and community gardens – I analyze how different groups of 

people imagine an alternative future for Istanbul through these productive landscapes. 

Social movement organizations – through political campaigns, legal challenges, 

collective organizing and community gardening – confront the profit-based management 

of urban spaces and defend these spaces against the encroachment of the state and 

developers, foster deeper connections to the city and the food they eat, and maximize 

local knowledges. I argue that as social movements reassemble urban public green spaces 

as territories of solidarity, they create landscapes, where people come together to 

cultivate or defend against government and corporate encroachment. They aim to free 
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these landscapes from market-driven management of urban spaces, and instead transform 

them into common resources. Overall, I argue that the production of urban green spaces 

in Istanbul is at once a process to create political legitimacy, spatial control and 

opportunities for capital accumulation, and a terrain for building of commons, and 

envisioning a sustainable and democratic future. 

 

Locating Istanbul 

Istanbul is a political geography built upon human, and other archaeological 

remains going back to the Neolithic era.1 It served as the capital of four empires: Roman, 

Byzantine, Latin and Ottoman. And as a port city occupying the only sea route between 

the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, and positioned critically on the Silk Road, Istanbul 

has been a global trade location, marked by constant flow of people, commodities and 

knowledge going back to sixteenth century (Keyder 1999). Layers upon layers of human 

activity and spatial transformations have shaped Istanbul as a global city. Now a mega 

city with a population of over 15 million, Istanbul is infinitely layered in terms of history, 

culture, demography, and social and economic relationships. Its historic and cultural 

heritage, entertainment industry, cultural production and exchange, location, and 

geography have also made Istanbul a global tourist destination.  

Istanbul is hard to define, transient, limitless, mysterious, vexing, magnificent, 

somewhat mystical, and often chaotic. People often describe Istanbul as a “bridge” that 

                                                
1 This was the finding of excavations done at the Yenikapı metro station during the construction of 
Marmaray rail line. Marmaray is the rail system that connects European and Anatolian peninsulas via an 
underwater tunnel system beneath the bosphorus strait. It began construction in 2004 and opened in 2013 
(Erbil 2016). 
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connects the East and the West, or as a crossroads, where an increasing concentration of 

people move, clash and exchange a great diversity of goods and ideas at an exceptionally 

high pace, at all hours and all scales of society. While these clichéd metaphors, like 

bridge or crossroads, achieve a quick description of Istanbul, they also mask the layers, 

complexities, and variety in its cultural productions and the formation of global political 

and economic networks. Others have described Istanbul as a “shop window” (Gurbilek 

2011) and a “theatre stage” through which the state brands itself as modern and global 

(Faroqhi 2011b; Gül 2013). These metaphors are much more effective in portraying the 

complexity of the city’s history, and cultural, political and economic significance both at 

the national and the global scales. Istanbul is a city-region that expanded in all directions, 

while siphoning resources in the region.  

Ottoman Historian Suraiya Faroqhi writes that “Istanbul has become a moloch 

that swallows everything” (Faroqhi 2011a). Since Istanbul's de-industrialization began in 

the early 1980s, in tandem with rapid privatization and introduction of IMF structural 

adjustment programs in Turkey, Istanbul became a significant regional agglomerate that 

redirects transnational flows of commercial goods, as well as financial, cultural and 

intellectual products. Neoliberal growth strategies have led to the expansive spatial 

transformation and redevelopment of Istanbul.2 There are two periods significant for the 

                                                
2 This is not unique to Turkey, nor Istanbul. Critical urban studies scholars note that the economic, social 
and spatial diffusion and concentration patterns, along with intensification of uneven development are 
deeply rooted in the transformations within the processes of global capitalism (Brenner 2004; Harvey 1996; 
Sassen 2001). Logan and Molotch (2007) argue that the contemporary regime of global urbanization has 
made cities into “growth machines.” This regime necessitates the dialectic of rapid dispersal of economic 
activity across geographical territories and the simultaneous centralization of control and power of capital 
in cities that have long political, cultural and economic hubs. Sassen (2001) has called these cities ‘global 
cities'. Sassen (2001)argued that as markets expand geographically generating new avenues for capital 
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advancement of neoliberalism in Turkey (Penpecioglu 2016). The first is the period of 

extensive deregulation and privatization that followed the 1980 coup d’etat. During this 

initial period, Penpecioglu (2016: 169) explains that the regime that came into power 

following the three year-long coup d’etat “decentralized urban planning powers, 

restructured the municipal system and provided new financial means for the development 

of the construction sector by which the legislative power of the state was mobilized to 

promote the production of the built environment.” In Turkey, neoliberalization have 

always been firmly rooted in state power, and the construction industry quickly became 

the leading force of transformation. The second period followed the economic crisis of 

2001 and coincided with Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (Justice Development Party - 

AKP)’s rise to power. In fact, revitalization of neoliberal strategies has guided AKP’s 

political course, and consolidated an Islamist and capitalist approach to development 

(Buğra and Savaşkan 2014b; Tuğal 2009).  

 

                                                                                                                                            
accumulation, financial activity and producer services2 that facilitate global command increasingly 
concentrate in these cities. In 'global cities' all executive, legislative and judicial forms of governance are 
mobilized in order to manage labor and capital flows, organize and restructure the built environment and 
naturalize social fragmentation (Sassen 2001). Logan and Molotch (2007: 290) argue that this new regime 
and the rise of the transnational corporation transforms the process of urbanization globally into "a self-
defeating struggle for advantage" in which participation is coercive. Global cities are, then, sites in which 
wealth and power along with poverty, scarcity and unrest is concentrated and uneven development, 
fragmentation, corrupt process of distribution of resources are common experiences (Logan and Molotch 
2007; Ren 2011; Smith 2002, 2008). While cities follow a common trend of neoliberal urbanism across the 
world, critics call attention to the non-unitary (Bockman 2007; Hilgers 2012; Ong 2006), “path-dependent” 
(Jessop 2002) and variegated (Brenner, Peck, and Theodore 2010a; Peck and Theodore 2012; Peck, 
Theodore, and Brenner 2009) processes and results of neoliberalism. In fact, Brenner et al. (2010:217) 
argue that “differentiated, differentiating, experimental, contested, contextually specific and ultimately 
polymorphic character” of neoliberalization is quite significant in understanding how different political 
geographies experience the global patterns of political, economic and cultural shifts.  
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Figure 2: Map of the historical development stages of Istanbul. 

Source: “The Neoliberal Agenda and the Changing Urban Form of Istanbul” (Enlil 2011). 
 

A model of economic growth that relies on the construction and energy industries, 

and their producer services, have been instrumental in rise to power and the construction 

of hegemony of the AKP regime. This regime has been in power as a single-party 

government since 2002, which is an electoral success unprecedented since Turkey 

switched to multi-party parliamentary system in 1946. In fact, among scholars of political 

economy of Turkey, neoliberalism was fully incorporated without limits into the national 

economy during this period. Urban expansion and redevelopment had a key role in the 

advancement of neoliberalism in Turkey. And Istanbul, a city with dimensions that 

expands wide geographically, has been central in this process. The neoliberal 

transformation of social and spatial structures in Istanbul involved large-scale projects, as 

well as shifts in urban planning policies. These include: stimulating urban redevelopment 
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by amending existing urban planning legislation; property-led residential redevelopment, 

which began with reconstruction of both inner-city and peripheral squatter settlements 

(gecekondu); displacement of the urban poor away from central districts; enactment of 

new laws to encourage new domestic and foreign investment; empowering of central 

government agencies like Mass Housing Administration (TOKI) and the Ministry of 

Environment and Urbanism to oversee redevelopment of Istanbul; development of a 

mortgage system; northward expansion of the Zincirlikuyu-Maslak central business 

district, followed by construction of a new one on the Anatolian peninsula; several mega-

infrastructure projects; and explosion of new consumption centers, like shopping malls 

(Enlil 2011; İslam 2010; Karaman 2008, 2013b; Penpecioglu 2016). Calling attention to 

the central role of construction, and real-estate development industries in these processes, 

Lovering and Türkmen (2011) called this restructuring “bulldozer neoliberalism.” The 

main goal was to remake Istanbul for global urban competition, and to marshal 

redevelopment for political capital (Enlil 2011; Karaman 2008; Keyder 1999).  

Istanbul is a political control hub which influences the national political climate 

significantly. Before founding AKP in 2001, current president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 

served as the head of the metropolitan municipality of Istanbul from 1994 to 1998. He 

was imprisoned for 10 months in 1998 for “incitement to violence and religious or racial 

hatred” for reading a poem by an ethno-nationalist activist from early 20th Century, Ziya 

Gökalp. The verses of the poem he read was seen as divisive because it referred to the 

glory of religious values. Erdoğan’s imprisonment was viewed as a political coup by his 
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supporters.3 During Erdoğan’s tenure as the head of the metropolitan municipality, he 

focused on transportation infrastructure, water shortages, city-wide switch to natural gas. 

The municipality also issued a great deal of amnesty to informal housing communities 

during his tenure, which was a continuation of practices that started in the 1960s. 

Erdoğan and AKP has been able to mobilize these practices as part of their populist 

political discourse. Erdoğan’s tenure as the head of the metropolitan municipality in 

Istanbul is key to his rise to power as a charismatic leader. President Erdoğan, as well as 

other AKP political leaders often invoke his leadership as the director of the metropolitan 

municipality to recount his and the party’s achievements as political capital. However, in 

recent years, Erdoğan and AKP has been losing power in Istanbul. While voters in 

Istanbul were instrumental in AKP and Erdoğan’s rise to power, recent electoral 

trajectory indicates that Istanbul is a battle ground for AKP and the opposition. In fact, in 

the March 2019 local elections, AKP lost the governance of major metropoles, including 

Istanbul and Ankara.  

Erdogan’s political career and rise to power is interconnected to the vision of 

Istanbul as the center of the Sunni Islam world. Tuğal (2009)’s Passive Revolution: 

Absorbing the Islamic Challenge to Capitalism, and Buğra and Savaşkan (2014a)’s New 

Capitalism in Turkey: The Relationship between Politics, Religion and Business give 

thorough accounts of the sociological complexity of the electoral success of AKP, its rise 

to power, and the extension of hegemonic structure of its regime, now in its second 

                                                
3 Often characterized as the father of Turkish nationalism, Gökalp is a key figure of the ethno-nationalist 
foundation of the Turkish state. Never before was his legacy interpreted as divisive by the Turkish state, 
therefore 
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decade of single party rule. In these accounts, AKP’s rise to power depends on the pious 

and conservative public support, and Islamist business leadership emerging through each 

other. Moreover, Karaman (2013), in “Urban Neoliberalism with Islamic 

Characteristics,” dissects the interconnected logics of the rise of political Islam and 

advancement of neoliberalism in Turkey. The coupling of Islamism and neoliberalism, 

Karaman (2013:3424) argued by building on Wendy Brown (2006)’s conceptualization 

of neoliberalism, aimed to “reconfigure all aspects of social life.” While neoliberalism in 

the global North is associated with dismantling of the welfare state, Karaman 

(2013:3413) demonstrates that AKP has been quite successful in incorporating “its 

communitarian and Islamist discourse” into advancing neoliberal policies, which “is now 

considered a viable model to be emulated by pro-democracy forces in the Arab world.” 

These accounts of Turkey’s political economy, and Istanbul’s material, and symbolic role 

in pushing forward a national neoliberal agenda demonstrate that Istanbul is a unique site 

to understand the relationship between political power and urban redevelopment.  

According to historians, Istanbul has always been a showcase of power through 

its built environment. Historian Faroqhi (2011b) writes that architecture is one of the 

most significant elements of Ottomanization of Istanbul. The elaborate architecture of 

mosques, and magnificent imperial buildings on the hills and the waterfront were sites 

that the empire used to demonstrate its power. However, the built environment was not 

the only way with which the Ottoman elite sought to construct an image of power and 

wealth. Historic accounts of landscapes and gardens by Deniz Çalış Kural (2007, 2013) 

and Shirine Hamadeh (2007) attest to the significant place nature had in the construction 
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and expansion of Ottoman imperial power. For these reasons, Istanbul is a unique 

location to examine diverse methods by which competing social actors enroll urban green 

landscapes in their political discourses, as well as in the economic, social and 

environmental processes of urban redevelopment. 

 

Why this, why now?  

Urban green spaces have attracted considerable attention globally over the past 

decade. The proliferating and sustained interest in urban green spaces has a lot to do with 

growing environmental concerns with sustainability, biodiversity loss and climate 

change, and the adverse impacts of new global schemes of urban revitalization and 

expansion on the social and economic wellbeing in cities. Particularly, in megacities, like 

Istanbul, the threat to open public spaces and environmental commons under the 

contemporary urban redevelopment regimes has augmented dramatically in recent years. 

Diverse groups of people, such as residents, activists and community organizers in 

environmental, right to the city and food movements, policy makers and politicians, 

planning and architecture professionals and designers, and scholars from a variety of 

disciplines engage in the debates and stake claims in urban green spaces.  

Thinking critically about Istanbul’s green spaces is a particularly relevant and 

timely topic. The popular uprisings in Gezi Park in 2013 began as a mass mobilization to 

prevent the park’s transformation into a shopping mall and ultimately attracted global 

attention. The Gezi protestors directed attention to the devastating socio-ecological 

impacts of urban redevelopment in Istanbul, and more broadly to the increasing 
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authoritarianism of the current government. While popularly contentious redevelopment 

projects in the district of Beyoğlu, including the Taksim pedestrianization project and the 

reconstruction of the old military barracks in Gezi Park as a shopping mall and gallery, 

were the catalyst of the Gezi uprising, a myriad of troublesome redevelopment projects 

were also on protestors’ minds. Planned mega infrastructure projects -- such as Kanal 

Istanbul,4 the third Bosporus bridge (Yavuz Sultan Selim Köprüsü), and the third airport 

(İstanbul Airport) which destroyed thousands of acres of forested land, and fragmented 

the forest habitats of Istanbul’s Northern Forests -- new transportation hubs and metro 

stations, shopping malls, and expansive neighborhood redevelopment, turned Istanbul 

into a massive construction zone in recent years. These developments instigated critical 

debates on the enclosure and loss of public and open spaces, displacement of the urban 

poor, administrative informality, and deforestation. 

As Gezi Park resistance quickly became a nationwide platform of popular dissent, 

scholars approached it from a variety of dimensions in order to understand its 

significance. Some scholars argued that the uprisings called attention to the decline of the 

rule of law, oppression of constitutional rights (such as free speech and peaceful 

assembly), and the processes of what David Harvey (2007) calls “accumulation by 

dispossession,” a mechanism through which the propertied class re-secures its economic, 

social and political power. Informed by this analysis, scholars in Turkey claimed that the 

Gezi Park protests demonstrated not only the limits of the single party regime of AKP for 
                                                
4 Kanal Istanbul is an artificial sea-level waterway connecting the Black Sea to Marmara. It is a 
contentious, and in President Erdogan’s own words “Istanbul’s crazy project.” Although the planning of 
this project has not yet been finalized, nor has it been approved, property values near the projected areas of 
the channel have risen exponentially. This shows that land owners, real-estate developers and construction 
companies are gearing up for the project.  
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over a decade, but also the social impact of sweeping neoliberalization in Turkey during 

this period (Abbas and Yigit 2015; Gürcan and Peker 2014, 2015; Tuğal 2013). Benhabib 

(2014) contextualized the protests in comparison to the preceding Arab uprisings and 

argued that taken together these rebellions reveal a legitimation crisis of political Islam. 

Others concentrated primarily on the enactment of democratic citizenship and political 

ideology in the public sphere through the reclaiming of the commons (Gül, Dee, and 

Cünük 2014; Inceoglu 2015; Kuymulu 2013).  

Since the 2013 protests, public discussions on redevelopment projects and the 

destruction of the social, cultural, historic and ecological fabric of the city as a result of 

these transformations have proliferated. At the same time, parks and gardens across the 

city became hosts to significant political tensions. While the debates that followed Gezi 

Park resistance illustrated that urban parks are complex public spaces which host a 

variety of socio-ecological conflicts, scholars have not taken into consideration the 

broader cultural, political, economic and ecological implications of the production of the 

urban green spaces.  

Studies of Istanbul urbanization patterns focus on a variety of themes: processes 

of modernization through urban planning, transformation and redevelopment (Gül 2013; 

Tekeli 2009, 2011); political economy, state power and Istanbul as nation’s global 

showcase (Balaban 2008; Karaman 2008, 2010; Türkün 2011); cultural history and 

national identity (Kuyucu 2005; Mills 2010); impact of globalization on the cultural 

fabric, built environment, and symbolic representation (Aksoy 2008, 2012; Dinçer 2011; 

Göktürk, Soysal, and Türeli 2010; Karaman 2008; Keyder 1999; Öktem 2011); 
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contemporary urban redevelopment, gentrification and the negative impact on working 

class communities (Karaman 2013b; Keyder 2005; Kuyucu 2014; Kuyucu and Ünsal 

2010a; Sakizlioglu and Uitermark 2014); historical heritage (Dinçer 2011); democratic 

rights (Lelandais 2014; Tekeli 2011); neoliberal urbanism and socio-economic conflicts 

and divisions (Çavdar and Tan 2013; Eder and Öz 2014; Kuyucu and Ünsal 2010b; 

Lovering and Evren 2011); contestations of public space and urban transformation (Bora 

2013; Eckardt and Wildner 2008); and urban expansion, memory and immigration 

(Pérouse 2011). The focus on urban green spaces, in scholarship, as well as popular 

discussions is limited to discussions about scarcity, destruction, and the overall collapse 

of the natural world as a condition of urbanization patterns. This paradigm emphasizes 

the detrimental impacts of human impact on the natural world but does not explain the 

motivations for the production of public urban parks and gardens in Istanbul. Therefore, 

it was compelling to me to consider more broadly the ways in which different social 

actors invest in Istanbul’s green spaces, and the socio-spatial struggles these spaces 

contain.  

Currently, while Istanbul is in the throes of expansive and expeditious cultural, 

social, economic and environmental transformation, Turkey is experiencing a particularly 

unstable and uncertain period of political and economic turmoil. My fieldwork 

documents how people have found political existence through these moments and 

processes. I conducted my fieldwork through various difficult moments in Turkey in the 

past three years. I completed my pilot study with the contentious 2015 general elections 

in the background. AKP lost its parliamentary majority in the June 2015 elections, which 
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resulted in a hung parliament for the first time in over a decade. These general elections, 

which had to be repeated in November of 2015 to resolve the hung parliament, were a 

turning point in defining the contours of conflict for both the increasingly authoritarian 

governing regime and the political opposition.  

The increasing crack down on civil society political expression and dissent since 

2013 only intensified following the general elections. I conducted my uninterrupted 14-

month long fieldwork through the 2016 coup d’état attempt, and the subsequent state of 

emergency that lasted two years. During this time, over 125,000 people were expelled 

from public service, including over a thousand academics. Close to one hundred and fifty 

of these academics have been charged with terrorist propaganda, and are currently on trial 

(Academics for Peace 2017). Hundreds of private or non-profit educational and health 

institutes were shut down. Moreover, 70 newspapers, 34 radio stations and 33 television 

channels were shut down. Close to a hundred and fifty journalists and other news media 

workers are serving jail sentences (İnsan Hakları Ortak Platformu 2018; Yildiz 2018). 

Repression of political opposition reached new levels during the state of 

exception. Elected officials and representatives of Halkların Demokratik Partisi (HDP) 

were extensively targeted. Close to four hundred HDP elected officials, representatives 

and party workers were detained, nine members of parliament, including the former co-

chairperson and presidential candidate Selahattin Demirtaş, and sixty-eight directors of 

municipalities were arrested and jailed (İnsan Hakları Ortak Platformu 2018; Yildiz 

2018). This period also coincided with an increase in terrorist attacks in Turkey 

(Montague, Rosen, and Williams 2016). During my fieldwork, I also documented 
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contentious election periods, such as the 2015 general elections, 2017 constitutional 

referendum which resulted in the shifting of the structure of government of Turkey from 

parliamentary regime to a presidential regime, and the 2018 presidential and general 

election.  

Windows shattered in our homes when the low flying planes crossed the sound 

barriers during the coup d’etat attempt. Our streets exploded into pieces. Our airports too. 

Our friends and family were injured or killed. Or they were fired from their jobs, 

criminalized, detained, deposed, put on trial or have been sentenced to prison time for 

speaking out against the government. Heartbreak, devastation, chaos, trauma, shock, fear, 

and insecurity was always in the foreground during my fieldwork and continue to impact 

everyday life in Turkey. A significant part of my dissertation documents how people 

found political existence through these challenges and struggles of recent years. Political 

expression, community building, collective action and gardening have become entwined 

with survival and healing for most of my interlocutors and participants. Therefore, my 

dissertation also documents the spatial history of survival and solidarity during a 

tumultuous period in Istanbul and Turkey.  

 

Methodology 

For my research and analysis, I draw on urban political ecology (UPE) as a 

framework. Developed by scholars such as Neil Smith, Nik Heynen, Maria Kaika, Erik 

Swyngedouw and Roger Keil, UPE calls into question the nature-society divide and 

understands urbanization as a product of socio-ecological relationships, advocating for a 
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methodological shift that investigates how urban nature is mobilized in relation to the 

larger social, political, economic and geographical relations. According to Swyngedouw 

and Heynen (2003: 914), this theoretical framework “provides an integrated and 

relational approach that helps untangle the interconnected economic, political, social and 

ecological processes that together go to form highly uneven urban landscapes.” Exploring 

the ways in which nature has become the object of expert knowledge, governmentality 

and capital accumulation, UPE frames the urban environment as a product of socio-

natural processes in order to tell a more comprehensive story about processes of capitalist 

urbanization (Braun and Castree 1998; Castree and Braun 2001; Escobar 1999; Heynen 

2006; N. C. Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006; Keil 2003; Peet, Robbins, and Watts 

2010; Peet and Watts 2004; Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003a).  

UPE scholars examine the uneven distribution and appropriation of natural 

resources, the processes that make natural resources and landscapes objects of expert 

knowledge, governmentality and capital accumulation, and the locally embedded, 

globally communicated struggles against these operations. UPE scholarship has 

investigated a great variety of research objects, such as water resources management 

infrastructures (Gandy 2003; Kaika 2005; Prudham 2007; Smith and Ruiters 2006; 

Swyngedouw 2014, 2015; Young and Keil 2007), environmental policy and privatization 

(Holifield 2007; Robbins and Luginbuhl 2007); urban green landscapes, such as gardens, 

forests and groves (Blomley 2004; Boyer 2015; Domene and Saurí 2007; Heynen and 

Perkins 2005; Kitchen 2013; Robbins 2012; Robbins and Sharp 2006; Sivaramakrishnan 

1999), and waterfront redevelopment projects (Bunce and Desfor 2007; Desfor and 
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Vesalon 2008; Madden 2014). Each of these cases make critical observations with 

regards to privatization of natural resources and ecosystem services, enclosures of 

commons, degrading public access and growing inequalities in the distribution of natural 

resources in urban areas. 

Anthropologist Amita Baviskar (2003) argues that how people imagine, 

appropriate and contest natural resources is more complex and complicated than what an 

economic determinism approach is able to articulate. A cultural politics approach 

privileges the competing structures of meaning, and everyday stages of conflict and 

negotiation between people and institutions as they stake claim on natural resources and 

spaces. Baviskar (2003: 5052) writes that the strength of a cultural politics approach to 

natural resources is that this approach “embeds resource struggles within a larger 

symbolic economy where the ‘roles’ that resources perform are several.” In this 

dissertation, as I try to understand how competing social actors and institutions deploy 

conflicting discourses of urban nature, how they invest and govern green landscapes, and 

how they produce new socio-natures, I draw on the dynamic approaches of urban 

political ecology and cultural politics. 

Furthermore, I draw on Henri Lefebvre’s theorization of the production of space. 

Lefebvre (1991) argued that space is a social product, which means that everyday 

practices and perceptions, political and economic power struggles, professional 

aspirations, and historic events, in addition to physical processes, are all a part of the 

production of space. Lefebvre (1991:190) wrote:  

Space is conceived of as being transformed into 'lived 
experience' by a social 'subject', and is governed by determinants 
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which may be practical (work, play) or biosocial (young people, 
children, women, active people) in character.  

 

According to Lefebvre (1991), lived experiences are how people produce social meaning 

in a given space. But, Lefebvre (1991) argued, state power limited lived experience of 

space to maintain control over its territory. In this dissertation, I try to understand the 

complex, diverse and often conflicting processes, practices and power relationships that 

produce various urban green spaces in Istanbul. And I pay attention to how people 

contend with, negotiate or struggle with state power, as well as market interests.  

 

Research Methods 

In this dissertation research, I primarily draw upon ethnographic methods, in 

particular field observations, participant observation, action research and interviews. I 

began my research with preliminary fieldwork in Istanbul in the summer of 2015. 

Supported by George Mason University Office of the Provost Summer Research 

Fellowship (2016 and 2017), and George Mason University Interdisciplinary Curriculum 

Collaborative Award (2016 and 2017), I returned to Istanbul, and conducted a 14-month-

long uninterrupted fieldwork from May 2016 through July 2017. In the spring of 2018, 

supported by the Mellon Fellowship in Urban Landscape Studies at Dumbarton Oaks, I 

returned to Istanbul to conduct a two month long follow up field work.  

Grounded in ethnographic methods, my dissertation covers multiple sites across 

the city. My fieldwork in Istanbul involved systematic field observations and participant 

observations in parks, groves, community gardens, hobby gardens and historic market 
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gardens. Committed to the principles of participatory action research, I joined the Roma 

Bostan community garden collective to help cultivate and maintain the garden. I also 

joined a food collective, Dürtük, which aims to connect intra-urban food production with 

consumers in the city, by organizing the distribution of fresh produce from the historic 

market gardens in order to protect and carry these spaces forward into the future. These 

affiliations facilitated my fieldwork and gave me wider opportunities to connect more 

deeply with the larger right to the city, environmental and food activists and collectives. 

In other sites and groups that I visited, I was a welcomed guest and a day laborer for 

weeding, seeding, and harvesting in the gardens. I conducted over thirty one-on-one, 

semi-structured and in-depth interviews with activists, gardeners, and architecture, 

landscape architecture and urban planning professionals who work both in public and 

private sector. These interviews deepened my observations and allowed me to map out 

intersections, networks, motivations challenges, and triumphs. I also attended and 

participated in public forums, community organizing meetings, and lectures, sometimes 

as a researcher and sometimes on behalf of the collectives I joined.  

In addition to ethnographic methods, I examined primary and secondary sources 

on the history of Istanbul’s redevelopment, planning, and landscape heritage. As a fellow 

at Dumbarton Oaks (Fall 2017), I used resources on the architectural and planning history 

of Istanbul, 18th and 19th Century Ottoman and foreign travel writing on Istanbul which 

depict Istanbul’s landscape in great detail, the debates on conservation challenges of 

urban and cultural heritage, as well as the role of vernacular and productive landscapes in 

urban planning trends, in order to situate my ethnographic data within larger historical 
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discussions of urbanism, globally. Moreover, I collected and conducted textual analysis 

of news reports, development plans, policy documents, mission statements issued by 

district and metropolitan municipalities, as well as publicity and marketing materials of 

new public parks and gated communities, in order to analyze how state actors and real 

estate developers deploy urban nature in their institutional discourses and commodify 

natural elements for their political and economic gains. In addition, I have tracked news 

stories and social media posts generated by activists on the emergent right to the city and 

urban commons movements since 2012, which compliment my ethnographic and 

documentary data.  

Sociologist Jennifer Jordan (2017) explains that as she examined landscapes of 

sustenance, and the interaction and relationship between plants and humans, she 

experienced her research settings shifting from indoors to outdoors, from libraries to 

fields. As she reflected upon the materiality of her research process and field, she noted 

her experience of the climactic elements and exhaustion of working in the field, alongside 

the joys and pleasures of researching edible plants. She wrote: 

Because I focus on edible plants, there is almost always 
something good to eat or drink at hand. I have eaten plums 
pulled of a tree that is a research object, been nourished by the 
tea room at Hampton Court Palace with its Henry VIII-inspired 
menu and produce from the Georgian garden nearby and tasted 
tomatoes plucked from a garden in a vacant lot in Garfield Park 
in Chicago. This research engages all senses — it has smells 
(some good, some bad), tastes (almost always good). It also has 
the sounds I have learned to listen for of bird and insect life as 
well as the weather, those important forces that Mark Laird and 
others remind garden historians to attend to. This work is also 
utterly visual and tactile. I am certain that part of what has sent 
me in this direction is the deep draw of gazing out at a landscape 
that contains more shades of green than I will ever be able to 
name (Jordan 2017). 
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Like Jennifer Jordan, I, too, often left the gardens thoroughly exhausted, sometimes 

sweaty and sometimes really cold, covered in mud, thirsty and hungry, after a long day of 

cultivating a community garden or picking up and distributing vegetables at the historic 

market gardens. At the same time, I have experienced the joys and pleasures of collective 

labor and learning, as well as tasting freshly picked or plucked seasonal fruits and 

vegetables. I have also experienced the delight of sharing and gift economies, as I often 

returned home from the field with bags of vegetables and fruits for free, or small gifts as 

a token of solidarity and appreciation. And I have experienced the empowering moral 

conviction of building alternatives for a better future, a better Istanbul.  

I forged intimate relationships with some of my research sites and lifelong 

friendships with some of the gardeners and activists who defend their stakes in the city 

and construct alternatives to the current unjust and unsustainable way of life in Istanbul. 

As it so frequently happens among ethnographers who are interested in social movements 

and community building and conduct participatory action research, the lines between 

research site and community, interlocutor and friend blurred significantly. As an 

immigrant with a complicated relationship to the concept of home, reconnecting to 

Istanbul, where I was born and raised, in such a direct and intimate manner - by working 

its soil and by defending its foodscapes - I experienced a form of belonging unlike any 

other time in my life. I felt like my roots, which were lifted out of their place and 

transplanted almost two decades ago, were being reattached to the land and the people of 

Istanbul.  
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Figure 3: Photos from the field (2017 through 2019) 

 

The Institute for Turkish Studies Dissertation Writing Grant (2018-2019), in 

addition to the George Mason University Office of the Provost Dissertation Completion 

Grant (Spring 2018) and Graduate Scholarship (2018-2019) gave me the time and 

resources to complete my research analysis and dissertation writing. In my analysis, I use 

discourse analysis and grounded theory methods. I particularly focus on people’s 

motivations and practices in place-making, the political, economic, cultural, and 

environmental discourses that they deploy, and their social practices. And I consider the 

history of urban redevelopment and transformation in Istanbul, and how these processes 

impact the current modes of revitalization, and the responses from the members of civil 

society. I took systematic notes after each research activity, which I later summarized in 

research memos and reports. I coded my notes, reports, interviews, and other primary 

documents, discovered concepts that appeared often in my conversations and activities, 
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and I categorized these concepts according to social actors and typology of spaces. This 

analytical process, which started with my pilot study and continued until the end of my 

writing, allowed me to uncover relationships that were not quite obvious or visible. My 

goal was to move beyond the focus on scarcity and destruction, and towards an 

explanation of how urban nature, in particular green spaces, are key for the state, social 

movements and real-estate developers as they stake claims in urban regions. I wanted to 

understand and explain how these social actors envision and produce, materially, as well 

as symbolically and discursively, urban green spaces. 

While my dissertation research does not focus on the role of gender in production 

of urban green spaces, it is hard to ignore the significant contributions of women to 

collective organizing, cultivation of the gardens that I study, as well as the community 

spaces that I encountered and participated. The majority of my interlocutors and 

collaborators were women. The core members and leaders of the collectives that I joined 

during my fieldwork were all women. The majority of the people that I saw in organizing 

meetings, panels and lectures were also women. Women are the nucleus of the right to 

the city and environmental movements in Istanbul. They are the decision makers, 

laborers, organizers, planners, and educators. And it is women that follow through and 

execute project ideas that emerge from meetings. I document this as a quick observation, 

and in order to illuminate a path to future research on new social movements in Turkey.  

In this dissertation, I use several images to introduce the sites and objects that I 

examined. Unless specified otherwise in the captions, I have taken all of these 

photographs during my fieldwork.  
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Organization of the chapters 

This dissertation has four chapters. Each of my chapters examine socio-ecological 

struggles in multiple sites, categorized in terms of the primary actors and institutions that 

are involved, and the types of urban green spaces, upon which they stake claims and exert 

power.  

In chapter one, titled “Urban Greening in Istanbul: Politics, Aesthetics and Urban 

Redevelopment,” I examine the political discourses of park and green space development 

in Istanbul’s governance and interrogate the motivations for public investment in urban 

greening. I argue that urban greening is a political project and that state actors enroll 

urban greening in processes of urban redevelopment as political capital. Moreover, I 

argue that new state-sponsored urban greening projects are a significant component of 

global city making of Istanbul and integral to the governing regimes strategies for global 

urban competition. By incorporating urban greening into their political discourse, state 

actors legitimize new development, try to earn more votes in local and national elections, 

and consolidate political power. In addition, I put urban planning, architecture and 

landscape architecture professionals who are critical of the government in dialogue with 

the institutional and political discourses of state actors. This dialogue, which depicts 

informality in Istanbul’s governance and the prioritization of aesthetics over the city’s 

social and ecological needs, further illustrates the political motivations of state actors in 

planning and management of urban greening. Simultaneously embedded in local 

characteristics and global symbols such as Hyde Park and Central Park, urban greening 

projects create a positive image of the city, in place of its existing image as a chaotic, 
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concrete jungle. These projects manage the perception of constituents, lay down the 

framework for dispossession and displacement of the urban poor, secure exclusive access 

for the urban elite, and appropriate economic value through market-driven strategies. 

In recent years, urban gardening and agriculture came into sharp focus in Istanbul. 

Movements and trends at various scales galvanized rich and active debates on the form 

and role of food production in the city. For instance, global popularization of urban 

agriculture and its potentials for invigorating urban sustainability initiatives, local 

struggles to preserve Istanbul’s historic market-gardens, emergence of community 

gardening as a form of political resistance, and its re-appropriation by state institutions as 

hobby gardens are all a part of this juncture. In chapters two and three, I examine the 

socio-ecological struggles embedded in Istanbul’s historic market-gardens and 

community gardens and analyze how different groups of people imagine Istanbul’s future 

through these productive landscapes.  

In chapter two, titled “Eskiden Buralar Hep Bağlık Bahçelikti: Preserving 

Cultural Heritage and Advancing Urban Agriculture in Istanbul,” I examine the 

contemporary debates on the role and value of intra-urban agriculture in Istanbul through 

a case study examination of the targeted redevelopment of Istanbul’s last remaining 

historic market gardens, Piyalepaşa Bostan and Yedikule Bostanları, and the struggles for 

their preservation. Bostan (market garden) is a small-scale, family-run agricultural 

tradition that dates back to Istanbul’s Byzantine period, provided all fresh produce needs 

of the city for centuries and contributed to the city’s labor economy. Bostans were an 

essential feature of Istanbul’s urban fabric. Istanbul’s market gardens no longer have the 
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same function of sustaining an entire neighborhood as a result of its urban expansion and 

redevelopment. However, they are still sites of significant economic activity and a source 

of income for the gardeners. In addition, they have an important role in understanding 

how the city functioned in the past and foster the potential to promote urban agriculture 

as not only an educational opportunity but also an alternative future for the city.  

In a global city-region like Istanbul, where open space is scarce and at a premium, 

the local government institutions marked these market gardens as empty, derelict, 

criminal and otherwise worthless and have justified the new development by a narrative 

of progress and public service. Both Piyalepaşa Bostan and Yedikule Bostanları have 

endured new threats of redevelopment by the metropolitan municipality in the last five 

years, triggering a comprehensive civil-society mobilization to preserve these gardens, 

involving a coalition of urban rights activists, historians, archaeologists, architects, 

farmers, gardeners, engineers, urban planners, environmental and food movements at 

large. The struggles to protect and preserve Yedikule and Piyalepaşa market gardens have 

demonstrated that these sites are a part of the intangible cultural heritage landscape of 

Istanbul, unique examples of inspiration for sustainable urban planning, and already 

provide important social and ecological services to the public as productive landscapes. 

These struggles have extensively promoted the value of these gardens as sites of 

agricultural production with diverse crops and exhibit rare urban opportunities for 

education, by deploying a tenacious cultural heritage discourse and inscribing these 

gardens with a role to defend a sustainable urban future for Istanbul. These struggles have 

greatly shaped public debates on the role and value of urban agriculture and illuminate 
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how different claims to history construct a narrative of space, for the present and the 

future.  

In chapter three, titled “Contemporary Garden Projects in Istanbul: Collective 

Imaginations and Urban Governance,” I discuss the cultural landscape of Istanbul’s 

guerrilla gardens, community gardens, and hobby gardens today. Specifically, I focus on 

public and intra-urban examples -- Roma Bostan, Tarla Taban, Fenerbahçe Topluluk 

Bahçesi, Kuzguncuk Bostanı and Imrahor Bostan – in order to discern the impact of 

community gardening on how residents envision public spaces, urban redevelopment, and 

environmental stewardship.  

Energized by Gezi Park protests, people who are interested in urban commons, 

mutual aid, participatory democracy, and sustainability forged their visions in vacant 

spaces, that were often slated for new development, with varying degrees of success. 

Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban are two of these gardens that embark upon a vision of 

alternative economies and egalitarian social relations, in direct opposition to the 

hegemonic urban governance regimes of state institutions. Activists approach these 

gardens as grassroots collective initiatives to address environmental issues and social 

inequalities, and as a form of political resistance and community building. They make 

these spaces into, what I call, territories of solidarity. Territories of solidarity are 

landscapes that people cultivate or defend together with the aim to free them from 

market-driven management of urban spaces, and transform them into common resources. 

This concept allows me to explain the ideas and visions of alternative futures, as well as 

social networks that emerge as social movements transform public green spaces. People 
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not only reclaim and transform these spaces, but by establishing territories of solidarity 

with each other and the network of food, ecology and right to the city initiatives and 

collectives, they learn to survive the current volatile political climate together. 

Contemporary intra-urban garden projects in Istanbul come together as 

expressions of different, sometimes contradictory visions, interests, and social relations. 

These gardens are not always in direct conflict with the state. Special interest groups, like 

Fenerbahçe Topluluk Bahçesi, collaborate with district municipalities to promote urban 

permaculture practice and education. In other cases, district municipalities, like 

Kuzguncuk Bostan and Imrahor Bostan appropriate the radical potentials of community 

gardening initiatives and transform them to benefit their own interests. In the second part 

of this chapter, I describe the transformation of these public spaces and examine how 

people envision their value. Moreover, I demonstrate that the ideas that Gezi Park 

protests, and the subsequent right-to-the-city mobilizations made popular, have 

transformed the way people think about urban landscapes.  

In the fourth and final chapter, titled ““Windows that open to the atmosphere”: 

Production of Illusionary Landscapes and Commodification of Nature in Istanbul’s Gated 

Communities,” I examine how real estate developers invest in symbolic and material 

productions of nature in design, advertising, and institutional discourses of gated 

communities. Drawing on several case studies of new gated communities, I demonstrate 

how real estate developers commodify and mobilize nature as a powerful tool in their 

design features, visual marketing strategies and institutional discourses. I argue that, in 

the design, planning, and marketing of gated communities, real-estate developers 
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appropriate natural landscapes, forms (such as trees, flowers and lakes), and resources to 

increase their investment potential. Real estate developers deploy and reproduce the 

nature versus urban dichotomy. In doing so, they commodify nature, facilitate the 

privatization and enclosure of public spaces and natural resources, accelerate 

development especially in peripheral districts, the hinterland, and the forested areas with 

the help of state institutions. This process transforms animals, plant life, and their habitats 

into features of the illusionary landscapes of gated communities. By that I mean, what 

they offer is sort of a fairy tale, based on an ideal home myth. These illusionary 

landscapes not only reflect aspirations of class distinction, but also reproduce socio-

economic exclusion and transform notions of leisure and understandings of nature in the 

city.  

Overall, in my dissertation, I argue that the production of urban green spaces in 

Istanbul is at once a process to create political legitimacy, spatial control and 

opportunities for capital accumulation, and a terrain for building of commons, and 

envisioning a sustainable and democratic future. Grounded in critical approaches of urban 

sociology, geography, political ecology and social movement studies, I deploy 

interdisciplinary methodologies in order to understand how different social actors 

reconfigure space and nature in Istanbul, and create, restore, reinvent, transform green 

amenities in the city. My dissertation research speaks to themes such as public space and 

the commons, sense of place, redevelopment, urban planning and design, housing, 

politics and histories of gardens, new social movements (right to the city and 
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environmental activism) and community building, urban agriculture, food sovereignty 

and cultural heritage.  

My narrative moves beyond the limited focus on the transformation of built 

environment in urban studies, toward a critical examination of the production of urban 

nature. In addition, my discussions 1) dissect state urban greening projects to locate 

avenues for political intervention, 2) amplify diverse possibilities of community 

gardening and mutual aid networks that are embedded in urban green spaces, and 3) 

develop a knowledge base and documentation for community activists, advocates and 

scholars 4) develop a dialogue with landscape architects and urban planners on the 

vernacular approaches to land use and how to respond to the needs of diverse 

stakeholders in different geographies.  

To answer people’s question to me: Are there any green spaces left in Istanbul? 

The answer is, yes, absolutely. Not only are there plenty left in need of urgent attention 

and dedication, but also green spaces are in constant circulation in our political discourse 

and cultural imaginary. The green spaces of the city continue to provide motivation to 

envision another Istanbul.  
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CHAPTER ONE - URBAN GREENING IN ISTANBUL: POLITICS, 
AESTHETICS, AND URBAN REDEVELOPMENT 

In June 2016, at the ground-breaking ceremony of a metro station in Istanbul, then 

prime minister and current Speaker of the Grand National Assembly,5 Binali Yıldırım 

said, “Look at the streets of Istanbul, so green and luscious, embellished with flowers. 

This Istanbul is the Istanbul we all dream of” (Altuncu and Usta 2016). Yıldırım 

attributed this accomplishment to President Erdoğan who served as the director of the 

Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality between 1994 and 1998. On the website of İstanbul 

Ağaç A.Ş. (Istanbul Tree and Landscape Inc.), which is the metropolitan municipality’s 

subsidiary company for urban greening and landscape management, Kadir Topbaş, 

former director of Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality between 2004 and 2017, asserted 

that Istanbul is a “global capital,” “a strong city, a strong brand,” and wrote:  

 A city like this should be governed as it deserves, as a global 
capital. For this reason, with the billions of liras of investments 
we have made to this day, alongside need, we also pursued 
aesthetics. We made Istanbul into a wiser, cleaner, greener city.6  

 

                                                
5 Binali Yıldırım served as the final prime minister of Turkey. Following the 2017 constitutional 
referendum, Turkey switched to a presidential system, and the office of the prime minister was abolished. 
Once his office was abolished, Binali Yıldırım became the speaker of the Grand National Assembly. He 
unsuccessfully ran for the directorship of the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality in the March 2019 
elections.  
6 Ağaç A.Ş. (Istanbul Tree and Landscape Inc.), one of the 29 subsidiary companies of the Istanbul 
Metropolitan Municipality, is a leading nursery and landscaping company in Istanbul. It has a diverse 
portfolio with project development and implementation, landscape maintenance, research and development, 
production, growth and cultivation of plants, trees and soil and sales. It carries out medium to large scale 
urban greening projects. Kadir Topbaş’ statement is no longer available on the website as he stepped down 
from the directorship in 2017.  
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Similarly, introducing the company’s mission, the current director of the same 

company, İstanbul Ağaç A.Ş., Faruk Kacır, wrote in his welcoming message that:  

The projects that are realized, by giving a new face to Istanbul, 
has led to the emergence of a greener, more colorful Istanbul. 
Landscaping work in Istanbul, one of the world’s significant 
metropolises is carried out with this conscience and tremendous 
rigor, befitting a world city (Kacır 2016).  

 
These statements demonstrate that government leaders and policy makers 

understand urban greening as an integral part of Istanbul’s brand and identity as a global 

city. In this chapter, I examine the political discourses of park and green space 

development in Istanbul’s governance and interrogate the motivations for public 

investment in urban greening. I argue that urban greening is a political project. New state-

sponsored urban greening projects are a significant component of global city making of 

Istanbul and integral to the governing regimes strategies for global urban competition. 

Moreover, politicians use urban greening projects as political capital at national and local 

levels. By incorporating urban greening into their political discourse, they legitimize new 

development, try to earn more votes in local and national elections, and consolidate 

political power. In addition, I put urban planning, architecture and landscape architecture 

professionals who are critical of the government in dialogue with the institutional and 

political discourses of state actors. This dialogue, which depicts informality in Istanbul’s 

governance and the prioritization of aesthetics over the city’s social and ecological needs, 

further illustrates the political motivations of state actors in planning and management of 

urban greening.  
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Geography of Power in Urban Greening 

Worldwide, urban greening has long been an integral part of modern city 

planning. Since the emergence of urban planning as a professional discipline, planners 

have been concerned with fixing the increasingly distressing conditions of the industrial 

city. Urban greening and construction of park systems in urban areas were largely 

promoted to mitigate harmful impacts of urbanization, rehabilitate and revitalize the city, 

improve public health and the quality of life of inhabitants (Brantz and Dümpelmann 

2011; Hirt 2011; Platt 1994; Yuen 1996). Planning approaches and movements, such as 

“garden city,” “city beautiful,” “radiant city,” “green city,” and “sustainable city” have all 

been concerned with the bringing nature into the city. Like other urban planning and 

architecture movements, these landscape architecture and design ideas, movements and 

trends circulate globally, and have brought about debates that are transnational and multi-

scalar, involving diverse social actors such as professionals, scholars, policy makers, 

activists and inhabitants (Brantz and Dümpelmann 2011; Hirt 2011).  

People frequently associate urban greening with sustainability and environmental 

stewardship. Professionals and state institutions present their projects and initiatives as a 

public service, benefiting the welfare of the general public, increasing the quality of 

living, and improving the environmental integrity of cities. While often celebrated as a 

model for sustainable development and a method to reverse environmental degradation in 

cities, urban greening is a globally contested field shaped by a variety of conflicting 

motivations. Production of urban green spaces is a political and an ideological process 

(Aguilera 2011; Hennecke 2011; Sinha 2010; Zimmer, Cornea, and Véron 2017).  
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In fact, parks and urban green spaces are part of the “geography of power” in a 

city (Zimmer et al. 2017). There are multiple dynamics that form the geography of power 

in urban green spaces, such as establishing political as well as symbolic power, branding, 

social control and spatial restructuring, and capital accumulation by attracting wealthy 

residents and investors. Mukerji (1997:2) argues that parks and gardens are “aesthetic 

displays of control over natural forces” where significant power struggles take place, and 

that the production of urban green spaces have a key role in establishing political power. 

Examining the history of the construction of Gardens of Versailles in France in the 17th 

Century, Mukerji (1997) demonstrates that land and nature management technologies, 

hydraulic engineering and gardening design was a significant part of the creation of state 

bureaucracy and absolute power over territory in France.  

Today, urban greening is how cities brand themselves as modern and global. 

Kaika (2005) asserts that the production of nature is embedded in the modernist visions 

of urban development. Parks and other green landscapes are significant development 

projects that enroll natural elements in the social, political and economic processes of 

modern urban development. In Mexico City, according to Aguilera (2011), 

environmental awareness was at the core of early urban planning in the beginning of 20th 

Century. In addition to practical concerns such as public health and social welfare, the 

planners who took on significant positions in the political regime were also ideologically 

motivated and reconfigured the cultural significance of open public urban spaces. 

Aguilera (2011:52) argues that early 20th Century urban planners in Mexico City also saw 

nature “as an instrument with which to achieve modernity.” Urban renewal by greening is 
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also a fundamental part of global city visions of, particularly, metropolises of the global 

south. For instance, writing about Singapore, Yuen (1996:968) argues that government 

investment in urban greening and development of a garden city, especially since 1980s, 

has been viewed as a matter of national development, to make Singapore a world-class 

city. Demonstrating the significance of symbolic landscapes and image-building for the 

transformation of Delhi into a global city, Dupont (2011:548) argues that the “‘clean-

green-beautiful’ vision of the city” materializes in the redevelopment of slums into parks 

and green spaces.  

Dooling (2009:630) calls this process “ecological gentrification,” which is “the 

implementation of an environmental planning agenda related to public green spaces that 

leads to the displacement or exclusion of the most economically vulnerable human 

population—homeless people—while espousing an environmental ethic.” This is not a 

new dynamic, but has been a part of the process of park development since the earliest 

examples. Gandy (2003:91) demonstrates that the construction of Central Park led to the 

displacement of a mixed group of 1600 of NYC’s working-class population at the time 

“including Irish pig farmers, German gardeners, and what may have been the city’s most 

significant antebellum black settlement called Seneca Village, which included three 

churches and a school.” In fact, Gandy (2003) argues that the original design and the 

discussions about the development of Central Park reveal that the emerging cosmopolitan 

elite of NYC’s vision of urban preservation and beautification was exclusionary. 

Social control and discipline are constituent elements of urban greening and 

development of park systems. The urban elites’ motivations for promoting development 
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of public park systems went beyond urban beautification and improvement of public 

health, and were guided by moral concerns (Hirt 2011; Hough 1994; Platt 1994; Taylor 

1999). Incorporation of large parks and green infrastructure in Western European and US 

cities was driven by a moral reform movement to discipline and assimilate working class 

people into proper citizens and instill them with middle class values (Cranz 1989; Gandy 

2003; Matless 1997; Perkins 2010; Pincetl 2007; Taylor 1999).  

Examining the motivations behind the production of Schiller Park in Berlin at its 

inception through the professional journals, Hennecke (2011:90) demonstrates that the 

ideology of garden reform movement in Germany is rooted in a “conservative and 

nationalistic movement of social renewal that was a precursor of racist National Socialist 

theories of blood and soil.” According to Taylor (1999:426), urban elites and park 

advocates thought that public parks would serve a long list of social functions, including 

advancing civility, promoting cultural enlightenment, socializing into middle class values 

and tastes, motivating workers and softening class conflicts, and increasing property 

values. For instance, they promoted incorporation of fields for sports and play into park 

design to shape proper social behavior of immigrants and the urban poor (Perkins 2010; 

Pincetl 2007; Rosenzweig 1985; Taylor 1999). Matless (1997) writes that parks and other 

types of landscapes of leisure and pleasure constitute moral geographies, because moral 

concerns such as good citizenship and proper behavior shape design, planning, and 

maintenance of public spaces.  

Civil society, developers and city governments continue to deploy similar 

discourses of social control, for instance promoting public safety and crime prevention, in 



42 
 

their advocacy for new park development (Byrne, Kendrick, and Sroaf 2007). In fact, by 

deploying discourses of social control, Byrne et al. (2007) suggest that city governments 

use park development to pacify racial and class tensions, and absolve themselves from 

the responsibility to address structural inequalities. Zérah (2007), examining the socio-

ecological struggles in Sanjay Gandhi National Park in Mumbai, argues that goals of 

urban nature conservation are pit against structural needs of urban poor, such as housing, 

which not only threatens the social and economic wellbeing and political agency of the 

urban poor, but also portrays the urban poor as destructive, illegal, trespassers.  

Perkins (2009, 2010, 2013) and Pincetl (2007) explain that restructuring of urban 

economies in the late 1970s and early 1980s has led to revenue losses, the end of public 

provision of green infrastructure and the emergence of shared governance through public 

and private partnerships. Pincetl (2007:998) argues that non-profit organizations in 

particular have been significant actors in shaping urban governance and provision of 

public services as they “engage in partnerships, to forge new governance arrangements, 

to leverage government resources, and to participate in the allocation of land.” Rather 

than expansion of public benefits and democratic potentials, the public and private 

partnerships have largely promoted market-driven environmental services. Inadequate 

public investment and adoption of market-driven solutions to environmental needs have 

led to the reproduction of uneven distribution urban greening and social exclusion in 

public urban green spaces (Heynen and Perkins 2005; Loughran 2014; Perkins 2010). In 

another discussion about the impact of neoliberal urbanism on urban public spaces, 

Perkins (2013) writes that due to budget cuts for park development and maintenance, 
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residents in Milwaukee, Wisconsin took on maintenance duties in their local parks to 

ensure their preservation. According to Perkins (2013), this is part of the coercive logic of 

neoliberal urbanism. By disinvesting in public spaces in communities that do not generate 

high tax revenue, the city governments coerce residents to volunteer to preserve their 

parks. This, Perkins (2013) argues, also puts the volunteer organizations at odds with 

unionized state workers, because their existence can lead to disadvantageous contract 

negotiations or reduce the need for paid employees.  

Loughran (2014) argues that market driven, park projects like NYC’s The High 

Line, which is the redevelopment of an old railroad, caters to tourists and wealthy 

residents, rather than diverse publics of NYC. Loughran (2014:64) asserts that High 

Line’s is an example of a newer global trend of renewing old industrial sites into for 

profit public spaces, which “exacerbate longstanding socio-spatial inequalities.” 

Interrogating claims to sustainability of the High Line Park, Lang and Rothenberg (2017) 

argue that such market driven public urban greening projects expand economic growth 

and downplay the other two E’s of sustainability: the environment and equity. While 

there are some social and ecological benefits to New York City’s High Line Park, Lang 

and Rothenberg (2017) argue that it is more of a branding project, than a firm 

commitment to social equity. Lang and Rothenberg (2017: 1745) write that High Line 

Park: 

has been promoted as a sustainable project by NYC governance 
primarily for boosting economic growth and competitiveness. It 
plays a role in the city’s particular sustainability fix by serving as 
a branding tool to help with its culture led and tourist oriented 
economic strategies.  
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Criticisms of NYC’s High Line Park demonstrate that as an over-arching and all-

encompassing concept, sustainability is troubled. Marcuse (1998:104) criticizes the 

widely popular uses of sustainability as an end goal for urban planning and governance: 

“Sustainability is both an honourable goal for carefully defined purposes and a 

camouflaged trap for the well-intentioned unwary.” Pointing to the diverse and 

conflicting interests of urban social actors (for instance, landlords and tenants, developers 

and residents, people with mobility impairments and advocates of car-use reduction, 

increasingly privatized and securitized urban environments for safety and poor people 

who are excluded, businesses and workers) Marcuse (1998) argues that “universal 

acceptance” of sustainability as a new urban governance model is suspicious – these 

conflicts are not and cannot be mitigated by sustainability as a singular, overarching goal. 

Marcuse (1998) argues, sustainability has become a slogan that obfuscates the often-tense 

debates on social and political injustices, such as unequal distributions of power and 

wealth, which define who benefits from the environmental sustainability in the first place.  

Race and class are major factors that configure the provisioning of urban public 

services, including the location and distribution of urban greening, accessibility of urban 

public park systems, service provision and proper maintenance of existing urban public 

parks, and safety (Brownlow 2005, 2006; Byrne 2012; Byrne et al. 2007; Byrne and 

Wolch 2009; Dahmann et al. 2010; Gearin and Kahle 2006; Gobster 1995, 1998, 2002; 

N. Heynen, Perkins, and Roy 2006; Smith 2008; Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003b). 

People of color and urban poor face social, spatial and structural barriers in their access to 

urban parks (Byrne 2012; Byrne, Wolch, and Zhang 2009). Using focus groups to 
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understand differentiated patterns of park use in a Los Angeles urban park, Byrne (2012) 

demonstrates that it is not attitudes toward nature that limit Latinos use of public parks, 

rather it is work and family obligations, lack of adequate information about urban parks 

in Spanish, location and travel time, and perceived and real threat of discrimination are 

the reasons for ethnic and racial differentiation of park use.  

Experiences of discrimination is a major factor that determine the access of 

people of color and urban poor to parks and public green spaces. Moreover, exclusionary 

and segregationist zoning history in urban planning, and hostile architecture (also known 

as defensive architecture), such as the use of fences, barriers, gates, spikes, and bench 

designs that deter long term use, discourage or outright exclude urban poor, homeless 

people and people of color from public parks (Dooling 2009; Heynen 2003; Heynen and 

Perkins 2005; N. Heynen et al. 2006; Trouille 2014). Solecki and Welch (1995) point out 

that parks can serve as instruments of spatial segregation in cities. In particular, parks that 

are located in between neighborhoods with different socio-economic demographics, serve 

the purpose of boundaries, “green walls,” separating inhabitants of different classes, 

curtailing possibilities of intra-class mingling. Solecki and Welch (1995) argue that 

because boundary parks are used less, they are more likely to deteriorate or have 

maintenance problems. Critiquing Solecki and Welch (1995)’s logic and methodology, 

Gobster (1998) argues that a park’s location as a boundary to two socio-economically and 

racially distinct neighborhoods does not necessarily lead to reduction of use or value. 

While Gobster (1998) observes that race and class are factors for reproduction of spatial 

segregation, and that boundary parks can become barriers, he argues that it is not a rule, 
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and a more rigorous research methodology reveals that there are complex internal and 

external factors that determine use value of parks and amend problems. Elsewhere, 

Gobster (2002) demonstrates that in order to equitably manage safe, clean and vibrant 

urban parks for a racially and ethnically diverse population, planners and management 

need to resolve disparities in access and transportation, provide opportunities for different 

preferences in terms of activities, and prevent bias and discrimination.  

Urban green spaces are also a part of landscapes of memory in a city. They help 

construct cultural and political identity of cities. Many times parks and gardens are built 

to commemorate political and military leaders, important social figures, historic events 

and important local or national struggles and moments (Sinha 2010). Naming is a 

common way to “impose meanings onto the landscape” (Zimmer et al. 2017:58). In 

addition to naming, statues, monuments, memorial buildings, fountains, gazebos and 

plaques are other landscape design features that are often used to celebrate political 

power and inscribe identity onto a city landscape (Sinha 2010) Examining memorial 

parks in Lucknow, India, Sinha (2010:68) argues that “[p]ublic space in Lucknow’s parks 

seems to have been reduced to a space of political representation rather than an arena of 

citizen engagement.” Sinha (2010) demonstrates that the design features and aesthetics of 

contemporary commemorative parks in Lucknow are traced back to colonial period. 

Sinha (2010) argues that vernacular landscapes or productive landscapes, as well as pre-

colonial traditions, such as Nawabi gardens, provide better inspirations for designing 

public spaces with opportunities for public engagement and benefit rather than the 

colonial tradition of manicured landscapes for passive contemplation.  
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Overall, the critical literature on parks and green infrastructure development 

demonstrates that urban greening projects are political and ideological. Moreover, they 

are imbued with contested meanings. Building on this literature, in this chapter, I focus 

on the political capital of urban greening as an aesthetic project and a branding tool. 

Local and national governments in Turkey understand urban greening as the production 

of a positive and impressive image of the city, in place of its existing image as a concrete 

jungle and superior chaos. In Istanbul, in particular, production of green spaces is about 

manufacturing “‘clean-green-beautiful’ vision of the city” (Dupont 2011:548), to 

accumulate political capital and to market Istanbul as a global city. This, I argue, is a dual 

process. On the one hand, state actors use urban greening as a way to manage perceptions 

of the public and ensure political legitimacy in the domestic political sphere. And on the 

other hand, urban greening in Istanbul is about neoliberal city making and amplifying 

Istanbul’s position in the global markets. 

 

Urban Greening in Istanbul as Political Capital 

One of the ways politicians use urban greening to accumulate political capital in 

Istanbul is by communicating the number of trees planted or area measurement of new 

green spaces as a demonstration of their commitment to public service and environmental 

stewardship. For example, in his speech at the opening of the 17th Mediterranean Games 

in Mersin on June 9th, 2013 during the most heated moments of the Gezi Park protests, 

then prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan claimed that the AKP regime has planted two 

billion and eight hundred million trees. Referring back to his tenure as the director of the 
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metropolitan municipality, he said: “I imported trees. The trees under which people 

picnic today, are the trees I planted back then” (Hürriyet 2013).7  

In 2015, ceremonies of a new wind farm in Kırşehir, a central Anatolian city, now 

president Erdoğan deployed a similar discourse, just five months before the 2015 general 

elections. He said that his regime has planted three and a half billion trees in 12 years 

(Gür 2017). President Erdoğan is not the only high-level government official that deploys 

this narrative. In fact, this narrative has become a standard political narrative of the 

governing regime, used as propaganda often during election campaigns. During the 

International Day of Forests celebrations in 2018, Binali Yıldırım, then prime minister 

and current Speaker of the Grand National Assembly, said that in the past 16 years AKP 

has led the government, they have planted four billion and thirty-nine million trees, 

followed by a sermon like speech about the divine value of nature: 

We continue developing our cities, our soil. A person who looks 
at a tree, a plant with beautiful eyes, produces labor and value for 
all of life. A person that looks at nature, soil with beautiful eyes 
serves all beings, protects the rights of all beings. Human should 
not separate from soil, break away from soil. One who is in 
peace with nature will be in peace with himself (BirGün 2018). 

 
In the same speech, Yıldırım announced the “Let’s Build a Greener Turkey 

Together” campaign. The campaign involved the Ministry of Forestry and Waterworks 

mailing twenty-three million black pine seeds, accompanied by a letter from President 

Erdoğan, which details the growth and development work the government is doing, and 

                                                
7 In this speech and many others following the Gezi Park protests, Erdoğan argued that the motivation of 
the Gezi Park protests were not environmentalism, and the protestors were not being sincere. This claim 
later escalated to calling protestors “traitors” and “terrorists,” and recently starting a witch hunt that led to 
imprisonment without indictment of businessman and philanthropist Osman Kavala, and questioning 
dozens of activists (Owen and Batty 2013; Rodrik 2017).  
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declares the government’s commitment to the conservation of natural resources 

(Karakoyun 2018). “Let’s Build a Greener Turkey Together” campaign conveniently 

preceded the announcement of snap elections of 2018. Once the election campaign began 

in Istanbul, the metropolitan municipality hung banners on highway pedestrian bridges 

that read: “We increased our green spaces by 6-fold. In one year we planted 179 thousand 

656 trees. We increased green spaces from 10 million m2 to 58 million 374 thousand m2.”  

 

 
Figure 4: Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality banners. 

The banners read: “We increased our green spaces by 6-fold. In one year, we planted 179 thousand 656 trees. We 
increased green spaces from 10 million m2 to 58 million 374 thousand m2.”8  

 

                                                
8 Source: Two individual users’ twitter account.  
Left photograph is by user @iremguldereenn, originally posted on June 6th 2018, accessed March 31st 2019, 
https://twitter.com/iremguldereenn/status/1004362991700193280.  
Right photograph is by user @GKHNGNLTY, originally posted on October 19th, 2018, accessed March 
31st 2019, https://twitter.com/GKHNGNLTY/status/1053241307957784576. 
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Figure 5: “In one-year metropolitan municipality planted 179 thousand 656 trees.” 

Another version of Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality banner with the same message. Source: a blog post on a critical 
engineering, architecture and urban planning page (Politeknik 2018). 

 

 
Figure 6: “In one-year, metropolitan municipality planted 179 thousand 656 trees.”  

This is the image İstanbul Metropolitan Municipality used on social media, with a stamp on the left that reads İstanbul 
2017 year summary.9   

 

                                                
9 Source: Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality twitter account, originally posted on February 26th, 2018, 
accessed on March 31 2019, https://twitter.com/istanbulbld/status/968037013072023552. 
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Figure 7: “We increased our green spaces by 6-fold.” 

İstanbul Metropolitan Municipality digital and social media campaign that claims the municipality “increased our green 
spaces by 6-fold,” written in large font capital letters. The rest of the text reads: “We increased green spaces from 10 

million m2 to 58 million 374 thousand m2.”10  
 

In fact, urban greening has taken a leading role in election campaign rhetoric, 

alongside longstanding issues such as economy, jobs, development, domestic and 

international relations and conflicts. One of the major promises of president Erdoğan for 

the 2018 general election was the construction of new “national gardens” (Millet 

Bahçeleri) in major metropolises of Turkey. In various election campaign speeches in 

different cities, President Erdoğan as well as other high-level government officials, 

including the current director of Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality Mevlüt Uysal, 

boasted about the ambitious and large-scale park development projects. For instance, in 

addition to redeveloping Istanbul Atatürk Airport into a national garden once the new 

Istanbul airport is completed, the government will develop five new national gardens in 

                                                
10 Source: Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality twitter account, originally posted on June 5th 2018, accessed 
on March 31 2019, https://twitter.com/istanbulbld/status/1004008447501832193. 
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Istanbul. In Ankara, the new national gardens will cover 1,700,000 m2. In Diyarbakır, and 

fourteen other cities, old stadiums will be redeveloped into national gardens (Barlas 

2018; CNN Türk 2018a, 2018b; Yılmaz 2018). “If England has a Hyde Park,” President 

Erdoğan announced in Diyarbakır, “this will be our national garden!” In his speech in 

Ankara, President Erdoğan used the same narrative, aggrandizing the new urban greening 

projects: “If the British have a 200 thousand m2 Hyde Park, here we will have gigantic 

garden” (CNN Türk 2018a; Yılmaz 2018). The national garden announcements were 

widely reported in all news media, and became headlines. The size of the new projects 

and the repurposing of Atatürk Airport in Istanbul and old stadiums in other cities, in 

particular, drew a lot of attention. The grandstand narrative of national gardens grew into 

a successful marketing campaign.  
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Figure 8: Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality advertisement in an Istanbul metro car (December 2018).  

The message reads: “May our national gardens, that we inaugurated with the attendance of our honorable president, be 
auspicious.” The part of the statement that reads “May our national gardens be auspicious” is printed in bold font and 

green colors. 
 

National garden campaign has long term marketing value. In Istanbul, the five 

initial national garden projects were inaugurated with one, shared state ceremony in 

November 2018. In his speech, President Erdoğan praised the new gardens and reiterated 

his promise that there will be dozens more built in Istanbul and other cities across the 

nation. While listing the sizes of the first five national gardens, Erdogan referenced the 

size of the crowd of supporters in the ceremony and asked the crowd: “Are you ready for 

March 31st?” The local elections will be held on March 31, 2019 and Erdogan asked for 

votes as he promised for more parks and green spaces. He also referred to the Gezi Park 

protests, as he periodically does to vilify the protestors, and said:  
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Those who vandalized in the name of environmentalism, those 
who made the Gezi events, those who stand against every work 
that is for the good of the country, they should come and look at 
these gardens and see what real environmentalism looks like 
(Haber Türk 2018; T.C. Cumhurbaşkanlığı 2018). 

 
During and following the Gezi Park protests, the government’s ecologically 

destructive development projects has been in the spotlight, and people who are critical of 

the current regime often depict them as anti-environment. Government officials take time 

to defend themselves against the accusations and restate their commitment to 

environmental stewardship. National gardens have provided the perfect opportunity for 

the government to take control of the narrative.  

In the same inauguration ceremony, Mevlüt Uysal, the current director of Istanbul 

Metropolitan Municipality, argued that before AKP’s rise to power in governing Istanbul 

with the election of Erdoğan to the directorship of the metropolitan municipality in 1994, 

Istanbul was unlivable:  

With its air, water and soil Istanbul is taking a step into a greener 
and more environmentally friendly future. Today, when we say 
the environment, anywhere we look we see our president’s 
unforgettable service. If we remember the days before 1994, we 
comprehend the value of today much better. Istanbul had no 
water, no air. Istanbul could not breathe. It was hard to access 
greenery, prohibited to walk on the grass. We are not forgetting 
how we came to the era of national gardens. With the work that 
we do, Istanbul is able to breathe, saturated with greenery (Sabah 
2018). 

 
In his speech, Uysal continued to describe the size and location of the gardens, 

and listed the amenities, and the types of flowers and trees included in the gardens. 

Responding to the pressures about cultural heritage protection, he said: 

As we constructed our gardens, we preserve the geographic and 
historic characteristics. For instance, we rehabilitated the historic 
fountain and prayer site in Baruthane. We are restoring the 
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registered historic structures, walls and imperial kiosk in it. This 
way, we are realizing new living spaces that present past, present 
and future together (Sabah 2018). 

 
Stating that the national gardens have been designed and built keeping in mind 

Istanbul’s historic heritage, culture, traditions and flora, Uysal called the national gardens 

project the most important seferberlik (levée en masse) in the country. This is a term that 

indicates the emergency measures that a government would take in the case of a national 

emergency, like an invasion. Using this term incorporates urban greening into the 

nationalist rhetoric of defending the nation. 

Uysal also added that in Istanbul the biggest public investment goes to 

transportation and the environment, and falsely claimed that green area per inhabitant has 

surpassed 12 m2. This, according to a research report by TMMOB (Union of Chambers of 

Turkish Engineers and Architects) Chamber of Environmental Engineers Istanbul branch, 

is a fabrication and the number is less than 6 m2 (Şahin 2018). The promise of a green 

Istanbul was also prevalent in the 2019 local election propaganda. Binali Yildırım, who is 

the former prime minister and current speaker of the Grand National Assembly and is 

running for the directorship of Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, claimed that he had 

plans to create green corridors from the North to South of Istanbul: 

From Istanbul’s North to its south, we are going to open green 
corridors that will bring together the green and the blue. Starting 
from Silivri, all the way to Tuzla. We are going to open exactly 
nineteen corridors between North and South. We will bring 
together the green in Istanbul’s North with the see of Marmara. 
These areas will become spaces to breathe (CNN Türk 2019).  
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These select vignettes from series of statements senior representatives of government, 

local and national are examples of how urban nature, and in particular Istanbul’s 

landscape have become a significant talking point to rally political support.  

One of my interlocutors, Melih, a middle-aged landscape architect, explained that 

the political motivations impacting public space planning decisions is business as usual. 

He said:  

Decision makers do not know about design. They look at 
whether or not the project is useful, benefits Istanbul. They look 
at “if I do this project will I leave a mark, will it bring me 
something positive, will people vote for me in the elections.” As 
a decision maker, they look at the benefits and costs, vote 
potential, whether or not it will bring success. 

 

Redefining public benefit in terms of increasing economic value and foot traffic, Melih 

added: “If it has higher yield, if it allows the space to be used by more people, if it has 

larger public benefit, then that project is a correct project.” Melih has worked in the 

public sector his entire career and has been in decision making position for a number of 

large landscape and urban greening projects in the city, including a high-level 

administration seat within Istanbul Agaç ve Peyzaj A.S. (Istanbul Tree and Landscape 

Inc.). Melih has been in leadership roles in landscape architecture professional 

associations, and worked to increase the value and professional clout of landscape 

architects in the larger planning, redevelopment and architecture world. Melih has a clear 

affiliation to AKP. While he is critical of some of the redevelopment licensing 

procedures, zoning ordinances and the lack of consideration other professions give to the 

expertise of landscape architects, he supports many of the contentious park 
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redevelopment projects. Melih’s input illuminates the tactics of legitimation for public 

works in Istanbul.  

One of the contentious projects Melih and I talked about was the renewal of the 

grove of Validebağ. The grove of Validebağ is a first-degree registered protected site, 

located in the district of Üsküdar on the Anatolian peninsula. The grove is enclosed area 

by walls and fences, with one major entry point and a few smaller side entrances. The 

grove of Validebağ contains a collection of heritage trees, paths for hiking, large open 

space for recreation, a hospital complex, a cultural center and three varying sizes of cafes. 

The grove was established as a recreation space for the imperial Ottoman family during 

the ruling of Sultan Selim III, who built a villa for his mother in the early 1800s. The 

property ownership remained in the family and the ruling elite until the establishment of 

the republic. In the late 1920s, the main palace in the grove of Validebağ, Adile Sultan 

Sarayı became a preventorium, for tuberculosis prevention and treatment. Over the years, 

with additional structures, the grove of Validebağ was transformed into a medical and 

educational complex, including a preventorium and a sanatorium, for children and adults. 

In the 1950s, the grove was granted to the Ministry of National Education which opened 

a hospital for teachers and a technical high school for medical education. Until the end of 

1970s, the complex satisfied its needs for fresh produce, dairy and eggs on the ground. 

The pavilions of the imperial family were also used as lodges for public school teachers. 

Due to budget cuts in the 1980s, the self-sufficient economy inside the grove broke down 

and the grove’s care diminished. Over the years, the government and private developers 

encroach on the grove’s land, with new structures, including a high school and a gated 
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community. The medical structure transformed as well. The preventorium is now being 

used as a nursing home, and the rest of the medical complex is part of the district medical 

service system (personal interview; (Armağan 2015; Validebağ Gönüllüleri n.d.). 

In the 1990s, neighborhood residents, with the help of professional associations, 

begin challenging new developments in the courts and mobilize a campaign to register 

the grove as a protected site. As a result of these grassroot mobilizations, the grove was 

registered as a protected site in the first degree in 1999 and the neighborhood association 

gained ground in their legal challenges against new development (personal interview; 

(Validebağ Gönüllüleri n.d.). Although the grove is registered as a protected site in the 

first degree, despite the neighborhood associations objections, the municipality not only 

allowed for the operation of cafes and restaurants, but also for various structural 

additions, including a parking lot, stone platforms and grounds, and portable toilets, 

encroaching upon the grove’s territory. Moreover, people can rent the Adile Sultan 

Sarayı, which is now a museum, for private events, like celebration and weddings.  

The grove is a coveted area. For the neighborhood residents, the grove is a large, 

open space for rest, with paths for running, walking and biking, as well as play and picnic 

areas. It is the second largest open green space in the district of Üsküdar, which is the 7th 

most populated district of Istanbul’s 39 districts. The first is a graveyard. The grove has a 

considerable number of monumental trees. And it is one of the significant intra-urban 

birding sites. It is an especially important site during stork migration season, as the storks 

use flat areas for resting and feeding. Moreover, the Adile Sultan Sarayı inside the grove 

is considered a cultural and historic heritage – not only was it an imperial villa, but also 
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the popular comedy film series Hababam Sınıfı, which is a rendition of the book series by 

renowned writer and poet Rıfat Ilgaz and features beloved and legendary actors and 

actresses of Turkish cinema’s golden years, the Yeşilçam era.  
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Figure 9: The grove of Validebağ, Taken in the Summer of 2015 and 2016. 
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Figure 10: Adile Sultan Sarayı located inside the grove of Validebağ, August 2015. 

 

For the government, the grove is an opportunity to expand lucrative café and 

restaurant operations, and appropriate economic value and political capital through new 

redevelopment. After all, there are very few open spaces left in Istanbul’s central districts 

of the city to exploit. In 2014 the grove became a site of a new political struggle. It began 

with the construction of a mosque on the edge of the grove and proceeded with the 

announcement of a project to redevelop the grove into a park. Energized by Gezi Park 

protests, a new neighborhood group formed to actively mobilize against the construction 

of the mosque, arguing that construction this close to the grove threatens the ecological 

integrity of the grove and demonstrates the continued intention of the government to 

encroach upon this space with newer projects. They organized protests, widely attended 

by the emerging right to the city and environmental activist groups in Istanbul. They 

occupied the construction site, and organized continuous public awareness in forums, 

convergences and on social media.  
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When I met the Validebağ Defense activists in 2015, construction of the mosque 

bordering the grove was nearly finished, but the activists feared that the government 

could use this opportunity to expand development further into the grove. In an attempt to 

protect the section that bordered the mosque, and to narrow the walking paths so that the 

motorized vehicles cannot pass through this area, the activists organized a tree planting 

day. They planted fruit trees and pine trees by the gate of the mosque and along the 

walking path nearby.  
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Figure 11: Validebağ Defense group planting trees, Summer 2015. 

 

The announcement for the redevelopment of the grove of Validebağ into a new 

city park coincided with the mosque construction. Hilmi Türkmen, who was running as 

(and won) AKP’s candidate for the director of Üsküdar district municipality at the time, 

asserted that the Validebağ park project will transform the grove into a symbolic park like 

London’s world-famous Hyde Park. Türkmen presented the current condition of the 

grove as a “dump,” abandoned and dilapidated. Citing its status as a protected site, he 

said that the grove needs to be rehabilitated. The reorganization of the grove, that 

Türkmen announced in his election promises, would involve considerable amount of 

structural changes and construction, such as viewing terraces, children’s parks, 

amphitheater, cycling and running paths and an artificial lake. In addition, using tree 

planting as a tool to legitimize the redevelopment, he explained that they will plant ten 

thousand more trees in the grove (Bayhan 2014; Çelebi 2014; Üsküdar Belediyesi 2014b, 

2014a). 
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The neighborhood organizations and the network of right to the city and 

environmental activists strongly opposed the park project. While they agree that the 

grove does need an extensive cleanup and maintenance, they argue that this park project 

intends to completely redevelop the grove into an artificial park. They argue that this type 

of expansive construction and disturbance in the grove would cause irreversible damage 

to the biodiversity and wildlife habitats in the grove. They asserted that this is not a 

sustainable project and that it does not fit the rule of balance between conservation and 

use in urban planning.  

Melih supports the redevelopment of the grove of Validebağ. For him, it is a 

necessary project to provide a healthier, safer recreation area for the public, and for the 

expansion of access to more public who desperately need more green spaces. Melih 

commented that: 

Because it was unused for years, it is a neglected space. Piece by 
piece the hospital has expanded in the grove, calling it urgent 
need. One gated community uses a park of the grove as a parking 
lot. Another is operating a café here with good revenue, so he 
does not want things to change, because he is worried that he 
might not be able to win the tender of its management…This 
place needs a proper restoration and maintenance. And after it is 
restored, it should be used as a park… It is no longer a place that 
a neighborhood of a thousand people are using. Upon 
reorganizing, it should be opened to ten thousand, twenty 
thousand people.  

 

Designating places as blighted, void, obsolete, and derelict, Doron (2000) argues, is about 

legitimating ‘erasure’ as a normal process of urban development.11 This coercive 

                                                
11 The ‘Dead Zones’, according to Doron (2000), are lived spaces in which a variety of events and 
relationships take place. Not only these spaces may be providing essential needs for some people, like 
shelter and food, but they are also spaces in which a quite an active and diverse socialization occur. He 
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narrative, which underscores the existing loss of use value of a particular space, and 

declares it in need to be rescued, is part of the ideological apparatus of neoliberal 

urbanism, rather than an accurate analysis of the existing physical conditions, its causes 

or diverging values of a space for different social actors. By pointing to the grove’s 

condition as neglected, Melih as well as the director of the district municipality admit the 

municipality’s failure of its ground management duties. Proper grounds management, 

with regular cleaning of the grove, as well as tree planting, landscaping, pruning, soil and 

water management, and other necessary gardening and arboriculture duties is the 

responsibility of the district municipality. Comprehensive ground management does not 

require complete destruction and rebuilding. The blight discourse frames the renewal 

projects as rational practice and enables state institutions to turn urban landscapes and 

built environment into flexible economic spaces, facilitated by new and transformative 

projects which prioritize exchange value over use value (Weber 2002). 

As he defended the redevelopment of the grove, like politicians and other 

government representatives, Melih delegitimized the mobilization against it. He 

portrayed the neighborhood organizations and other activists as a special interest group 

who are trying enclose the grove for their own interests. Melih said that the activists are 

people who do not want more people to come here “because they do not want their 
                                                                                                                                            
calls these spaces "transgressive spaces." Transgressive spaces are those that are created by activities that 
are non-normative, marginal, experimental and/or extra-legal. These activities navigate the legal 
mechanisms and control spaces skillfully to make space for existence. Transgressive spaces encompass 
urban informality but extends it to more temporal, ephemeral practices. Doron suggests that the 'Dead 
Zones' are not always on the periphery. They are marginal yet exist everywhere. Although derelict as a 
designated space is always discursively and geographically peripheral, he suggests that there are many 
other void spaces that are made into short term transgressive spaces every day, such as “the emptied office 
district, in parks, squares and streets” (Doron 2000:257).  
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comfort disturbed.” Categorically dismissing the arguments that the activists have made 

in terms of the ecological value of the grove of Validebağ, principles of environmental 

conservation and how destructive the proposed project is, Melih said that the activists are 

trying to limit other people’s access to public service and public spaces. He also argued, 

disapprovingly, that the conflict about the grove of Validebağ became political with Gezi 

Park protests, and that the demands of the activists are not about the environment or the 

grove itself. Rather they are guided by political interests:  

You have to have a space to stake a claim, to say something. In 
order to bring your politics to the spotlight, you have to have an 
ideology, an idea, and a space. Parks are appropriated for this 
reason…They reclaim their own power struggle through these 
spaces. 

 

Public benefit and environmentalism are often framed as rational and objective 

goals and standards, rather than political positions. Melih’s criticism of the activists 

defending the grove of Validebağ deploys the same anti-political discourse as politicians 

and other government representatives against the activists. They depoliticize 

redevelopment projects and accuse those that stand against the projects for bringing 

partisan politics into the conversation and standing in between the people and the nation’s 

progress and future.  

The redevelopment of the grove of Validebağ into Istanbul’s Hyde Park never got 

off the ground as a result of popular opposition and challenges in the courts. In mid-2017 

the metropolitan municipality moved forward with the renewal of the dilapidated one-

story ateliers which will become new cafes. This alarmed the neighborhood groups with 

fears that the incoming construction as well as the increase in foot traffic as a result of the 
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new cafes will disturb habitats of a great number of animals, especially migrating birds. 

Moreover, they feared that this partial redevelopment demonstrates the continued intent 

in redeveloping the grove and signals a more expansive construction in the grove in the 

future. In fact, the Ministry of Environment and Urban Planning incorporated the grove 

of Validebağ into the new national gardens program, projecting a new redevelopment 

plan for the grove (Alagöz 2018). 

 

Beautification, Aesthetics and Glocalism in Urban Greening  

As the public speeches of politicians and Melih’s statements demonstrate, 

aesthetics and global symbols play a huge part in the design and planning decisions of not 

only the redevelopment of the grove of Validebağ, but for all new urban greening 

initiatives. In fact, upon my inquiry on the focus and standards in landscape design and 

greening of public spaces in Istanbul, Melih said that aesthetics is one of the primary 

concerns. He explained that the metropolitan municipality’s general standard is to select 

flowering and fragrant trees, such as linden, judas, magnolia, tree mallows, mimosa, 

acacia, kanzan cherry, and use large-leafed trees on the side of the roads. He also 

explained that they like to plant lots of flower patches and gardens wherever possible. 

Melih boasted about the tulip renaissance in Istanbul, a beautification program, which 

featured tulip as Istanbul’s symbol, to “bring tulip back to Istanbul.” The tulip 

renaissance, Melih explained, involved using tulips as much as possible across Istanbul, 

in roadside and refuge plots, flower gardens in public parks and lawns of government 

buildings, and a Spring tulip festival. Critics argued that the ubiquitous planting of tulips 
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all over the city is exaggerated and squanders public resources for beautification on 

flowers with such short-term bloom periods. However, Melih defended the beautification 

program, explaining that not only it celebrates tulips as a cultural heritage, but also 

supports the economy in agricultural production as well as job creation. Pushing back 

against the charge that the program is short term, he explained that it is a yearlong 

economic investment that supports agricultural production and workers in many fields.  

Melih is also very proud of the highway refuge gardens and vertical gardens that 

have become very popular in Istanbul in recent years. He explained that he got the idea at 

a landscape fair in Germany. Following a process of research and development, and trial 

and error, he and his team came up with the best way to implement it on the highways as 

a beautification project in Istanbul, to “eliminate the cold surface of concrete.” Melih 

views these raised medians and refuge areas alongside the highways, as well as the 

vertical gardens on highway walls, as spaces that grab attention because of the colorful 

flower designs. The strategy, he explained, was to determine the entry points to Istanbul, 

for example the airports, Yenikapı, E5, and beautify these areas, focusing on flowering 

plants. He explained the vertical gardens became so popular that it expanded all over the 

city, and across the country.  
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Figure 12: Examples of highway refuge gardens and vertical gardens (2017). 
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Figure 13: Example of roadside vertical gardens.  

Ağaç ve Peyzaj A.Ş. (Tree and Landscape Inc.), the metropolitan municipality’s landscape planning and management 
subsidiary company proudly releases photographs of vertical gardens alongside highways on social media.12   

 
 

 
Figure 14: Examples of roadside vertical gardens.  

Anadolu Park ve Bahçeler Müdürlüğü (Anatolian Directorate of Parks and Gardens) also releases photographs of 
similar vertical gardens along highways to promote their public works projects.13 

 

                                                
12 Source: Ağaç ve Peyzaj A.Ş. twitter account, originally posted on June 27th 2016, accessed on March 20th 
2019, https://twitter.com/agacvepeyzajas/status/747400364585029632?lang=en. 
13 Source: Anadolu Park ve Bahçeler Müdürlüğü twitter account, originally posted on September 14, 2018, 
accessed on March 20th 2019, https://twitter.com/andparkbahceler/status/1040511108669419520. 
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Figure 15: An example of popular vertical gardens in Üsküdar town center. 

 

In the planning of urban greening in Istanbul, Melih explained that:  

[t]here is a big focus on aesthetics. For instance, our guests come 
from abroad. They say, “when we look at Istanbul from the 
plane, it looks like a heap of concrete, there are many buildings. 
We land at the airport and while we are coming here [meaning 
the city center] everywhere is green. And flowers. Some come 
from Germany. They say, “we have it too, it looks green, but it is 
not colorful like this. We don’t have landscape maintenance 
here.” I smile and say “there is only one Istanbul. 

 

In Istanbul urban greening is the production of a positive and impressive image of the 

city, in place of its existing image as a concrete jungle and superior chaos. Public parks 

have a significant role in determining a symbolic order in the city (Gandy 2003). Upon 

being asked to describe and evaluate park and garden development and management, 

Melih referred to the work they do to increase symbolic plant life of Istanbul like tulips, 

roses, linden, judas, mimosa and acacia trees, not in terms of benefits of conserving 

native plant life or biodiversity of the city, but in terms of symbolic effect. He assessed 
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one of the most notable beautification projects in the city, roadside rehabilitation, 

conveying the praises he received from a European guest. Melih’s portrayal of the 

municipality’s work in urban greening in the excerpt above provides significant insight 

into the logic that guides the production and reorganization of public green spaces in 

Istanbul. State actors and developers understand the city as a showcase and a gateway 

into the world. Production of a clean, attractive and colorful image of the city is the 

priority of new greening initiatives.  

This image construction and branding is simultaneously embedded in local 

characteristics and global symbols, and while constructing a new identity for Istanbul, it 

aims to showcase the city as a competitive global city and to thrive in global competition. 

Zimmer et al. (2017:57) argue that urban greening projects in India are “part and parcel 

of the further entrenchment of the geography of power,” and the discourse of aesthetics 

and beautification are used to rationalize and legitimize destructive redevelopment 

projects. In Istanbul, state institutions activate two divergent discourses that use global 

symbols in order to legitimize further development. The first one is a familiar one that 

locates global symbols as achievement goals and signs of modernization. For instance, 

global symbols, such as London’s Hyde Park or New York City’s Central Park, are often 

used as signifiers for good urban greening projects, and as exemplary public parks to 

imitate. This was apparent in the discourse deployed for the redevelopment of the grove 

of Validebağ, in which the director of the district municipality invoked Hyde Park to 

frame and justify the redevelopment project. By invoking London’s Hyde Park, the 

municipality insists that the redevelopment of the grove into a public park, which 
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involves a considerable amount of intervention into the grove, legally protected area as a 

conservation site, will depict the “new Istanbul” as modern and globally competitive. The 

redevelopment of the grove of Validebağ is not the first or the only instance this 

discourse was used. Another example is Parkorman (“Parkforest”), which is an open-air 

concert and event venue that was built in 1997 on the edge of Fatih forest in Istanbul. The 

venue and park, which has hosted dozens of concerts every summer, has been referred to 

as Istanbul’s Hyde Park in a travel piece around the time it first opened and in discussions 

about its rehabilitation in recent years (Alagöz 2014; Hürriyet 1997).  

Central Park is another global symbol that is invoked frequently. For instance, 

both domestic and international news media referred to Gezi Park as Istanbul’s Central 

Park to symbolically describe its significance during Gezi Park Protests. Also in 2013, 

responding to increased pressure to expand urban environmental services (While, Jonas, 

and Gibbs 2004) in the heat of the Gezi Park protests, Kadir Topbaş, the former director 

of the metropolitan municipality, announced that the Veli Efendi Hippodrome, which is 

Turkey’s oldest and largest horse racing track located in Zeytinburnu district in Istanbul, 

would be revitalized as a giant park “bigger than Central Park” (Sarıçayır 2013; Yeşil 

Gazete 2013). 

There is also a newer rhetoric that deploys global symbols. This newer rhetoric no 

longer idealizes global symbols, but presents local characteristics, historic and cultural 

heritage, and new achievements with a new vision, as an object of envy for the world. 

This was apparent in Melih’s recounting of his conversation with an international guest, 

telling her that “there is only one Istanbul.” This simple statement invokes the long 
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history of Istanbul’s cultural and geo-political significance in the world. The tulip 

renaissance program and the vertical and refuge garden development across the city that 

Melih described proudly are also examples of this newer rhetoric that expresses “we are 

no longer attempting to catch up to the world, we are doing better, we are leading.” In 

addition, politicians used nationalist tropes in the introduction of the national gardens 

project, portraying it as a project for national progress and growth and even a nationwide 

mobilization akin to a levée en masse.  

In fact, this is a rhetoric that circulates in relation to other infrastructure, energy or 

urban redevelopment projects. For instance, at the New Visions in Urban Planning 

meeting organized by the National Ministry of Environment and Urban Planning in 2017, 

President Erdoğan talked about different initiatives that AKP municipalities have 

launched as examples of building livable cities and referred to Manhattan as the epitome 

of a bad development:  

Despite all the ostentatious luxury, all metropoles in the world 
make people unhappy. America has Manhattan. Ok. But What 
does Manhattan have? Even in bright days of the summer, you 
enter a dark world. There is no daylight. Contemporary cities do 
not give people peace. Concrete, concrete, concrete. There is no 
soul there. No peace (CNN Türk 2017). 

 

Comparisons to advanced economies, in Europe or North America, is common in Turkey 

and is rhetorical tool that many people use in equal measure of commendation and 

disapproval. For instance, people who are critical of the government will often refer to a 

city in Europe in addressing good environmental and cultural conservation practices as a 

standard for progress, underlining the state of backwardness in Turkey. These examples 
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demonstrate how comparisons to the West are also deployed as a point of pride or 

aggrandizement, often against critics and in order to demonstrate that the state institutions 

are improving Istanbul’s global image.  

Another pertinent example of this rhetoric is the publicity video for the 

inauguration of the third Bosporus bridge, Yavuz Sultan Selim Köprüsü. The video 

depicts diverse people using the new bridge in different forms of transportation, such as 

passengers inter-state busses and private cars, truck drivers, women, men children and 

even foreign businessmen, talking about the new bridge in awe. They talk about how it 

has resolved the traffic issues crossing the continents, how it is the tallest and widest 

suspension bridge in the world, and how this is an amazing value for the nation. The last 

people the video shows are two English speaking men in suits depicting business men. 

One says to the other: “It’s an engineering marvel. Never seen anything quite like it. 

Wonder what the Turks would get up to next.” The contentious third Bosporus bridge 

project, which pierces through the forests at the northern borders of the city, damaging 

thousands of acres of forested land, appears in this video as an awe-inspiring project for 

national development and progress.  

The conflicting, yet simultaneous, deployment of global symbols, local cultural 

forms and nationalist ideals in state institutions’ discourses on public works is a 

manifestation of what Brenner (1998, 2004) calls “glocal states” or “glocatization.” 

Brenner (1998, 2004) argues that global city formation involves a dialectical process of 

global capitalist restructuring and rescaling of the nation-state. Brenner (1998, 2004) and 

other critical urban studies scholars, such as Jessop (2002), Ren (2011), Swyngedouw 
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(1996, 2000), and Weber (2002), have argued that globalization does not signal the 'end' 

'demise' or dismantling of the state. Rather, the state is being transformed and re-scaled 

under contemporary geographic and economic conditions. This makes globalization not a 

uniform, but a locally variegated process. This manifests in the rearticulation and 

reconfiguration of global urban planning, landscape architecture and design trends, and 

movements, as well as global expectations of urban redevelopment, through a nationalist 

lens in Istanbul. As such, Istanbul’s urban greening initiatives become an integral part of 

the process of glocalization in Turkey.  

 

Competing Visions, Urban Informality and Neoliberal City Making: Urban 
Planners and Landscape Architects in Dialogue 

 

Professions have always had a complicated relationship with the state. While 

some professionals see themselves as extensions of the state, others might view the state 

as a limiting factor to their professional aspirations and visions. Technical experts like 

urban planners, architects and engineers, are key actors that shape public policy decisions 

and developmental programs (Jasanoff 1990). Their work, visions and aspirations design 

every aspect of everyday life, from transportation infrastructure to leisure (Sadana 2018). 

The role of architects and planners in determining government’s approach to public 

works and urban greening in Istanbul is significant. There is also a profound tension not 

only between urban planning and architecture professionals and the government but also 

among professionals themselves. Like Melih, there are architects and planners, who fully 

support and guide the growth and profit oriented model of urban redevelopment. They 
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use their technical expertise to construct the ideological underpinnings of neoliberal 

urbanism. They might work in state institutions, in public-private hybrid subsidiary 

companies of the municipal governments or in private enterprises that exclusively work 

with public works contracts. There are those who work in the private sector who have to 

follow through with the visions and demands of the governing regime, whether or not 

they politically support them, in order to secure lucrative contracts.  

And there are architects, planners and engineers who are passionately against the 

current governing regime, and even organize collectively to halt growth-oriented policy 

changes and destructive development projects – some of whom work in private sector, in 

research and education, or in state institutions that are not governed by AKP. The 

tensions among these actors are particularly pronounced in Istanbul. For instance, 

Istanbul chapters of TMMOB Chamber of Architects and the Chamber of Urban 

Planners, which are a part of the Union of Chambers of Turkish Engineers and 

Architects, are the leading institutions that file court cases against planning decisions and 

redevelopment projects that are unlawful, or harmful to public well-being. Governing 

councils of these chambers, as well as others like TMMOB Chamber of Environmental 

Engineers and the Chamber of Agricultural Engineers, are often out spoken critics of the 

government. Due to their prominent support of the Gezi Park protests they have been 

targeted by the governing regime, verbally as well as legally. For instance, secretary 

general of the Istanbul chapter of TMMOB Chamber of Architects is one of the 

defendants of a pending criminal court case for “attempting to overthrow the 

government” by organizing the Gezi Park protests (Bianet 2019). In the rest of this 
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chapter, I describe how urban planners, architects and landscape architects who do not 

support the current governing regime view the articulation of state’s interests through 

urban greening and redevelopment, and the perpetual economization of social goods. And 

I put them in dialogue with Melih who not only supports the government’s general 

approach but has worked his entire career as a landscape architect to develop ideas to 

advance the current regime’s interests. This dialogue underscores the competing 

discourses of public benefit and the competing interests manifesting on public space, 

while illuminating how professionals who are critical of governing regime understand 

and contend with the impact of market-driven urban planning approaches on the city’s 

landscape. 

Melih explained to me that the Istanbul master plan dictates the location, planning 

and design of public green spaces. The operation involves different departments in the 

local government, for instance directorates of technical services, parks and gardens or 

survey and projects according to the size, functions and structural operations the project 

requires. In explaining the process of planning, tendering and implementation of new 

green infrastructure and park projects, Melih was very determined to convey that these 

projects go through rigorous technical research and development, and that the process 

involves the input of many professionals, like engineers, architects and planners. After 

the projects are finalized, the maintenance of public green spaces is taken up by either the 

metropolitan or the district municipality directorate of parks and gardens, again, 

depending on the size and land tenure.  
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Melih also added that different departments in the municipality do research on 

issues like accessibility, sustainability and participation and that participatory governance 

strategies are enrolled in the implementation of new projects. Throughout our 

conversation, Melih told me anecdotes illustrating that the metropolitan municipality is 

committed to public participation and interest. He told me that the municipalities work to 

understand how people relate to the Istanbul’s landscape and public spaces, that people’s 

opinions and reactions are included in the process of project planning and maintenance, 

and that they strive to make the public feel like they belong here. He explained that in 

addition to direct conversations with the members of the public, they have also used 

surveying as a technique to determine the wishes of the public. Moreover, he said, the 

festivals they organize and programs like free gardening courses to teach the public 

garden culture and plant cultivation are intended to motivate and encourage participation 

and stewardship.  

Melih’s explanation of planning and implementation of new urban greening 

projects portrays the process as rational, organized and planned. However, other experts 

argued that the planning and implementation process involves a lot of informality. Ece, 

an urban planner who works for an environmental NGO that focuses on soil erosion, 

reforestation and conservation of natural resources nationwide, talked about the 

relationship of urban planning with politics:  

In Turkey planning has a very intricate relationship with 
politics… But actually, if we used [planning] the way it is 
supposed to be, the way we were educated, according to 
empirical findings, it is a unique tool that can be used to benefit 
the ecosystem and break through anthropogenic practices. 
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Ali, an urban planner and an active member of the TMMOB Chamber of Urban Planners 

Istanbul branch, explained that in Turkey, and specifically in Istanbul, this process is 

constantly interrupted with external elements to planning, such as priorities of people 

with vested interest in new development projects, visions, political aims, uncontrolled 

population growth, previous governments’ failure in responding to the needs of the 

growing population and the resulting informal housing crises, amnesties for illegal and 

unplanned constructions during election periods, and speculative urban economy. These 

interruptions and political pressures render planning professionals deficient in their role 

to assess the social, economic and environmental impacts of urbanization and find 

solutions to problems.  

Ali has an untarnished faith in urban planning as a profession. He contended that 

planning is a rational discipline that uses empiric methods to determine how to organize 

and govern spatial systems. Through calculations of needs such as health facilities, 

educational spaces, green spaces, parking lot capacity, and a three-step process of 

analysis, synthesis and planning, he said, decisions at different scales are made and the 

needs of a particular population are ensured. The research, analysis and the 

implementation process, according to Ali, makes planning a scientific process. It is the 

political interests that warp the process, he explained:  

Professionally, no matter which political view s/he espouses, any 
urban planner would reach the same point. The existing 
polarizing political system creates its own sides in the profession 
as well…Opening a green space to construction, no matter what 
happens, is not a decision an urban planner can give very easily. 
Unless s/he is going after a political favor or is coming from a 
futurist planning approach. We are completely directed by 
politics.  
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Unlike Ali and Ece, Hande, an urban planner, researcher, and long time right to 

the city activist, is more critical of the profession and argue that it is much more open for 

interpretation. She said:  

Istanbul has always had a plan since 1930s. However, the 
problem in Turkey is that plans are changed very often, they are 
punctured often. That is the first problem. And the second is, like 
you mentioned, the issue of for whom these plans are made. 

 

Hande explained that urban planning is not a short-term program, but one that is 

supposed to be for fifteen to twenty years, and is done according to population 

projections, taking into consideration of population growth factors, of a given area. 

Politics and market demands, according to Hande, is part of the profession under the 

capitalist global order: 

Of course, you do all of this with a political vision. This is one of 
the problems. For whom are we doing this. Of course, plans that 
are made in a capitalist system are works that are done with the 
market rationality. Therefore, [we] try to predict the market’s 
demands and tendencies, whether or not there is going to be an 
industrial zone built, an industrial area transformed into a service 
sector, or there is a need to build a port on the coast. These are 
decisions made by the steering of the market. And the second 
problem is that you make a twenty-year plan, and say “this area 
is going to be residential area, and this one is going to be a green 
space.” For instance, you put a playground in this neighborhood, 
and a sports facility. Then, all of a sudden, plan change comes, 
gets approved by the municipality council, and the area you have 
designed as four-storied with your calculations, it can be public 
land or private land, becomes 10 storied or 25 storied. For 
instance, they move the playground you planned to a different 
neighborhood. In its place, they build something else. This is one 
of the reasons that people say Istanbul is without a plan.  

 

When I asked if the changes to these plans are made informally or out of order, Hande 

said that “series of interventions that break the wholistic integrity of a plan,” are 
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performed through formal channels by both local and national governments. Ufuk, who is 

an urban planner working for a district municipality, also called attention to alterations to 

the master plan. He said that alterations have become a regular practice which splinters 

the plan, rendering it useless:  

Let’s say you planned for a population of two hundred thousand 
people. And with the alteration you create a potential population 
of three hundred thousand. The decisions in that report and the 
analyses in the plan does not include this. This is an entirely 
irrational situation in terms of planning. Having a plan for 
something you cannot control is meaningless. You cannot call 
that a plan, in fact.  

 

Planning, according to all of the urban planners I talked to, is a discipline made up 

of red lines. There are areas that can never be settled or touched, areas that should never 

increase settlement, areas that cannot host industrial facilities. Ebru, who is an urban 

planner working for an environmental NGO, argued that the ecosystem approach is 

already embedded in planning as a discipline: “To show an area as natural reserves, to 

determine ecological corridors, to determine forest areas mean that those are areas where 

human impact is kept limited.” But the implementation in Turkey pierces through these 

red lines. While planning is a discipline with many redlines, with changes to the 

legislative framework regulating urban planning and development, the state has made 

these types of interventions, that violate the redlines of urban planning as a discipline, 

possible.  

While Melih defended the rigorous research and development process, Ali argued 

that often projects that have never been debated, questioned, put under the scrutiny of 

professional ethics, are approved by the metropolitan municipality and other times by the 
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ministry. According to Ali, the approval process of new projects is dubious. Even when 

the municipality commissions in charge of determining the viability of a new project, 

with expert opinions from different public works departments, make an unfavorable 

decision, some projects get the approval stamp. Even reports on earthquake risk levels of 

buildings and neighborhoods are not reliable, because the reporting process is not 

transparent and cannot be tracked. He suspected that a lot of these reports were given 

arbitrarily because he identified numerous inconsistencies with risk determination in 

different neighborhoods. “But we cannot even discuss these with municipalities, the 

ministries, the people who sit in positions where they have to be accountable to the 

public,” Ali said. He explained that the polarization has become very severe after the 

Gezi Park protests in 2013. While, as representatives of TMMOB chamber of urban 

planners Istanbul chapter, they could request reports from planning departments and meet 

to discuss the details of any planning work, he said that they cannot even request 

meetings anymore. “We are marginalized.” He said that planners and architects who are 

critical of the government’s approach and do not blindly support new development 

projects, they are pushed out of the debate.  

Ali argued that the recent mega infrastructure projects are examples of gross 

violations of the disciplinary redlines and alterations to the master plan that makes it 

obsolete: 

In 2009 a regional plan for Istanbul was made. It is referenced 
quite often. In that plan neither the 3rd bridge, nor the Eurasian 
tunnel, nor the 3rd airport are included. In fact, that plan 
determines that Istanbul should not expand to the north, in to the 
Northern Forests as a vision, and defines the forests, agricultural 
areas and the basins as natural border. It talks about redirecting, 
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in a controlled fashion, the expansion potential of Istanbul to the 
east-west axis. However, one month after this plan was 
approved, the same council approved the 3rd bridge plan. 

 

He explained that the contentious third Bosporus bridge project, Yavuz Sultan Selim 

Köprüsü, does not originate from AKP, and that it has been around for decades, since the 

80s. Ali explained that because it is well known that bridges add value to urban land, 

there are countless, powerful rentiers and several industries that benefit from the 

construction of bridges. He brought up President Erdoğan’s comments on a television 

program from the 1994 local elections when he was a candidate for the director of 

metropolitan municipality. While in the opposition, Ali said, now President Erdoğan had 

said that a third bridge on the Bosporus would be the murder of Istanbul due to the 

projected loss of forested land to the north of the city. But now that his political power 

and the groups that profit from it converge, Ali argued, President Erdoğan initiated the 

project and defended it as an infrastructure project that would benefit the public.  

The planners and architects I have talked to all agree that urban expansion, 

deforestation, loss of agricultural land and deterioration of water basins and destruction to 

urban fabric or cultural and historic heritage are not unique to the AKP administration, 

and that expansion into conservation zones has been ongoing for decades. Cem, an urban 

planner, researcher and activist in the food cooperative movements, explained that as they 

were working on the interactive map of urban crimes (a terminology used to describe the 

unlawful construction projects) with TMMOB Chamber of Architects Istanbul branch, by 

examining court cases they found out that since the 1980s there have been several cases 

of the degree of conservation being dropped from first degree to third degree to allow for 
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new construction, often for private gated communities. He argued that the intimate 

relationship of private interests and political power is not a unique development of the 

current regime, but an ongoing condition of neoliberal urbanization patterns in Istanbul. 

“When it suits their purposes, they can change the construction legislation, or the 

conservation boundary; drop the degree of conservation zone,” Cem said. 

Ali determines that tourism, privatization and redevelopment are three major 

culprits to the loss of public spaces. The jurisdiction for planning and developing city 

zones that are determined as tourism, privatized or redevelopment zones are under the 

authority of different ministries, and the processes are not controlled by the Istanbul 

metropolitan municipality. Therefore, Ali explained, master plan of Istanbul or the 

districts end up having gaps, and a wholistic planning for Istanbul becomes impossible.  

Ufuk also mentioned the alterations of the central government in forms of 

different legislations under the auspices of public safety or benefit that seize land away 

from the control of the district municipalities and into the jurisdiction of the ministries. 

For instance, the Statute for the Redevelopment of Area under Disaster Risk, which is 

colloquially known as the Earthquake Statute (Resmi Gazete 2012a), allows the state to 

declare any property or neighborhood a “disaster risk” to begin expansive redevelopment. 

Ufuk also brought up two other legislative changes: the “2B Statue” which changes 

definitions of large green landscapes and reorganizes the sale of agricultural lands and 

forest areas that have lost their forest status (Resmi Gazete 2012c), what is known as the 

“whole city statute,” which changed the status of 14 city municipalities into metropolitan 

municipalities, expanding the city boundaries, and changed status of villages surrounding 
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these cities into districts, including Istanbul, impacting the use of commons like pastures 

(Resmi Gazete 2012b). Ufuk explained that before the “whole city statute,” the planning 

legends they use had a marker for “pasture” areas, which is no longer applicable because 

these areas are no longer considered rural areas that are governed by a different set of 

rules. These interventions of the central government, my interlocutors who are critical of 

the continued urban expansion argued, destroy the possibility to institute a wholistic plan 

for Istanbul, violate principles of conservation embedded in urban planning as a 

discipline and practice and seize authority to govern from the hands of the local 

governments.  

Political power, private interests and public benefit are major tension points in 

Istanbul in terms of understanding development of public spaces. Melih invoked public 

benefit often in his defense of many of the contentious development projects in Istanbul. 

For instance, when we talked about the third Bosporus bridge project and the protests 

about the loss of forested land, Melih argued that cutting forested areas is something that 

everyone in power has done, but they are doing it to benefit the public and not private 

interests. He brought up the tree cutting that occurred during the construction of Koç 

University campus, which is a private university in Zekeriyaköy near the Northern forests 

and was built by the Koç family - one of the wealthiest families in Turkey and are known 

as opponents to AKP regime. Arguing that protestors who focus on the tree cutting for 

infrastructure projects have double standards, Melih said: “No one made any noise. That 

was also a forest.” Referring to major family names in the business world of Turkey, he 
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said, “Should I help Acar gain, Koç gain or should I build roads so that the public gains. 

Which has more public benefit?”  

Melih defended Taksim pedestrianization project and the restoration of the old 

military barracks at Gezi Park, which are the redevelopment projects that triggered Gezi 

Park Protests in 2013, as a reorganization and revitalization project that ultimately 

benefits the public. Melih argued that Taksim pedestrianization project transformed the 

daily life at Taksim square from chaotic to more organized. He said that the 

pedestrianization project made the town square safer and more walkable for everyone. 

Against the critics who argue that the project is destructive to the character of Taksim 

square and the new underground tunnel and traffic organization is faulty in terms of 

public health and safety, Melih argued that it now resembles an actual city square that can 

accommodate the amount of people that visit the district every day.  

Melih also argued that the unsuccessful plan for the restoration of the old military 

barracks in Gezi Park, was also a necessary project. He explained that the restoration of 

the military barracks, which itself is a historic monument, was intended to be used as a 

museum for “the countless historic and cultural artifacts decaying as they wait to be 

displayed in storage.” Citing public safety issues such as street harassment, sexual 

assault, theft, prostitution and drug use. He added: “It had become a place that families 

cannot use at certain hours.” He approached the project by advancing a discourse of 

socio-spatial control and discipline:  

The general concept is to open up exhibition space. You display 
the historic artifacts waiting in storage here. You discipline the 
area. You turn the small shops in the area into a more orderly 
structure. The biggest benefit is that you create an ordering and 
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control mechanism. You get to both create a control mechanism 
in terms of commercial revenue and, by bringing social services 
and urban equipment, create a more controlled, orderly 
environment. This is the public benefit. You revive the space. 

 

He said that the decision makers think of these types of projects as image renewal, 

problem solving and creating a symbolic monument. He added: “When you go abroad, 

you willingly pay a lot of money to enter museums like Guggenheim to wander, explore, 

and admire the building. Why not make use of this space, this project?” In our 

conversation, Melih often mocked the protests against the contentious mega 

infrastructure projects (like the Taksim pedestrianization project, the third bridge and 

airport, the Eurasian tunnel) as irrational and dismissed them as “political opinions.” He 

believes that the opposition is not based on objective and universal social and 

environmental concerns but motivated by partisan prejudice.  

Public benefit is more than an umbrella term, it is a concept that has standing in 

court cases as well. It is part of the urban planning regulatory mechanism. All public 

projects have to prove that they are, in fact, benefiting the public. In fact, public benefit, 

standards of urban development and principles of urban planning are three major 

categories which come up in court cases challenging the projects.14 “However,” Hande 

explained, “public benefit is something that can be pulled into any direction.” This, 

Hande and Cem both agreed, is similar to the rule of “conservation-use balance.” It is a 

                                                
14 Court cases have been one of the most effective ways to challenge state development projects. But my 
interlocutors talked about how this process is manipulated in a way that tried to wear out opposition, gain 
time or accomplish the project with nearly no changes. Both Ali and Ece explained that the ministry creates 
a new plan by making minor, negligible, changes to a plan against which they filed a suit and won an order 
of suspension and approves it. This creates an entirely new legal proceedings, which, Ece said, “our 
lawyers call getting tangled in court decisions.” This tactic wears out the opposition, which has less 
resources, and gains time for the implementation. 
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concept that is often used to legitimate development projects that violate the conservation 

regulations or clauses. Hande argued that many of the things that are essential duties of 

the government or necessities by law are advertised as successful municipal work for 

public benefit.  

The redevelopment of Cendere Valley in Kağıthane is an example of this, Hande 

explained. The municipality advertised the renewal of the river bank in the old industrial 

town into a greenway, with recreation areas like walking, biking and running paths and 

other open-air sports facilities, as a major accomplishment, and a grand public service. 

Hande said that a greenway or another type of flood prevention zone is required by law. 

The state’s aggrandizement of the project as if it were a special service, according to 

Hande, is quite manipulative. Secondly, Hande explained that, in order to acquire the 

land around the river bank for this greenway and recreation area from landowners, the 

state had to give them pretty big incentives, like licenses for new development, such as 

elite housing complexes and shopping malls. At the end, the riverfront park is an open 

public space only in theory, not in practice. Because now, Hande explained, it is only 

accessible to the new wealthy inhabitants of the district.  

Ali called the use of public benefit as a tool to advertise or defend a new 

development project “governance of perception” and “manipulation of public opinion.” 

Ali argued that the projects that the state tries to defend in terms of public good are just a 

part of the tender system. He explained that the developers who are under the patronage 

of the same political interest groups receive the open tenders. He said:  

Urban space is used as a tool for the changing hands of public 
budget… When you look at the tender, it gets assigned to the 
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capital group that is under the patronage of or together with the 
same political interest group. 

 

Hande also explained that council members, who have opportunities to intervene either 

during the planning process or in the approval process in municipality commissions, 

often have relationships with the business world or come from the business world. Urban 

planning professionals I have talked to are quite critical of private interests in public 

works and the state institutions’ facilitation of the rule of the market over all forms of 

public life in Istanbul.  

A significant challenge for planners in the public sector, Ufuk explained, is that 

the planning is not done on a clean slate. The planners have to work with trying to plan 

new public works on very densely populated areas, with innumerable and complicated 

private property disputes. This made planning for new open green spaces and parks 

become quite difficult. Without relinquishing private land to public assets, which is only 

possible when a building or a neighborhood is being redeveloped, it is nearly impossible 

to create new park spaces. This process can take a very long time, depending on the 

timeline of the redevelopment, legal fights and negotiations. And sometimes, in the case 

of large development projects like gated communities, this system of relinquishing does 

not work in the interest of the public. The developers are required to relinquish a certain 

percentage of the land to the municipality in order to receive their license to build. Ufuk 

explained that even though this land has to be open to public, sometimes the developers 

would put gates along the land they relinquished, effectively making it a private space 
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that public cannot access. So even if some parks are realized on these plots, they end up 

being closed off to public.  

Ufuk also explained that eminent domain, which is another way to create public 

assets, is a complicated, long, and very costly process that local governments do not 

consider it. Only the national government does eminent domain, and this is generally for 

large infrastructure projects. Hande and Ufuk both agreed that private property rights 

make planning for social functions, like schools, hospitals, green spaces and other 

necessary public services, in an already densely populated city with consistently rising 

population very hard to do properly, according to universal standards. At the same time, 

measures to limit population increase has not been a part of the new planning policy. In 

fact, they explained, the current expansive neighborhood redevelopment projects keep 

increasing the residential capacity of neighborhoods, crowding the already dense districts. 

Often, infrastructure projects, such as new metro stations, public transportation 

hubs, parking lots and roadway expansion, take priority. The fate of existing public 

spaces is dependent on budgeting for public works, Ufuk explained. Public spaces gets 

trimmed along the edges to make way for these public works projects, reducing the 

surface area of existing public spaces, and threatening their continuance. Speaking in 

relation to loss of public spaces, especially intra-urban green spaces, to infrastructure 

projects, Ali said: “The spaces that are discarded in the first place are often spaces that 

are public property, spaces that are in public use and open spaces.” Melih explained that 

this is necessary for successful implementation of new public works projects. He 

explained that when the government is trying to build a road, a tunnel or any other project 
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for the improvement of public facilities, and they cannot expand through eminent domain 

because of budgetary constraints, other public land, like parks, are used to make these 

projects possible. State institutions understand and treat parks as available sites that can 

be seized and appropriated because they are public assets. 

The architects and landscape architects who are critical of the government’s 

approach to urban greening view the overwhelming focus on aesthetics as market driven 

and not shaped by public interests and ecological sustainability. While Melih boasted 

with pride while explaining the urban greening projects in terms of their aesthetic appeal; 

how colorful the parks and roadsides looked and how good the trees and the flowers 

smelled in bloom, Figen, an architect and a professor, criticized contemporary park 

designs, condemning the materials and objects used in the designs: “All of these parks are 

organized with ornamental fountains, ornamental plants, everything is ornamental.” 

Instead, she argues that park designs need to incorporate productive features rather than 

ornamental features that consume resources. Bahar, also an architect and a professors, 

agrees that the ornamental components that dominate the park designs today are wasteful. 

She explains to me that they are a part of the economic relationships forged through the 

production of space. She affirmed that this is a symptom of commodification of urban 

spaces and that there are people making profit from this.  

Figen explained that image and marketability, rather than function and benefit, 

have become the culture of architectural design. She explained that she often participates 

in design festivals, biennals and other events that feature new ideas in architecture and 

design with a collective. She explained that the projects that they, as a group of architects 
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and designers, want to work on and contribute to are those that are inspired by nature’s 

parameters and natural cycles. However, the festivals and events are organized as short-

term exhibitions, for the sake of display and branding, rather than preserving the purpose 

of the projects. Therefore, the continuity and sustainability of their project ideas are often 

axed. She feels that the influence of market driven concerns curtails their creativity as 

architects and the potentials for designing solutions.  

Ayla, who is a landscape architect that has worked for years in the public sector, 

questioned the rationality of new projects, specifically the vertical gardens and refuge 

gardens along the highway. She said that while breaking the harsh look of concrete 

structures with green plants and colorful flowers is a good, beneficial movements in 

urban greening, it is also important to discuss their benefits to the ecosystem and the 

expenditure. She asked:  

Has there been adequate research about them? How much 
oxygen do they produce for instance, or how healthy these plants 
are, how often do they decay and how often are they replaced? 
You always see them as green but maybe they are replaced every 
few months? What kind of an expenditure is this? Is this a good 
thing, we have to discuss.  

 

She argued that landscape architecture is not just about aesthetics, and that there are 

many benefits to the work landscape architects do in terms of social, economic, health 

and recreational activities. However, she lamented that it has been reduced, and 

everything has become artificial. According to Ayla, the popularity of these types of 

image-making urban greening projects is due to the public administrators’ desire to 

imitate the new and cool design ideas they see in international flower exhibitions and 
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botanic fairs that they attend. She said that they bring back all the new trends they find in 

these venues and try to implement them in Turkey. But, she said that these new ideas and 

trends are implemented as overdone imitations. And she explained that since they have 

become a trend in Istanbul, other metropolitan municipalities have begun to apply them 

in their own jurisdiction. “It is a lucrative business,” she said.  

Ayla argued that the important thing in urban greening is how green spaces are 

protected and maintained. She is exceptionally critical of the renewal of some city parks 

and groves. While she agrees that renewal is crucial in many instances because some of 

the parks have become “unsuitable for normal people, for families because of 

prostitution, drug deals,” she argued that the method by which the renewal is happening 

has damaged the ecological integrity of these sites and the renewal has not happened in a 

balanced way. She thinks that the government focuses too much energy and resources on 

short term flower gardens, park furniture and other ornamental structures and café areas. 

And she added that the ornamental features in parks and the various patterns in refuge 

flower gardens create a cacophony, rather than a uniform image. In our conversation, 

Ayla questioned the transformation of the role of landscape architects into designers of 

patterns, and public parks into artificial showrooms. She argued that many of the new 

park projects and maintenance works has focused on making things to display. However, 

the needs of the plants, the soil, the users or sustainability is not considered. She said: 

“While landscape architecture is a wholistic practice, it has been transformed into 

something very small.”  
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Bahar argued that this is largely due to the shift in the focus of the profession, 

impacted by market pressures. Bahar, another architect with also a landscape architecture 

background who works as a university lecturer and an architect in a private firm, argued 

that the biggest market pressure they experience is with time. Over the past 20 years since 

she has been a professional, the discussion and production time of projects have been 

reduced considerably, which has dwindled the potential to talk about content at length. 

She said that today what is discussed the most is the image to be produced by the project. 

Bahar likened the process to the marketing of cosmetics. She said:  

If you use this cream your skin will be like this. You will have 
magnificent skin after using this cream after 40… That situation 
is not real. Just like this, I think it [landscape architecture] is not 
about producing a reality but about producing an image.  

 

Bahar added that the biggest concerns have been image, the budget and timeline before 

anything else. “How fast, how convincing the images are and how much” are the most 

critical elements of project development, she argued.  

The compression of time and the domination of marketing principles are two of 

the characteristics of how neoliberal urbanization, which has extensively dominated 

Turkey’s last two decades, has impacted urban planning, architecture and landscape 

design as professions. “There is enormous capital, and that capital has expectations. 

Meeting the expectation of that capital has become normalized,” she said. She added that 

design teams, even the most critical and scrupulous ones, have accepted that it is not 

possible to go against the market demands and therefore they have strategized to do the 

best they can in the existing circumstances. Ece, who has both urban planning and 
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landscape architecture backgrounds, left landscape architecture as a profession because it 

has become a profession about making profits. She worked for a private landscape design 

and architecture firm after she graduated from her graduate program. The work that she 

was tasked to do were small-scale jobs such as flower gardens, walking paths, designs for 

hard ground and soft ground and selection of plant types to use. Ultimately, she said, this 

was all about helping real estate developers make more profits. As someone with a 

planning background, she is much more interested in large-scale work and public benefit.  

Figen and Bahar are both interested in collaborative works that involved 

embedded research and observation. Figen spoke of her desire to innovate with a 

relational perspective. According to Figen, multi-disciplinary project development that 

incorporates approaches of multiple fields, such as architects, designers, social scientists, 

historians, engineers…etc., is how new structures, new spaces should be designed. She 

argues that this diversity is important to create better environments: “We cannot do 

anything alone, by looking from a single knowledge field.” In our conversation, through 

an example of a project they worked on as a team, Bahar explained to me that the ideal 

way to design a landscape is through embedded research. Much like Figen point about 

multidisciplinary work, Bahar argued that the best results come from the culmination of 

diverse approaches and using field research methods to understand a space and its users 

(for example, focus groups and one-on-one interviews). The current market conditions 

curb the possibilities to be creative in this way, not just for exhibitions but for the 

creation of spaces used by the public in everyday life. Overall, in addition to critiquing 

the government’s approach to urban redevelopment and greening, urban planners and 
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architects I have talked to argued that economic interests and urban informality has 

deeply transformed the central tenets of their professions. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed how state actors enroll urban green spaces as political 

capital in Istanbul. I examined political and institutional discourses of state actors. In 

addition, I put urban planners and architects who are critical of the government in 

dialogue with the institutional and political discourses of state actors. These discussions 

demonstrate that state investment in urban greening is about branding Istanbul as a global 

city, rather than responding to socio-ecological needs of its inhabitants. Moreover, rather 

than adopting useful sustainability and climate change adaptation strategies, state actors 

use urban greening as political capital, and to manage the perception of constituents and 

appropriate economic value through market-driven strategies. Applying John Logan and 

Harvey Molotch’s “growth machine” thesis to the production of urban green spaces, 

Lang and Rothenberg (2017: 1747) argue that market driven park projects enroll public 

green spaces into the mechanism of urban growth because they “soften the negative 

image of growth to make it more acceptable,” and “curtail potential sources of 

opposition.” Politicians and developers use these parks or other urban greening initiatives 

to demonstrate their commitment to environmental stewardship and sustainability, and 

enlist public support and assemble consent from citizens. In Turkey, too, politicians 

invoke urban greening as urban beautification in their speeches and election campaigns to 

reestablish political currency and legitimacy, and to concentrate power and public 
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consent,, while the irreversible ecological destruction of Istanbul’s expansion fades into 

the background. Political and economic gains, over genuine commitments to 

sustainability, public health and climate change adaptation determine production and 

management of green spaces in Istanbul.  

In so far as capital accumulation is a principal motivator of contemporary urban 

redevelopment, urban green spaces have a key role in these processes. In Istanbul, the 

growth of landscape production and management as an industry has been imperative to 

the shaping and organizing of economic and political power as well as the managing of 

public spaces and the population. State sponsored urban greening projects the state lay 

down the framework for dispossession and displacement. Revitalization and the 

reconstruction is about rearranging and controlling the territory and the population. The 

word that is used to refer to these projects in Turkish, düzenleme, translates as arranging 

or organizing. It also means ordering, connoting a form of control and surveillance. 

Social control is a major part of this, and all revitalization projects. The dispossession and 

displacement of the urban poor and the enclosure of these spaces is not a consequence, 

but the impetus of these projects. The site targeted for reorganization and new 

landscaping are portrayed as poor, contaminated, insecure, and the displacement and 

dispossession are justified as necessary for stability, discipline and safety of the areas in 

question and the city as a whole. Instead what they do is to secure exclusive access to the 

urban elite. This dynamic becomes clearer in the discussion of the demolition of historic 

market gardens to build a city park. In the following chapter, I continue this discussion 
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and return to the arguments developed here to discuss the demolishing of historic market 

gardens to build new city parks.  
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CHAPTER TWO - ESKİDEN BURALAR HEP BAĞLIK BAHÇELİKTİ: 
PRESERVING CULTURAL HERITAGE AND ADVANCING URBAN 

AGRICULTURE IN ISTANBUL 

In a cab on our way to Piyalepaşa Bostan (market garden), our cab driver 

overheard my friend and I talking about the bostan and the myriad of challenges the 

gardeners have been experiencing. He interrupted us and pointing to both sides of 

Piyalepaşa boulevard, he said: “Eskiden buraların hepsi bostandı” (“In the old days, 

these were all market-gardens”). Our cab driver, a man in his 50s, was born in 

Kasımpaşa, the neighborhood that is just south of Piyalepaşa, and has lived in this area 

his whole life. As witnesses to the transformation in this quarter of Istanbul, the long-

term residents talk about the old bostans with pride and longing. I met several people 

during my regular visits to Piyalepaşa bostan who told me that they have been coming to 

this garden as a family for decades and that in fact there were several bostans in the area. 

While walking in Hacıhusrev neighborhood, located right across the street from the 

Piyalepaşa bostan, I met a woman in her 60s, who has been living here for over three 

decades. She pointed to the crater-like hole dug by the Piyalepaşa Istanbul real-estate 

development and told me that she used to purchase all of her seasonal produce right here 

from the gardens near her home, down the hill. “These were all bostans,” she said.  
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Figure 16: Photograph of Piyalepaşa İstanbul real-estate development project site (2016). 

Shot from the hills of Hacıhüsrev neighborhood in November 2016, this photograph depicts the scale of the 
transformation in this working class neighborhood. Off-camera, across the highway from the project site, to the right is 

the Piyalepaşa mosque and the market-garden. 
 

Istanbul’s bostans, orchards, vineyards are often invoked in nostalgic 

conversations about Istanbul’s past, reminiscing the rich and beautiful landscapes of the 

city, reproducing a melancholic narrative about loss and the scarcity of the present. 

Conceding to the fate of the city, lamenting what has been lost in the irreversible and 

expeditious transformation of its landscape, people, especially seniors, would say 

“eskiden buralar hep bağlık bahçelikti” (in the old days these were all vineyards and 

gardens) or “eskiden buralar hep dutluktu” (in the old days these were all mulberry 

orchards). In these statements, people note the abundance and fertility of the city, the 

colorful and bountiful urban life of Istanbul’s past and nostalgically reproduce their own 

memories of lost landscapes, lost experiences, lost relationships. Until I began my 

research on Istanbul’s green landscapes, this yearning for the past, these nostalgic 

expressions often seemed exaggerated, like fabricated collective mythologies. The 
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current state of Istanbul’s landscape is drastically different from the stories people recall 

of these bountiful gardens and the fertile history of intra-urban agriculture. We, as the 

younger generation, often laugh at the “good old days” sentiment of our elders and shrug 

them as irrelevant, even silly. I always thought to myself that even if there were some 

truth to these stories, that in fact there had been gardens and orchards in every 

neighborhood of Istanbul, it must have been a long time ago, much earlier than what 

anyone could remember. I was deeply mistaken. Indeed, until recently, intra-urban 

agriculture had a prominent space in the city’s landscape and in people’s everyday lives.  

In this chapter, I examine the contemporary debates on the role and value of intra-

urban agriculture in Istanbul through a case study examination of the targeted 

redevelopment of Istanbul’s last remaining historic market gardens, Piyalepaşa Bostan 

and Yedikule Bostanları,15 and the struggles for their preservation. Bostan is a small-

scale, family-run agricultural tradition that is documented to have existed since Istanbul’s 

Byzantine period. This tradition has provided fresh produce for the city residents for 

centuries and has contributed to the city’s labor economy (Dalby 2011; Kaldijan 2004; 

Koder 1995; White, Shopov, and Casson 2015; White, Shopov, and Ostovich 2016). 

Bostans are an essential feature of Istanbul’s urban fabric, and examining this significant 

practice sheds light onto gardening, farming, and landscaping in Byzantine and Ottoman 

societies and historic practices of everyday life (Shopov 2013a). In the Ottoman period, 

the gardens in the moats, peribolos and inside the land walls emerged as the walls started 

                                                
15 This is the common name we give to the gardens that surround the city’s land walls between the 
Yedikule and Topkapı gates. 
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to lose their importance for defense as the borders of the old city began to expand.16 

These gardens soon became an essential part of the food landscape of the city, 

provisioning the city’s residents for centuries. Market gardens were cultivated in the 

yards of churches, mosques, and other religious institutions, as a source of income and 

food for the religious community. There were gardens that belonged to the imperial 

palaces, high ranking military officers and guilds, public administrators as well as 

commoners (Akdal 2016). Bostans were embedded in neighborhoods and provided the 

essential subsistence needs of city dwellers before the technological advancements made 

it possible to transport produce with short shelf life. And they survived for decades after 

shifts in global systems as part of the everyday life in Istanbul.  

Currently, Istanbul’s intra-urban market gardens have largely disappeared under 

new roads, residential buildings, offices, shopping malls, and urban parks. Agricultural 

production still has a place in the economy of Istanbul’s peripheral districts like Sariyer, 

Beykoz, Pendik, Şile and other surrounding districts; however, it is no longer a 

predominant part of the intra-urban landscape. Piyalepaşa Bostan and Yedikule 

Bostanları are referred to as “the last remaining historic market gardens,” because they 

are the only known market gardens on which, historians can trace long term, consistent, 

agricultural activity. Istanbul’s market gardens no longer have the same function of 

sustaining an entire neighborhood as a result of its urban expansion and redevelopment. 

However, they are still sites of significant economic activity and a source of income for 
                                                
16 Istanbul’s land walls, also known as Theodosian Walls, are stone double walls that were built during the 
reign of Emperor Theodosius II, and mark the expansion of the Byzantine capital beyond the fortification 
built by the Constantine the Great. In 1985, UNESCO added Historic Areas of Istanbul to the list of World 
Heritage Sites, which included these ancient walls, the gates and its surrounding landscape, along with 
world famous historic sites such as Hagia Sophia, Topkapi Palace, and Blue Mosque. 
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the gardeners. In addition, they have an important role in understanding how the city 

functioned and foster the potential to promote urban agriculture as not only an 

educational opportunity, but also as an alternative future for the city. Both Piyalepaşa 

Bostan and Yedikule Bostanları have endured new threats of redevelopment by the 

metropolitan municipality in the last five years, triggering a comprehensive civil-society 

mobilization to preserve these gardens, involving a coalition of urban rights activists, 

historians, archaeologists, architects, farmers, gardeners, engineers, urban planners, 

environmental and food movements at large.  

 

 
Figure 17: Piyalepaşa market-garden, November 2016.  

Photograph shot from an overpass above the Piyalepaşa Boulevard. 
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Figure 18: Inside the garden plot at Piyalepaşa, April 2017. 

Photograph shot from the Piyalepaşa Mosque’s courtyard. Taken from the Mosque. 
 

 
Figure 19: Gardens in the peribolos of the land walls, June 2017. 

Secluded in between two sections of the land walls, this area, accessible by climbing through the holes in the first set of 
walls gives the feeling of a fantasy world as the sounds of the city disappear. My first impression of this section of the 

gardens was that I felt like Alice in Alice in Wonderland. 
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Figure 20: Moat gardens in front of the Yedikule land walls, June 2017. 

 

Targeted Redevelopment of Yedikule and Piyalepaşa Bostanları 

Foodscapes, like Istanbul’s historic market gardens, influence urban place 

making. Markets, cafes and restaurants are known as common urban foodscapes. In 

addition, in Istanbul, organized with a political aim and goal for the betterment of society, 

there are emerging alternative foodscapes, such as food consumption collectives and 

cooperatives, as well as cooperative cafes and restaurants, and community gardens. The 

historic market gardens have become part of this assemblage, evoking debates and 
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discussions on urbanization and transformation of our relationships to food, urban 

redevelopment and experiences of public spaces, as well as productive history and future 

sustainability of Istanbul’s green landscapes. In a global city-region like Istanbul, where 

open space is scarce and at a premium, local government institutions have often marked 

these market gardens as empty, derelict, criminal, and otherwise worthless and have 

justified their destruction and redevelopment using a narrative of progress and public 

service. In contrast, Yedikule and Piyalepaşa market gardens offer rare urban 

opportunities for education. Moreover, activists defend these gardens by deploying a 

tenacious cultural heritage discourse and inscribing these gardens with a role to defend a 

sustainable urban future for Istanbul. They have demonstrated that these sites are a part of 

the intangible cultural heritage landscape of Istanbul, serving as unique examples of 

inspiration for sustainable urban planning while they continue to provide important social 

and ecological services to the public as productive landscapes. The historic market 

gardens of Istanbul and their gardeners have hosted popular socio-ecological struggles 

that have extensively promoted the value of these gardens as sites of agricultural 

production with diverse crops. These struggles have greatly shaped public debates on the 

role and value of urban agriculture and illuminate how different claims to history 

construct a narrative of space, for the present and the future.  

 

Yedikule Market Gardens 

Istanbul’s historic market gardens came under the spotlight in 2013 when the 

district municipality of Fatih, which oversees the historic peninsula, began to implement 
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a public park (drawn up and approved in 2010), replacing a section of the market gardens 

inside of the Yedikule land walls. Yedikule market gardens are located along the southern 

section of the land walls, also known as the Theodosian Walls, from Mevlevihane (Gate 

of Rhegion) all the way to Altın Kapı (Golden Gate), mainly on the outside of the walls, 

in the moats, between the outer wall and the first wall and the peribolos, with a few left-

over on the inside of the main wall.  

 

 
Figure 21: Topographical map of Istanbul as the capital of Byzantine Empire.  

To the left are the land walls of the city. The approximate current location of the current market gardens are between 
the Golden Gate (Altın Kapı) and the Gate of St. Romanus (Topkapı) the two red circles. (Cplakidas 2008). 
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Figure 22: Diagram of the Theodosian Wall architecture.  

Illustrated by Peter Dennis (Turnbull 2004) 
 

 
 

 

Figure 23: Diagram of the location of the market gardens. 
Source: “The Theodosian Walls of Istanbul” (Lohrberg et al. 2012).  
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Under the name “Protection Recreation Project for Inside the Land Walls between 

Yedikule Gate and Belgrad Gate” (Yedikule Kapı ile Belgrad Kapı Arasında Kara Surları 

İç Koruma Rekreasyon Projesi), the proposal intended to redevelop a section of Yedikule 

bostans into what they called a “‘giant park’ for the district of Fatih,” with elaborate 

decorative fountains, walk ways, and an artificial creek. The elaborate plan also included 

wooden decks and bridges, flower gardens, a plaza, a playground and a children’s 

adventure and fitness park with a play fountain, an outdoor fitness park, a café, a 

restaurant and parking lots (Emen and İnce 2018; Fatih Belediyesi 2013). The park 

project was designed to redevelop an acre of land inside the main wall, located 

approximately between Belgrad Kapı (Belgrad Gate) and Altın Kapı (Golden Gate), 

destroying the small, family-run agricultural plots. The municipality publicized the city 

park as a project serving the public interest, for recreation, revitalization and safety.  

 

 
Figure 24: Illustrations of the public park’s proposed design. 

 Source: Fatih district municipality website (Fatih Belediyesi 2013). 
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The park project was strongly opposed by a diverse array of people and 

organizations, including right to the city, environmental and food activists, as well as the 

union of farmers (ÇiftçiSen), Union of Chambers of Turkish Engineers and Architects 

(TMMOB),17 lawyers, journalists, artists, critical scholars, especially historians, 

archeologists and sociologists and public intellectuals. Despite this rapid response from 

civil society organizations who quickly mobilized protestors on the site, the district 

municipality of Fatih hastily poured debris over the plots of vegetable gardens just inside 

the land walls, what was known as Ismail Paşa Bostan,18 destroying the gardens and the 

existing harvest, and displacing the families gardening in the plots in order to begin the 

construction of the park. The municipality destroyed a section of these gardens, 

transforming a productive landscape into an empty zone, before people had the chance to 

think about alternatives, and before activists, historians, archeologists and architects 

opposing the park project had adequate chance to present their case to the public. 

The implementation of the park project replacing a part of the Yedikule historic 

market gardens and the demolition of Ismail Paşa Bostan coincided with the Gezi Park 

protests and the subsequent widening of right to the city and environmental activism in 

Istanbul. Energized by the spirit of Gezi Park protests, following the dismantling of Gezi 

Park by the government, people continued to come together at the gardens and put 

                                                
17 More specifically, the Istanbul chapters of the Chamber of Architects, Chamber of Urban Planners and 
Chamber of Agricultural Engineers were a part of this mobilization. 
18 In the report submitted to the General Directorate of Cultural Wealth and Museums by the Association of 
Archeologists Istanbul Branch Office, Ismail Paşa Bostan’s history is detailed with sources from the 18th 
Century to today. Maps as early as 1786 (by Jean Baptiste Le Chevalier) show this space (originally 
including the area where the gated community Yedikule Konakları is located) as Ismail Paşa garden or 
bostan. According to the same report, other written documents, like a deed and an assessment report, from 
18th Century list the structures, such as shed, barn, well, manger, as well as the garden plots (Arkeologlar 
Derneği İstanbul Şubesi 2016) 
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pressure on the developers and the metropolitan municipality. Mobilizing against the 

municipality’s park project and towards establishing a model of conservation of this area 

as an agricultural landscape and as a site of intangible cultural heritage took many forms 

and involved varying strategies.  

An important institution in this struggle was the coalition of different civil society 

actors, such as activists, journalists, architects and archeologists and scholars, under the 

umbrella of Yedikule Bostanlarını Koruma Girişimi (Initiative to Protect the Yedikule 

Market Gardens). As a coalition they keep track of and respond to new developments, 

help with the transmission of information to the public through digital networking, social 

media, and traditional news, and they organize their networks to put pressure on the state 

institutions by preparing reports based on archival research largely conducted by 

Ottoman historians Aleksandar Shopov and Ayhan Han, as well as policy and legal 

experts. In order to pressure the state, the initiative organized protests, teach-ins, lectures, 

workshops and summer schools, and movie showings. They marshalled the expertise and 

support of their individual professional networks to negotiate with representatives of the 

district and metropolitan municipalities, as well as the Kültür Varlıklarını Koruma Bölge 

Kurulu (District Council for the Protection of Cultural Wealth). And in these 

negotiations, they argue strongly for the heritage value of these gardens in order to 

convince them to implement a protection plan. Throughout this struggle, they have 

tirelessly reiterated the protected status of the area as a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

and called attention to the archaeological, historic and cultural value of the market 

gardens. They have kept Yedikule Bostanları in the spotlight, provided a space for 
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different organizations and people to come together in resistance to the redevelopment of 

the gardens, and collectively made protecting Istanbul’s intangible cultural heritage a part 

of our popular discourse.  

In the meantime, some of the right to the city activists helped the gardeners form 

their own formal association, Yedikule Bostancilar Dernegi (Yedikule Gardeners 

Association), to ensure that the gardeners had space to come together and to build enough 

representational power to stake a claim on the spaces they have cultivated. This effort put 

the gardeners on the map as political actors and gave them a voice. The gardeners are 

resilient people who approach their hardships with “idare ederiz” (we’ll handle it). Even 

when they have problems that need to be resolved or concerns about their circumstances, 

they do not have trouble directly articulating their specific needs. I witnessed this most 

directly when an international food and land rights NGO visited the gardens and talked to 

the gardeners to evaluate their conditions and needs, and to see if the NGO could get 

involved in developing solutions. When asked if they needed help, the gardeners 

responded that they were doing just fine, although later conversations revealed they had 

both sustenance and advocacy needs. For instance, the gardeners face a constant threat of 

being expelled from their plots, because they do not have deeds, titles or leasing 

documents. Without these documents, or any land ownership, they are not allowed to 

register with the state as farmers. Therefore, they are not able to benefit from subsidies, 

or any help with supplies, like machinery, seeds, and fertilizers. This deflection, the 

“we’ll handle it” attitude, is largely a symptom of the combination of their humbleness 

and deep-seated belief that their demands and needs have no worth or value after years of 
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unjust treatment. The aim of the formal association was to alleviate this hesitation to 

make demands and give the gardeners a platform for self-representation and a seat at the 

table so that they can express their needs and demands.  

 

 
Figure 25: The network map of the coalition to protect the Yedikule market gardens.   

Source: Network map prepared on Graph Commons by Demirtaş and Taptık (2018), and rearranged by the author. This 
map shows an incomplete list of institutions and individuals in the coalition to protect the Yedikule market gardens. 

While this network map is outdated and does not include the newer participants, as the interest in the gardens 
expanded, it does demonstrate successfully the coming together of different people with the same goal.  
 

As a result of continued, strong and collective opposition and public outcry, the 

district municipality was forced to halt construction of the proposed park. In late 2014, 

Kadir Topbaş, the director of the metropolitan municipality, and later the metropolitan 

municipality council vetoed the park project, demanding that a new redevelopment plan 

is devised to protect the essential character of the market gardens in order to carry it into 

the future.  
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Although the garden plots that were destroyed by construction debris in 2013 

inside the main walls remain empty and arid, there is still vibrant and fertile cultivation 

elsewhere. There are a few plots left inside the main walls and 26 families gardening 

outside of the walls, in the former moats and peribolos. In plots neatly divided in squares 

called maşula, the gardeners still harvest, according to their seasons, some of the same 

produce that their earlier master gardeners have for centuries. In the spring and summer, 

they cultivate tomatoes, different types of peppers, two types of eggplants, zucchini, 

chamomile, purslane, sweet basil and basil, dill, nettle leaf, ebegümeci (mallow family 

like hibiscus), gelincik otu (poppy leaf) and mint. In the fall and winter, they plant leek, 

celery, beets, radish, cabbage, collard greens, cauliflower, watercress and green onions. 

As long as there is no freeze, they have parsley, curly lettuce (different seeds for winter 

and summer), arugula and sorrel available at the gardens all year round. In small 

quantities during a short seasonal period, gardeners harvest mulberries (spring) and figs 

(late summer). The gardens also had lots of pear, walnut, apple, plum and peach trees. 

Unfortunately, their numbers have been reduced quite a bit after many of the trees were 

cut down. In addition to what they grow to sell, the gardeners also tell me that in small 

quantities, just enough for their families, they will grow watermelons, cantaloupes, green 

beans, broad beans and sweet peas. They also grow kudret narı (bitter melon), which has 

extensive medicinal benefits and is soothing for people with stomach and GI tract 

problems.  
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Figure 26: Moat gardens in front of the land walls. 

Taken between February and June 2017. 
 

The struggle was not over. Although a new project had not yet been announced, in 

the beginning of 2016—just before the UNESCO committee came to observe the 

conditions of the protected sites of the historic peninsula—the metropolitan municipality 
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demolished the greenhouses and most of the sheds that belonged to the remaining 

gardeners. To justify this move, officials argued they needed to clean up the appearance 

of the landscape surrounding the land walls for heritage conservation. However, 

destroying the greenhouses and sheds made the work of the gardeners remaining at 

Yedikule much harder without a place to store their tools or stay overnight to protect their 

gardens. A shed is the essential feature of a garden. Without a shed, many gardeners 

lament, gardening is impossible work. The metropolitan municipality also periodically 

removed fruit trees from the gardens for either blocking the view of the land walls or 

being too close to them, again, under the auspices of heritage conservation19. The 

continued destructive intrusions of the municipality have created conditions that make 

gardening here more arduous and demonstrates that the municipality has intentions to 

redevelop the remaining garden plots as well. The gardeners I spoke with have told me, 

with disappointment, that they have stopped cultivating as many varieties or as much as 

they used to out of fear that they would lose their investment if the municipality 

destroyed the gardens before harvest. 

In June 2017, the metropolitan municipality debuted the new park project. The 

new design for what they called “an urban agriculture park” include vegetable garden 

plots, greenhouses, a building to host workshops on vegetable production, bee keeping, 
                                                
19 There is a critical discussion on the destructive impact of tourism value, significantly raised by the 
UNESCO World Heritage Site status, on the heritage sites and the local people living on or near these sites. 
Rather than conservation, these classifications and the ensuing interventions have been quite harmful to the 
sites themselves and detrimental to the livelihoods of local people (Gnecco 2015). In fact, as a critical 
response to what some of the activists have framed as UNESCO’s complicity in the destructive patterns of 
redevelopment in heritage sites of Turkey and called for meetings and lectures under “Karsi Forum: 
UNESCO Neyi Koruyor?” (Counter Forum: What is UNESCO Protecting?”) to discuss the recent conflict 
zones of redevelopment in Istanbul and Diyarbakır (Ertuğrul 2016). 
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composting, garden structures, recycling and woodworking, play grounds, a market area, 

flower and medicinal plant gardens, a bicycle path, market and festival areas with solar 

panels, a library and classrooms to host classes and seminars catering to farmers or 

gardening and bostans, a seed bank, a shop to sell books and other informative 

publications on bostans, a café called şifa (healing) and a restaurant called hasat (harvest) 

(İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi 2017). The project shows how the ideas put forth by the 

struggles to prevent the destruction of the Yedikule Bostanları have been stripped off 

their critical content and absorbed by the state institutions to serve their own interests. 
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Figure 27: Illustrations of the new “urban agriculture park” by Aura Design Studio. 

Taken from the landscape design and architecture company website (Aura Design Studio 2017). 
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Evaluating the new park plan over the Yedikule market gardens, Ayla, who we 

met in chapter one in her role as a landscape architect in the public sector, called the 

project “hilkat garibesi,” which translates as a freak of nature, or a monstrosity. Her 

hostile reaction to the new design was a symptom of the government’s approach to urban 

greening and the alienation it has produced for her role as a landscape architect. She sees 

the government’s approach as solely superficial, creating symbolic spaces for branding, 

to fit their own political and economic interests, rather than principles of landscape 

architecture and design which include deeper understanding of the relationship of people 

to natural systems, like the soil, plants, animals, water and climate. She is deeply 

disturbed that the government’s approach has gone in the direction of decorative features, 

using a mishmash of globally popular features and structures, in a detached pastiche, 

whereas the professions of urban planning and landscape architecture and design, are 

having debates as to what it means to act as stewards of the environment.  

Aykut, who is an environmental activist I met during an event that was organized 

to generate more public support in the preservation of historic market gardens, argued 

that the new project positions the gardeners as an ornament and completely erases their 

knowledge and value of their labor. Okan, an archeologist and right to the city activist 

involved in the struggle to prevent the destruction of the historic market gardens, 

explained that this is par for the course for the way the local governments deal with 

archeological sites in Istanbul. Rather than intervening with proper procedure, he 

explained, every time they assume these sites as blank and design as if they are empty 

zones. He said: “They see cultural heritage as an obstacle to their neoliberal urban 
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politics. The issue is about discarding what they see as an obstacle… If a site or a 

building conflicts with their construction goals or real estate economy, it has no chance.” 

Another one of my interlocutors noted that even in the illustrations of the new projects, 

the existing and remaining gardens are represented with grass, represented as if they do 

not exist, an empty and unused space. Without redevelopment, these sites have no 

economic value for the state and developers. Therefore, they find out new ways to 

transform them into consumption zones.  

The structures listed in the announcement of the project design align with new 

global trends calling attention to local agricultural value, DIY gardening and urban 

sustainability and the project was presented as a plan to conserve the legacy of the 

historic gardens in an agriculture themed park – the same ones that the municipality 

destroyed to build a park in the first place. The project plan does not respond to any of 

the demands from the gardeners and civil society for developing a solution that includes 

gardeners. For instance, while the park functions and structures are listed in detail and the 

illustrations depict a designed landscape that people enjoy, there is no mention of who 

will tend to the gardens, how the space will be managed, whether or not the displaced 

gardeners or the gardeners currently tending to the plots outside of the walls will be 

invited to get involved. The representatives of the municipality overseeing the project 

want to avoid the kind of conflict created by their first attempt at redevelopment. In 

private conversations with architects from the civil society coalition, they have offered a 

chance to shift the project design with different structures and functions if the architects 

would draw up a new plan quickly. This suggests that the municipality sees the 



123 
 

opposition and the source of conflict as a matter of landscape features, not as embedded 

in larger social, political and ecological relationships. It also suggests that they are still 

want to displace the gardeners and seize complete control of the area.  

 

Piyalepaşa Market Garden 

Piyalepaşa bostan, which I introduced in the beginning of this chapter, has been 

facing a similar imminent threat of redevelopment since 2015. The metropolitan 

municipality commissioned an underground parking lot project with a city park on the 

surface. The project initially included the plot of Piyalepaşa bostan. When the 

representatives of the municipality first came to the garden to have the gardener sign the 

paperwork that instructed him to leave the garden site in seven days, the gardener told 

them, expressing his frustration and conveying the impossibility of him harvesting his 

investment and relocating that quickly, “Let alone 7 days, I cannot even put my shoes on 

in one month.” Before the project broke ground, Istanbul Archeological Association and 

a right to the city group called Beyoğlu Urban Defense acted swiftly in collaboration with 

historians Ayhan Han and Aleksandar Shopov and submitted an application for the 

registration of the garden plot, along with the well and the small pool, as a protected 

cultural wealth with the Council for the Protection of Cultural Wealth. In their application 

and accompanying report, they explained that according to Ottoman archival records of 

pious foundations, this site has been recorded as a garden as early as 1565. Although 

Piyalepaşa Mosque was built on a section of this land, the garden was kept and has been 

documented to have been used to cover the expenses of the mosque, a common practice 
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for mosques during Ottoman period. The application and accompanying report uses 

diverse documentations strategies, such as tax and ownership records from Ottoman 

archives, travel writings, old maps, like topographical map of the district from 1893 by 

architect Jasmund and insurance map of the area by Jacques Pervititch, old postcards, old 

aerial and ground level photographs from mid 20th Century, showing the continuance of 

the agricultural practices on this particular site and its surroundings.  

 

 
Figure 28: Inside the Piyalepaşa market garden, 2017.  

Left: June 2017. Right: May 2017 
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Figure 29: Piyalepaşa market garden, taken from the mosque yard, 2017. 

 

The application was approved by the Council for the Protection of Cultural and 

Natural Wealth, and their decision statement included verbatim the specific details the 

initial application gave to establish the historic value of the garden, arguing that the 

garden, the well and the mosque together make up a significant historic cultural 

landscape. The registration of Piyalepaşa market garden – a living and continuously 

transforming agricultural site – as a cultural landscape with a heritage that spans 

hundreds of years, to be protected as part of a whole landscape with the mosque, bath and 

water well, is a unique development for historic and cultural heritage conservation in 

Turkey. It is the first known instance of a living, breathing space registered as cultural 

wealth in Istanbul, building on UNESCO’s intangible cultural heritage and ICOMOS’ 

historic gardens definitions (discussed in the next section).  
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This decision dismayed government officials, who had long considered gardens to 

be empty and under-utilized space. For example, in one of the earlier meetings with 

government officials in 2013 on the plan to redevelop Yedikule market gardens into a 

public park, officials passionately dismissed the claim that the market gardens are a 

unique example of cultural and historic heritage, with one asking “can soil have 

history!?” Other officials agreed that soil cannot have history and that the legislative 

body of heritage conservation and urban planning does not allow for this (Ozar 2016; 

Shopov 2013b). The registration of Piyalepaşa Bostan as a protected heritage site not 

only blocked thi particular revitalization plan for Piyalepaşa Bostan, but also set a 

precedent for future protection orders, especially for the Yedikule market gardens. The 

registration stipulates that any project that is planned for this site must be approved by the 

Council for the Protection of Cultural and Natural Wealth, and that the area is continued 

to be used as a bostan for its unique land use status. This legal protection forced the 

developers of the project with an underground parking lot to remove this plot from the 

design and shift the plan.  

The Piyalepaşa market garden is tended by one couple, in their 70s, also from 

Kastamonu. About ten years ago, they took over the garden from another family from 

Kastamonu, who had come as an apprentice to an Albanian gardener, and been gardening 

at this same plot for two decades. “Albanians had beautiful places,” Mehmet told me. In 

order to obtain rights to work in these garden plots, gardeners make financial deals and 

agreements among each other, often informally. In addition, the gardeners are charged 

ecrimisil (squatter dues) by state institutions. Since the municipality decided to redevelop 
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Piyalepaşa market garden, they have stopped collecting ecrimisil dues from the family. 

The old couple have seven sons and two daughters, all grown up. They both have serious 

health problems and live with their son who has epilepsy and developmental disabilities 

that make it hard for him to work elsewhere. While the husband is literate and knows 

basic mathematical functions to calculate their budget and dues, the wife does not know 

how to read or write. Their circumstances make their family life with financial insecurity 

ever more challenging. The son that lives with them loads up a vegetable cart to walk 

around in the neighborhood to sell the vegetables they grow. Often, he parks his cart in 

front of the neighborhood supermarket, which, he says “does not say anything because 

they know they cannot compete with my fresh produce.”  

The garden is located in a neighborhood that is predominantly working class to 

middle-class families. Many who have lived in the surrounding neighborhoods for a long 

time have known about the garden and stop by frequently for fresh produce. While she 

was purchasing some of her winter greens at the bostan, I talked to a neighborhood 

woman who explained that the buildings in her neighborhood were also going to be 

demolished and redeveloped under the new urban redevelopment plan. When I asked her 

where they were planning on going to, she said that they have to go wherever the 

municipality tells them to go. Because their home is a gecekondu20 (squatter settlements) 

they have no title deed to make any claims in terms of property rights. There are lots of 

people like her in this neighborhood, many families who came to Istanbul decades ago 
                                                
20 Gecekondu, which directly translates as “landed overnight,” are informal housing settlements that 
responded to the Turkish government’s unpreparedness for the waves of domestic migration from rural to 
urban areas beginning in mid 20th Century as a result of intensified industrialization. Gecekondu settlements 
were unapproved yet overlooked and later legalized by the government by series of amnesties. Gecekondu 
settlements laid down the framework for urban expansion in large cities in Turkey, especially Istanbul.  
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and have lived and raised families in their gecekondu homes. Sometimes the developers 

and the municipality will make deals with them to relocate them to peripheral districts 

and sometimes give them cash rewards to convince them to move on their own. In any 

case, neighborhoods like Piyalepaşa and its surrounding are subject to a great deal of 

displacement due to redevelopment and gentrification.  

 

  
Figure 30: Family working in Piyalepaşa market garden, November 2016.  

Family working in the garden. On the left: picking chard for a regular customer who lives in the neighborhood. On the 
right: Preparing the vegetables to display on the cart. Photograph by Selen Bilgör.  

 

In 2017, the metropolitan municipality, which has the largest land tenure for the 

Piyalepaşa bostan plot, commissioned Ağaç A.Ş., the municipality’s subsidiary company 

for landscape design, production and management, to develop a new public park project. 

This project, what the municipality called “rehabilitation,” came to our attention for the 

first time on billboards that the municipality put up, without warning, surrounding the 
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garden plot. The billboard illustrations merged the new project for Piyalepaşa bostan plot 

and the ongoing project for a city park for the adjacent plot. Combined, the new 

landscape design would include a parking lot, a town market, outdoor exercise facilities 

and playground, a café, 250 new trees, flower gardens, walking paths and divided 

vegetable plots.  

I joined a right to the city activist, a lawyer, and an archeologist to visit Ağaç A.Ş 

and speak with people who were tasked to plan this revitalization project. Our goal was to 

learn their plans for the revitalization and the gardening family, and to inform them that 

the garden plot and the larger property that includes the mosque are registered as cultural 

wealth. No project can begin without the field inspection and written approval of the 

Council for the Protection of Cultural Wealth. 

The director of the team who performed the research and development for the 

project and drew up the new design said that they see this project as a “social 

responsibility” project, opening the plot to public use, while also benefiting the existing 

gardener. The landscape reorganization would involve the betterment of cultivation 

conditions, he explained, with the redevelopment of garden plots with new, more fertile 

soil and installation a drip irrigation system. He explained that after getting samples from 

the garden and testing them, they determined that the garden soil requires improvement. 

He insisted that by laying down new soil they make in their facilities, they will be able to 

increase the yield of the gardens. Moreover, by installing a drip irrigation system, rather 

than using the maşula garden beds, he argued that they will ensure the efficient use of 

water and make the gardeners’ work easier.  
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Figure 31: Billboards that surround the Piyalepaşa garden plot, June 2017. 

 

The director also said that they will involve the current gardening family in the 

project, hire the father and son as workers of the municipality, with wages higher than 

minimum wage and social benefits, including health insurance. He tried to assure us that 

the plot will remain as a bostan, with vegetables growing as he pointed on the project 

plan to a section of the plot divided into four for four kinds of vegetables: peppers, 

tomatoes and leaf and red leaf lettuce. He also added that the gardener will not have to 

struggle selling these vegetables because the municipality is prepared to purchase them 

wholesale to use them at their own facilities, cafes and restaurants. 

The illustrations of the project and the director’s description demonstrated to us 

that this project intends to completely overhaul the existing form, function and structure 

of the plot, and take complete control of the land. By way of parceling up the plot, and 

building features like walking paths, town market, public seating areas and drip irrigation 

tracks, the new park project will considerably shrink the garden space. It is undeniably 



131 
 

clear that they have no intention of continuing traditional practices unique to market 

gardens. Rather, the intention is to create a public park with vegetable gardens as 

ornaments, stripped off their cultural, ecological and economic value. The new project 

design keeps the general “urban agriculture” theme, for symbolic display. However, it 

erases the actual agricultural economic activity by removing the gardener’s complete 

economic and physical control of the land, fully transferring the control to the 

government, proletarianizing the family under the auspices of employment with benefits, 

though with no contract guarantees for safe, secure and long-term employment. Rather 

than farmers, with control over their produce and their market, their role will be 

transformed into guards. The new project also threatens the continuation of the traditional 

gardening practices, and risks these gardens to become hobby gardens, rather than an 

economically viable practice. It eradicates the practice of gardening as a profession.  

The promises of technical improvements do not benefit the gardening practice as 

they claim to either. Improving soil conditions on the ground does not require an entire 

overhaul, and can be achieved by more practical, on the ground improvements by 

inoculating the soil with beneficial bacteria, using high quality compost and worm 

castings, and other techniques of producing living soil, locally. Moreover, the gardeners I 

have spoken with have expressed strongly that drip irrigation method for the market 

gardens does not make sense. Some of the vegetables they grow at the gardens, like 

purslane, parsley, arugula, watercress and radish, have really tiny seeds. By the time the 

garden bed is filled with water by the drip irrigation system after the seeds are thrown on 

the bed, ants and other insects will carry the seeds away. Drip irrigation system fits in 
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conditions where growers are using seedlings. At these gardens, they grow the vegetables 

and greens directly from the seed on the garden bed. They do not have permits or space 

for greenhouses to first produce seedlings and some of the products do better when grown 

directly from the seed.  

When asked if Ağaç A.Ş. sought out approvals from the Council for the 

Protection of Cultural Wealth, as is required because the plot has been registered as a 

cultural wealth, the director of the research and development said that they have not. He 

explained that he and metropolitan municipality officials thought that they would not 

need to get approval for something this “small” and that they are just reorganizing and 

not building something else on the plot. He complained that if they tried to get approval, 

they would have to wait another two to three years to complete the project. According to 

conservation of cultural wealth policies, any intervention into a protected site requires 

project approval by the council for conservation. The director’s response demonstrates 

the lack of communication between state institutions and different departments and lack 

of education and training on conservation and urban planning. The reasoning that a 

council approval would not be necessary is a reflection of the disregard project 

developers have to the social and historic meaning of this space and the ecological value 

of continuation of the existing agricultural practices. Project developers understand the 

Piyalepaşa garden plot, like other areas they were tasked to design, an empty slate. They 

govern by willing the landscape to their own interests, by bending it, no matter what it 

represents, so that it fits the current agenda of market expansion. And the insistence of 

the director to get the project done quickly clearly demonstrated that the priority is about 
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expeditious project completion, a demand of neoliberal urbanism, rather than 

rehabilitation in the conservationist sense.  

Overall, this rehabilitation project, like the new agriculture themed park in 

Yedikule, aim to transform active productive landscapes into symbolic spaces and create 

a polished brand for the state and the developers vis-à-vis the market gardens. Both 

projects eradicate the practice of knowledge transmission between generations of 

gardeners and between the gardeners and the public. These gardens are essential part of 

the cultural fabric of their neighborhoods. By severing the social ties of the gardens and 

the gardeners with the local population, these projects seek to change the character of the 

neighborhoods as well. While there will not be a shopping mall or a parking lot ascending 

on top of this fertile plot, the full transfer of the control of the land to the state, which 

advances a profit-based model of urban greening is alarming and requires diligent follow 

up and advocacy for the protection of cultural wealth. 

The family does not want to leave the garden nor stop gardening here. When the 

municipality tried to relocate him initially in 2015, they offered them a plot in 

Arnavutköy, fenced in and secure, to continue his gardening. They told them that the 

municipality representatives that they do not have a market there, the neighborhood does 

not know them and they do not own a vehicle to drive their produce elsewhere to sell. 

They also do not trust the different verbal promises they have gotten from different 

people and have been very resistant to accepting their offers. The different organizations 

have also organized to help them raise their voice and intervene on their behalf was also 

effective.  
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Ultimately, alerted by the Istanbul Association of Archeologists, the Council for 

the Protection of Cultural Wealth took action and asked Ağaç A.Ş. to submit the project 

plan for approval. Meanwhile, as people interested in the continuation of the market-

garden without losing its character, we collectively prepared an addendum report to the 

existing file. This addendum reiterated the protected status of the garden as a unique 

example of intangible cultural heritage and that any material intervention had to be made 

with approval and under the supervision of archeologists assigned by the Council for the 

Protection of Cultural Wealth.  

This addendum also outlined the history of bostan gardening in Istanbul, the 

important role of the gardeners and history of labor in the market-gardens, agricultural 

bio-diversity of these gardens throughout history, the unique agricultural practices 

present in these gardens, benefits of the existing practice of diverse crop gardening, the 

importance of the use of the traditional maşula method for planting and watering as 

opposed to drip irrigation. The addendum emphasized that the historic heritage of the 

Piyalepaşa mosque and the market-garden is derived from their unity and that 

transforming this landscape into a hobby garden or a park would completely strip its 

heritage value. And finally, the addendum made suggestions on augmenting the value of 

the gardens today and carry them into the future. It suggested that the unique maşula 

practice must be preserved as a cultural and aesthetic value, and that the wells and fresh 

water pools should be rehabilitated properly and protected. The suggestions included 

protections for the gardeners as well as the people who are equipped with the knowledge 

of traditional practices and the social actors that disseminate this knowledge to other 
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gardeners and society at large. The addendum suggested that this should be supported and 

expanded. Finally, the report suggested that any rehabilitation project should involve an 

interdisciplinary caucus of people, like architects, landscape architects, gardeners, 

agricultural engineers and social scientists, not only project developers. Following this 

intervention, the implementation of the new project was halted.  

The threat of reconstruction and redevelopment is not recent or unique for these 

market-gardens. Many of the old bostans of Yedikule, as well as Piyalepaşa have already 

been replaced by residential buildings and gated communities, such as Yedikule 

Konakları and Piyalepaşa Istanbul, a small stadium, an ice-skating rink and parking lots. 

The state institutions use multiple different integrated discourses, such as public benefit, 

modernization, tourism and safety, to legitimize the targeted redevelopment of Istanbul’s 

intra-urban gardens and advance profit-based model of urban greening.  

For instance, the government has represented both redevelopment projects as a 

public service. The city park in Yedikule is described as fulfilling the essential need of 

recreation and open space for the surrounding neighborhoods and Istanbul at large. The 

hobby garden project in Piyalepaşa is similarly positioned as a “social responsibility 

project.” Moreover, the government justifies these projects by arguing that they intend to 

open these spaces up to public use, rather than private use by families. In his support of 

the park project, Melih who supports the government’s decision to redevelop the market 

gardens, dismissed the value of the gardeners’ labor and rejected their right to this space 

as long-term residents and users, wrongly claimed that the gardeners do not pay a fee: 

“These spaces are public. Who is using them, a few families from Kastamonu. They are 
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about 50 people. Do they pay anything? No, they don’t.” While the gardeners are proud 

of their family heritage of being Kastamonulu (being from Kastamonu) they have been 

residents in Istanbul for a long time and some of the younger gardeners were in fact born 

in Istanbul. And the Directorate of National Real Estate, which manages state properties, 

charges them with exorbitant ecrimisil (squatter dues) that they have to fight to get it 

lowered. 

The deployment of “public service” and “public use” also raises the question of 

“which public” especially in the context of urban redevelopment schemes that have 

displaced the urban poor and restructured many neighborhoods to attract wealthier 

residents. Ali, who is an urban planner, pointed out this problem in our conversation 

about the park project and argued the market gardens were determined as the recreation 

area for the new residents of a number of gated communities built in the neighborhood in 

recent years. He said: “That is what they mean by “we are building a park.” It is a spatial 

decision, above all, that is promised to the privileged residential areas there, or a decision 

that serves them.” Okan agreed with this sentiment and said: “The park is planned as a 

landscape reorganization for new residences.” Journalists have also uncovered three 

different project plans for the same site. In addition to the public park, there were also 

two project concept designs. One included two to three floor residential buildings and the 

other left parts of the garden plots blank, suggesting that anything can be place where the 

fertile gardens once stood.   

Public health and safety are also prominent claims that are used to justify the 

redevelopment of the market-gardens. Melih argued that the exhaust from the car traffic, 
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he argued, impacts the nutritional quality of the vegetables grown here, loading them up 

with harmful toxins. This aspect was a concern that was brought up by other people, who 

questioned not only the exhaust but also the types of fertilizers and pesticides the 

gardeners might be using, because the production here is not organic. One of the 

problems with fertilizers is that it is no longer permissible to store manure and other 

animal fertilizers in the cities that are defined as large metropolitan zones. Therefore, the 

gardeners are forced to use artificial fertilizers. And the implementation of natural 

production methods in these gardens or transforming these spaces into organic gardening 

sites requires investment potential that the gardeners do not have. It is up to the 

government or the public to develop the potential for the sustainable transformation of 

the gardens.  

This is an issue that is not isolated to intra-urban gardens but a problem of larger 

agricultural production. Agricultural fields on the sides of interstate highways also have 

problems with soil and air contamination, that includes both heavy metals of motor 

vehicle emissions and large-scale use of chemical pesticides and fertilizers. Singling out 

the intra-urban market gardens as the problem justifies the targeted redevelopment 

projects. At a workshop on food sovereignty that was organized by one of the food 

consumption cooperative initiatives in Istanbul, Abdullah Aysu, the chairman of the 

union of farmers, ÇiftçiSen, responded to these concerns the best. He said that by 

questioning the exhaust, if we were genuinely interested in healthy foods grown in these 

gardens, then we would ask the government to cut off traffic and plant border plants to 

protect the gardens.  
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The government representatives, in their defense of these new park projects, 

describe the gardens and its surround areas as idle, unattended and often crowded by 

people doing illicit activities. Melih also raised these concerns, saying that the areas 

immediately surrounding the walls have become a location for criminal informal 

economies and are dangerous to the public. The redevelopment of the gardens into a large 

city park is publicized as a rehabilitation project in order to reorganize these spaces and 

make them safer to use for the public. The gardeners I have talked to argue against this, 

pointing out that they serve as guards here, and often “shoo away the young men looking 

for trouble.” One of the gardeners also told me that during Bedrettin Dalan’s mayorship 

between 1984-1989, a section of the gardens outside of the walls was destroyed to be 

built into a park. But the gardener told me that removing people who tended to the area 

daily created an environment invited informal criminal enterprises. For this reason, Dalan 

abandoned the project and invited the gardeners to take back their plots and return to 

gardening.  

The social movements that are trying to prevent further demolition of the historic 

market gardens and supporting the long-term sustainability of the gardeners use many 

strategies to demonstrate that ensuring the conservation of these gardens is for public 

benefit. Campaigns that centralized the value of historic market gardens for preservation 

of cultural heritage and advancing urban sustainability have been the most successful in 

presenting a strong case that presents the conservation of these gardens as benefiting 

public interest more than the government’s park project. In the following sections, I 
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describe how new social movements deployed heritage and urban sustainability 

discourses successfully and explain some of the challenges that arose in the process.  

 

Deployment of Heritage 

The growing literature on market gardens treat this practice and the sites, first and 

foremost, as cultural and historic heritage. The deployment of heritage has been a 

successful strategy in producing public awareness and building a political and legal 

campaign to defend both Piyalepaşa and Yedikule market gardens. Building on studies of 

Byzantine and Ottoman garden and landscape history, the groups advocating for the 

conservation of Piyalepaşa and Yedikule market gardens have produced and disseminated 

new knowledges about Istanbul’s landscape which shifted debates on redevelopment in 

Istanbul and how we understand urban public spaces. Moreover, the deployment of 

heritage in order to conserve a living garden also complicated the political uses of 

heritage.  

Historic sites and monuments, which are public landscapes of heritage, are not 

neutral spaces. They are contested spaces and are entrenched in political goals and 

economic investment (Herzfeld 2006, 2010). What constitutes historic heritage, for 

whom and for which goals a monument or a landscape is protected is a prevailing debate 

for scholars and practitioners. According to Stuart Hall (1999), heritage is the 

underpinning of governance of the modern nation-state. Heritage works to establish and 

naturalize a national narrative, manufactures the illusion of a collective, an indivisible 

unity, deploys a powerful origin story and transforms artefacts, art works and landscapes 
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into the backbone of national order. These cultural forms and objects, Hall (1999: 4) 

writes, “have become part, not simply of 'governing', but of the broader practices of 

'governmentality' — how the state indirectly and at a distance induces and solicits 

appropriate attitudes and forms of conduct from its citizens.”  

Heritage narratives are determined by political agendas and often become tools to 

legitimize political regimes. Pointing to Abu El-Haj (2001)’s the role of archeology as a 

scientific field that is instrumental in advancing the colonial ambitions of the Israeli 

government21, Herzfeld (2010: 262) writes that heritage has been “the linchpin of some of 

the most egregiously chauvinistic ideologies in the world today,” while also serving as a 

tool to advance neoliberalization. In fact, critical urban geographers have understood 

production of urban space as the driving force of capitalist globalization (Brenner 1998, 

2004; Brenner, Peck, and Theodore 2010b; Castells 1989; Harvey 1990a; Peck and 

Theodore 2012; Smith 2008). And this is quite evident in production of heritage 

landscapes. According to Herzfeld (2006: 128), restoration of historic districts is 

determined by championing of “a sense of national heritage, calibrated both to the 

demands of an exigent neoliberal economic system and to the politico-cultural as well as 

financial forces that it has unleashed.” Moreover, Herzfeld (2010: 132), examining cases 

in Greece and Thailand, argued that the production of monumental sites and large open 

                                                
21 Nadia Abu El-Haj’s book Facts on the Ground: Archeological Practice and Territorial Self-Fashioning 
in Israeli Society (2001) examines the intersection of scientific and historic knowledge production through 
archeology, the construction of national ideology, identity and statehood, and the processes of settlement. 
According to Abu El-Haj, archeology’s production of artifacts, spaces and sites as heritage is used as facts 
of historical existence, producing a sense of belonging and claim of rights to land and therefore become a 
primary instrument of settler colonialism.  
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public spaces, often with symbolic forms of modern planning imported by European 

architects and planners, has been a process of “spatial cleansing” that “produces social 

and cultural evacuation of space.” Herzfeld (2006: 132) writes that “much monumental 

construction, including the recovery of allegedly important archaeological structures, 

involved the removal of present-day populations.” This kind of transformation is one of 

the goals of the Turkish government. 

Representation of heritage is a longstanding site of power struggle in Istanbul, 

with each regime of governance altering the city’s landscape as they construct new 

symbols of power, and eliminate, erase, encase or appropriate the former. That is to say, 

conservation and representation of cultural heritage is not divorced from politics. On the 

contrary, power relations and political ideologies are embedded in the way people 

understand cultural heritage and make decisions on how to control and govern public 

landscapes of heritage (Harvey 2008).  

Historian Edhem Eldem (2015) traces the political history of heritage 

representation in Turkey, arguing that the five political phases have determined the 

Turkish cultural heritage landscape over the last two centuries. In the early 19th Century, 

Eldem (2015) writes, Ottomans did not maintain a protectionist approach towards 

archeological artifacts, which resulted in the plunder of precious marble sculptures and 

other artifacts. Rather, Ottomans saw antiquities valuable for diplomatic negotiations. In 

the middle of 19th Century, the Ottomans’ attitudes started to change, congruent with 

Ottoman westernization and modernization period and following a series of large-scale 

excavations of European archeologists, leading to attempts to establish a museum. 
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Lacking a concrete cultural policy on the governing of antiquities and heritage and an 

effective historical narrative, the project did not gain significance until later in the 

century, most significantly under Osman Hamdi Bey’s directorship. With the birth of the 

republic, adoption of secularism as national ideology and movement towards redefining 

the cultural heritage of the new nation divorced from Islam, a new understanding of 

ancestry and heritage was established, encompassing Anatolian and Mesopotamian 

civilizations (such as Sumer, Hittite, Akkadian) as origins of the Turkish nation. Eldem 

(2015: 82) argues that this was more or less an invention, “a pseudo-scientific attempt at 

creating a rich, ancient, and historically legitimate origin for the New Turkish nation,” 

one that claimed its lineage of national identity in the oldest civilizations of the region. 

While the new regime largely revoked the Islamist lineage, Eldem (2015: 84) argues that 

it did so selectively. Historic moments and images that represented “power, glory, 

success, and Turkishness,” for instance the triumphs, victories and significant conquests 

remained as part of nation’s heritage narrative.  

The fifth phase according to Eldem (2015) is the mainstreaming of Turco-Islamic 

synthesis following the 1980 coup d’état and the emergence of Neo-Ottomanism most 

concretely during the AKP regime. This process meant the increased reclaiming of 

Islamist and Ottoman lineage in the national discourses of Turkish heritage. This period 

coincides with the introduction and later strengthening of neoliberalism in Turkey. Eldem 

(2015: 88) writes that the AKP regime’s project of redevelopment for Turkey, which is 

unfolding very significantly in the urban arena, is “an economically motivated plan to use 

the pretext of Ottoman revival to serve the interests of a financial elite wishing to use the 
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city as its playground for speculative investment.” It is important to note that each of 

these phases, in different forms, have been impacted by western interests, scrutiny and 

pressure.  

In his summary, while demonstrating the complex layers of history on this 

geography and the political development of an ideology of heritage, Ethem Eldem does 

not account for the deportation, annihilation, exile and dispossession of non-Muslim 

populations, which is at the core of the construction of nationalist heritage in Turkey. He 

does not mention the treatment of Armenians under Ottoman rule, followed by Armenian 

Genocide (1914-15) nor account for the September 6-7 riots in 1955 that targeted Jewish, 

Greek and Armenian populations, primarily in Istanbul. He does not talk about the lack of 

representation of Armenian, Greek or Jewish heritage. In particular, the food culture, art 

and architecture in Turkey has a strong connection to Armenian and Jewish people, the 

influence of whom is silenced or obscured under the unity rhetoric of nationalism. These 

historic moments and continued silencing complicate the political history of 

representation of heritage in Turkey. While inadequate, this compressed, shrunken 

history of governance of heritage in Turkey nonetheless demonstrates the intricate 

historical layers through which the debate on conservation and representation of 

Istanbul’s cultural heritage emerges. Moreover, current scheme of urban redevelopment 

is wiping away the irrevocably damaged, but globally significant historic and cultural 

heritage sites in Istanbul.  

The struggle to prevent the redevelopment of the historic markets of Istanbul and 

establish them as significant landscapes of intangible cultural heritage erupted in this 
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complex conflict zone. The mobilization to prevent the Yedikule and Piyalepaşa market 

gardens from demolition advanced the argument that the gardens are historic and as such 

are part of Istanbul’s intangible cultural heritage. These arguments were built on the 

knowledge gathered by Byzantine and Ottoman historians, which has informed us on 

Istanbul’s topography and climate, diversity of crops, the use of different agricultural 

technologies, distribution of goods, organization of labor, changing population patterns 

and migration.  

According to Koder (1995), for example, there was a quite productive intra-wall 

agricultural activity in Constantinople, especially of fresh vegetables that were suitable 

for the climate, or not durable for long periods of travel, or costly to transport, such as sea 

kale, orach, fenugreek, parsley, leek, onion, chard, carrot, beetroot, savory, different 

varieties of greens for salads, broccoli, coriander, dill, rue, chicory, varieties of lettuce, 

white cabbage, mallow, beet, endive, radish, rocket, cress, and turnip (Dalby 2011; Koder 

1995). Sourcing his information from a variety of texts, including Vita Euthymii, 

descriptions of gardens in the writings of Theophanes, Nicholas Mesarites, Odo of Deuil, 

and Geoponika, which is an assemblage of books on all details of Byzantine agricultural 

practices including list of crops, and detailed information on climate, method and 

conditions according to which they were planted and harvested, and how these harvests 

were used (for instance, wine and vinegar recipes), Koder (1995:53) estimates that:  

…at least between 2 and 3 km2 (one square mile) of the area 
inside the walls of Constantinople could be used for agriculture 
and especially for vegetable gardening…In addition to the 2-3 
km2 inside Constantinople we can imagine that outside the city, 
along the Theodosian walls (for a length of about 6 km) at least 
another 10-12 km2 (4-5 square miles) could be used for 
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gardening purposes at a distance not more than 2-3 km from the 
walls - hence still a short distance from the inhabited parts of 
Constantinople. Thus the way from the farmers’ place of work to 
the market places in and near the centre of Constantinople was 
not longer than 6 or 7 km.  

 

Koder (1995: 54) argues that barring war, famine, or unusual natural or climate related 

event, the vegetable gardens of Constantinople would have been enough to feed all of its 

inhabitants, even up to 500,000 people. In addition, there were some dairy farming near 

the center of the city, as well as continuous trade of agricultural products from the 

hinterlands. For their part, White et al. (2016: 31) point to an imperial edict that was 

written after the construction of the Theodosian Walls which “records that the emperor 

compensated residents for agricultural land that had been lost to wall construction,” and 

“offers the ground floor for landowners’ private use, presumably for storing things like 

farm equipment.” This is also evidence that the agricultural production inside the walls of 

Constantinople was a significant and valued economic activity.  
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Figure 32: Two Max Fruchtermann postcards depicting the gardens near the land walls, 1907. 

Top image is from the Fruchtermann Postcard Series XIX, No. 186 (Fruchtermann 1907b). The bottom image is from 
the Furchtermann Postcard Series XVIII, No. 25 (Fruchtermann 1907a). 
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Figure 33: Les Murs, by Abdullah Frères. 
Published between 1880-1900 (Frères 1880). 

Ottoman historians, Akdal (2016), Shopov and Han (2013), and White et al. 

(2016), identify even more detailed descriptions and information about the production 

and distribution in Istanbul’s agricultural landscapes, revenues, labor, and 

consequentially immigration dynamics during the Ottoman rule of the city in documents 

like tax ledgers, surveys, old city maps, and travel diaries of Ottoman and European 

travelers throughout 17th and 18th Centuries. Just to give a scale of the volume of the 

agricultural activity, Shopov and Han (2013) write that in an Ottoman tax ledger from 

1735, inside the land walls of Istanbul there were 344 bostans which were cared for by a 

total of 1381 gardeners. Akdal (2016) documents that market gardens were not just 
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concentrated in what we now call the historic peninsula but spread throughout the city. 

Market gardens of various sizes were cultivated along both Anatolian and European 

coasts of the Bosporus strait. A recent publication of 1927 census data which contains a 

ledger of what kind of houses and plots exist on each street of Istanbul shows that there 

were a total of 694 bostan, 937 bağçe (which translates as ‘gardens,’ however in this case 

they are probably not vegetable gardens and market gardens but orchards, flower gardens, 

or small private gardens) (Ölçer 2015). Bostans are also documented in travel writing. 

Evliya Celebi and Eremya Celebi Komurciyan both talk about the gardens where 

vegetables and fruit trees were grown in Istanbul in great and vivid details.  

We also learn that topography of the gardens shed light on the history of urban 

expansion in Istanbul. The vegetable gardens were often located near creek basins and 

along the coast on both the Anatolian and European peninsulas, and in valley bottoms, 

which demonstrates how gardeners navigated Istanbul’s topography in organizing 

cultivation and distribution of the crops. The historical documents reveal that small-scale 

vegetable gardening was an essential part of the urban fabric in Istanbul, quite bound to 

the organization of vegetable markets, and the social and economic relationships therein 

(Akdal 2016).  

The documents on Istanbul agricultural production history also reveal that small-

scale vegetable gardening in Istanbul present a case study for the city’s demography, 

division of labor, changing population patterns and migration. For instance, Akdal (2016) 

documents the beginning of expansion of the city boundaries to what were considered the 

hinterlands. In addition, the gardens were cultivated by a diverse population. In the 18th 
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Century, non-Muslim gardeners were in the majority, though there were also significant 

number of Muslims working in the vegetable gardens (Akdal 2016). At the end of 19th 

Century, the migrant workers in the gardens were majority Macedonian and Albanian 

(White et al. 2016). Today, the gardeners of the historic market gardens are all from Cide, 

Kastamonu, a city on the Black Sea region. They still talk about the Albanian master 

gardeners that they worked for, from whom they inherited skills and rights to cultivate 

the land.  

Both Piyalepaşa and Yedikule market gardens contain immeasurable 

comprehensive information on Ottoman urban agriculture technologies (Akdal 2016; 

Shopov and Han 2013; White et al. 2015). For instance, maşula, “the rectangular beds of 

soil with raised edges that give the garden a chessboard-like appearance” (White et al. 

2016: 30), is one of the unique practices that have been ongoing for at least a century. 

White et al. (2016:33) describe the maşula in vivid detail:  

Photographs from the early 20th Century indicated that the 
chessboard pattern of planting beds (maşula), irrigated by the 
wells, have been an essential feature of the gardens for nearly a 
century or longer. When the water is pumped from a well, it is 
stored in a cistern that is elevated slightly above it and 
strategically positioned so that every part of the garden can be 
irrigated using the force of gravity, flowing down into radiating 
channels that hydrate each of the planting beds. Larger plots for 
growing lettuce, tomatoes, and peppers are bisected by long 
irrigation channels, while the rectangular maşula plots, 
measuring about 1 by 1.5 m, are individually opened for 
irrigation: the gardener, moving from maşula to maşula in the 
direction of the flowing water, uses a hoe to divert water from 
the irrigation canal into each of the planting beds, The surfaces 
of maşula are created meticulously to be as level as possible so 
that when the waters enters, it is equally distributed and each of 
the plants receives the same amount of water. The borders of the 
maşula, around ten cm high, prevent surface winds from taking 
away precious moisture during the hot summer months.  
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The gardeners tell me that their maşulas differ from season to season. During the 

summer, the edges of the maşulas are high but during winter they keep the edges low and 

prepare the garden beds flatter. During the rainy winter months, maşulas that are deeper 

will collect too much water and cause root rot for the plants.  

 

 
Figure 34: Nicholas V. Artamonoff photograph of the Marmara Sea Walls in Samatya, Istanbul. 

 (Artamonoff 1936). 
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Figure 35: Photographs of maşula divisions at Yedikule market-gardens, 2017.  

Shot in February 2017 (Top) and April 2007 (Bottom), these photographs depict the meticulous preparation of maşula 
divisions. These beds are just being prepared for the planting of Spring and Summer produce. 
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The gardeners’ colloquial practice of maşulas are reframed as cultural heritage, 

and disseminated by historians have been used both in reports serviced to the 

representatives at district and metropolitan municipalities and the appropriate councils for 

the conservation of cultural wealth, and by activists to raise public awareness and 

advocate for the protection of the historic market gardens. In fact, the most effective 

strategy in the struggle to prevent the redevelopment of the historic market gardens has 

been through redefining them as intangible cultural heritage and historic gardens, 

UNESCO and ICOMOS classifications, respectively. Therefore, they need to be 

preserved with equal diligence as the conservation efforts for the historic heritage 

monuments and sites of Istanbul that are built environments. Historians, archeologists, 

architects and right to the city activists explicitly claimed that redefining the agricultural 

landscape surrounding the walls as intangibly cultural heritage would augment the 

preservation of the land walls, which have already been enlisted as a UNESCO world 

heritage site. This was an argument initially put forth by the archeologist Allessandra 

Ricci at the Third International Symposium on the Historic Peninsula in 2008, before the 

park project was in the public spotlight. Arguing that the history and current status of the 

Yedikule market gardens fit the UNESCO description for intangible cultural heritage, 

(Ricci 2008:67) wrote:  

I would like to suggest that the surviving orchards tucked in-
between and immediately outside the Land Walls do indeed 
represent a rare testimony of intangible cultural heritage of the 
Byzantine and possibly Ottoman period city. Several of them 
have disappeared as a consequence of the recent interventions on 
the Land Walls, others have been wiped out by the growing 
desire of eliminating the agricultural dimension of the modern 
city. Yet, their historical value is undeniable.  
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Intangible cultural heritage consists of cultural forms that manifest orally, leave 

little physical remains or vestiges or are living, therefore constantly transforming and not 

static. According to UNESCO’s Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage, adopted in 2003, Intangible Cultural Heritage are “traditions or living 

expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on to our descendants, such as oral 

traditions, performing arts, social practices, rituals, festive events, knowledge and 

practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge and skills to produce 

traditional crafts.” (UNESCO 2003) These are cultural forms are representative of 

particular communities and depend on their continued survival to thrive and flourish and 

encourage cohesion not only within communities, but also within society at large. For 

instance, in Turkey, Turkish coffee and tradition, a painting technique called Ebru, oil 

wrestling in Kırkpınar, a tradition of poetry performance and singing called Aşıklık, 

Mevlevi ceremonies of whirling dervishes are all inscribed as intangible cultural heritage.  

Historic garden is a classification of the International Council on Monuments and 

Sites (ICOMOS) adopted in 1982 as the first charter of the council. According to the 

charter, a historic garden is “an architectural and horticultural composition of interest to 

the public from the historical or artistic point of view” (Article 1). A historic garden’s 

“constituents are primarily vegetal and therefore living, which means that they are 

perishable and renewable” (Article 2). Its plan, topography, vegetation and gardening 

forms and techniques, structural and decorative features as well as water features are 

included in the composition (Article 3). It is not the size of the garden but the cultural and 

historic significance that determines its status as a historic garden (ICOMOS 1982).  
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Building on these frameworks, the coalition of people mobilizing to preserve 

Yedikule and Piyalepaşa market gardens have argued that these sites should be 

considered as historic gardens under risk and protected as intangible cultural heritage 

under the UNESCO charter. They promote a holistic conservation model that 

incorporates the intangible cultural forms and existing practices of communities with the 

built environment, seeing the landscape and all of its features and functions as an 

inseparable unit. This model also promotes the inclusion of local communities in the 

decision making and foster a sense of belonging so that they invest in the continued 

conservation of the historic sites. This model is often made impossible by state urban 

conservation and revitalization schemes along with market-driven gentrification 

(Herzfeld 2010). The only way living communities, local populations can stake claims in 

these sites are through private property, Herzfeld (2010) explains. Unless local 

communities own the properties in zones for conservation, to participate in 

entrepreneurial opportunities in revitalization zones, they are often forced to leave their 

homes and/or places of work.  

The nostalgic representations of Istanbul are very popular. The yearning and the 

representation of lost spaces, cultural practices and forms of relationships are prevailing 

narratives about Istanbul. Therefore, the deployment of heritage worked as a powerful 

discourse in producing public awareness and building a political and legal campaign. In 

defense of Piyalepaşa and Yedikule Bostanları, the last remaining historic market gardens 

of Istanbul, the deployment of heritage against the state’s neoliberal urban redevelopment 

projects was understood by the mobilization as a case of what Hall (1999: 7) calls the 
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“democratization process,” by which vernacular cultural forms are popularized and 

celebrated with rising interest in “history from below.” The mobilization to prevent the 

destruction of the last remaining historic market gardens captured this moment as an 

opportunity to set the agenda and do this by reconstituting Istanbul’s origin story, from 

the capital of victorious empires, to a city of bountiful landscapes and gardens. The 

historic market gardens of Istanbul were established as intangible cultural heritage in both 

popular and scholarly discourse by skillful use of news, popular and social media, with 

several appearances in news programs on tv and radio broadcasts, new developments and 

opinion pieces published in newspapers and by organizing lectures, workshops and 

summer schools by historians and architects, and popular events like festivals and movie 

showings. The deployment of heritage has been the most successful strategy in 

preventing the further destruction of the remaining historic market gardens and putting 

pressure on the government to shift their strategy of redevelopment in these sites.  

Paradoxically, conservation of heritage and heritage tourism has also been used 

by proponents of the park projects. Either the market gardens and the gardeners are 

positioned as harmful for the heritage conservation and representation, as in the case of 

Yedikule, or the new project is publicized as a rehabilitation project, as in the case of 

Piyalepasa. Melih, a landscape architect who approves the government’s redevelopment 

projects, also articulated his opposition citing heritage tourism. According to Melih, 

heritage tourism is an important public resource that is under-utilized in Istanbul. And the 

land walls are an important feature of Istanbul’s heritage landscape. Tourism is, in fact, a 

big contributor to Istanbul’s economy. The historic districts in particular attract tourists, 
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domestic and international, which is a considerable source of income for not only 

Istanbul but the country as a whole. In fact, according to a research report by the 

Mediterranean Touristic Hoteliers Association (Akdeniz Turistik Otelciler ve İşletmeciler 

Birliği - AKTOB) three cities, Istanbul, Antalya and Muğla, contribute 75% of total 

income from tourism in Turkey. And Istanbul receives the highest amount of investment 

for tourism (AKTOB 2014). For the municipality, the historic center of Istanbul is an area 

that is highly significant in showcasing Istanbul as a global city, with zones to exhibit the 

city’s global cultural value. Both of these projects – the reconstruction of Yedikule 

market gardens into a city park, what the city government called a ““giant park” for the 

district of Fatih,” and the transformation of Piyalepasa gardens into hobby gardens – are a 

part of Istanbul’s global city image making. And in this approach, agricultural production 

does not fit this image of a modernized global city.  

Moreover, heritage tourism in particular, drives real estate speculation. This is 

clear in the tremendous gentrification of the residential districts in the historic peninsula 

(Beyoğlu and Fatih) by the application of contested district redevelopment plans as well 

as the marketing strategies of the newer gated communities surrounding the historic sites. 

Controllable, designed park spaces, like the new park projects in Yedikule and 

Piyalepaşa, that attract wealthier residents to these new redevelopment zones are more 

profitable for the government and real estate developers, rather than working through a 

plan to manage these historic sites by protecting the existing long-term cultural practices, 

promoting healthier agricultural practices and conservation techniques, expanding the 

knowledges of the gardeners and making them a part of the governance model, instead of 
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displacing gardeners and demolishing the gardens. One of my interlocutors explained this 

as “they are treating these market-gardens as private gardens and recreational areas of the 

surrounding gated residential communities for wealthy people.”  

Piyalepaşa Istanbul Project in particular provides a stark example of this. 

Piyalepaşa Istanbul redevelopment project, across Piyalepaşa market garden builds its 

marketing strategy on the historic heritage of the neighborhood. The developers even 

sponsored the publishing of a neighborhood history book, Geçmişten Günümüze 

Piyalepaşa:Tarih Yapılar ve Semt (Akçura 2016) with a paperback and a larger hardcover 

with glossy paper, and a gallery exhibit for the release of the book with artifacts, like 

photographs, documents and maps that supported the book research and writing. The 

book documents the history of settlement in Piyalepaşa, the Ottoman navy commander 

who led the settlement and gave the neighborhood his name, the building of the mosque, 

the landscape of the neighborhood and its buildings, traditions, aesthetic and natural 

beauty from primary and second sources, including ottoman military history and 

architecture history books, maps, archival documents, photographs and Ottoman and 

European travel writings. The book serves the dual purpose of social responsibility and 

marketing, and commodifies the neighborhood as a shiny, new product. And galvanize 

the development of new projects, including the hastily planned and designed state 

sponsored public infrastructure projects like these parks and hobby gardens.  
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Urban Agriculture and Sustainability 

Not only competing claims to Istanbul’s past, but also claims to the city’s present 

and future manifest in the socio-ecological struggles that take place in the last remaining 

historic market gardens. In fact, the Yedikule and Piyalepaşa market gardens and their 

gardeners became hosts to competing approaches to urban land governance and urban 

futures through expanding debates on the role of urban agriculture in Istanbul.  

In Istanbul, intra-urban agricultural production remained as a significant part of 

the city’s landscape until the middle of 1980s. In particular areas, for instance in 

Piyalepaşa quarter and the surrounding neighborhoods, it was a quite viable economic 

activity. Historical imagery, aerial photographs and satellite images, of Piyalepaşa 

neighborhood and its surroundings demonstrate this very clearly. The aerial photograph 

from 1970 show the area before the construction of Piyalepaşa boulevard, which, as we 

see in the 1982 image pierces through the sections of crop strips. By 2002, the crop fields 

have largely disappeared. In their place, we see residences, business and even the 

construction of a new park in place of old garden plots, now known as Hacıahmet 

Cinderesi Park, located to the East of Piyalepaşa neighborhood. The roads near this park 

are called New Bostan Road (Yeni Bostan Sokak) and Hacı Ahmet Bostan Road, marking 

the neighborhood’s landscape history with memories of these market-gardens. Although 

the majority of the market gardens in the district are destroyed by 2002, Piyalepasa 

Mosque garden is clearly visible in the Google Earth images.  
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Figure 36: Image of Piyalepaşa Mosque and its surrounding neighborhoods in 1970. 

The mosque is indicated by a blue marker on top. The green rectangle the site of the Hacıahmet Cinderesi Park. Source: 
The metropolitan municipality’s digital mapping service, accessed on May 20 2018, https://sehirharitasi.ibb.gov.tr/. 

 

 
Figure 37: Piyalepaşa Mosque and its surrounding neighborhoods in 1982.  

The mosque is indicated by a blue marker. The green rectangle shows the site of the Hacıahmet Cinderesi Park. The red 
arrow is pointing to the Piyalepaşa Boulevard. The black rectangle is the location of Piyalepaşa İstanbul gated 

community. Source: The metropolitan municipality’s digital mapping service, accessed on May 20 2018, 
https://sehirharitasi.ibb.gov.tr/. 
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Figure 38: Piyalepaşa Mosque and its surrounding neighborhoods in 2002.  

The mosque is indicated by the yellow oval shape. Red rectangle shows the site of the Hacıahmet Cinderesi Park. The 
black rectangle is the location of Piyalepaşa İstanbul gated community. Source: Google Earth. 

 

 
Figure 39: Piyalepaşa Mosque and its surrounding neighborhoods in 2018.  

The mosque is indicated by the yellow oval shape. Red rectangle shows the site of the Hacıahmet Cinderesi Park. The 
black rectangle is the location of Piyalepaşa İstanbul gated community. Source: Google Earth. 
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An examination of the historical map imaging of many districts in Istanbul would 

result in similar illustrations of contemporary urbanization patterns. Around the land 

walls, where Yedikule Bostanları is located, the encroachment of concrete settlements, 

residential buildings, and public and private facilities is also quite dramatic. In the images 

below, we see that a large part of the gardens in this segment were taken over by an ice-

skating ring, a gated community and a parking lot. The gardens along the land walls have 

endured the same transformation. We gather from these images that while the urban 

redevelopment and the new road network construction of mid 1970s and early 1980s 

have significantly transformed urban life in Istanbul, and its capacity for food production, 

there were still viable, though quickly vanishing, intra-urban agricultural economies until 

the late 1990s.  
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Figure 40: Satellite imagery of a segment of Yedikule market-gardens from 1982 and 2018.   

This segment is located in Belgradkapi, across the street from Biruni University (indicated with blue marker). Source: 
The metropolitan municipality’s digital mapping service, accessed on May 20 2018, https://sehirharitasi.ibb.gov.tr/. 

 
 

 

Globally, urban and peri-urban agriculture has received considerable attention in 

the past decade. Debates on food security, poverty alleviation, sustainability and climate 

change adaptation intensified as the population in urban areas surpassed that of rural 

areas, and social and spatial wealth inequality within and between cities showed an 

upward trend, according to United Nation Development Program (UNDP 2016). There 

are many examples of urban agricultural practices. Some are commercial, like market 

gardens and urban farms, through which producers and providers make a living. Others, 

like private gardens, community gardens, hobby gardens, educational edible gardens in 

schools and other public and private educational institutions, have a more public and 

social function. Mougeot (2015:163-164) lists the various spaces and scales of urban 

agrarian practices:  

Today, a mosaic of urban agriculture production activities is 
threading its way into the urban fabric in different ways and on 
different scales, everywhere in and around urban areas: on 
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rooftops, balconies, terraces, windowsills, shelves, and stairs; 
underneath stairways and counters; in basements; on walls and 
fences; in front and backyards, pens, cages, tanks; on 
transportation and communications rights-of-way; easements and 
roundabouts; under overpasses; in and around water bodies; and 
on both vacant and built lots. It may or may not be combined 
with other uses, such as waste disposal and treatment plants, 
factories, schools and hospitals, detention centers and military 
barracks, parks and playgrounds, restaurants and hotels, church 
grounds, and government facilities.  

 

Mougeot (2015)’s list demonstrates the different ways in which urban space as a 

geography for food production is a unique formation and provides a complex social, 

political, economic and ecological network. Urban agriculture, Mougeot (2015: 164) 

writes, “provides resources (green spaces, microclimates), products (food and others), 

and services (education, recreation, sanitation group therapy, small business 

development, community cohesion, agritourism, etc.)” Contribution of urban food 

production to the quality of urban life is documented in a variety of geographies and 

contexts. Global literature on landscape and urban planning, land use, food and 

agricultural policy and sustainability assign an extended role to food production in urban 

landscapes in terms of its socio-economic, cultural, ecological and health benefits.  

Urban agricultural practices provide diverse ecosystem services essential for 

ecological wellbeing of natural habitats (Gutman 2007; Lovell and Taylor 2013; 

Rothwell et al. 2015). They are important urban features in mitigating climate change 

(Kulak, Graves, and Chatterton 2013; Lwasa 2010; Lwasa et al. 2015; Padgham, Jabbour, 

and Dietrich 2015a), increase capacity to reserve urban environmental degradation 

(Gutman 2007), restore biodiversity (Clarke and Jenerette 2015; Lin, Philpott, and Jha 

2015; Yokohari et al. 2000; Zasada 2011) and control flooding (Yokohari et al. 2000). 
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Urban gardens and farms are also regarded for their public health and socio-economic 

benefits (Brown and Jameton 2000; Lovell and Taylor 2013). Urban agricultural practices 

have been documented to contribute social, cultural and economic benefits as well. In 

particular, urban agriculture is demonstrated as a successful way to battle food insecurity 

in the global south. It is lauded as a practice that alleviates urban poverty and increase 

secure and sustainable access to safe food, both in the context of the global south, such as 

countries in Africa, Southeast Asia and South America and disenfranchised communities 

of the global north (Altieri et al. 1999; Bryld 2003; Frayne 2005; Koont 2011; Malaque 

and Yokohari 2007; Padgham, Jabbour, and Dietrich 2015b; Paül and McKenzie 2013; 

Prain, Karanja, and Lee-Smith 2010; Pribadi and Pauleit 2015, 2016; Zasada 2011; Zezza 

and Tasciotti 2010).  

There are a number of significant challenges to growing food in urban spaces. For 

instance, soil and water contamination in urban zones can also be a problem depending 

on the history of land use in a particular geography, though there are strategies to 

alleviate particular problems associated with soil contamination (Brown and Jameton 

2000; Heinegg et al. 2002; United States Environmental Protection Agency 2011). Lack 

of resources, like limited access to water and land is a major problem for urban farmers. 

There are often barriers to urban agriculture in terms of zoning, regulations, codes and 

land tenure that make it hard or too expensive to produce food in the city (Castillo et al. 

2016). Researchers suggest that governments need to invest in multifunctional planning 

of intra-urban and peri-urban green infrastructure that include and support food 

production as a function can combat loss of natural habitats and promote urban economic 
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and environmental sustainability. In addition, the development of alternative food 

networks is essential for sustaining agricultural activity in urban regions (Paül and 

McKenzie 2013) 

In Turkey, there is a prevalent debate on the national food systems, especially 

intensified with the expansion of factory farming, land grabbing of small farmer 

agricultural lands for energy, infrastructure and real estate development projects, 

diminished support for small farmers, new legislation on seed and soil regulations that 

benefit companies like Monsanto which has been ever expanding its capacity in Turkey. 

The demand for clean, healthy, local and just food systems is louder than ever, influenced 

by global discourses on access to healthy and organic food and supported by local 

networks of ecological, urban and food justice movements, which have been expanding 

tremendously following Gezi Park resistance.  

The larger collective concern in these movements is to move away from 

monoculture, which produces artificial environments, diminishes agricultural 

biodiversity, has high chemical inputs, like pesticides and fertilizers, needs intensive 

water use, gives way to corporate monopolization and contributes to global climate 

change. One small farmer, explaining why she uses farming methods that are natural and 

derived from traditional knowledges, said: “Soil is understood as an object that hold the 

plant. Whereas soil is living; soil is what we need to keep clean and balanced.” Against 

corporatized, monoculture agriculture, these movements support the promotion of small 

farmer, natural and organic agriculture growing methods, that use natural pest control 

methods and natural fertilizers that feed the soil (like compost), without chemical inputs. 
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They also open spaces for alternative production-consumption networks, like collectives 

and cooperatives. Arguing that the alienation from soil and food production has been 

harmful to both small producers, as they do not receive the value they deserve for the 

products and are expelled out of agriculture, and to consumers, as they struggle finding 

healthy, uncontaminated food sources, these movements have suggested to form 

economic relationships and networks entirely outside of the existing food system, without 

hierarchies and by direct contact through community supported agriculture of small 

family farms, and small, local cooperatives for consumers and producers.22 

The struggle to protect the Yedikule and Piyalepasa market gardens is motivated 

by these debates on agricultural production and food systems. Groups in the coalition to 

preserve the historic market gardens framed these sites as valuable agricultural sites that 

need to be protected and supported. The gardens were celebrated as sites of education for 

food production, to teach future generations where food comes from, alleviating our 

alienation from the land and production. Moreover, they were seen as a ground for the 

promotion of local, nutritious and clean food and for advancing urban sustainability 

initiatives and food justice programs, like community supported agriculture programs. 

Vandana Shiva’s visit, following her talk at Boğaziçi University in 2016 was a testament 

to that. In her speech she called attention to alienation from the soil, from food and stated 

that the gardeners are key actors in reversing this trend:  

Your gardens and that wall are one. They are part of the same 
historic legacy…You, as gardeners, are maintaining that 
connection that we are of the earth. That is why what you do is 

                                                
22 Here, my summary relies on the mission statements of the newly formed food cooperatives and 
cooperative initiatives and lectures, workshops and meetings I have attended during my fieldwork on these 
issues and my informal discussions on agroecology and food sovereignty with interlocutors and friends.  
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for the future…Because when all those fancy buildings are gone, 
and when all the ferries stop because fossil fuel ran out, it is 
these gardens that will sustain humanity…What’s happening 
here in the gardens is a fight for truth for the earth, fight for truth 
for the livelihoods of the people, fight for truth for the historical 
significance of this place and a fight for truth for the future 
(Pınar 2016). 

 

She also expressed her skepticism and disbelief about the claims for “public welfare” of 

the park plans: “Those who made the plans that this should be removed to have these 

large official parks are obviously people with no knowledge. So women are in the 

frontline, they are in the frontline of a struggle against stupidity… The other vision of a 

blind projection into the future only to make money somehow. I’m sure there is a huge 

corruption and a kick back for the corrupt guy who made the contract for this park and it 

should be investigated” (Pınar 2016). 

Against the government’s claims of modernization and public service, the 

mobilization to preserve the historic market gardens had to create powerful symbols to 

mark the value if the gardens. Grounded in the cultural history of Yedikule Bostanları 

and recounting the fame of its lettuce, Slow Food Türkiye - Fikir Sahibi Damaklar (a part 

of the larger coalition and local branch of the global grassroots organization Slow Food), 

collaborating with gardeners and other groups, began organizing the Lettuce Festival. 

Documented to be a regional festival in 1938, largely by Armenians, Yedikule Lettuce 

Festival, which was also the celebration of the 106th anniversary of the opening of 

Yedikule Hospital, was known as a lively, sometimes rambunctious, celebration. The 

journalist reporting on the festival describe the day as: “Lettuce, in the hospital garden, 

became a symbol of joy and health. Whomever had a lettuce in their hands was smiling,” 
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as the music played on the gramophone, the sellers yelled poetic calls to get the attention 

of their customers and joined the laughter of women (Güngör 1938).  

 

 
Figure 41: Snippet from the 1938 Cumhuriyet report on the festival. 

Source: “Yedikule, dün marul bayramını tes'id etti” (Güngör 1938). 

In a talk that beautifully detailed the uses and representations of lettuce in history, 

Suna Kafadar (2018) explained that lettuce as a plant, and in particular the butterhead-

like (also known as buttercrunch) lettuce local to Yedikule, have been described as 

medicinal or as a symbol of health and healing, a type of relationship to food that is 

almost entirely severed in the contemporary food systems. Therefore, the present-day 

Lettuce Festival, which began in 2015 and has continued annually since, intended to 
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bring back the symbol of Yedikule Bostanları home to its roots and revive the 

disappearing local food cultures of Istanbul.  

The main purpose to organize this festival was to bridge the gap between the 

producers and consumers, highlight the cultural, economic and ecological value of the 

production at the market gardens, promote and advance the biodiversity of Istanbul. The 

festival is aligned with the mission of Slow Food Türkiye - Fikir Sahibi Damaklar as a 

producer centered organization that focuses on preserving local food cultures and 

bringing together producers and consumers by opening new spaces and expanding 

opportunities. By keeping the issue of protecting the historic market gardens alive and 

expanding the dialogue on urban agriculture this festival reproduced the “Yedikule 

Lettuce,” which was once a part of the neighborhood folklore, as a strong symbol against 

the destructive urban redevelopment projects. Preventing the further encroachment of the 

state and to justify opposition to development of a new city park, which is a public need 

in Istanbul, communicating the value of the market gardens was one of the greatest 

challenges. Using the strength of food culture, especially that of Istanbul and lettuce’s 

place for sea food dinners, and the existing folkloric symbol of the neighborhood worked 

in getting attention from not only people who are already critical of the destructive 

impacts of the contemporary urban redevelopment schemes, but also those who might 

usually favor the new transformations in the city.  

Aykut explained that the intention behind reimagining the festival is that rather 

than conflict, struggle and altercation, they wanted to work with the existing cultural 

traditions of festivals, feasts and fairs in order to create a positive and celebratory 
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dialogue environment, and to relocate the agro-biodiversity of Istanbul’s neighborhoods, 

which are reminisced with the fruits and vegetables that were grown there. For example, 

the strawberries of Arnavutköy, fresh and crisp cucumbers (the Persian cucumbers) of 

Çengelköy, figs of Kavak (the figs that grow in the gardens on either coast of the 

northern Bosporus, where the old control posts are located (Gamm 2012), the sweet white 

grapes (çavuş üzümü) of Bakırköy and the butterhead (or buttercrunch) lettuce of 

Yedikule. This typical lettuce has not been growing in the Yedikule market gardens in 

recent decades. The organizers of the festival located the seed in the seed library of 

Atatürk Bahçe ve Kültürleri Merkez Araştırma Enstitüsü Müdürlüğü, a garden and 

landscape cultures research institute near Istanbul. First with the help of an organic 

farmer and a landscape architect in the Gümüşdere neighborhood in Sarıyer, also known 

for its luscious gardens and recent struggles against redevelopment (Hattam 2014; 

Khroundina 2013), then with the participation of a gardener in Yedikule, the butterhead 

was brought back to its home and back in our collective memory of the city’s cultural 

landscapes, at least symbolically.  

 

 
Figure 42: Selection of promotional logos used for the festival over the years.  

Source: Facebook page of the festival committee: https://www.facebook.com/istanbulunmarulbayrami/ 
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Often overlooked in popular debates, bostancılık (vegetable gardening) is a 

specific occupation and continues as a significant economic activity in these gardens. As 

of 2017, the historic market gardens provide subsistence for a total of 27 gardening 

families. These families cultivate the land, carry out gardening as a profession, with skills 

passed down from one generation to the next, and practice gardener to gardener skill 

sharing. Most of the gardeners have only gone to elementary school. In fact, only six of 

them went to school past elementary school: three graduated from middle school and 

another three finished high school. Except for one family, the current gardeners are all 

from Cide, Kastamonu, a small town in the Black Sea region. While all of them carry a 

great pride for being from Kastamonulu, they have very little community left in the 

villages from which they or their elders have migrated to Istanbul decades ago.  

Bostancılık (market-gardening) is a family-based work for them – the whole 

family is involved in the seeding, planting, growing, harvesting and sale. And often the 

gardens change hand within the family, from one generation to the other, for decades. 

One family I regularly visited had their first garden in Aksaray, at the site of the old 

Langa Bostanları.23 They relocated to Yedikule Bostanları, when the Langa Bostanları 

were destroyed to make way for the Yenikapı metro station. 24 As the matriarch of the 

family told me about their story, she conveyed her pride in the family’s long history as 

                                                
23 Known for its cucumbers for centuries (Kaldijan 2000; Kömürciyan 1988), Langa Bostanları have been 
in use as agricultural sites since the 12th Century, during the Byzantine period, until it was dug up for the 
metro station construction in 2004 (Ortaylı 1994). They also appear in the fire insurance maps of the area 
by Jacques Pervititch from 1936.   
24 In the movement to prevent the reconstruction of historic market gardens, mobilized and put to work are 
discourses of the past which not only brand the landscape but also construct new knowledges of both the 
distant and the near past. At times, this involves a quite remarkable uncovering of oral histories that exhibit 
the interconnectedness of the productive landscapes of Istanbul. This is one of those examples of 
contemporary stories informing the understanding of the historic interconnections of landscapes.  
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gardeners, their belonging to the productive landscapes of Istanbul and their service to the 

city. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 43: Satellite imagery of Yenikapı metro station and the old Langa Bostanları.  

Top image is from 1982 and the bottom is from 2018. The destruction of the agricultural fields is clearly visible. 
Source: The metropolitan municipality’s digital mapping service, accessed on May 20 2018, 

https://sehirharitasi.ibb.gov.tr/. 
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Figure 44: Map of Small Langa by Jacques Pervititch, 1936.  

This map from 1936 demonstrates a large section of the Langa market gardens (Pervititch 1936). 
 

The land tenure of the garden plots is informal – the gardeners do not own the 

plots they cultivate. They are considered as squatters and are required to pay what are 

known as ecrimisil (squatter dues). Gardeners at Yedikule tell me that the dues have 

increased tremendously in the last 5 years. In some cases, the dues are ten times what 

they used to pay. Some of the plots are charged with exorbitant fees by two separate state 

institutions: the metropolitan municipality which collects the ecrimisil and Milli Emlak 

Genel Mudurlugu (The General Directorate of National Estates).  
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The gardeners sell their produce to sellers at pazar (neighborhood open markets 

that have stalls for fruits, vegetables, dairy, dry goods and household items) wholesale, or 

they will rent a spot to sell their own. Sometimes restaurants will come and purchase 

wholesale directly from the gardens. Sometimes the gardeners will go to to hal (the 

wholesale food market) to purchase vegetables that they do not grow and sell in 

neighborhood markets along with the ones they do. The gardeners told me that they 

cannot gain entry to hal (the wholesale food market) and directly sell their produce 

without registering as farmers in the national farmer registration database. Because the 

gardeners do not own their lands, they are not allowed to be registered in this database. If 

they want to sell at hal they have to figure out informal channels, like going with an 

acquaintance who has a registration. This registration would allow them to take 

advantage of state agriculture support programs, including income support, discounts on 

equipment, fertilizers and seeds and other legal protections.  

None of the families do gardening full time because it does not provide enough 

financial security year-round. In one family, the father and son, drive cabs to supplement 

their income from the garden, especially during slower months in the winter. During busy 

months, those with larger plots hire seasonal workers, some of whom are recent refugees 

from Afghanistan. Most gardeners live in nearby neighborhoods. Some were able to keep 

the sheds where they keep their tools, seeds, often a burner or two to cook some food or 

tea, and a toilet for daily use.  

“We do seed protection,” said one of the gardeners, as he talked about his work. 

Concerned about the recent legislations on agricultural seed management, which threaten 
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the future of local seeds in Turkey, the gardeners mostly use their own seeds, which 

performs a very important seed protection practice. The gardeners also practice mutual 

aid and sharing economy between the families, by exchanging seeds and seedlings when 

necessary and supporting each other in their everyday, including tight knit neighbor 

relationships. 

The gardeners who cultivate the urban historic market gardens refer to themselves 

as bahçıvan (gardener) or bostancı (vegetable gardener). When I asked a couple of them 

why they call themselves “bostancı” and not farmers, they boosted with pride. They 

explained that a gardener is someone who knows how to grow everything; they know the 

relationship between different plants, they know the seasonal effects well, they know the 

conditions under which every vegetable and fruit has a better yield. A farmer, they said, 

only grows one crop. While this view assumes monoculture as a default farming practice, 

it also displays a deep-seated pride in not only the work they do but also the knowledge 

they produce, and share. The gardeners also explain that there is a quite aesthetical 

dimension to their work and that aesthetical presentation of their plants, both as planted 

in the ground and displayed on market stalls, is part of the mastery of gardening. And 

these are skills that they have learned from their own families or as they apprenticed next 

to former Albanian or Macedonian gardeners. In fact, in the Ottoman period majority of 

the gardeners were also migrants, both Muslim and non-Muslim, mainly from the Balkan 

provinces (Akdal 2016).  

In interviews for a documentary video of Vandana Shiva’s visit, one of the 

woman gardeners of the Yedikule Bostanları said “It gives us pleasure. This is our 
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profession, we don’t have any other jobs. We love working the soil… We have no other 

source of income or jobs. Not even if we wanted. All this time we have lived freely in our 

garden. And we have the chance to share what we produce with other people.” Another 

one said “We are not doing anything against the government. We are earning a living.” In 

addition to earning a living, the gardeners pay ecrimisil (squatter dues). Another woman 

farmer exclaimed in frustration: “We work under the state too. We pay taxes. We pay for 

electricity and water. If there is anything else we must do, they should tell us and we’ll do 

it” (Pınar 2016). These gardeners have been working the land here for decades and took 

over the gardens from the elders in their families. One of the gardeners I visited often 

said his father and uncle, who gardened plots next to each other at the Yedikule market-

gardens, are both buried in the cemetery across the street from their plots. 

The gardeners also fulfill the role of protectors of heritage. The gardeners keep 

these areas clean from littering and protect the walls from vandalism. When left unused, 

at night, these areas run the risk of becoming hosts for a number of criminal activity. 

Whereas the gardeners, as they cultivate their gardens, they keep guard over the areas 

surrounding the gardens as well. Guarding the safety of the area and guarding the walls is 

something that the gardeners feel proud of and repeat often, in interviews, in informal 

conversations. And they point out that following earlier attempts of clearing the market 

gardens have led to an increase of criminal activity that harms the walls, the gardens and 

the neighborhood at large.  

The gardeners do not only keep guard of the gardens and their seeds, but also 

knowledge of small lot farming techniques and strategies for urban agriculture in the 
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climate and topography of Istanbul. The gardeners love to share their own histories and 

knowledge. And inform the visitors of lesser known Anatolian recipes for some of the 

winter greens they grow or traditional knowledges for natural remedies. The market 

gardens are where I learned that young leaves of the mulberry trees can be used for 

dolmas, just like grape leaves, for a delicious meal. And I also learned about kudret narı 

(bitter melon) and its health benefits from the gardeners at Yedikule.  

Scholars and professionals have argued that any redevelopment, like the park 

projects, that irreversibly transforms not only topography of the area, but also impede 

opportunities for empirical research on Istanbul on a variety of different of topics (Akdal 

2016; Arkeologlar Derneği İstanbul Şubesi 2016; Kaldijan 2000, 2004; Ricci 2008; 

Shopov and Han 2013). These gardens are spaces of accessible active learning and 

provide the material context for understanding history of food production and 

redevelopment in Istanbul. Identifying the historic market gardens of Istanbul as 

“masterpieces,” Shopov (2013a) argued that the destruction of these gardens along with 

the disappearance of other historic sites, monuments behind modern structures, 

irreversibly damaging the city’s silhouette “means that our opportunities to take 

inspiration from the past are being taken away.” According to Shopov (2013a) these 

gardens allow for people to make connections between the historic landscape, breath 

taking view and the process of cultivation in the everyday life. Elsewhere, Shopov 

(2013b) called attention to the sharing and transmission of knowledge in the historic 

market gardens. Both ICOMOS and UNESCO emphasize the importance of education in 

the encouragement of the public to take an interest in heritage conservation. And the 
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design, planning and maintenance urban landscapes are significant for the continued 

education of the public on national historic and cultural heritage because urban 

landscapes provide a physical context for effective educational models (Şimşek et al. 

2013). Indeed, the gardens are an integral part of the social structure that not only 

passively inspires people to make connections but also the gardeners have for years 

shared their knowledge on how to grow and even cook the vegetables they grow and sell.  

The gardens host space for social relationships that are unique and unavailable 

elsewhere in the city. Guests are always greeted with an open, warm, welcoming attitude 

During my visits, the gardeners always insist that I stay for a while, offer me tea or 

coffee, and other treats, like cookies or pastries. If it is lunch time, they offer to share 

with me food that they cooked for the day. Often, I walk away with bags full of free 

produce as well. I am often received and sent off with a tight embrace by the women 

gardeners, a firm hand shake by the men and an invitation to visit again: “yine gel” 

(“come again”). We form this relationship over time and with mutual trust and gratitude. 

But the inviting and giving attitude of the gardeners is not reserved for the unique 

relationship they have with me and other activists, but a standard way they treat people 

that visit them, shop from them and ask them how they are managing. Their offers and 

treats are the continuation of rural cultural practices of sharing, giving away what grows 

in one’s garden. And the friendly relationships and mutual accountability are how the 

market gardens, where one buys their food directly from the producer, work. 

People that live near the gardens often stop by to talk about the matters of the 

neighborhood and ask questions about how to grow a particular plant or how to resolve a 
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problem they might have with their plants. During one of my visits at Piyalepaşa Bostan I 

saw two women picking their own collard greens and chard from the garden. The 

gardener lets them do this because of their close neighborly relationship and the women 

seem to be enjoying the “do it yourself” opportunity, which they can no longer find 

anywhere else. McMahon (2002:204), reflecting on central tenets of food movements, 

writes: 

A potato isn't just a potato, it carries in it, and into us when we 
eat it, a host of social relationships such as those with the people 
who grow, harvest, or trade the potato and also with Nature, not 
in the abstract but with particular nonhuman others, things, and 
individual places. When we partake in food, we consume 
relationships.  

 

Likewise, chard is not just chard and lettuce is not just lettuce, but material forms of our 

social relationships, their form, value and meaning shifting as our social, economic and 

political relationships transform and our environment change. The historic market 

gardens provide the neighborhoods in which they exist and the city at large a space to 

preserve these relationships and to take inspiration to develop ways of relating to each 

other that involve less of capitalist market relations and more economies of mutual aid.  

The historic market gardens were also seen as a place where a movement for food 

sovereignty can be enacted. Formed in 2015 as part of the emerging food sovereignty 

movement in Turkey, Direnen Üretici Tüketici Kolektifi – Dürtük (Collective of Resisting 

Producers and Consumers) is a food collective that came together with an interest in 

promoting local food production. With the rising urgency of supporting the intra-urban 

food production at Piyalepaşa and Yedikule market-gardens, they focused on arranging 
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the weekly pick up and distribution of fresh vegetables from the gardens to the public. 

The collective mobilizes consumer demand weekly by galvanizing interest in shopping 

from the historic market-gardens through existing social movement networks and social 

media. This not only supports the gardeners economically, but also boosts their morale 

and keeps a consistent and direct communication line open in case of further 

encroachment. The central goal of Dürtük is to help break the dependency to capitalist 

market relations and rule in food production and create a relationship with the producers 

and the invest in the process of production of the food we eat. Rather than leaving 

farmers alone in their fate, Dürtük, as one form of Community Supported Agriculture 

(CSA) initiatives, aims to organize the consumers to take responsibility in the survival of 

precious small lot agricultural communities. In other words, Dürtük responds to one of 

the central components of urban ecological struggle: food consumption and alienation 

from the realm of production. 

The collective runs on volunteer effort with no surplus income. Other than the 

regular weekly distribution, the collective participates in common interest projects with 

other food collectives and co-opts and organizes informational events, such as the recent 

discussion on global examples of alternative economies, which is a framework that the 

collective feels the most affinity. One of the most inspiring accomplishments of the 

collective is the effort they put in navigating the significant class divides between the 

gardeners and the members of the collective and raising awareness of the mutual benefits 

of supporting these gardens and the gardeners, effectively redefining the bostans as a 

commons while protecting the rights of gardeners to cultivate the land for income.  
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Figure 45: Photographs from a Dürtük distribution day, July 2017. 

 

Dürtük has been a collective that laid the groundwork for the expansion of 

community supported agriculture (CSA) initiatives that centralized the historic market 
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gardens and the value of intra-urban agricultural production. The consistent 

communication allowed the rest of the groups to be more informed about the new 

developments at Piyalepaşa market-garden. Their work in promoting the agricultural 

production at Piyalepaşa market-garden, which received less media attention than the 

Yedikule struggle, made the garden more visible. More people became interested in 

Piyalepaşa market-garden and even another adhoc group was formed in 2018 that 

organizes clean up and gardening events to help the family on the weekends.  

Dürtük is part of a network of collectives and cooperatives that have been 

organizing around the issue of food consumption in Istanbul. Guided by a common 

understanding that “eating food is political,” there has been an emergence of a new food 

politics movement in Istanbul and major cities in Turkey. Food collectives, cooperatives 

and communities in the city come together out of concern for healthy food and the 

principle of knowing where your food comes from. Through their formation, the rural is 

invited to the urban for both subsistence and knowledge the rural agricultural practices 

carry with them. There is a significant desire to lean away from the artificiality of 

supermarkets, yearn towards the natural of the non-urban. And a desire to create an 

alternative food system, thorough formal cooperatives and mutual aid collectives with 

non-hierarchical models of organizing.25 

                                                
25 Although, they have not crossed the class barriers and accessibility continues to be a serious issue. The 
urban poor cannot afford to purchase the high priced, organic or naturally produced boutique food items 
from the cooperatives and therefore they are excluded by default from the political organizing as well. The 
new emergent movement is not a new practice, but it is the coming together, political organization of what 
people have done in private networks for years. My grandfather, for instance, orders walnuts and honey 
from his friends in Erzurum. Family friends send grape products like molasses yearly from Antalya. And 
from Düzce, where they go for the summer and for holidays, they bring back dairy products and fruits and 
vegetables when they can. Olive oil also comes from a family friend with an orchard. There are countless 
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Challenges, Divergences, Pitfalls 

Often cultural and historic heritage conservation takes on built environments and 

objects as it aims to protect them from human and environmental impact. Ecological 

conservation and food sovereignty struggles often focus on non-urban and rural contexts. 

The historic market gardens of Istanbul urges us to think together the concept of 

intangible cultural heritage, ecology and food sovereignty in the urban context. They 

present a unique case for not only new urban social movements but also landscape 

architects and urban planners to reconsider their approaches towards redevelopment, 

revitalization and representation of interests. In Istanbul, landscape design, urban 

planning and urban governance are intimately linked to management of cultural and 

historic heritage. The debates on the rehabilitation and conservation of Istanbul’s historic 

market gardens not only illuminate the conflicting deployments of heritage discourse in 

the transformation of the city, but also, it is actively redefining heritage-scapes. 

Moreover, the struggles that takes place in Istanbul’s historic gardens also expand 

debates on what constitutes as public benefit, localism as a backlash against the corporate 

agricultural food systems and the functions of public urban spaces – do they have to be 

sterile and inactive or can they be reorganized as active and productive? 

The diverse efforts by different individuals and groups have fostered public 

consciousness about the importance of the historic market-gardens in particular, and the 

                                                                                                                                            
families in Istanbul, with roots and connections outside of the metropolitan centers, who practice this. The 
urban poor will also bring back bulk food with them from their visits back home too. This is how they have 
continued their connections and attachments and have survived the inflated prices in the city. There are also 
specialty shops that sell farm fresh eggs, dairy and meat products. The new cooperatives are different 
because of the political organization principles behind it. 
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concepts of intangible cultural heritage and urban agriculture in general. Each initiative 

and collective have a different vision and purpose, defined by the space, its participants 

and the type of relationship the participants have to the state. Together, they shifted 

public debates on urban redevelopment, and put food and sustainability on the map as 

key issues. The multi-layered struggles for the protection of Istanbul’s historic market 

gardens, the vulnerable and endangered agricultural sites, begs us to think together 

heritage, ecology, and food sovereignty in the urban context.  

Legitimacy and recognition of the movement to preserve the gardens lay in the 

successful links made between the existing national discourse of history and visions of 

Istanbul’s future. It had to not only prevent further encroachment of the government, 

which justified its position in terms of the needs of the general public and through 

narratives of progress, but also construct a narrative that appealed to diverse groups of 

people. While there were major accomplishments, there were also challenges divergences 

and pitfalls. What came into conflict here were not just visions of urban governance 

between the state and grassroots social movements, but also approaches and strategies 

across different groups.  

The struggle for Istanbul’s market gardens has been one of defining what matters, 

who decides and how to govern. One of the most contentious issues in the mobilization to 

prevent the redevelopment of Istanbul’s historic market gardens was the right to 

representation. As the struggle became popular quickly, some activists were worried that 

individuals who became prominent figures or spokespersons were usurping the 

movement for their own agendas rather than a common purpose or benefiting the 
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wellbeing of gardeners. Some of my interlocutors told me that the issue was the 

hierarchical way some of the professional members of the coalition approached the 

mobilization. They explained that the individual negotiation meetings with the 

municipality and project ideas that were drawn up without genuine and long-term contact 

with the gardeners made them very nervous and caused significant conflicts about 

political representation and movement ownership as well as concerns about whose role, 

whose place and whose work was going to take center stage. My interlocutors were very 

concerned that the rights, voices, and needs of the gardeners would be overshadowed, as 

the voices of the urban poor and farmers are often pushed aside, by people who had 

social, political and cultural capital and a respected status per their professional 

affiliations. Concerned about the potential of the approaches of the professional class 

serving the interests of the government and developers, some activists defended 

grassroots community building, developing and sustaining a direct relationship with the 

gardeners, and committing to expanding their representative power. The debates on this 

conflict caused irreparable divergences and brought coalition work to several impasses 

and led to individuals and groups working in their own lanes rather than collaboratively. 

One of the most successful strategies of the mobilization was also one of the 

major pit falls. While the deployment of heritage discourses served strategic purposes and 

delivered successes in preventing further encroachment and raising awareness, it did not 

produce strategies to protect the gardeners and their families, nor did it guarantee that 

bostancılık (vegetable gardening) as a specific occupation, and a significant economic 

activity continues in these sites. Similarly, the deployment of urban agriculture as a 
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popular discourse did not expand protections and support for the gardeners. In fact, as we 

see in the new plans for Yedikule and Piyalepaşa, the concept of heritage and urban 

farming are liberally enrolled in the process of dispossession.  

For example, the language of the rationale for the approval of the new agriculture 

themed park project and the publicity material, like the illustrations, show that many of 

the interventions of the conservation activists and the popular discourse on urban 

agriculture and community gardening have been folded into the new development project 

that promise us the world: it will contain a greenhouse, marketplace, vegetable gardens, 

children’s park, bike lanes, a café called healing, a restaurant called harvest, hobby 

gardens, space for gardening workshops and other educational events, library, seed bank 

and solar panels. Except the project will not invite back the gardening families who 

cultivated the gardens before they were demolished. In fact, there is no mention of how 

the site management will proceed and who will garden the plots. The project is about the 

design elements and symbolic representation of a material cultural and economic activity. 

A similar dispossession under the auspices of apparent in the plan for Piyalepaşa market 

garden. The project that was drawn up for the site intends to sever the control of the 

gardener from the garden and his produce, and transform the site into a symbolic exhibit 

space, using the rhetoric of heritage conservation and features of urban agriculture, 

disconnected from the substance.  

The government selectively utilizes history and cultural value to serve its 

interests. It picks sites and objects to reconstruct, rehabilitate and reinvent in order to 

generate political support and accumulate and circulate capital. Efforts to conserve and 
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expand intangible cultural heritage and historic gardens challenges this selective adoption 

of historic heritage in Turkey. Up to now, the heritage claims have been successful to 

raise public awareness, and appeal to existing frameworks in city planning and 

sentiments of nationalist pride in conservation of historic heritage to halt further 

destruction and reconstruction. Because agricultural heritage and intangible heritage does 

not advance the rhetoric of power, glory and military dominance, it did not become a part 

of the larger narrative of heritage until urban gardening and agriculture became a popular 

subject in public across political spectrum. As a new strategy the state decided to 

incorporate the heritage narrative in the plans for redeveloping the historic market 

gardens in Piyalepaşa and Yedikule with parks that completely remove the essential 

actors, the gardeners, from the site and replace them with low-paid landscape workers 

with no attachment to the site.  

Writer and activist Kafadar (2018) explained this as the “producing an empty, 

unknown commodity.” She said that rather than seeing the lettuce as our neighbor from 

Yedikule (Yedikuleli) like people did in the past, the use of a promotional approach, by 

using marketing strategies to brand lettuce in order to raise awareness, forces it into a 

legal discourse, projected by institutions like UNESCO and ICOMOS and adopted by 

governments. “We have to reject this discourse and construct a new language,” she 

argued. She added that this is necessary because: 

How can the global cultural heritage discourse can say 
something special about the dreams and fears of the tens of 
beings living in the market gardens and how we look into each 
other’s eyes? What will collectively heal our wounds is a new 
language… We must rid our language from the discriminating 
scientific, legal, cultural and political discourse, and make the 
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butterhead lettuce our neighbor again… and it is the gardeners 
that will guide us in testing out this neighborly relationship again 
(Kafadar 2018).  

 

The most recent iteration of the park plan in Yedikule, the agricultural theme park in the 

site of destroyed fertile gardens, and the rehabilitation plans for Piyalepaşa lay bare the 

dangers of relying on the sterile narratives of sustainability and fetishization of cultural 

heritage as well as localization and rural imagery to promote conservation of historic 

gardens. It demonstrates that public welfare, green space, conservation of historic 

heritage can all be enrolled in processes for the reproduction of state’s power. Without a 

strong framework that takes in its center economic justice, access to equitable food 

production and distribution system, and right to self-determination, and further education 

and empowerment of the gardeners, the heritage and sustainability narratives have given 

way to new profit schemes. In fact, with the new plan it is clear that the state has 

essentially co-opted the transformative effects of grassroots struggle to preserve these 

gardens, and the concept of urban gardening in hobby gardening form is appearing in 

other parts of the city as non-controversial greening initiatives with no concrete policy 

approaches to address the social and ecological problems in the city. 

The political struggle to protect the market gardens have also transformed the role 

and duties of the gardeners, at times adding undue pressure to their everyday struggles. 

Growing food, especially vegetables suitable for the market in urban areas, at small scale 

and without greenhouses and exposed to both natural and political external elements, is 

already very challenging. In addition to their existing hard and underappreciated work, 

the gardeners of the historic market gardens have been living and working in 
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extraordinary insecure circumstances, having to face and fend off continuous threats to 

their existence. In the process, the gardeners have, inadvertently and sometimes 

uncomfortably, became political actors and were put on the spotlight. Many defended 

their gardens and sheds when the municipal police came with bulldozers along with 

activists supporting them. They spoke to municipality representatives, journalists and 

activists and participated in meetings and actions. But some of them saw this as 

something that would bring more trouble and wanted to stay out of it. Others, often based 

on their previous experiences, did not trust the intentions of so many outsiders paying 

such concentrated attention on the previously ignored market gardens.  

Now, the gardeners are tasked with performing as interlocutors of a heritage 

narrative in which they are not formally educated, act as ambassadors of agricultural 

practices to the urban folk, and perform as protectors of heritage sites both off stage in 

the gardens and on the stage at talks, lectures and meetings. Many of the gardeners did 

not participate in these continued meetings, events, festivals and functions as part of the 

efforts to keep the issue alive. And those who participated have expressed their 

frustration with the demands of this public role and how much it takes away from their 

work day. In addition, individuals, like photographers, filmmakers and students, demand 

that the gardeners are available to share information and material or be present as objects 

for projects that are unrelated to their everyday subsistence. While the gardeners are 

trying to sustain themselves and their families, people who are trying to add more 

meaning to their own lives, like consumers, activists, artists, scholars, create more 

demands on the gardeners’ time and energy. Whereas scholars, scholar-activists position 
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themselves as advocates of the gardeners while establishing their careers through the 

lives of the gardeners, the gardeners end up having to take time out of their working days 

to host them, talk to them, appear on filmed interviews, attend panels and conferences. 

The market gardens and gardeners have become objects to be consumed. Consumption of 

the gardens as an intellectual space, as an aesthetic space. But not as a space of labor. 

This is no more apparent than in the contrast of our hands. The hands of the gardeners are 

rough from callouses that they often scrape my palms when we shake hands.  

 

Conclusion 

The historic market gardens of Istanbul, Piyalepaşa and Yedikule Bostanları, are 

fundamental features of Istanbul’s settlement history and development over centuries. 

Today, their form and function have shifted, yet they provide significant opportunities for 

social cohesion, education and inspiration for alternative urban planning. The market 

gardens present a counter narrative to the established narrative about Istanbul as a 

consumption center (Akdal 2016). They are foundational spaces where we can think 

seriously about the connections between the demands of right to the city movements and 

the mobilizations to develop an equitable and sustainable food systems in a city that has 

long been defined as a consumption machine, “a moloch that swallows everything” 

(Faroqhi 2011: 8). Instead, these market gardens give us an account of the potentials 

existing in Istanbul’s topography, climate and landscape. The historic market gardens 

preserve the memory of a city where not that long ago its neighborhoods were mentioned 
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in relation to vegetables grown in the area, like cucumbers, strawberries and lettuce26. 

Moreover, as intra-urban agricultural sites, the historic market-gardens make visible the 

everyday processes of food production from seed to the table to the urban consumers who 

are several degrees alienated from not only the food and soil, but also the labor and living 

conditions of gardeners, farmers and peasants. They show us how processes of 

urbanization transform agriculture and our everyday practices of food, an essential human 

need. It gives us opportunities to change our paradigm and see agriculture and food not 

just as a rural problem but also an urban one. And the historic market gardens make 

intangible cultural heritage tangible, and shift understandings of cultural and historic 

heritage in Turkey.  

The government intends to transform the use value of the gardens into exchange 

value and symbolic capital. The new park projects convert productive landscapes into 

sites of consumption. Positioned as obstacles to progress and development, the state 

dismisses the value of historic markets and the labor of gardeners, reframing that as 

irrelevant for the future of global Istanbul. This is a discursive strategy the state has 

deployed for all natural sites, social spaces and symbolic heritage of previous regimes in 

order to legitimize a destructive pattern of redevelopment. Carved in the memory of the 

city’s landscape, the unique small-lot intra-urban food production practice bostancılık has 

motivated and inspired new communities that intend to reverse the alienation of urban 

dwellers to the processes of food production, to reclaim urban spaces as common 

resources and to defend these urban commons against government encroachment. And, 

                                                
26 For instance, Çengelköy Hıyarı (cucumber), Arnabutköy çileği, and Yedikule marulu (lettuce) were quite 
popular and marked these neighborhoods as special for their delicacies.  
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perhaps, to inspire a new urban governance model, with both a conservation plan and 

proper zoning for urban agriculture, that continues to support and improve the important 

functions of these gardens, rather than destroying them or curtailing them by removing its 

essential elements, the gardeners.  
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CHAPTER THREE - CONTEMPORARY GARDEN PROJECTS IN ISTANBUL: 
COLLECTIVE IMAGINATIONS AND URBAN GOVERNANCE 

In Istanbul, urban community gardening in a variety of forms has gained a 

renowned importance over the past five years. These gardens activate memories of an old 

Istanbul, with abundant productive landscapes, and diverse collective imaginaries for its 

future, through grassroot interventions in Istanbul’s increasingly hegemonic urban 

governance. Diverse social actors, from new social movements to state institutions, 

mobilize local cultural forms, practices and socio-ecological struggles, and global trends 

and movements in the production of urban garden projects. In this chapter, I discuss the 

cultural landscape of Istanbul’s guerrilla gardens, community gardens, and hobby gardens 

today. Specifically, I focus on public and intra-urban examples -- Roma Bostan, Tarla 

Taban, Fenerbahçe Topluluk Bahçesi, Kuzguncuk Bostanı and Imrahor Bostan – in order 

to discern the impact of community gardening on how residents envision public spaces, 

urban redevelopment, and environmental degradation as a practice and as a vision on 

public spaces and discourses on urban redevelopment and environmental degradation. I 

describe and analyze how people reconfigure urban space and nature through gardening 

projects and transform ideas such as “community,” “nature,” “food production,” and 

“public” in the process.  

The scholarship on community gardens have largely celebrated them as forms of 

resistance (Baker 2004; Eizenberg 2016; Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004). Critical 
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geographers have pointed out that community gardens serve the advancement of 

neoliberal urbanism by allowing the state institutions to relinquish their responsibilities 

for public service and run the risk of being used as a stopgap measure that increases 

property values and advances real-estate development, accelerating gentrification (Rosol 

2010, 2014). With the case studies in this chapter, I argue that neither characterization 

tells the full story about community gardens at large. The purpose and result of these 

gardening projects depend entirely on the local context and who is coming together with 

what purpose. Contemporary intra-urban garden projects in Istanbul come together as 

expressions of different, sometimes contradictory visions, interests, and social relations.  

Energized by Gezi Park protests, people who are interested in urban commons, 

mutual aid, participatory democracy, and sustainability forged their visions in vacant 

spaces, that were often slated for new development, with varying degrees of success. 

Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban are two of these gardens that embark upon a vision of 

alternative economies and egalitarian social relations, in direct opposition to the 

hegemonic urban governance regimes of state institutions. Activists approach these 

gardens as grassroots collective initiatives to address environmental issues and social 

inequalities, and as a form of political resistance and community building. They make 

these spaces into what I call territories of solidarity, which are landscapes that people 

cultivate or defend together with the aim to free them from market-driven management of 

urban spaces and transform them into common resources. 

Community gardens do not have a static existence and do not always exist in 

direct conflict, or clearly defined opposition with the state, or other governing 
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institutions. And if they do, they do not always stay in conflict. In Istanbul, there are 

examples of community garden groups that appealed to public institutions to experiment 

with small scale urban gardening for educational purposes, like Fenerbahçe Topluluk 

Bahçesi, sponsored by a private high school and Kadıköy district municipality. Other 

district municipalities have also capitalized on the popularization of urban and 

community gardening to exhibit their environmental stewardship by developing hobby 

gardens in which neighborhood residents can sign up for individual, small plots. A few of 

these are located in central districts, like Kuzguncuk Bostan and Imrahor Bostan in 

Üsküdar. Others are located in peripheral districts like Beykoz, Arnavutkoy, 

Kucukcekmece and Sultangazi.27 State institutions assimilate the communal dynamism of 

territories of solidarity to simulate gardening experiences in designed landscapes of 

institutionalized urban garden projects. In the second part of this chapter, I describe the 

transformation of these public spaces and examine how people envision their value. 

Moreover, I demonstrate that the ideas that Gezi Park protests and the subsequent right-

to-the-city mobilizations made popular, have transformed the way people think about 

                                                
27 There are more private intentional gardening communities and educational or hobby gardening initiatives 
as well. A couple of special interest groups, like Permakamp and Hotaru Bahçesi, have established 
ecological farming and permaculture gardens in peripheral districts. Permakamp is a permaculture 
collective that established a garden campus in Ogumce, Beykoz in 2008, focusing on growing clean food 
and education on sustainable garden and building designs, clean and ecological living in Istanbul. Located 
in Beykoz, Hotaru Bahçesi is a natural garden, about three quartes of an acre. It is managed and cultivated 
by a Japanese couple, who open up the garden space for different groups of people who are interested in 
learning about natural farming methods. A civil society organization focused on sustainability and 
ecological living has been organizing an urban gardens network, called Kent Bahçeleri (Urban Gardens) 
with seed exchanges and introductory gardening education since 2011 with novice gardeners who want to 
experiment with growing food in the city in small yards, or in containers on their balconies. Some 
preschools and other educational institutions are offering opportunities for children to learn basic gardening 
skills. In addition, there are private companies, such as Komşukoy and Cavidan Hanım Çiftliği, that own or 
lease land, with programs, where upper middle-class patrons can experience gardening in the city or rent 
space for celebrations, events, school visits.  
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urban landscapes. State institutions, including those governed by AKP, greatly benefited 

from these interventions. As the government expands its efforts to vilify Gezi Park 

protestors with new criminal investigations, branding the protestors as traitors and 

terrorists, I bring attention to the valuable contributions of grassroots community activism 

in Istanbul.  

 

Global Discussions of Community Gardening  

Scholars have demonstrated that urban community gardening movements develop 

within a long history of small lot urban food production, such as vacant lot gardens, relief 

gardens, victory gardens, liberty gardens, allotment gardens. These movements emerged 

during periods of crisis or emergency, and have supplemented income, improved morale 

of communities, rehabilitated urban environments, transformed vacant lots into useful, 

beautiful and valuable sites, and maintained social order (Bassett 1981; Lawson 2005; 

Lawson and Drake 2015; Pudup 2008). These gardens had moral imperatives that went 

beyond the basic subsistence goal. In the case of school gardens, which go back to the 

early 20th Century, the gardens were also places where children and youth learned self-

discipline and civic values (Bassett 1981; Pudup 2008). Pudup (2008) argues that school 

and city gardens have functioned as sites where a model of citizenship conduct was 

advanced. Pudup (2008:1230) writes that these gardens were:  

[O]rganized by upper and middle-class reformers to achieve the 
moral, cultural and esthetic uplift of poor and working-class 
people, many of them foreign born immigrants and their 
children, who were becoming a ubiquitous presence in urban 
areas and, in the eyes of reformers, a threat to social order and 
national identity.  
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During periods of war, in the case of liberty and victory gardens, in addition to 

providing sustenance, gardening movements also fostered patriotism through narratives 

of unity, perseverance and strength (Bassett 1981; Lawson and Drake 2015; Pudup 2008). 

These were spaces where the form and function of gardening involve social, political, and 

cultural visions that go far beyond the practical work of gardening, and in many cases 

where growing plants and cultivating the soil become secondary.  

Contemporary community garden movements, as they produce new socio-natures 

(Domene and Saurí 2007), also engage with and reflect larger social, political, economic, 

and ecological developments in their localities. In terms of public welfare, contemporary 

community gardens are widely cited in their contribution to the improvement of public 

health and promotion of civic engagement. In addition to advancing the ecological 

wellbeing of neighborhoods, they contribute to sustainable development, broadly defined 

(Ferris, Norman, and Sempik 2001; Holland 2004). They foster strong and often inclusive 

social bonds among participants, host a variety of cultural expressions, create restorative 

environments that contribute positively to the physical and mental health, and provide 

subsistence and morale in times of socio-political crisis or economically precarious 

conditions. (Armstrong 2000; Baker 2004; Bassett 1981; Campbell and Wiesen 2009; 

Elings 2006; Ferris et al. 2001; Hanna and Oh 2000; Hou 2017; Knigge 2009; Nettle 

2016; Pitt 2014).  

While some scholars have paid specific attention to documenting therapeutic 

effects of working with plants and soil (Elings 2006; Ferris et al. 2001; Pitt 2014), others 

have focused on the social benefits. These social benefits extend beyond the garden, and 
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into the families and social networks of the gardeners and participants. For instance, in 

addition to promoting healthy eating habits, urban community gardening is documented 

to contribute to environmental and nutritional knowledge, and cognitive and social 

development of children and youth (Koch, Waliczek, and Zajicek 2006; Ober Allen et al. 

2008), and foster the capacity for entrepreneurial projects, give job training, cultivate new 

skills, and even provide new job avenues (Feenstra 1999; Ferris et al. 2001). In 

discussions on landscape design and urban planning, vernacular approaches to land 

management urban community gardens are presented as prime examples of participatory 

or bottom-up design. They encourage local participation in neighborhood redevelopment, 

urban greening, and makes good use of vacant lots (Fox, Koeppel, and Kellam 1985; 

Francis, Cashdan, and Paxson 1984; Hynes 1996). Community gardens are also social 

spaces where people host cultural and educational events and foster a deeper connection 

to migrant communities’ cultural heritage (Domene and Saurí 2007; L’Annunziata 2010; 

Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004).  

Construed as sites of political action and social transformation, scholars have 

interpreted contemporary urban community gardens as part of the new social movements’ 

milieu (Eizenberg 2016; Nettle 2016). Community gardens are instrumental in 

community building and empowerment (Eizenberg 2016; Firth, Maye, and Pearson 2011; 

Ghose and Pettygrove 2014; Holland 2004; L’Annunziata 2010; Saldivar-Tanaka and 

Krasny 2004; Staeheli, Mitchell, and Gibson 2002). Appropriating public land to benefit 

local, disadvantaged communities without regular access to fresh food and open green 

spaces, community gardens transform vacant spaces into productive landscapes that 
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foster community building based on mutual aid and increase the capacity of local 

communities to respond to their needs effectively (Eizenberg 2016; Francis et al. 1984; 

Ghose and Pettygrove 2014; Schmelzkopf 1995). 

Characterized as a form of small lot agricultural spaces, people build community 

gardens to battle food deserts, and advocate for food security and to create self-sufficient 

and localized alternatives to industrial agriculture (Baker 2004; Clouse 2014; Corrigan 

2011; Gottlieb and Fisher 1996; Mendes 2008). Therefore, scholars often interpret these 

spaces as locally embedded, globally informed practices of resistance to the inequalities, 

marginalization, alienation and the increased encroachment on public spaces that are 

associated with neoliberal urbanization (Armstrong 2000; Domene and Saurí 2007; 

Eizenberg 2016; Ghose and Pettygrove 2014; Knigge 2009; Schmelzkopf 1995, 2002; 

Smith and Kurtz 2003), often categorized as part of the right to the city mobilizations 

(Schmelzkopf 1995, 2002; Staeheli et al. 2002). This foreshadows a contentious 

relationship with the state (and private partners in redevelopment) because, state officials 

views such gardens as a threat to its power and control. This foreshadows a contentious 

relationship with the state (and private partners in redevelopment) as they pose a threat to 

the state’s power of control.  

Urban community gardens are varied – not one is alike the other in form, 

function, vision, goal and participants (Armstrong 2000; Kurtz 2001; L’Annunziata 2010; 

Staeheli et al. 2002). Some gardens are quite heterogeneous, while others host similar 

types of people in terms of race and class (Staeheli et al. 2002). Kurtz (2001) writes that: 

“community gardens are places in which urban residents formulate and adapt multiple 



200 
 

interpretations of the meaning of both “community” and “garden”” (p. 657). These 

different and at times competing interpretations and objectives cultivate different forms 

of relationships and experiences, in which access, political impact, relationship to the 

state, and design can differ drastically. On the surface these networks often espouse 

egalitarian ideas about community organizing, such as equal access and equal voice in 

decision making (also known as horizontal organizing). However, power hierarchies 

(along class, gender, and racial axes) define the level of participation and social status, 

and shape who is included and who has more authority in decision making (Ghose and 

Pettygrove 2014).  

On the one hand, community gardens are often praised for the aesthetic value they 

bring to neighborhoods. In addition to beautification, community gardens are also 

legitimized as a form of neighborhood securitization, and are expected to reduce 

disorderly conduct in public spaces (Blomley 2004; Ferris et al. 2001). Blomley (2004) 

praises this aspect as an extension of a property claim that transforms vacant spaces, 

‘dead zones’ into social productive spaces by “the domestication of a ‘‘wild’’ space, and 

its conversion into a ‘‘gardened’’ space” (p. 626). This practice of domestication by the 

deployment of logics of private property is not just about the space but also people, 

producing self-disciplining subjects. While Bassett (1981) and Blomley (2004) evaluate 

this as a positive outcome of community gardening work, people who understand 

community gardens as sites of dissent to capitalist relations, rich with potentials for 

building commons diverge from the notion of private property as a linchpin to 

securitization, and derive a sense of safety through collective work and mutual aid.  
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Staeheli et al. (2002) also raises questions about privatization of garden spaces in 

the case of the resolution of NYC community garden struggle by two land trusts 

purchasing these plots in order to guarantee the survival of these gardens. The 

deployment of private property rights to protect the community gardens, is at odds with 

the spatial claims of garden communities, which set out to transform not only the 

conditions of the neighborhoods within which they formed, but also the community 

relationships to advance an autonomous, cooperative mindset. 

While some praise community gardens for creating space for participatory 

citizenship (Baker 2004; Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004), Pudup (2008) argues that 

the popularization of urban gardening as a response to myriad of social problems has 

transformed these landscapes into sites where newer, better citizen-subjects are 

cultivated. While the capacity of dissident politics and production of counter publics is 

alive and rich in these spaces, they can also be spaces where the status quo is upheld and 

dissent is suppressed. Community gardens, then, do not always foster anti-hegemonic 

politics. Rosol (2012) writes that community gardening is not always about community 

resilience. Especially in the cases where the initiatives are supported by the state 

apparatus, it “can be understood as a form of outsourcing of former local state 

responsibilities for public services and urban infrastructure” (p. 239). While more 

optimistic reviews of community gardening, talk about participation as community self-

determination and in the urban context a form of right to the city activism, Rosol (2012) 

points out that civic engagement through volunteering, which requires time and resources 

working class people do not have, is a form of social reproduction. These initiatives 
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become platforms for the demands and needs of the middle class. This can have structural 

consequences for communities and neighborhoods which do not have a volunteer class to 

participate in community gardening. Because local governments have the tendency to 

allocate resources to the areas where community engagement is active, which may lead to 

the withdrawal of resources from places where voluntary work is not available.  

Moreover, Rosol (2012: 251) cautions that community gardening as part of a 

range of urban greening and sustainability initiatives runs the risk of becoming an 

“engine of gentrification” a stopgap measure that increases property values and advances 

real-estate development, further dispossessing already disadvantaged populations in the 

city. Pudup (2008) and Rosol (2010, 2012)’s critique demonstrate the complex and 

contradictory meanings people and institutions attach to community and collective 

gardening. Moreover, they explain that social responsibility and “doing good” initiatives, 

like community gardens, can have obscured aims or unintended consequences.  

Globally, a variety of social actors, such as humanities and social science 

scholars, community organizers and right to the city activists, landscape designers, 

architects and planners, have debated the potentials of intra-urban gardening projects. 

Inscribing urban community gardens with tremendous value, these discussions focus on 

the social, economic, ecological, therapeutic, educational, and aesthetic benefits of 

community gardening, and characterize the gardens as spaces with significant potential to 

invigorate sustainable initiatives, respond to the erosion of public spaces, and battle urban 

poverty and resource constraints, such as food insecurity. The transnational influence of 

these discussions on the form and role of small-scale food production in urban regions 
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and successful examples from different geographies stimulated similar conversations and 

experimentations in Istanbul and other metropoles in Turkey. Locally, the mobilization to 

prevent the demolition and redevelopment of Istanbul’s last remaining historic market 

gardens, Piyalepaşa Bostanı and Yedikule Bostanları, heightened public awareness of the 

value of urban agriculture as cultural heritage and spaces for rethinking sustainable urban 

governance through productive landscapes. In addition, these debates and mobilizations 

take inspiration from and awaken the forgotten cultural and economic significance of 

small-scale gardening in Turkey, which is firmly embedded in Istanbul’s landscape. 

Reconceptualizing notions of public, public space and the commons, the contemporary 

urban gardening projects in Istanbul produce new landscapes, social relationships, dreams 

and future visions for Istanbul, cast upon older cultural practices of gardening. 

 

The Case of Roma Bostan  

Reclaiming a derelict, abandoned, and debris-filled plot in Cihangir, Roma Bostan 

was established as an autonomous guerilla garden by right to the city activists, who 

wanted to prevent the construction of a social center building and enact their visions of 

enacting urban commons right at the center of the city. Cihangir, with its narrow and 

steep streets between Tophane and Taksim square, is a popular and distinguished quarter 

in the district of Beyoglu for its contemporary visual and performing arts scene, and new 

boutique restaurants and cafes. 28 Roma Bostan is a garden plot on a slope, measuring just 

                                                

28 Historically, Cihangir was a residential neighborhood predominantly inhabited by Istanbul’s non-Muslim 
populations, Greeks, Armenians, and Jews. The 1942 Wealth Tax targeting non-Muslim populations in 
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under a quarter of an acre. It overlooks an enchanting panoramic scenery of the meeting 

point of Bosporus and the Golden Horn, known as the Seraglio point. This is why, the 

organizers argue, the government is trying to take over this plot under the auspices of 

building a social center. Its view and its central location make this plot prime real-estate. 

In fact, the plot of Roma Bostan was slated to become a social center building by a 

disputed redevelopment plan for the district of Beyoğlu called “Beyoğlu Urban 

Conservation Zone Master Plan with a Purpose of Protection” (Beyoğlu Kentsel Sit Alanı 

Koruma Amaçlı Nazım İmar Planı). Dubbed the Beyoğlu Plans, they involve significant 

structural changes in construction and zoning regulations that are detrimental to the 

cultural fabric of the district, public wellbeing and ecological integrity.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
Turkey with higher rates, the Istanbul pogrom in 1955, and the deportation of Greek citizens of Turkey in 
1964, led to forced departure of large numbers of Istanbul’s non-Muslim population. A period of 
disinvestment followed the expulsion of Cihangir’s non-Muslim population, as displaced, low income 
migrants from rural Anatolia started to settle here. Later half of 1990s brought a period of gentrification to 
Cihangir, and other historically non-Muslim neighborhoods in Istanbul. Cihangir’s demography shifted 
once again as the upper-middle class, well-educated people such as artists, intellectuals, writers, journalists, 
actors and other film industry creative professionals, and designers, taking advantage of the low real-estate 
prices due to disinvestment and the emergent period of urban revitalization boosting Istanbul’s global city 
identity, settled in the neighborhood, transforming it into a trendy, artistic, and bourgeoisie bohemian 
(bobo) (Brooks 2001) neighborhood.  
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Figure 46: View from the top of Roma Bostan overlooking Seraglio point (2017). 

 

 
Figure 47: Seraglio Point, drawing by W.H. Bartlett. 

From The Beauties of Bosphorus, by Julia Pardoe (1838). 
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Figure 48: Seraglio Point in late 19th Century 

From Constantinople: City of Sultans by Clara Erskine Clement Waters (1895: 176) 
 

The assembly of Beyoğlu neighborhood associations argues that the 

redevelopment plan for the district of Beyoğlu splits the district into divisions that 

interrupt holistic planning for urban historic conservation zones. Disregarding the 

character of the district as a cultural center for the entire city, the plan disrupts the 

existing social and cultural practices, and damages the social fabric of the district. 

Moreover, the plan does not establish a balance of heritage conservation and urban 

renewal and expedites new redevelopment without adequate projections for the future of 

the district or deliberation on heritage conservation. The tourism, entertainment and 

commerce stimulation programs included in this plan would reduce residential space and 

displace residents and the parking lot constructions would increase traffic in the historic 
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conservation zones. And finally, the plan opens up to new development the rare open and 

green spaces in the district. Roma Bostan’s plot, in addition to three other sites in the 

same area, intersecting a public park called Sanatkarlar Parkı that is located just below 

the garden, are included in this plan to be developed as buildings for new social centers. 

The projected new social centers, the neighborhood associations argue, will further 

commercialize the neighborhood and seize pieces of land from the public park, reducing 

it to the centers’ lawns. With these claims, the assembly of neighborhood associations in 

Beyoğlu challenged the district wide redevelopment plan in the courts in 2011. In 2013, 

the courts initially revoked the Beyoğlu plans. Upon the state’s appeal, this decision was 

reversed, which set in motion a new court case. 

Roma Bostan became a key part of the social and political struggles against these 

redevelopment plans by transforming a derelict space into a well-maintained community 

garden, raising awareness and garnering public support. “Roma Bostan is a fruit of 

resistance,” Meral said. Meral, who is a long-time resident of Cihangir, has been 

participating in cultivating Roma Bostan since the beginning. She is also a right to the 

city activist and is embedded in local mobilizations that challenge the existing 

authoritarian urban governance, and advance participatory governance. Meral explained 

that the idea to have a community garden in this plot developed in the Cihangir 

neighborhood forum, following the dispersal of the Gezi Park occupation. These 

neighborhood forums that emerged across the city became incubators for developing new 

ideas, building communities and activist networks, discussing critical issues and debating 

best strategies to reclaim people’s rights to the city.  
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Through debates on local organizing opportunities, people who were already 

interested in working with the soil decided to take over this abandoned plot and started 

cleaning it up from trash and debris. The group experimented with cultivation in this 

challenging sloped location, full of construction debris and trash, and with no direct 

access to running water for a couple of years. They cleaned up the plot from construction 

debris and trash, brought new soil and made garden beds for summer vegetables. While it 

was very hard work with very little resources and no access to running water, Meral said 

that bringing into life a dilapidated space by transforming it into a productive garden was 

very rewarding. She felt that she had a purpose in protecting public access to open green 

spaces and advancing ecological living practices. And evidenced by wild purslane 

sprouting spontaneously, she said that they were able to considerably clean up the soil for 

cultivation. In time, due to the challenges of finding resources to cultivate a garden, 

shifting priorities, redirecting of attention onto new projects and issues to tackle in the 

city, the number of people regularly coming to the garden declined, making the work 

impossibly hard. 

In 2015 a group of right-to-the-city activists and permaculture enthusiasts 

executed a new, and more sustainable plan for this slope garden and reenergized this 

space. In order to execute the initial phase, they organized a collective building day in 

May 2015 with at least a hundred people in circulation to help build soil terraces, raised 

beds, wicking planting beds, storage bins and a compost area. With continued attention, 

detailed planning, consistent garden work, and seasonal planting events, Roma Bostan 

became a four-season cultivated community garden. And it continues to survive and 
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flourish, in a grid of right-to-the-city, environmental, and food movements, into a 

significant symbol of urban commons in Istanbul.  

 

    
Figure 49: Roma Bostanı logo and slogan. 

The slogan is a call to action, using a verse from a Turkish folk song by Neşet Ertaş: “Come to the orchard, 
come to the bostan” (Roma Bostanı 2015). 

 

The activist gardeners refer to each other as “people of Roma Bostan,” signaling 

their dedication and belonging to a space forged through hard work. They aim to cultivate 

this plot into a “food forest.” In permaculture, “food forest” (also known as “forest 

garden”) refers to the idea of growing, in stages, a low-maintenance, sustainable and 

biologically diverse garden habitat of predominantly perennial plants, such as fruit and 

nut trees, herbs, shrubs, and perennial vegetables. Grown in a successive process, 

building up nutrient rich soils and taking advantage of companion planting, food forests 

predominantly consist of polyculture edible layers of plants such as fruit and nut trees, 

vines, shrubs, herbs and perennial vegetables from ground cover to canopy.  
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Figure 50: The view of the garden from the ferry, 2018. 

 

The people of Roma Bostan planned the placement of the bushes, trees and 

garden beds according to the conditions of the plot. Because the garden plot is on a slope, 

which makes it challenging to till the soil, water the garden and control top soil erosion, 

the people of Roma Bostan built soil terraces, which help the plants retain enough water 

for the root system, and planted bushes and trees that control soil erosion and seeded the 

soil with ground cover plants. They only pull out the weeds that surround the plants, but 

often manage the rest by stepping on them. This way the roots of the naturally occurring 

weeds help with holding the soil in place and maintain a healthy ground cover. Hearty 

trees, such as juniper, privet, laurel and cupressus are planted along the borders of the 

garden to act as fences. Blackberries line up the front of the garden. The slope garden 

gets direct sunlight most of the day which makes summers very challenging in terms of 

keeping the plants watered. On windy days, this slope gets a lot of wind as well, which is 

harsh for newly planted seedlings.  
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Figure 51: Drone photograph of Roma Bostan, by Mehmet Çağniş, 2018. 

 

Because water is a scarce resource, in addition to the two raised beds for herbs 

and seasonal vegetables, at the center of the garden, they built eight wicking beds, which 

have built in water reservoirs that reduce the need for frequent watering, for seasonal 

vegetables and herbs. During the summer, people of Roma Bostan plant tomatoes, 

peppers, zucchini, eggplants and cucumbers, and during the winter, they plant onions, 

garlic, lettuce, chard, kale, spinach, and other winter greens. One side of the garden 

contains soil enriching short bush-like plants, like rosemary, lavender, and Spanish 

broom which is a remarkable sight in the spring and into the early summer, as it blooms 

bright yellow. Wild hibiscus takes over the garden paths.  
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Fruit trees, such as pear, sweet cherry, mulberry, apple, plum, sour cherry, 

pomegranate, olive, persimmon, and walnut, are planted interspersed. An older, large fig 

tree towers on the top right corner of the plot. In the garden, there are also silverberry, 

Australian pines, stone pines, honeysuckle, forsythia, Chinese quince, judas tree and a 

cassia tree with wonderful healing properties that marks the center meeting point of the 

garden. They also built a chicken coup out of the weeds and fallen branches for the 

neighbor’s chickens. The garden’s design and planning are in full harmony with its 

challenging climate and topography, as well as its resource restraints, like water shortage, 

lack of funds for materials and fluctuating volunteer power.  

 

 
Figure 52: Wicking planting beds, 2017 
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Figure 53: Photographs of flowering trees and bushes in Roma Bostan, Spring 2017.  

Left: Cassia Tree. Center: Spanish Broom. Right: Judas Tree.  
 

 
Figure 54: The blackberries at the front of Roma Bostan, Summer 2017. 
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Figure 55: Photogpraphs of fruit trees in Roma Bostan, 2018. 

Left: Cherry, Right: Mullberry. Photographs by Sevil Baştürk. 
 

 
Figure 56: Chicken coup in Roma Bostan, 2017. 

 

Envisioning an alternative future through reclaiming and transforming space, 

people of Roma Bostan organized consistent presence in the garden. “Less talk more 
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work” (“az laf, çok iş”) became the central motto of the garden community. Cleaning, 

weeding, watering, planting and pruning never stopped. Roma Bostan is built and planted 

as a collective effort. A tight knit core group of organizers serve as the points of contact, 

guardians and planners of the garden. The core group maintains the garden regularly with 

collecting trash, weeding, picking snails that are harmful to the plants, watering, 

fertilizing with chicken manure and EM (Effective microorganisms) mix they make, 

spray natural pesticide made out of garlic, onion and cayenne pepper, and do general 

maintenance on the border markers, roots, the plant beds and soil terraces.  

They organized planting events and community events and celebrations to 

continue energizing more participants in the active gardening work and to raise public 

awareness. They also participated in food community and green space related workshops 

and advocacy events, lending their support to other community organizing projects and 

increasing the visibility of the garden in the grid of right to the city, environmental and 

food movements. The people of Roma Bostan also apply social media technologies 

effectively in raising awareness, calling for action, sharing important information about 

the Bostan, including photos of the garden progress and organized events.  

In addition to the core organizers, there is a larger circle of people who are 

intimately connected to the garden, even though they may not be participating in detail 

planning, they do occasionally help with regular maintenance and often join the seasonal 

planting events and celebrations. Another, expanding and loosely associated outer circle 

of people follow the garden events and news, and sometimes join the events at the 

garden. Many people are pulled in as their expertise or connections are needed, such as 



216 
 

photographers, film makers, musicians, scholars, journalists, and event organizers. And 

by effective use of social media and email listservs, the circles of engagement, based on 

working together and enjoying the space and the view the garden provides also extend to 

those who may have never stepped on the garden but follow its story, and engage 

virtually. Seasonal planting events mobilize these circles of engagement to spend a day 

working with the soil and sometimes motivate people to continue to participate in an 

inner circle than the one they were in before. The garden is also used for simple get-

togethers for the full moon, local seasonal traditions like Hidrellez, and celebrations. The 

garden has also been a host to various permaculture and small lot gardening workshops.  

 

 
Figure 57: Winter planting and maintenance, December 2016. 
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Figure 58: Photographs of planting events and products of the garden. 

Photographs taken during planting events between 2017 and 2018.  
Source: the collective’s facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/RomaBostani/ 
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Figure 59: Photographs of Spring celebration and movie showing (Emek Bizim) on April 8, 2017.  

People of Roma Bostan gifted seeds and seedlings to everyone who came, Food not Bombs Istanbul gave out 
food, and a street performer performed a couple of plays before the movie began at night. 

 

Throughout this collective work of gardening and community building, Roma 

Bostan activates dialogues between the past and the present, the rural and the urban, and 

local traditions and global trends. Roma Bostan takes its name from the archeological 

artifacts dating back to the Roman era that were found nearby, and the small plot 

vegetable gardening tradition, bostan. Roma Bostan people accentuate the value of this 

particular site as a historic heritage and the widespread and varied local traditions of 
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gardening. By activating the history of Roman settlements here, Roma Bostan gardeners 

and advocates call upon heritage conservation principles and policy as a legal strategy to 

prevent the implementation of Beyoglu plans and to rouse public support.  

Bostan, originally a Persian word, means vegetable garden in Turkish. Different 

than bahçe (garden), which can designate a variety of places including flower gardens, 

mixed purpose gardens, small lawn gardens or large gardens of palaces, a bostan is 

specifically a subsistence garden, where a person, family or farmer cultivates vegetables 

for their own family or to sell in the market. Giving this name to a community-based 

guerilla garden reflects that the organizers intend to demonstrate a cultural bond to the 

long-lasting heritage of subsistence gardening, a tradition documented to provision the 

residents of Istanbul from the Byzantine era to the early years of the Republic. By using 

the name bostan, rather than topluluk bahçesi, which is a more direct translation of 

community garden, people of Roma Bostan demonstrate an appreciation for and a 

dedication to the continuation of market gardens, a unique agricultural tradition that 

scholars have traced back to the Ottoman period. As discussed in chapter two, cultivated 

by landless migrant farmers (predominantly from the Balkans in the Ottoman era and 

from the Northern region in the republic era) leasing land from foundations or the state, 

these small agricultural plots had diverse crop profile, such as vegetables, fruits, flowers 

and even some cases cash crops. They had a significant role in the city’s economy and 

landscape lasted until mid-20th Century, declining rapidly thereafter. This practice, of 

merging traditional methods with new applications have also positioned Roma Bostan as 

a stakeholder in the debates on intra-urban food production.  
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Everyone I have talked to at Roma Bostan, informally as well as during our 

formal interviews, underlined that building a community in this space is the most 

significant work of the garden. I met Aslı and Canan in 2015 only a couple months after 

the garden was revitalized with a newer plan. They are both core members of Roma 

Bostan community garden, and have been essential to its continued thriving. Aslı said 

that “what we do physically at the land does not matter. What is important is that we do 

this together.” Canan expressed this in similar ways: “Growing food was never a priority 

here. What I love the most here is that people come together, fulfill the needs of the 

garden by learning from each other.” In a similar vein, Ahmet, who is an environmental 

activist and an organizer in the food cooperative networks, argued that the garden would 

have no meaning without the community there. “There, we do not grow tomatoes. The 

main objective is to create the conditions of possibility for that place to become a living 

space and a community and at the same time a place where people can go and rest.”  

Actively doing something together, participating in the formation of a new 

habitat, a new metabolism, partnering with people to materialize an alternative vision of 

governing urban spaces, and building a tight knit community create a strong sense of 

belonging at Roma Bostan. Collectively cultivating something, giving life to plants, 

observing their growth and the transformation of a space for the better, help people to 

experience the city differently as well. It becomes less of a place that creates stress and 

chaos and more of a place with countless possibilities for comfort and pleasure. Rather 

than spending hours upon hours in organizing meetings, the people of Roma Bostan 

appreciate working with their bodies and seeing tangible results at the garden. In fact, I 
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argue that what has made this a successful community garden that hassurvived and 

flourished in the face of resource shortages and threats of redevelopment is the 

motivating force of the principal of “less talk more work.”  

People of Roma Bostan are actively involved in a political struggle by occupying 

this space and transforming it into a common resource by cultivating an open, inclusive 

and welcoming garden, organizing social gatherings and education events. Roma Bostan 

is situated counter to the state’s interests as it interrupts the transformation of an empty 

zone into a potentially lucrative, state-controlled space, and instead transforms it into a 

space where they can actualize theoretical ambitions for urban commons in practice. By 

framing the garden space as an open “urban commons,” Roma Bostan gardeners and 

advocates claim that this small plot provides more accessible and needed green spaces 

and benefit larger groups of people in varied ways than a social center building could. 

One of the organizers said:  

 This is more of a public benefit than a social center in a 
neighborhood that is full of cafes, and restaurants. We don’t need 
another café in Cihangir. What we need is open green spaces. 

 

The conflation of social center and café is not by accident. In Istanbul, state managed 

social centers and even parks all have cafes and/or restaurants, often run by a company 

established by the metropolitan municipality called Beltur. The building of a social center 

in this space would mean that people would have to spend money to enjoy the space and 

the view, as opposed to having free, unrestricted access.  

People of Roma Bostan are serious about unrestricted access. One of the key 

principles of Roma Bostan is that there will be no payment exchange in this space. The 
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community events organized here, even if they are sponsored by other institutions, are 

free. For instance, permaculture interest groups might offer classes that require a fee to 

attend. If they want to host the application portion of the class at Roma Bostan, they will 

have to accommodate others that might be interested to join the session for free. 

Everything else operates on donation-based contributions, which are hardly ever 

announced. While this increases the challenges people of Roma Bostan face in trying to 

sustain this space, the principled intention is that people come here, to enjoy the space, 

the view or to work on the garden, and forget about the material expectations that take 

over our entire lives.  

Moreover, Roma Bostan is an entirely open space. While many examples of 

community gardens that use fences and other forms of strict enclosures to delineate the 

boundaries of the garden, and to protect it from stray animals and human misuse, people 

of Roma Bostan cultivate this space without fences. Diverging from strict enclosures that 

make the community garden a proprietary space, one that marks it as unwelcoming and 

exclusive, Roma Bostan only uses short demarcations, makeshift edge and path markers 

made out of thin PVC pipes or wooden stalks and fabric scraps that resemble pole 

barriers, just to mark the planted space from walking paths, in order to protect the smaller 

and younger plants. The vegetable beds are covered with fishermen’s nets tied to longer 

PVC poles or branches. There are no walls, or fences to keep out people and stray 

animals. The openness does make Roma Bostan precarious in many ways. For instance, 

keeping the garden protected and clean is quite challenging. The spectacular view of the 

sunset and the moonlight at night is inviting to people from all over the city, who come 
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out at night, and sit on the stairs adjacent to the garden, or sometimes in the garden, 

creating a temporal bar-like environment almost every night. People frequently use the 

fig tree as a public bathroom, which creates an unpleasant smell during summer days – a 

matter of sanitation, public safety and decency that the state uses to justify the 

redevelopment of the plot.  

The openness also makes Roma Bostan more precious. Because the garden is not 

enclosed, it makes it much more inviting and accessible, and the openness creates 

unexpected social connections. Those who are regulars at the stairs look after the garden. 

Other people who come to enjoy the view and drink on the stairs often ask questions 

about the garden, and not only get information about the work people of Roma Bostan do 

here, but also come away with inspiration and admiration. They even participate 

sometimes, in ways that become a part of the garden’s story. Gardens tend to have many 

aspects, such as colors, tastes and intangible joy of making something grow, that have a 

positive effect on people.  

The welcoming and collaborative aspect of Roma Bostan is evident in the 

frequently told story of “first night,” the chaotic night in May 2015 when people of Roma 

Bostan put into action their new plan for the garden and gathered supporters to build the 

structures of the garden. They bought and brought a small truck load of lumber, PVC 

pipes, soil, rocks, nails, and other supplies to build the wicking planting beds, the raised 

garden beds, and storage bins. The plan was to clean up the trash, create terraces and 

build these structures in one day. “We greatly underestimated the task and overestimated 

people’s skills, said Aslı. Although there were about a hundred people in circulation in 
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the garden throughout the day to help with the cleaning and building, most were not 

skilled in efficient loading and unloading, carpentry, and gardening. What was planned as 

a task to be completed in a few hours of hard work, turned into two days of hard work, 

with overnight shifts. What they were lacking in skills, however, they gained in 

enthusiasm, motivation and willingness to work, as well as an abundance of luck. 

Everyone who was there that night talks about a man who was enjoying the view at night 

on the stairs next to the garden and offered his help upon seeing how people struggled 

with nailing the planks of wood together. It turned out that as part of his job at the 

customs house, he is accustomed to nailing crates shut. What took everyone multiple 

strikes and a lot of effort and failures to nail the wood, he did it with one strike, quickly 

and efficiently. This night, which has become one of the legends of Roma Bostan, is 

always told with an emphasis on how people, including close friends, acquaintances and 

strangers, from all over the city came together to overcome a great challenge. It was a 

spring night of miscalculations, great distress, heavy manual labor, wonderfully curated 

missteps in planning, and the incredible feeling of perseverance at the end of the night. 

For those who like to tell the legend of the “first night,” the satisfaction and joy of 

accomplishment is entangled with the pride of having created a space where anyone can 

become part of its story. 

Roma Bostan exists in direct confrontation with the state, not only by occupying 

this space but also by participating in the court case. Roma Bostan became a key part of 

the legal advocacy against Beyoğlu plans and the subsequent win. When the court 

ordered expert committee came to Cihangir to make their observations on site during the 
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second court case, a core organizer of the garden lured the committee to the garden, and 

described the garden to them, patiently enticing them with details of the plants and giving 

them an opportunity to imagine the future of the garden when the trees mature. When the 

municipality official brought up the need to “clean up” the area to discourage people 

from drinking here, and the merits of a social-cultural center for public benefit, the 

organizer was able to redirect the conversation to the benefits of urban gardens and 

gardening practice for everyone, children and adults alike. And she added that this is an 

open space: “Fences are being built everywhere. We don’t do that here. Everyone can 

enter here and use it.”  

During this visit, the judge who was with the committee noticed the blackberry 

bushes at the front of the garden and exclaimed in wonder and awe “Are those 

blackberries!?” Another member of the committee, who lived in another city, mentioned 

that she follows the garden on social media and really appreciates the work here. The 

judge asked the organizer to prepare a report on the garden to include in the court 

proceedings. With the help of scholars and permaculture specialists, they prepared a 

report on the benefits of permaculture and urban community gardening and the specific 

details of the public benefits of the work people of Roma Bostan in the context of 

developing needs of a growing urban population. Expert committee’s visit to the garden 

was an important milestone in the struggle against Beyoglu plans, which resulted in a big 

win for the garden and the larger district, demonstrating that Roma Bostan’s political 

impact goes beyond the transformation of a small landscape and extends into the city’s 

governance plan. After the second round of court proceedings and continuous advocacy, 
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follow up and reporting by the neighborhood associations and right to the city groups in 

the news, popular magazines and social media, the plans were revoked once again in July 

2017.29 The people of Roma Bostan joyously celebrated this result with other right to the 

city, environmental and food activists and supporters at Roma Bostan.30  

 

 
Figure 60: "Biz Kazandık" poster. 

Poster for the celebration that reads: "We won! We chased a possibility and we reached it. The Beyoğlu plans are 
revoked. We are celebrating together.”  

 

                                                
29 The construction of Cihangir Cihannüma, one of the project social centers located at one end of 
Sanatkarlar Parkı, using part of the parks grass area as its own lawn, started while the court case was still 
ongoing. By the time this decision came, the construction of this building was almost completed. Although 
unlawful, the social center opened and continues to operate. 
30 A young documentary film maker captured this celebration and produced a short clip as well. This clip 
can be found on youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EvZ15qXixLg&feature=em-subs_digest 
(Karateke 2017). 
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Figure 61: Photographs of “Biz Kazandık” celebrations, 2017.  

People of Roma Bostan, neighborhood residents, and participants in the city-wide right to the city groups celebrating 
the revocation of the Beyoğlu plans. A local swing dance group and circus jugglers showed up to join the celebrations. 

  
 

By interrupting the municipality’s plans to construct a building for a social-

cultural center in this plot, Roma Bostan makes interventions in the mainstream planning 

doctrine of Istanbul and demonstrate that urban green spaces and recreation areas can be 

designed as multi-purpose sites and productive landscapes. While showcasing a space of 

practice, Roma Bostan urges planners, designers and architects to think about nature and 

food as a design problem in order to find solutions to urgent problems facing the future of 

Istanbul. 

In addition, Roma Bostan challenges the state as the sole stakeholder. The plot 

belongs to the state. The state attempted to recover its control of this space, arguing that 

the social center, which was planned without the consultation of the neighborhood 

residents, would benefit the public, and not a small special interest group. Framing the 
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issue as a conflict between public welfare and the special interest of a few people, the 

state positioned Roma Bostan as trespassing the rights of the general public. The 

gardeners and the advocates push back against this discursive maneuver that not only 

naturalizes, but effectively renders the construction of the social center building a 

necessary project, a strategy that appears in different forms across the various 

redevelopment and revitalization projects in Istanbul. Stressing the lack of and the serious 

need for open green spaces, people of Roma Bostan argue that the garden provides an 

open, green space for everyone to breathe and relax. Ahmet, a participant of the 

collective garden projects in Istanbul, as well as food cooperative and environmental 

movements, argued that Roma Bostan’s purpose is meaningful in the context of the 

scarcity of open green spaces in Istanbul. Similarly, Canan, who is a core member of 

Roma Bostan, said: “Touching the soil is a need. Roma Bostan is a rare space that 

provides this opportunity, when everywhere else is concrete filled.” Moreover, as a 

product of collective work it provides an opportunity for people to socialize and educate 

each other for free.  

People of Roma Bostan seek to limit the state’s power to unilaterally seize land 

and do what it determines as the “best use” of space. Wendy Brown (2015) argues that 

neoliberal governance is enacted through soft power techniques such as best practices and 

benchmarking, which originate in the corporate world to measure performance of a 

business against industry standards. According to Brown (2015), the concept of “best 

practices” is essential to building consensus and legitimizing control and is one of the 

significant tenets of neoliberalism. In terms of urban governance specifically, Hirt 
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(2005:29) explains that as a profession, urban planning has been a quite top-down 

process:  

It [urban planning] historically subscribed to the modernist idea 
that the laws of reality (i.e., the laws of city building) objectively 
exist, that a common public good could be objectively defined, 
and that planners and other experts are uniquely positioned to 
understand both how a city works and what is best for its 
citizens. 

 

In Istanbul, state institutions frame the new mega-infrastructure projects 

(including the third bridge, third airport, connecting highways, new metro routes) 

wholescale neighborhood redevelopment plans, and comparatively smaller projects that 

involve neighborhood beautification through landscaping and building social centers as 

best practices for public benefit. This discursive maneuver both re-secures economic, 

social and political power, and neutralize dissent. After all, how can anyone reject new 

transformations that will fix Istanbul’s traffic problem, easing people’s commute to work, 

constructing newer, safer, more luxurious apartment buildings and open up new spaces 

for the growing urban population to socialize. Roma Bostan’s collective gardening work, 

by preventing the building of a social center in this plot, presents a case against this 

rhetoric and reclaims this space for the public.  

For their part, people of Roma Bostan argue that “best use” has to be decided 

through participatory practices. Canan, as she expressed what is significant about Roma 

Bostan, said: “We do not have to do the things that are imposed upon us. We can come 

together and create something on our own.” Aslı, a landscape architect and a member of 

Roma Bostan, explains this as producing alternatives. She said she feels more content and 
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determined while doing work at Roma Bostan because they are able to demonstrate an 

alternative, show that another way of doing things is possible, as opposed to criticizing 

and opposing projects without presenting a better opportunity. As Roma Bostan gained a 

central role in the court case against Beyoglu plans, the people of Roma Bostan said 

“Emsal Olsun!” (Let it become a model). The idea of demonstrating that another world is 

possible through community gardening, setting precedence as a collective transforming 

this space into a productive garden and an urban commons became ever more prevalent 

as people saw that it was possible. And as it survives into the future, Roma Bostan will 

become a part of our cultural history, our collective wisdom, Meral said. By cultivating a 

garden in this abandoned plot full of construction debris and trash, what qualifies as a 

dead zone in a prime location, Roma Bostan gardeners liberated this space from market-

driven interests and demonstrated alternative ways an empty space can be utilized for 

public welfare. With the motto of “less talk more work,” the people of Roma Bostan set 

precedence in interrupting hegemonic urban governing model of Istanbul. 

Another important aspect of Roma Bostan, and the key element of its value to the 

public is education and building deeper connections. Many people who participate in 

sustaining Roma Bostan are inexperienced. Some of them have never gardened before 

and use this space, at a central location in Istanbul, to learn and gain experience. People 

learn from each other at various stages, from the very basics of gardening to permaculture 

principles, composting, using natural methods for pest control. Some people are 

permaculture enthusiasts who want to get hands on experience. Ahmet explained that in 

addition to making it easier to reach to information about ecological food production and 
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natural methods in gardening, Roma Bostan and other collectives founded on ecological 

principles allow for people to move from theory to practice and experience. For example, 

Meral talked about how she learned how to identify some plants and learned 

characteristics of others that she was not aware of before coming to the garden. She also 

recalled that she learned the significance of pruning a young cherry tree when a man with 

a cherry orchard stopped by Roma Bostan during a planting event and taught proper 

pruning methods. Aslı said that while she is experienced in working with plants, she 

learned how to communicate more effectively by working at the garden. She had to 

communicate tasks at the garden to people who were inexperienced and untrained; 

therefore, she had to figure out how to effectively and patiently relay her knowledge. By 

learning different ways of cultivating the soil, meeting different people with diverse 

backgrounds and experiences and performing new roles or completing tasks, people of 

Roma Bostan do not only transform a space but experience self-transformation 

themselves. 

By holding public events, the people of Roma Bostan share this learning 

opportunity with the public. For Canan, in addition to collective work what matters the 

most is learning together. She explained that it is not only about people learning how to 

sow and reap, but also to learn which plants grow better together. Roma Bostan, she said, 

“creates space to share knowledge.” Merve, who is a participant of the collective garden 

projects in Istanbul, and an organizer in urban food collective and cooperative 

movements, expressed that awareness and learning how to observe our surroundings is a 

critical piece of the learning experience at Roma Bostan. This awareness, she explained, 
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comes from experiencing how plants grow and food is produced: “Being able to pluck 

something off the branch makes a person form a relationship with that food. Because a 

pepper he buys from the supermarket or a stall is never going to be the same as this one, 

it might lead him towards something enlightening.” She argued that this personal 

experience is long lasting and has the power to have transformative impact in a person’s 

life.  

Canan also underlined this form of alienation from natural elements and 

production of food. She explained:  

You know why that mother you see at the garden brings her baby 
here? So that when her son sees greenery in the future, he does 
not get surprised. Children do not know that carrots come from 
the soil. Because people buy it from grocery stores in bags, 
children think vegetables grow at supermarkets. In the future 
there is going to be a generation that does not know how things 
grow.  

 

This is why Roma Bostan tries to organize events that are geared towards children. For 

instance, in 2016, people of Roma Bostan and a neighborhood middle school teacher 

worked together to provide a garden bed for the students, where the students came to 

plant the seedlings, maintain the bed and harvest.  

For Aslı, this is about closing the gap between humans and nature. “The 

problem,” she said, “began when we saw ourselves separate from nature, when man took 

himself out of the ring of the circle and placed himself at the center and separated nature 

and human. Same with the city. City and nature are not separate entities. The city is part 

of nature. Things fall apart when we try to separate them.” It is this separation, according 

to Aslı, that brought upon us the destruction of natural resources and the problem of 
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scarcity. She added that what they do at Roma Bostan is not simply “touching the soil,” it 

is educating people about the difficult work of growing food and the importance of the 

knowledge of peasants and farmers. She said: “It is a difficult work, growing food. The 

knowledge of our farmers and peasant friends is so valuable, their work is so valuable.” 

People of Roma Bostan, by making the labor of cultivating land and growing food, which 

is an economic activity confined to rural space and to the labor of rural communities, 

visible and tangible for people who are quite alienated from the processes of production 

and distribution, also provide a critique of dependency on industrial agriculture31. 

In addition, by cultivating a garden in one of Istanbul’s central districts with very 

little open space, using and teaching natural techniques to feed and fertilize the soil, and 

ward off insects, Roma Bostan makes intra-urban food production visible and viable, in 

direct contrast to common misgivings about the healthiness of food grown in densely 

populated and polluted urban areas. Both local resources, knowledges, and traditions and 

globally circulated ideas and movements are a part of the character of Roma Bostan. 

They use local and sometimes heirloom seeds, plant species that are suitable for the soil 

and climate in Istanbul, while also building upon the worldwide popularity of community 

gardens and putting into experimentation permaculture principles. While the garden 

currently does not produce enough to distribute a significant amount of food or 

                                                
31 Industrial agriculture, characterized by low-cost high-yield large scale monoculture factory farming, has 
by and large made it impossible for small scale food production to survive in an economically viable way, 
devastating small producers, displacing rural communities and contributing to urban expansion. In addition, 
dependent on synthetic inputs (such as pesticides and fertilizers), large irrigation systems, and a massive 
transportation chain, industrial agriculture has had a destructive impact on biodiversity, caused pollution, 
harmed water and soil resources, and is linked to a number of public health issues.  
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supplement fresh produce needs of a household, it is enough to get a taste of one’s fruits 

of labor, to share with people who come around for gatherings, and gift to other 

grassroots organizations and initiatives (such as food related workshops and refugee 

solidarity events).  

Making Roma Bostan, sustaining a working and open garden in a city like 

Istanbul, and building a supportive community is an arduous process from its inception to 

current state. It is a project that, in addition to everything else, is in constant evolution. 

Not just because it is alive – with a living habitat for hundreds of species, but because its 

conditions change rapidly and require quick and big adjustments. Building Roma Bostan 

took an incredible show of devotion, commitment, trust and conviction. It is with this 

conviction that the people of Roma Bostan navigate the social, political and physical 

environment as well as people’s expectations. The relationships that one navigates to 

create and sustain a working and open garden in a city like Istanbul are intricate and 

require a great deal of negotiation skills at several scales. In addition to the challenges of 

maintaining an open garden, the collective fights tooth and nail for the most basic but 

essential needs for the garden. Finding water for the garden and people to do the 

watering, especially during the summer, was a great struggle. It took time and consistent 

advocacy to stabilize a relationship with the neighboring apartment building that now 

allows the community to use their water. 

Also, there was initially a tension between the people of Roma Bostan and some 

of the neighborhood residents initially that hinged upon class-based expectations of 

garden aesthetics. After the wicking beds were built, they were accused of “putting up 
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child coffins” and the garden was viewed as a crude and shabby place. The aesthetic 

value of gardens is shaped by class-based expectations. Recent studies have found, for 

example, that orderly, professionally designed gardens with prefabricated equipment, 

supplies and furnishings that are managed by a known, clear entity are accepted and 

embraced by the general public, more so than makeshift gardens designed collectively as 

a result of grassroots organizing, and built with found objects (Domene and Saurí 2007; 

L’Annunziata 2010).  

However, these early aesthetic criticisms began to recede as the vision of the 

garden started becoming visible, with the people of Roma Bostan filling in the garden 

beds with vegetables and herbs, and when they planted fruit and flowering trees. Also, 

the garden took on a prominent role in the court case and became celebrated through 

continuous reporting, in both mainstream and alternative, independent media channels. 

Roma Bostan was also featured on Elle magazine’s green issue, by which “we jumped to 

bourgeoisie status” and started being more respected, said one of the core organizers. The 

media spotlight and the well-curated magazine photographs, featuring gardeners wearing 

matching overalls and makeup helped Roma Bostan gain a more legitimate status in the 

eyes of some of the doubtful upper middle-class residents in the neighborhood and 

brought the garden widespread recognition.  

Aslı said that the primary reason they are able to overcome adversities and 

challenges is by being always inviting and welcoming. “We start off from a personal 

need [to work with soil]. But what we do here benefits everyone. I invite the others to my 

own journey.” This ethic of inclusion, she argued, is the biggest strength of Roma Bostan 
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and how they are able to communicate their goals and forge relationships with each other: 

“So many wonderful friendships are born here.” While expressing the importance of the 

relationships forged at Roma Bostan Meral said: “Sometimes a person becomes alienated 

from herself. One day you look and see that you have stopped doing things you want. 

Therefore, these types of collectives allow you to breathe. And we have fun together.” 

Roma Bostan has filled the void space with social relationships that were otherwise not 

available. By fostering a collective working culture in the planting and cultivation of the 

garden, people of Roma Bostan bring into existence a space that sustains multiple layers 

of supportive networks that extend beyond the boundaries of the garden. The idea of 

community at Roma Bostan is not founded on/tied to notions of locality or residential 

proximity. Rather, it is tied to a common vision of another world and doing work together 

that sustains the euphoric feeling of accomplishment. Canan explained that she has met 

people at the garden that she would not have met otherwise and formed close, incredibly 

supportive, family-like relationships. She said: “With Roma Bostan, I gained a new 

family.” Ahmet thinks of the socialization at Roma Bostan in terms of creating new peer 

and activist networks: “For someone who has never touched the soil to come to Roma 

Bostan and touch the soil, make friends with people here is very important. This way, that 

person’s network shifts towards nature,” he said.  

Roma Bostan is not a single, enclosed project, but exists in a wide grid of 

collective initiatives and political struggles (such as other urban garden communities and 

groups, right to the city mobilizations, environmental movements, food communities, and 

off-the-grid eco-village experiments). Roma Bostan is intimately connected to several 
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right to the city groups in Istanbul that track and report on new redevelopment plans, 

organize protests and legal challenges against the projects that violate planning principles 

and regulations, infringe upon rights of residents, and are destructive to the city’s 

ecology, cultural, and historic heritage. Some of the people of Roma Bostan are active 

members of these groups, and others at least follow the activities, events, and campaigns 

at the garden and occasionally participate. Roma Bostan is also associated with the urban 

gardening experiments across the city, such as the existing community gardens, 

permaculture collectives, and the historic market gardens. Some events are organized 

specifically as solidarity events, for example a gathering in 2017 to prepare the garden for 

the spring during which the chair of the Association of Yedikule Gardeners, the group 

that represents the gardeners of Yedikule market gardens which have been targeted for 

redevelopment, came and shared seeds and seedlings for Roma Bostan.  

People of Roma Bostan participate in external events as well. They have been a 

regular guest at Slow food events, such as Toprak Ana Gunu (Mother Earth Day) and 

Marul Bayrami (Lettuce Festival). Since its first iteration in the fall of 2016, Roma 

Bostan has been an integral part of the annual Food Communities Workshop. During this 

weekend-long workshop, organizers from different food communities come together to 

introduce and make the food communities known to the public, facilitate knowledge 

sharing and networking, and discuss solutions to common problems faced by food 

communities in organizing and growing. Roma Bostan, by extension of its members 

interests and connections, is also connected to wider environmental movements and eco-

village experiments across the country. In fact, people from Bayramiç Ecological Farm 
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on Mount Ida and Refikler Farm in Fethiye Refikler Ciftligi have attended planting days 

in the past.  

As a product of grassroots organizing, urban community gardens operate with 

minimal resources, and very often on volunteer time, which becomes very hard to sustain 

long term. Gardeners navigate this challenge by developing site-specific strategies, and 

forming complex social networks, as resources that stretch beyond the garden site 

(Armstrong 2000; Ghose and Pettygrove 2014; Smith and Kurtz 2003). Smith and Kurtz 

(2003:210), analyzing the struggle to protect NYC community gardens in the late 1990s, 

discuss it under the rubric of politics of scale, which conveys the utilization of “multiple 

and overlapping spatial strategies,” by the gardeners and the advocates, to magnify the 

political clout of individual gardens.32 Politics of scale, according to Smith and Kurtz 

(2003:199), “refers to the ways in which social actors draw on relationships at different 

geographical scales to press for advantage in a given political situation.” It is the 

successive expansion of political engagement beyond bounds of individual gardens and 

their communities, into the larger political struggles and spheres in the city. Staeheli et al. 

(2002:202) read this struggle as formation of counter-publics, as the reappropriation of 

public space for collective gardening “provided a setting to advance a new set of claims 

from groups that had traditionally been marginalized.”  

                                                
32 During the struggle to prevent the auction of 114 community gardens in New York City in the late 90s, 
the gardeners and the advocates organized local coalitions of gardeners, which were also affiliated with a 
city-wide coalition. They penetrated the public discourse by successfully utilizing press coverage, holding 
demonstrations that kept the issue alive and at the forefront, linking up with other political and 
environmental struggles in the city and beyond, expanded their scope and network using the internet, used 
lawsuits to challenge the auction, lobbied political representatives and raised funds through the social 
networks they built in order to purchase the garden plots in the event that the city went forward with the 
auctions. 
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In December 2016, Roma Bostan people held a community gathering in 

collaboration with a group of college students from different parts of the world who were 

visiting Istanbul as part of a study abroad program originating in Spain. The program was 

designed to not only introduce the students to different societies and cultural practices, 

but also encouraged the students to serve the communities that they visit by working on 

site specific projects according to the needs of local collaborators. When the students, 

who had varying performance skills (eg. playing instruments, circus arts like juggling and 

unicycling, story-telling, balloon art, and body painting) approached the garden 

community for collaboration, we used the opportunity to celebrate the garden and our 

continued work. With our guests on board, we held a celebratory gathering geared 

specifically towards young children to spend a day at the garden, with a little garden 

work and a lot of uninhibited fun. We prepared the announcement, arranged the logistics, 

contacted local artists, jugglers and musicians who are friends of the garden and 

publicized the gathering in right to the city and urban gardening networks. We wanted the 

event to show our enthusiasm and commitment to this garden, and to send a message that 

we are continuing our work of planting seeds and saplings (#bizhalafidanekiyoruz) after a 

tumultuous November, during which the garden had to ward off threats of reconstruction 

by the state.  

The night before the scheduled event, two explosions took place in front of the 

Vodafone Park (previously known as the Inonu Stadium), which is the team stadium of 

Besiktaş, one of the three major soccer teams in Turkey that takes its name from the 

district. The explosions, which were heard in multiple places in the central city and were 
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even visible across the Bosporus on the shores of Kadıköy, killed almost 40 people, 

wounded over a 150 people and terrorized the entire city, bringing back traumatic 

memories of the earlier frequent explosions over the summer, and the past year. Many of 

us were especially shaken, because the road that curves around this stadium is a main 

artery that we all use quite often. And one of the people of Roma Bostan lost a family 

member in the bombing. Many Istanbul residents were discouraged from leaving their 

homes on Sunday.  

After deliberation, we decided not to cancel the event. We took the opportunity to 

band together on a sunny winter day, albeit in a somber and pensive atmosphere, with our 

guests from Spain, elementary school children from the neighborhood, their teachers and 

parents, and local musicians, to breathe fresh air, touch the earth, and heal each other. 

“Against bombs, we had promised the kids a day at the garden,” said one of the 

organizers. By the end of the day, our eyes were a bit teary, but our hearts were full of 

winter sunshine, children’s laughter, and the wonderful view of Seraglio point, where the 

Bosporus meets the Golden Horn. The coup attempt and the series of bombings created a 

climate of trauma that enhanced the need to come together and motivated people to invest 

in Roma Bostan, as well as other communities and collectives. People of Roma Bostan 

practice creative play through which, Gouge (2018) argues, negative and positive 

emotions, like righteous indignation against injustices, and love for each other, are 

amplified and sustains an element of joy and celebration. At Roma Bostan, creative play 

is also a source of collective healing.  
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Figure 62: Photographs from "Biz hala fidan ekiyoruz" gathering, December 2016. 

  

“Soil heals” (toprak şifadır) is one of the earlier slogans of Roma Bostan, one that 

reflects both the benefits of outdoor activities and gardening in particular for human 

health and the need for collective healing in Turkey under the current volatile political 

climate. Everyone I have talked to about their relationship to Roma Bostan, had 

something to say about how healing this space is for them. There is a mental relief and 

relaxation, a psychological healing, that occurs after working or spending time in the 

garden, said both Meral and Canan. As Canan said:  

It changes perceptions and instills hope…At a point when you 
have lost hope about everything, it is healing to experience these 
things at Roma Bostan. It gave me hope to see that there are still 
good people in the world.  

 

Meral further emphasized the positive impact of doing manual labor at the garden and 

supporting public well-being: “It empties your mind. We live in a nightmare right now. 

So it feels good to continue doing the work that benefits us like this.” By building a 
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community and cultivating solidarity, the people of Roma Bostan are not only actively 

producing counter narratives to capitalist modes of social, political and economic 

relationships, but also are instilling hope where none exists in the context of increase in 

threats of terrorism, and volatile political climate following the coup attempt in July 

2016. 

Coming into being with the slogan “Another world is possible,” Roma Bostan is 

an example of reappropriation of public space through collective gardening with the aim 

to free it from market-driven management of urban spaces, and instead transform it into a 

common resource. Roma Bostan emerged from the process of imagining other ways of 

being, living, and relating to each other. The people of Roma Bostan see their labor as 

building a common and sustainable future, and forging solidarity with the growing 

network of people at the confluence of right to the city, food, and environmental 

movements. Cultivating this garden with perseverance in the context of the roll back of 

democratic possibilities in Turkey, especially following the coup-attempt in July 2016, 

people of Roma Bostan also harvest hope and provide an open space to breathe. 

 

The Case of Tarla Taban 

Another collective garden project, Tarla Taban, is located in a secluded, wooded 

land that belongs to Bogazici University, an elite public university in Sarıyer, on the 

European peninsula, overlooking one of the most picturesque points of the Bosporus. The 

plot of the garden came from an endowment from a wealthy family that lived near the 

university and owned the land bordering the university grounds with the stipulation that 
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there will be no new construction in the plot and that it will be used by students. Students 

and faculty took advantage of the endowed land by organizing the Tarla Taban collective 

and producing the small university farm in 2012. Tarla is the common name given to an 

agricultural field or a plantation. Taban, colloquially, means an agricultural field with 

fertile soil.  

In 2010, students and faculty who were interested in rural studies, systems of food 

production, distribution and consumption, and alternative economies and mutual aid 

networks, began discussing possibilities of collectively growing food on campus. They 

began by talking to professors with experience and expertise as well as other activists and 

civil society organizations that focus on agriculture and seed protection, researching 

transnational community garden examples and building a collective of people with other 

campus organizations, like the environment club starting. This organizing coincided with 

the mobilization against the opening of Starbucks on the university campus. Students 

protested the opening of Starbucks on a public university campus in Istanbul, concerned 

that this will lead to further commercialization of the university campus and impact their 

access to food and nourishment on campus. They occupied the Starbucks building and 

organized meetings to discuss how to prevent further expansion of capitalist interests. 

They organized workshops, debates and movie showings on social, economic and 

environmental justice topics.  

Like Roma Bostan, Tarla Taban’s story begins at the intersections of local 

practices and global movements. Cemre, a long-time member of Tarla Taban, explained 

that the showing of Black Gold, a documentary that depicts the struggles of Ethiopian 
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coffee farmers and the global coffee trade, was a pivotal moment for her participation in 

Tarla Taban. Following the movie showing, they met with farmers and discussed the 

alienation of people who live in cities from food and agriculture, and how the majority of 

people are uninformed neither about production and distribution processes nor the 

conditions of farmers. Many early participants refer to the Starbucks protests and 

occupation as an incubator for the earlier assembly of the Tarla Taban collective and the 

ideas that form the basis of their vision. They argue that these discussions and debates led 

to people who were questioning the university food system and the expansion of 

commercialization to explore alternatives to build a common space without capitalist 

relations and consumption patterns, learn together and create opportunities to bridge the 

gap between urban people and agricultural production.  

On the one hand, Cemre explained, there was the discussions in the environment 

club, through which students had asked the university for land to practice urban 

agriculture and natural farming methods. On the other hand, the Starbucks occupation 

occurred and the subsequent discussions on alternative economies and communes, 

including an example of collective living and housing commune experiment called Ax u 

Av from Viranşehir, Urfa, a southeastern city in Turkey, inspired people to think about 

how to establish a collective living experiment on campus (Karaca 2011; Tekpınar 2016; 

Tunç 2014).  

These two groups, Cemre said, came together and held meetings and workshops, 

planting the seeds of a gardening collective to experiment with ecological farming on an 

urban university campus. They educated themselves with a permaculture introduction 
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course by a designer and educator from Marmariç permaculture village, reading groups, 

and movie showings to understand struggles of agricultural production, alternative 

methods to corporate agricultural systems, and non-hierarchical organizing and 

community building. The university administration agreed to let the collective use the 

endowed land and allocated funding for general gardening supplies, and other material 

resources to build the garden. In 2012, the collective officially started to transform the 

open, untamed landscape into a productive, agricultural landscape. 

They dug up the flat area in the middle of the plot and prepared the soil for row 

planting; built several raised beds from wooden cases and pallets, and divided the rest of 

the space suitable for gardening with bricks and rocks for garden beds, pruned the trees 

so that the planting spaces can receive optimal sun and a gazebo to rest and commune 

together. Over time the garden space and features improved. They rehabilitated the 

existing pump and installed a pump to easily access water. They built a drip irrigation 

system for the field and a green-house to produce seedlings. They have also started 

building a large shed to store their tools and supplies and provide space for workshops, 

events and a seed library. For us, Cemre explained, the shed is as important as the 

greenhouse: “With the shed, we are able to establish a long-term settlement, something 

that can sustain our existence in this space.”  

The garden plot is beyond a secluded, wooded path below the university campus 

with a gated entrance, which is both a challenge and an advantage. Tarla Taban garden is 

not a garden that one stumbles upon. The location is hard to find even for those who are 

familiar with the campus grounds, and the gate is often locked. This makes it hard for the 
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collective to expand its reach for new members to take on everyday responsibilities of the 

garden. On the other hand, the seclusion prevents littering and protects the garden from 

other external factors. Surrounded by a wooded area, the field is also protected from too 

much wind or direct sun exposure. And because it is out of the way, it is also easily 

forgotten, which means there is less surveillance.  

 

 
Figure 63: Tarla Taban crop field and divided garden spaces, April 2017. 
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Figure 64: Tarla Taban crop field, April 2017. 

 

 
Figure 65: Tarla Taban greenhouse, April 2017. 

 
 



250 
 

 
Figure 66: Tarla Taban shed, April 2017. 

 
 

Tarla Taban collective cultivate their garden with ecological and biodynamic 

farming techniques and principles of permaculture.33 They do not use artificial fertilizers 

nor chemical pesticides. Instead, they use natural methods, like pest control and insect 

killer solutions from nettle plant, or garlic and EM (effective microorganisms) as 

fertilizer. Collective members ethically source non-GMO heirloom and open pollinated 

seeds from ecological farmers in Turkey, seed collecting families from the Anatolian 

villages, local associations specializing in seed protection and organic agriculture as well 

as a French association, Kokopelli, which works to collect, reproduce and distribute 

heirloom seeds. A major goal of Tarla Taban is to educate people on the importance 

protecting heirloom seeds in terms of biodiversity and to reproduce seeds and seedlings 
                                                
33 Globally, permaculture is not known as a particularly radical movement. In many contexts, including in 
Turkey, many of the institutionalized spaces are organized and maintained by affluent people and families, 
with courses and workshop that cost quite a bit. In Istanbul’s intra-urban gardens, activists have found ways 
to reappropriate it for radically transformative purposes.  
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to share with other gardens in the city in order increase the availability of heirloom seeds. 

In the garden over the years they have grown a variety of vegetables and grains, including 

tomatoes, peppers, variety of squash plants including pumpkin, variety of beans like 

broad beans and green beans, lettuce, spinach, chard, watercress, and other winter greens 

and corn. One year, they yielded more tomatoes that they knew what to do with. They 

shared some of the yield with the student cooperative and other collectives across the 

city, including the migrant solidarity kitchen. With what remained, collaborating with the 

Bogazici University consumption cooperative (BÜKOP), they canned over 80 jars and 

sold them at the cooperative store.  

 

 
Figure 67: Photographs of crops from Tarla Taban, 2013-2017.   

Chard (top left), Spinach and watercress (bottom left), broad Beans (middle), tomatoes (top right), corn (bottom right). 
Source: Anonymous, found on the collective’s facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/1tarlataban/. 
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Figure 68: Tarla Taban Collective working at the garden, April 2017. 

Tilling the ground (Left) and peeling and crushing garlic to prepare natural pesticide (Right). 
 

Problematizing local and global food systems, with a firm stance against 

corporate agricultural production, distribution, and consumption relationships, Tarla 

Taban collective created a model, a symbolic space of food production at the university. 

As a collective garden project Tarla Taban aims to demonstrate the possibilities of natural 

urban agriculture, increase the visibility of food production, distribution and consumption 

processes and reverse people’s alienation from the land, the soil, the food, and farmers. 

They organize with a firm commitment to enact food sovereignty, “transform the food 

system by putting people who produce, distribute and consume the food at the center, not 

the markets and corporations” (Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Tarla Taban Grubu 2012), and open 

up space to disseminate their knowledge and practices in the city. The idea is to observe 
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and experience “the process of production from the seed to your plate,” explains one of 

the participants in an independent documentary about the collective.34  

 

 
Figure 69: Harvesting, counting, separating and cataloguing seeds 

Source: Anonymous, found on the collective's facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/1tarlataban/. 
 

It is a political project that seeks to repair the alienation of people, especially of 

those who live in cities, from agricultural production and labor, to forge closer 

relationships with farmers, raise awareness of their conditions and promote everyday 

practices removed from consumerism. As a collective, they seek social transformation, 

starting from their own homes and schools, extending the circle of influence with 

                                                
34 Tarla Taban, like Roma Bostan, uses different types of media effectively, giving interviews to news 
programs and newspapers, self-disseminating their information on social media and participating in activist 
documentary projects. In addition to my own participant observation, informal conversations and formal 
interviews, I gather my information about the collective from a documentary by Mehmetcan İncedal 
(2016). 
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activities, events, and workshops. Tarla Taban, like Roma Bostan, uses different types of 

media effectively, giving interviews to news programs and newspapers, self-

disseminating their information on social media and participating in activist documentary 

projects. In addition to my own participant observation, informal conversations and 

formal interviews, I gather my information about the collective from a documentary by 

Mehmetcan İncedal (2016). In the documentary, one of the participants explained that 

after coming to Tarla Taban, she realized that politics is not limited to the realm of 

political parties. She said: “Even the food you consume is a political act, you make 

choices, but these are not individual choices, they are societal choices. I became more 

aware of these things.” Another participant also called attention to urban consumption 

habits and the alienation from the processes of production and commodity chain of 

products people use, especially agricultural products that are essential to human 

existence:  

Constantly we consume ready made things, things which have 
background stories that we do not know. But when we come 
here, although I do not fulfill all of my food necessities from 
here, at least I am not foreign to some of the things that enter my 
kitchen. 

 

Another participant explained: “The city is a consumption space. We are discovering how 

we can transform this consumption space into a production space.”  

A strong critique of urban living as the basis of anti-capitalist struggles is at the 

center of Tarla Taban’s organizing principles. Their manifesto reads:  

In our living spaces, restrained by urban conditions, we think 
that it is important and necessary to transform our relationship to 
food, to become producers instead of consumers, and to do this 
cooperatively. We see this collective as a part of, as a step in, the 



255 
 

alternative practices developed against an unjust system that 
disregards ecological balance which is imposed upon us by the 
capitalist production relationships, starting from the production 
of food until it reaches our tables. We want to rebuild our 
relationship to the soil that city life has severed; and do this by 
producing and thinking together. (Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Tarla 
Taban Grubu 2012).  

 

Hierarchical relationships, with superiors and followers, is the condition of urban life, 

many of the participants explain. At the garden, they strive for eliminating any causes for 

hierarchical relationships, including age, gender, title and status, and establish horizontal 

relationships and common ground in decision making. The goal is to work and build 

together and to learn from each other. 

Building a community through collective work and mutual aid is the raison d’être 

of Tarla Taban. In the documentary, one of the participants explained: “Our existence is 

through practice. We, by producing together, as a collective, continue our existence.” 

Tarla Taban not only creates a space to think through food and agricultural practices and 

our consumption habits, explained Cemre, but also brings people together to share a 

myriad of experiences, knowledge and skills. It is a practice space of collective living and 

growing. For the collective, the Tarla Taban garden space is also place of meeting, to 

come together and learn together, not only for the university faculty, students, and staff, 

but also for collectives and organizations that have similar interests and goals. This 

commitment is underlined in every conversation and in every interview and is easily felt 

at the garden. The collective’s work is not about the quantity of produce they cultivate. It 

is about “creating and sustaining a space where people can touch the soil.” “Tarla 

Taban,” explained Cemre, “is not this land. It is the practice of creating a community. 
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Tarla Taban does not grow vegetables, it grows people, it grows community.” They are 

insistent on building a collective without hierarchical relationships, without capitalist 

interests, in solidarity with other organizations and groups, through which they can forge 

anti-capitalist struggles grounded in building alternative spaces and practices. One of the 

main goals listed in their manifesto is “to make use of this space, to cultivate it through 

just, accessible and sharing ways.” It is a practice of building urban commons and 

disseminating these practices to transform the city life as a whole. This practice leads to 

long-term relationships and friendships, which allow people to resolve different social 

and economic needs. “It created a space for encounters and transformations,” said Cemre. 

Moreover, Tarla Taban provides a safe harbor, she explained:  

People who have experienced othering, people that don’t fit in 
the society, people who have been marginalized come to Tarla 
Taban…By “defending public spaces," we mean demanding 
access to public space for everyone, especially for people who 
have experienced othering. 

 

And this way people learn each other’s issues, gain perspectives and new understandings. 

Cemre said that in addition to learning everything she knows about gardening at Tarla 

Taban, this is also where she learned about LGBT struggles and politics.  
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Figure 70: Photographs of collective work at Tarla Taban, between 2013-2017.  

Source: Anonymous, found on the collective's facebook page https://www.facebook.com/1tarlataban/. 
 

 

 
Figure 71: Photographs of a planting day, May 2016. 

Source: Alper Can Kılıç, found on the collective’s facebook page https://www.facebook.com/1tarlataban/  
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Tarla Taban provides an escape from the city, its hustle and bustle, and pollution, 

without having to go very far and a space for peace and healing from individual as well 

as societal traumas. In the documentary, one of the participants said that people are 

constantly rushing from one place to another, from school to work to meetings, in 

crowded buses and metros. Here, she said, “You have to follow nature’s rhythm. In fact, 

there is no purpose in rushing. No matter what you do, those broad beans are not going to 

grow faster.” Aside from being away from the hustle and bustle, people who participate 

in Tarla Taban, much like Roma Bostan, express a feeling of peace, relaxation and hope. 

In the documentary, one of the participants explained that for him Tarla Taban is a place 

that gives him hope and a feeling of calm, especially in the context of a city that is 

becoming more concrete filled and a country in which the ecological destruction does not 

stop. And with this hope of a future possibility of reconnecting of people with nature, he 

said, he is able to think better, healthier. Another participant talked about how she has 

been able to overcome her depression because of her personal struggles and lift the 

despair she feels in the face of the existing political climate of Turkey, as the governing 

regime shifts to an ever more oppressive posture. 

The participants describe this space as not just a garden, but a learning 

environment. My informant explained that this is where she learned the value of heirloom 

seeds and biodiversity. She learned how to work the soil and how droughts impact our 

access to food. “I learned how to use a hoe. And when my hands developed calluses, I 

learned how valuable agricultural labor is,” explained one of my interlocutors. Not only 

do they teach each other principles of gardening without pesticides, harms of 
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conventional farming, and the importance of co-operative networks for production and 

distribution of our basic needs, there will also be lively philosophical or political 

discussions, inspired by the classes the students might be enrolled in. Cemre explained 

that Tarla Taban also forwards the mission of higher education: 

The university is a place where knowledge is produced for the 
betterment of society. Here we produce knowledge about 
agricultural politics… This place makes a contribution to the 
university. The university is not a place where you only take 
classes. It is a place that exists with its groups and communities. 
I see maintaining these communities as maintaining the 
university.  

 

Unfortunately, following a period of uncertainty, declining number of 

participants, and the shifts in the university administration’s approach to Tarla Taban, 

while the space remains as is, the garden and the collective is currently not active. In 

addition to the common challenges of university political organizations, like fluctuating 

numbers of participation as students graduate and new students join, Tarla Taban also 

experienced undue pressure from the new university administration. By the time I came 

to Tarla Taban, the university had already made it almost impossible for outside 

participants to enter the university as part of the new, draconian security measures 

following the increase in threats of terrorism over the past few years. Forging 

relationships between the university community and the public was one of the most 

important features of Tarla Taban. The earlier participants from outside of the university 

community can no longer enter freely, which has curtailed participation and limited the 

garden’s care work to the university students and faculty. In April of 2018, some of the 

participants of Tarla Taban were detained as a result of their participation in an anti-war 
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protest on campus for participating in “terrorist propaganda,” a part of the larger crack 

down on left-wing, anti-regime and anti-war organizing in Turkey. Eventually, the 

university administration locked the gates of the path leading to the garden space, for 

security reasons, effectively shutting down the activities of the collective. Some of the 

student participants are currently trying to find ways to negotiate with the new university 

administration, trying to convince them to allow entry to the garden space.  

 

Territories of Solidarity  

Over the past decade, Istanbul has been ripe with debates on right to the city, 

neoliberal urbanization, redevelopment, and gentrification. The stories of Tarla Taban 

and Roma Bostan are informed and imbedded in these discussions, and also within the 

wider networks of right to the city and environmental activism, in Istanbul and beyond. 

Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban are unique collective spaces, where people envision 

growing food in the city as a political act and producing these garden spaces as a practice 

of transforming the life in the city through mutual aid.  

 Roma Bostan is a descendant of the Gezi Park resistance movement, after which 

existing political commitments were quickly channeled into creating new spaces. People 

of Roma Bostan were able to prevent the construction of a building, produce an open 

green space in a neighborhood that lacks adequate green spaces, and created a meeting 

place for right to the city and ecological movements in Istanbul. Tarla Taban transformed 

an untamed landscape on a university campus into a productive landscape, with the aim 

of experimenting with relationships of alternative economies and planting the seeds of 
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food sovereignty in the city. These spaces have fostered dissemination of new 

knowledges and have acted as meeting points for people who are committed to 

transforming urban life. These spaces have allowed people to discover new communities 

and initiatives and forge new projects together.  

Coming together to produce meaningful spaces, with the aim of creating social 

change has personal impact on participants, who experience relaxation, as well as 

significant transformation in their lifestyle. Gardening motivates people to socialize and 

take time out from urban chaos. The collective work shifted experiences of people to 

urban nature, developed new social networks and kinship models based on cultivating 

land in Istanbul, and in turn profoundly altered lives of people that engage with these 

landscapes. Moreover, as they participate in these collective gardening projects, people 

experience collective healing from the increasingly volatile political climate of Turkey, 

by reconnecting deeper to the very essence of life in Istanbul: the people, the city’s 

landscape and food. 

I argue that the political, social and personal practices, experiences, and 

relationships forged by coming together to cultivate collective gardens transform these 

spaces into territories of solidarity. Territories of solidarity are landscapes, where new 

ideas, networks and connections for self-determination and mutual aid flourish, and 

where new forms of resistance take root. I argue that territories of solidarity manifest in 

collective work of cultivating land through which people foster a deeper connection to 

the city that they inhabit, to other people with whom they live, to the food they eat, 

reclaim what constantly feels like slipping by actively transforming use and function of 
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urban spaces, and learn to survive the current volatile political climate together. 

Territories of solidarity as a concept helps us understand unique opportunities and 

relationships collective labor of working with soil, growing food, and transforming a 

tangible space provides.  

Evoking the “Another World is Possible” slogan, the process of building 

territories of solidarity for Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban is the process of activating the 

commons in urban spaces and imagining an alternative future for the city through 

cultivating these small, yet symbolically powerful pieces of land collectively. Huron 

(2015: 963) writes that the increasing attention to urban commons in both scholarship and 

social movement discourse is because “the commons calls up a way of collective self-

organization outside of the capitalist logic, and the urban is a compelling site of struggle 

and desire.” This description speaks clearly to the discourse around which many right to 

the city activists have been rallying around, most significantly since the Gezi Park 

protests. Both Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban are fruits of this period of convergence and 

collision of “struggle and desire” that Huron tries to convey in her article.  

More specifically, Huron (2015) argues that population density in urban contexts 

(“saturation”) and the “coming together of strangers” are two main characteristics that 

make urban commons significantly unique in thinking about collective reproduction of 

social, economic and ecological resources. The main purpose of the contemporary 

engagements with creating commons is to create alternatives to capitalist forms of 

relationships that have invaded every sliver of human life with the advance and 

expansion of neoliberalism. In the face of expansive and sweeping redevelopment in 
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Istanbul, which targets common resources at varying scales, and furthers capital 

accumulation and advances the interests of the political and economic elite, Huron’s 

theorization on the urban commons sheds light to some of the very peculiar ways that 

people of Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban collective cultivate their gardens.  

While Huron (2015)’s conceptualization of the main tenants of the urban 

commons strongly articulates the spatial composition and the social networking that is 

specific to the urban commons, it remains as a concept that is site specific and does not 

expand upon the broader relationships and networks that sustain the commons projects. 

The significance of Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban is unbounded by the plot of the 

gardens. Rather, they exist within a wide grid of right to the city, ecological, and food 

movements, and fosters successive projects in which people actively intervene in the 

political sphere of the city. These grassroot projects are embedded in networks that 

stretch across multiple scales. Their success depends, at least partly, on the resources, 

knowledge, and the strength of these networks. This interconnection broadens the impact 

and scope of each project, as well as the larger network.  

Tarla Taban is deeply imbedded in discussions of alternative economies, 

collective living, and cooperatives. They work in tandem with the student cooperative 

and Boğaziçi University cooperative (BÜKOP), which is the earliest example of food 

consumption cooperatives in Istanbul, demonstrating the possibility of alternative food 

systems. Tarla Taban produced this space with the guidance of local and global 

organizations focusing on agricultural production and seed protections, such as 

ÇiftçiSEN, Kokopelli, the Peliti Seed Bank and La Via Campesina. ÇiftçiSEN, the union 
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of farmers, is the main organization that have provided them with resources and 

workshops. Through these resources and events, they have maintained a connection 

between urban and rural life, visit farms to examine different processes and conditions of 

the farmers, and form close relationships with these producers.  

Roma Bostan is a convergence space of right to the city and environmental 

movements, in Istanbul and beyond. Moreover, the garden host permaculture enthusiast 

to practice what they have learned in workshops in the city. People of Roma Bostan are 

also connected to ecological living experiments in Mount Ida and Alakır Valley in 

Antalya. These projects support each other and disseminate information about each other 

in person or on social media. During seasonal planting days, informal gatherings and 

celebrations, the garden hosts not only the usual participants but also new people and 

becomes a space where people not only learn how to work with the soil and plants, but 

forge new connections with each other.  

Tarla Taban collective and people of Roma Bostan are also connected to each 

other through their mutual connection to wider networks of activists. There are also 

people who participate in both projects, or they attend planting events, workshops or 

social gatherings together. The ideas and systems built in these gardens extend out are 

carried onto other projects. For instance, they are integral constituents of food 

communities networks in Istanbul, which have been organizing a workshop for the last 

three years at Boğaziçi University. These meetings have functioned as not only ways to 

keep informed and in dialogue with one another but also inspirations for the emergence 

of newer community-based initiatives.  
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Territories of solidarity is not a concept that only applies to collective gardening 

projects, but to all collective initiatives that invest in transforming urban public spaces 

into spaces of mutual aid and collective action. For instance, through the volunteer efforts 

of different groups and associations, the historic market gardens were transformed into 

territories of solidarity and provided the geographical context for new convergences. The 

grove of Validebağ is also a part of this network, so are Istanbul’s emerging food 

consumption cooperatives, the farmlands and producers with which they work, and the 

ecological living experiments across the country. In each of these spaces, people come 

together to cultivate alternatives to capitalist relationships.  

 

Institutionalized Public Urban Garden Projects and Hobby Gardens 

Community gardens do not always exist in direct conflict or clearly defined 

opposition with the state or other governing institutions. And if they do, they do not 

always stay in conflict. In this section, I discuss three other urban garden projects, a 

community garden and two hobby gardens that transform urban public spaces into 

productive landscapes by institutionalized mechanisms and through state sponsorships. 

These state-sponsored garden projects capitalize on the communal dynamism of 

territories of solidarity in different ways and simulate gardening experiences in designed 

landscapes.  
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The Case of Fenerbahçe Community Garden 

Fenerbahçe Community Garden is a collaborative project between Saint-Joseph 

private high school, and the Kadıköy district municipality. Located in Fenerbahçesi 

Park,35 a public park established in the early 1990s that gives its name, the initiative came 

into being in 2016 by the students in the high school’s permaculture club approaching the 

municipality with a project plan and a request for an open public space to build a 

community garden and practice what they have been learning. The garden was designed 

by a student, her father, a certified permaculture designer and her advisor, a geography 

teacher. And it was built by the district municipality’s directorate of parks and gardens, 

which undertakes all material and labor costs of the garden.  

Fenerbahçe Community Garden is born out of exploring possibilities of creating 

sustainable living spaces in the city, explained Deniz, a core organizer and one of the 

founders of the permaculture club at her high school. The features and the process of the 

garden is inspired by permaculture principles. In the center of the garden, the raised beds 

are assembled in a design that resemble the sun and its rays. More raised beds for 

seasonal vegetables are lined up in the rest of the garden. These beds contain seasonal 

vegetables, such as different types of lettuce, spinach, arugula, mustard leaf, watercress 

                                                
35 The park itself has a very interesting story as well. Geographically it is a small island very near to the 
mainland. It was redeveloped in time with a small bridge to connect from the mainland. The island was 
used as a recreational site as far back as the Byzantine times. Summer palaces were built in this area. By 
19th Century, it became a public picnic site. In 1990 Kadıköy municipality allowed a leading tourism 
association, Turing, to renovate the abandoned and derelict area into a city park. It is well kept and used by 
different groups of people. Over the weekends it is a destination park for picnics, walking or wedding 
photography. There are a few small cafes inside the park and a large restaurant operated by the 
municipality on the front end. The park is next to three different membership based social clubs, and a 
marina. Combined these features make the housing prices in this area astronomical.  
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and Chinese greens, peppers, tomatoes, zucchini, eggplant, green onions, carrots 

cucumber and green beans, grains, like amaranth, as well as some medicinal herbs and 

bushes that invite pollinators like bees and butterflies, such as marigolds, lacy phacelia 

and other wild flowers. Fruit and flowering trees, like pear, cherry, apple, plum, judas 

tree, silverberry, sophora, are planted interspersed. In addition, shrub and vine fruits like 

blackberry, raspberry and grapes were planted. There is a chicken coup at the front of the 

garden. The back of the garden has a large shed for tools, with bee hives on top, a gazebo 

and compost bins. Every component of the garden, Deniz said, has a purpose in the larger 

ecosystem of the garden, including the scarecrows that they made collectively, which 

serve the purpose of keeping off crows and seagulls from the garden.  

 

 
Figure 72: Logo of the Fenerbahçe Community Garden and a photograph of the entrance, 2016. 

Source: Logo is found on the group’s facebook page https://www.facebook.com/fenerbahceparkitoplulukbahcesi/; 
photograph of the entrance is taken by the author.  
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Figure 73: Screenshots from the design illustration video of the garden. 
Source: Illustration video by permaculture designer Taner Aksel, uploaded on YouTube (Aksel 2018). 

 
 

 
Figure 74: Photograph of the first stages of setting up the garden.   

Source: A neighborhood magazine feature on the Fenerbahçe community garden (Taşdelen 2018). 
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Figure 75: Photographs from the community garden, August 2016. 

 

For the organizers of the garden, this is an initiative that breaks the hectic rhythm 

of urban life, shuffling between home and school or work, and creating alternatives for a 

more sustainable living. The garden is a place where the students meet and get to know 

different types of people, form relationships and, together, they can experience nature, an 

opportunity that often does not exist for them elsewhere. “Working in the garden gives 

me peace,” said Ali, another active student participant of the permaculture club at his 

school and the community garden. He is able to release the tension of school stress while 

learning new things. Rather than going out to clubs, Deniz and Ali both expressed, they 

feel like they are able to work on something meaningful and transformative, with depth 

and purpose, and benefits society as a whole. Deniz explained that this garden is a 

tangible demonstration of her abilities and her successes. She said that her grade point 

average at school does not feel tangible, but working at the garden, investing her energy 
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and time and observing the results feel tangible and therefore more valuable and 

motivating.  

In reports on the garden’s activities, volunteers talk about how happy it makes 

them to touch the soil, to work in the garden in a city where the concrete-built 

environment is overwhelming. It is an accessible place to which one can escape and find 

solace and hope in the chaos of the city. Volunteers also emphasize the value of doing 

work together. The garden, for them, is a place to come together, share skills and 

knowledge and experience the joy of cultivating plants together (Demirtaş 2018; Vayiç 

2018)  

The students first began with a small garden in their school yard. Inspired by 

examples of community gardens in the US and Europe, they wanted to expand their 

efforts into the public and reach larger number of people than a small interest group at 

school. Fenerbahçe Community Garden is a project that seeks to raise awareness and 

bring together concerned citizens together in this space to learn how to grow plants with 

natural and sustainable methods, decrease our dependency on industrial agriculture. They 

also aim to become a pioneer to similar projects across the city. This is done through 

public workshops by permaculture specialists, community activities and seasonal planting 

days to bring theory to practice.  

A great number of the events at the garden are geared towards educating younger 

children about food and cultivating the soil, in collaboration with a couple nearby 

kindergartens. The students and the volunteers visit the garden regularly to maintain the 

garden, the weeds and the pests, plant and harvest crops, make plans for its future 
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improvement. Sometimes environmental organizations and neighborhood associations 

visit the garden for special activities, like welcoming spring, and work with the 

volunteers and exchange knowledge. The planting schedule, events, and management of 

the garden is planned with active participation of students during the academic year. A 

municipality landscape worker is assigned as a keeper to provide sustained care for the 

garden. When the students are in school, busy with exams and on summer vacation, he 

and the master gardener of the park cares for the garden. Over the last 2 years, public 

participation has grown and the community garden now includes both students and 

residents of nearby neighborhoods as well. Like, Roma Bostan and Tarlataban, 

Fenerbahçe Community Garden volunteers use social media effectively to publicize 

events, post photographs and videos of the work being done at the garden, as well as 

information on small-scale gardening techniques and natural gardening practices36. This 

and regular features on local magazines and news media helps the volunteers keep the 

interest in the community garden alive.  

 

                                                
36 In addition to regular posts on media like facebook and twitter, the organizers have also crafted and 
edited several videos of the garden to share with the public (See: Aksel 2018; İstanbul Saint-Joseph 2017). 
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Figure 76: Photographs of volunteers and children working the garden, between 2015-2018. 

Source: Anonymous, found on the group's facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/fenerbahceparkitoplulukbahcesi/ 
 

Fenerbahçe Community Garden is an institutionalized community garden project 

that creates a dialogue with global models as well, especially with North American and 

European community gardening initiatives and edible garden projects of schools. 
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Combining their permaculture training with global trends of small-scale urban agriculture 

practices, the students, with the support of the district municipality, transform a quarter of 

an acre in a public park into an educational productive landscape. This is a valuable 

investment for the Kadıköy district municipality because the community garden 

embodies its commitment to sustainability and environmentalism, provides vast publicity 

opportunities as urban gardening has become quite popular in Istanbul and gives the 

municipality a boost in the competition against other municipalities. Moreover, it 

demonstrates the commitment of the municipality to progress and modernity, as they 

embrace and adapt global trends. When I asked how they gained the rights to use this 

space, the students explained that they prepared the project plan, and presented it to the 

director of the municipality and the district municipality’s directorate of parks and 

gardens. In the project plan, in order to describe the benefits of community gardens, they 

included examples of community gardens and edible gardens from the U.S. and Europe. 

One of the students said, “when you say America, all streams stop running,” an idiom 

that indicates that mentioning America opens a lot of doors.  

In a meeting with neighborhood civil society organizations and right to the city 

groups in September 2016, which was intended for the groups to air out their grievances 

and make demands, the director of Kadıköy district municipality took over the discussion 

and started explaining all of the public services the municipality provides. He argued that 

since his administration came to term, their priority has been to increase the number and 

quality of green spaces, and used Fenerbahçe Community Garden as the main example of 

his administration’s accomplishments. He added that this will be used as a model, and the 
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future public land developments will include similar projects that promote gardening and 

permaculture as a project. For him, the community garden is a tool in the production of a 

green image for the district and plays a significant in establishing his political legitimacy 

and power. While the Fenerbahçe Community Garden has a larger goal of social 

transformation and expanding urban sustainability, the investment of the municipality is 

motivated by political legitimacy and electoral polls. Some of the students are well aware 

and find it problematic that the municipality uses the garden project and their initiative to 

promote itself. In fact, the municipality prepared a short video of the Fenerbahçe 

Community Garden. This short video, which is titled “Şehir ortasında bostan kurduk, ilk 

hasadımızı topladık” (“We built a bostan in the middle of the city and collected our first 

harvest”), depicts both close up and wide-angle shots of the garden and its several 

features, as well as the students working. The municipality disseminated the video over 

social media, mobilizing its investment for political capital. 
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Figure 77: Municipality director's visit to Fenerbahçe community garden. 

Source: Anonymous, found on the group's facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/fenerbahceparkitoplulukbahcesi/ 
 

The students have expressed that they sometimes run into problems as they 

negotiate this partnership with the municipality. For instance, as they were designing the 

garden, Ali explained, they planned the location of the plants according to principles of 

companion planting, because it allows for better weed and pest control, can provide 

protection from heat, wind and other climactic impacts and is a strategy that helps to use 

garden space more efficiently. They also planned the garden by taking into account the 

directions of the sun, to make sure each of the plants received sun light according to their 

needs. Ali said: “Later, we went to the garden and they had filled half of the garden with 

tomatoes and peppers. There was enough tomatoes and peppers to feed the entire school.” 

Deniz explained further:  
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They did this without consulting us. Planting this way, one or 
two species in one space, is against permaculture principles. It 
becomes monoculture. And we did not know what kind of seeds 
they used. We suspect they might have used hybrid seeds rather 
than heirlooms. And when we told him this was not how we 
designed the garden, he said that we were wrong and that this 
way we would get more yield. But we are not concerned with 
increased.  

 

Deniz and Ali explained that they are not concerned with the demand of 

maximum yield in minimum time and complained that there is an attitude of minimizing 

their transformative vision to simply growing a few vegetables. They are concerned with 

producing a wholistic food system and a sustainable habitat, inform the public and create 

a space to motivate more projects. The municipality did not create opportunities for the 

landscape workers maintaining the garden to learn about permaculture which creates 

these types of conflicts. This is, they express, in addition to asking for more resources for 

improvement of the garden, are the biggest challenges they face in negotiating 

management of a public space with a state institution. Sometimes their requests are 

pushed aside as low priority. While Fenerbahce community garden has access to more 

resources than collective projects, without institutional support, their sovereignty in 

making decisions for the garden and managing the space the way they envision is 

reduced.  

Another structural difference between Fenerbahçe community garden and other 

collective garden examples is that the garden space is fenced in by welded wire mesh 

fencing, with a locked gate. When there is no one caring for the garden, the garden door 

is locked. The wire mesh fence surround the garden and separate it from the public park 

that is entirely open and accessible at all times. While this is a practice that protects the 
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garden space, the structures, the tools and animals from vandalism and the garden beds 

from stray cats and dogs, it also reduces access of the garden to particular times, events 

and people. The rules of the garden are posted at the door, next to the name board and the 

information board defining community garden and permaculture. While it states that 

anyone can become a volunteer and a part of the community garden, it also explains that 

the garden belongs to those who invest time and labor into the garden over time, one 

needs a key from the keeper to get into the garden space to work, and the food from the 

garden are only for those who volunteer in the garden. These practices reflect a rather 

enclosed version of a community garden, where participation, member status, sharing 

practices are much more defined and restricted. While these rules can be beneficial in 

terms of setting up important guidelines and protect the garden, it also creates boundaries. 

Fencing and a locked door gives the impression that this is a private garden, that only 

select people can participate. This has implications in terms of class distinction as well. 

While the intention of the volunteers is to be open and inclusive to everyone who is 

interested in urban gardening and sustainable living, fences and a gate embody the 

exclusionary boundaries of green gentrification.  

 

The Case of Kuzguncuk Bostan 

Kuzguncuk Bostan, a government supported hobby garden project, takes its name 

from its neighborhood in Üsküdar, on the Anatolian peninsula. The total garden space is 

close to 3 acres and it has two wide terraces above the ground level, taking advantage of 

its sloping topography. Currently, Kuzguncuk Bostan is organized and maintained by the 
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district municipality of Üsküdar and contains a section of hobby garden plots, open air 

theater, a playground on the lower strata, and children’s park on the ground level, a 

memorial tree planting site for people who died during the 2016 coup d’etat attempt on 

the second terrace and a fenced in orchard with cherry, greengage, apricot, apple, and 

pear trees on the third terrace. The hobby garden section is divided into two. Half of the 

raised beds are assigned to public institutions, like public schools of the district or 

cultural and educational centers, and the other half is allocated to the residents of the 

neighborhood, gardeners determined by a formal, yearly lottery.  
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Figure 78: Photographs of different features of Kuzguncuk Bostan, May 2018. 
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At Kuzguncuk Bostan, neighborhood residents are quite active gardeners. The 

individual garden beds are filled with seasonal vegetables, herbs and flowers. Each bed 

looks different and uniquely colorful. And they all look like someone regularly cares for 

it. The participants are middle class residents of the neighborhood. During my visits, I 

often ran into middle aged women, weeding and watering their garden beds and 

harvesting the vegetables. One woman told me that their broad beans were abundant in 

2018, and that they froze quite a bit to eat throughout the year. She even shared with me 

the last of her harvest, as she prepared to plant green beans for the summer. The women 

tell me about bringing their grandchildren here to play and to help take care of their 

garden. If their neighbors are too busy to take care of their own garden beds, they help 

them out the best they can. Although Kuzguncuk Bostan, resembling allotment gardens, 

is set up for more singular experiences than the collective gardens like Roma Bostan and 

Tarla Taban, people communicate with each other and help each other at the garden 

space. In contrast, the garden plots that belong to the municipality and are allocated to 

educational centers often seem underutilized or uniformly planted with a couple of 

symbolic plants.  
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Figure 79: Photographs of the Kuzguncuk Bostan garden beds between 2017 and 2018.  

Top and Middle: garden beds allocated to neighborhood residents. Bottom: garden beds that belong to the municipality. 
 

 

Kuzguncuk Bostan has a long and complex history. By giving an account of the 

different forms Kuzguncuk Bostan has taken over the decades, I will describe the 

political conflicts it has hosted and illustrate the shifting layers of the meaning of this 

plot, now a hobby garden site. The plot of Kuzguncuk Bostan has been a target of 

redevelopment for about 30 years, since the second half of 1980s (Dündaralp et al. 2017; 

Mills 2010) It starts with a change in the zoning of the plot, at the time a seemingly 

abandoned green space, with a permit to redevelop it into a school. Following a court 

case against this project, the school project got cancelled.  

In early 1990s, this garden space became a site of another political struggle. In 

1992, an organ transplantation and burn foundation rented the land from the Directorate 

General of Foundations, with a plan to develop it into a medical facility. Demanding that 

this space is returned to Kuzguncuk residents as a public space, Kuzguncuk 
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neighborhood residents mobilized against it. The garden is known to the long-term 

residents of the neighborhood as a market-garden, one of the neighborhood vegetable 

gardens from which, they themselves or their elders have shopped. Neighborhood 

residents begin a long winded legal, political and on-site community struggle against the 

redevelopment of this space. Between 1992 and 2002, the neighborhood residents form 

an association and fend off both the hospital plan and a private school plan with the 

support of the Istanbul branch of TMMOB chamber of architects and chamber of urban 

planners, which prepare reports objecting the redevelopment of this plot and a court case 

against the development projects. The neighborhood association’s demand was that this 

piece of land stays as a green space and was opened to public use through petitions, 

protests and events at the garden to demonstrate that this space is valued by the 

neighborhood residents and should be made public (Dündaralp et al. 2017; Mills 2010; 

Özer 2014). 

After a decade of demonstrations, petitions, negotiations, meetings, reports and 

court decisions rejecting the project plans, both plans for the medical center and private 

school were dropped. In the early 2000s, the association form a cooperative to rent the 

plot themselves to create a community-based project to transform the plot into an organic 

garden and environmental and agricultural education center. The purpose was to ensure 

that it stays as an open and green space, with a sanctioned function that would deter 

further redevelopment. These efforts were unsuccessful – such a transformative project 

required time and resources for planning, execution and management, which the 

association was not able to gather. The plot was rented out to a nursery and a garden 
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center. While this was not the open, public use the residents wanted, the fact that the plot 

was not going to be developed into a concrete complex, and that it would remain green 

provided some relief (Dündaralp et al. 2017; Mills 2010; Özer 2014). 

In 2010, as the duration of the garden center’s lease come to an end, the 

neighborhood association found out about a new project for a private school. The 

neighborhood association and residents begin a new mobilization against it, again by 

challenging the project in the courts, negotiating with officials and community building 

activities at the plot. In the meantime, architects who live in the neighborhood and belong 

to the neighborhood association began drawing up a project for a public recreation and 

community garden space for this plot, with input from neighborhood residents. They held 

meetings with neighborhood residents, documented the residents desire for this plot, 

created common ground rules and designed a landscape project that incorporates the 

different ways neighborhood residents have used and want to use this plot, such as 

gardening, celebrations, gatherings, movie showings, while conserving the wooded 

landscape that surrounds the plot. This new period of mobilization coincided with the 

Gezi Park Resistance – and energized by this moment of uprising, the plot was filled with 

activists and residents, occupying the land and working together to transform it into a 

community garden. Meanwhile, the project plan went through stages of approval, from 

local to national state institutions. The parliament commission for the environment reject 

the new plan for the private school (Dündaralp 2017; Dündaralp et al. 2017; Ertaş and 

Dündaralp 2015; Özer 2014).  
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In 2014, the district municipality of Üsküdar rented the plot and the neighborhood 

association met with the municipality representatives to present the alternative project 

that was developed in 2010 and make suggestions to the directorate of parks and gardens 

for a long-term public project on the plot. There were arduous public deliberations in the 

neighborhood about the municipality’s intentions for the plots and many people had 

reservations of working with the municipality, especially after municipality landscape 

laborers came to prune trees and clean up the plot. This created an uproar in the 

neighborhood because the pruning was done without proper care and plan, damaging a 

number of coveted trees, including an ancient pomegranate tree. After continued 

pressure, public deliberations and negotiations with the district municipality, the end 

Kuzguncuk neighborhood association and the district municipality reached a 

compromise: The plot was designed and reorganized into a bostan park under the 

provision and management of the district municipality and reopened officially to public 

use as a hobby garden site and a public recreation area.  

The architects that spearheaded many of the deliberations, negotiations, and the 

project plans often participate in public presentations about Kuzguncuk Bostan and 

declare this space as a result of community solidarity and an example of participatory 

architecture. “This is a community win,” Şevket, a former neighborhood resident and 

participator in both the guerilla garden and the neighborhood association meetings and 

demonstrations. The mobilization to oppose the series of redevelopment projects in this 

plot and the continued public deliberations, debates and negotiations with the 

municipality happened on a transparent and participatory platform, and allowed for direct 
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participation of the public in the decision making processes in their own neighborhood, 

he explained. Creating common ground rules and a list of demands for the development 

of a public space and conservation of the green landscape surrounding the plot and 

pressuring the district municipality to follow these demands is unprecedented and 

therefore should be celebrated as a win, Şevket argued. This plot, he explained, is a space 

that has an important place in the collective memory of the neighborhood. And added that 

it is important that the municipality invests in its development, maintenance and 

protection, because now “they pay their dues and people can demand accountability.” 

Rather than becoming a private complex, many argue, it is now a public project, 

protecting the collective memory of this plot as a garden where people can continue to 

get together. It brings together not just the people who live in this neighborhood, but 

anyone who experiences the this place (Dündaralp 2017).  

While this was widely celebrated as a victory for the neighborhood, it has also 

become subject to severe criticism. Kuzguncuk Bostan’s current form is subject to debate 

and does not reflect the layered history of this plot. In fact, it obscures it under evolving 

arrangements to shape this space as a government project. Some people who participated 

in the guerilla garden see the partnership of the neighborhood association and the 

municipality as strange and suspicious. Others lament that the sense of utopic and mutual 

aid based social environment is lost. When the plots was cultivated as a guerilla garden, 

during the Gezi Park protests, a quite diverse group of people were involved in 

reclaiming this space. From young activists who were mobilized with Gezi protests, long 

term environmental activists, to neighborhood residents, older women from migrant 
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families of the Black Sea region, people, through mutual aid and collective action 

created, what one friend described as a utopic garden space, where everything was free. 

Some people argue that the collective spirit is replaced my individualistic, exclusionary 

hobby gardens. Others find the cooperation of the neighborhood association with the 

district municipality government by the current regime as strange and suspicious. They 

argue that this cooperation voluntarily handed over the control of the land to the 

municipality and benefits the interests of government, not the community at large.  

Moreover, the new bostan park obscures completely the historic heritage of this 

plot, as a market garden that was cultivated by a Greek family, Ispiro Şoro and his son 

Ilya Şoro. The community mobilization to prevent construction on this land recalled this 

plot as Ilya’s garden and made references to its heritage as a neighborhood vegetable 

garden. However, Mills (2010) aptly points out that Ilya’s name is uttered to make a case 

for keeping the plot as a green space, not to ask for its property rights to be reinstituted to 

Şoro family’s decendents – their rights to this space is unspoken. While repelling 

politically powerful developers is an unusual win for the protection of land in Istanbul, 

and at the time emboldened grassroots civil society activism, Mills (2010) argues that the 

new demands for the right to use the garden for the common good of the community 

obscured the history of ethno-national violence layered in this plot, the neighborhood of 

Kuzguncuk and the larger city of Istanbul. 

The September 6-7 events in 1955, also known as the Istanbul pogrom 

significantly transformed the demography of not only Kuzguncuk neighborhood but also 

the city. The pogrom, which was a government supported series of mob attacks that 
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targeted the non-Muslim population of the city, resulted in public lynching, leaving tens 

of dead and wounded. Thousands of homes and businesses and tens of churches were 

severely damaged and left the non-Muslim populations in Istanbul in terror. There was a 

mass exodus of Greek, Jewish and Armenian residents of Istanbul following the riots. 

The Turk-Islam ethno-religious nationalist sentiment continued to harass and threaten the 

non-Muslim populations in Istanbul, forcing them to exile in the following years or live 

in more enclosed communities. Like many other properties belonging to non-Muslim 

residents of Istanbul, the plot of Kuzguncuk Bostan was seized by the state, after being 

falsely determined as “abandoned” and given to the Directorate General of Foundations. 

While the Kuzguncuk bostan is fondly referred to as “Ilya’s bostan,” Ilya’s own story, his 

family and descendants, the pogrom and the continued trauma of ethno-nationalist 

violence is never spoken, neither in published interviews nor any story written on the 

community defense of the plot, the subsequent development of the current hobby garden 

site or the collective memory. The representation of the collective memory of this plot as 

a bostan is devoid of the period of violent dispossession that emptied the land in the first 

place. Istanbul’s dark history, what gave grounding for the concretization of Turco-

Islamic ethno-nationalist superiority, continue to be silenced.  
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The Case of Imrahor Bostan 

Similar to Kuzguncuk Bostan, Imrahor Bostan, located across Imrahor Mosque in 

the Aziz Mahmut Hüdayi neighborhood, is a hobby garden project of the Üsküdar 

municipality which opened in October 2017.37 Imrahor Bostan, just under a quarter acre, 

contains close to 40 small raised beds for small lot gardening. A section of these beds are 

assigned to interested neighborhood residents. The remaining is assigned to educational 

institutions in the district or used by the municipality directorate of parks and gardens to 

plant herb bushes, such as lavender, sage, oregano and rosemary. There are border plants, 

creeper plants and flowering trees planted on the edges of the garden. There is a gazebo 

in the back of the garden and several benches in shaded areas. The walking paths are 

made of rocks, with spiral designs. Large sculptures of sickles line up one of the walking 

paths. The old well has been rehabilitated and is back in use. In addition to the well, there 

are also a few spigots for people to use while watering their individual beds.  

 

                                                
37 For the promotional video of the hobby garden space, prepared by the landscape architecture firm that 
undertook the project, see Hanedan Peyzaj (2018). 
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Figure 80: Photographs of the completed Imrahor Bostan right before it opened to public. 

Source: The district municipality website (Üsküdar Belediyesi 2018). 
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Figure 81: Photographs of the completed Imrahor Bostan project, 2018.  

Top: The herb plots, cultivated by the municipality. Center: Some of the structures in the garden, including the 
rehabilitated well. Bottom: Some of the plots of the neighborhood residents 

 

Neighborhood residents and muhtar, the local administrator for the neighborhood, 

explain that the plot, which was used as a timber and coal sales storage and store, belongs 

to the Directorate General of Foundations. Removing the timber and coal merchant, the 

district municipality of Üsküdar rented the plot with the intention to reconstruct the Ayşe 

Sultan Tekkesi (a monastery of Suleiman the Magnificient’s granddaughter) which was 

believed to be located on this plot (Üsküdar Belediyesi 2015). After the merchant was 

removed, the plot was left empty, full of construction debris, waiting for the tekke permits 

and project plan to became finalized. It was during this time that Gezi Park protests 

erupted and activists and neighborhood residents occupied and cultivated the plot as a 

guerilla community garden, what people call halk bostanı (people’s bostan). 

Similar to Roma Bostan, the idea came about in the local forum at at Doğancılar 

Park nearby, following the Gezi Park protests (Yeşil Bülten 2014). People who attended 
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the forums knew about this empty, derelict plot in the neighborhood, explained Ayşe, an 

activist who participates in various collective gardens and food collectives across the city. 

At first, they petitioned the municipality to redevelop this place into a public green space, 

seeking to restore it into a public space. But the municipality rejected the petition. So 

they occupied the plot, started cleaning up the construction debris from the plot, and 

began a community garden here. Ayşe recalled that in the beginning there was some 

conflict between people who were motivated by Gezi Park protests and some of the other 

neighborhood residents who are a little more conservative. “Some of the Gezi people 

even told us that we can’t garden here, in our own neighborhood,” said Erol scoffing at 

the outrageous claim. Both Ayşe and Erol said that through continued debates and 

collective efforts the in-fighting mostly subsided and they created their own 

neighborhood community garden here.  

The neighborhood administrator explained that for years since the timber and coal 

merchant was removed she has demanded from the municipality administration to have 

this plot be developed as a public park, a recreation space for the neighborhood 

residents.38 A replica of the old Ayşe Sultan Tekkesi, she said, will become a touristic 

place rather than a space from which the residents of Aziz Mahmut Hüdayi neighborhood 

can benefit. The idea to pressure the municipality to have this plot redeveloped as a 

hobby garden, she explained, came to her after activists and neighborhood residents 

                                                
38 In Turkey, a neighborhood administrator, known as muhtar, is an elected public administrator that 
oversees the administration of the lowest settlement unit, neighborhood. They are tasked with making sure 
local and general elections run smoothly, and the residents are informed of their polls, preparing paperwork 
for residence certificates, coordinating emergency procedures during disasters, reporting on the conditions 
of roads, signage, sidewalks, and other public works in the neighborhood, and acting as the bridge between 
the local government and residents of the neighborhood, by listening to the concerns and suggestions of the 
residents. In rural areas, muhtars are the highest authority and have many more additional tasks. 
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started cultivating a garden there during Gezi Park protests. “It was beautiful. Until then, 

it did not occur to me that a garden here could be possible,” she said. With a garden, she 

said, “children could learn how tomatoes and peppers grow. Neighbors can gather here 

and socialize. It can unify the neighborhood.  

Upon further examination during the process of obtaining a permit for the 

construction of the tekke, the neighborhood administrator explained, it was discovered 

that the tekke’s exact location was not the plot of the garden, and the project fell through. 

Once the project for the reconstruction of the tekke fell through, the neighborhood 

administrator renewed her demand for this plot to be repurposed as a hobby garden and 

the municipality agreed to her demands to redevelop the plot into a hobby garden. She 

argued that because AKP, which governs the district municipality of Üsküdar, lost 

majority vote in the district during the 2017 constitutional referendum voting, 

rehabilitating this space became crucial and the municipality was more open to accepting 

her demands. And they quickly planned and contracted the project to begin construction 

in summer of 2017. 
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Figure 82: Photographs during the construction of Imrahor Bostan, 2017. 

Top: Banner hung by the street leading to the plot of the garden that reads: "Imrahor is reuniting with its bostan.” 
Bottom: Progress photos from Spring (left) to Summer (right). 

 

The people who were involved with the community garden for a long time were 

quite critical of the project. Everyone I spoke with found that this was no longer a bostan 

or a community garden, but a symbolic, hobby garden. While the participants were 

acutely aware of the lack of resources and volunteer power to keep the garden going as a 

vital place by themselves, they also say that this form does not fit the idea of a bostan nor 

their vision of neighborhood bonding. “We freed this place, but the municipality enclosed 

it within cages and put a lock on it,” said Fatma.  



298 
 

The participants of the community garden argued that the current form takes away 

from the collective aspect of the community garden they built here and instead reduces 

the social relationships they form into carefully measured plots. Ayşe explained that one 

of the reasons many people were inspired by the idea of gardening here was because the 

garden at Gezi Park during its occupation activated people’s childhood memories and 

created a deeper connection and motivated people more. Ayşe argued that this new hobby 

garden curtails the possibilities of the formation of deeper connections with other 

participants. The community garden, Ayşe explained created opportunities for people to 

build deep bods with each other, much like in Roma Bostan and Tarla Taban, that 

extended beyond the boundaries of the garden. Indeed, she explained that a couple who 

met at the garden got married. While talking to some of the participants together during 

one of my visits, I was able to observe this relationship Ayşe admired about the garden. It 

was an intergenerational bonding, involving both men and women, who were genuinely 

concerned for each other’s well-being and supported each other. Ayşe is concerned that 

this will no longer be possible in the new hobby garden space with divided, 

individualized beds.  

The new project also effectively cut the ties of some of the most valuable 

participants of the community garden. For instance, Aydın, an older man from Adana, 

who calls himself a local botanist and is very knowledgeable about gardening and 

propagating trees from cuttings, said he will not be requesting a garden bed in the new 

space. What gave him the motivation and joy to work in the garden was the ability to 

think holistically about the space, to make decisions about what should be planted in 
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which spot by considering the topography of the garden and the position of sunlight, 

shade and the movement of the wind. For him, being constrained in a small plot, in a 

space that has lost the meaning of a collective work, is not interesting.  

The new design of the plot has also considerably reduced the available space for 

cultivation as well. “They divided up this big space into tiny plots,” Erol said. Moreover, 

the walking paths and other structures took away from the space available for gardening. 

The only thing that resembles a bostan, Orhan said, is the rehabilitated well. “It is the life 

line of the garden.”  
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Figure 83: Photographs of the old Imrahor Bostan as a community garden. 

Source: Agathe Fautras between 2013-2014. 
 

Participants of the community garden are also critical of not being invited to 

participate in the planning and design of the garden. They find the relinquishing of the 
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control of this plot to the district municipality was problematic and blame the 

neighborhood administrator for facilitating this process. Many of them see this as an act 

of dispossessing the locals of the piece of land that they have worked and improved for 

themselves. They said that the neighborhood administrator acted alone, and never 

approached them, never talked to them about this new project, even though she knew the 

people who were involved in the garden regularly. “She made the decision on her own, 

without talking to us,” Erol said.  

Emphasizing the hard work of gardening, especially on a land that was previously 

filled with debris, the participants of the community garden feel like their labor is 

trivialized, and squandered and the value they have produced by transforming this space 

into a garden everyone can enjoy is being discredited and obscured. And because the 

construction started in the summer, right after they got the garden ready for the season 

and planted many seedlings, they lost all of their investment as well. Aydın explained:  

I told them ‘this construction is untimely. If you told us about it 
2-3 months ago we would not have planted anything here. We 
planted close to 1000 seedlings here. Is it not a pity! Since the 
garden has been planted, wait for the end of the season, wait 
three months, and begin the construction in October or 
November. Don’t let these plants die. But they didn’t listen.  

 

The participants were able to preserve some of them on the edges of the garden or 

a nearby park in pots. But many were wasted in the construction. They argue that they 

would have been able to protect this space, given the resources and support, and did not 

need a landscape architecture and design company’s overhaul or the municipality’s 

restrictive management. The experiences of the gardeners with the plot and the ideas of 
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improvement they came up with over three years of cultivating this space with minimal 

resources would have been quite valuable in the process of planning the new space. 

Instead, the district municipality gave the contract of the design and building of the space 

to a private landscape architecture firm, demonstrating an example of urban planning 

imposed upon residents, rather than co-creating neighborhood spaces through 

participatory governance.  

 

 
Figure 84: What is left from the old community garden, June 2017. 

During the construction of the hobby gardens, some of the plants that was left over were transplanted to the edges and 
corners of the plot. 

 

The new hobby garden, everyone argued, is too artificial. Orhan said that this new 

form is deprived of the natural vibe. “The visual presentation, its aesthetics is more 

important,” said Erol. Aydın lamented: “For me, I like the natural form of everything. I 

do not enjoy artificial things. This is an artificial project.” The design of the hobby 
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garden takes advantage of rustic features and natural elements. Nevertheless, it looks like 

a manufactured sterile landscape, rather than a space that represents the ingenuity of the 

makeshift vernacular practices. Community garden participants express that it feels like a 

place that should not be touched, which defeats the purpose of gardening.  

Overall, while the participants of the community garden all accept that a hobby 

garden, an open space for the neighborhood residents to come and enjoy the fresh air and 

the nature, they are hurt by the process by which the new project was implemented, angry 

about the erasure of their labor and losing the seedlings they planted for the season, and 

believe that they would have been able to make better decisions for the improvement of 

the garden, rather than shrinking its impact and turning it into a merely symbolic, 

aesthetic display.  

The neighborhood administrator said that while she knows that the timing was not 

appropriate, she had no choice and had to follow the lead of the municipality. “We had no 

time to waste,” she said. Anxious that if they waited any longer, the municipality might 

have changed its plans, she did not want to make any objections to ensure that this space 

continued to benefit the neighborhood as a garden. She also added that the garden space 

had become a place that harbors “people who behave in ways that can be a bad example 

to young people,” like drug use. To rid the space of the criminal elements, the 

neighborhood administrator said, this space needed to be secured.  
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Conclusion 

In Istanbul, spread across the city, people and institutions have taken up 

community gardening in various forms. Manifesting different desires, visions and 

commitments, Istanbul’s contemporary garden projects serve various social, economic 

and political purposes, such as: strengthening community networks, providing 

alternatives to capitalist relations, recovering the alienation of urban dwellers from nature 

and production of food, and providing open, green recreation space for public. An 

elevated sense of place, belonging, feelings of pride and conviction are common for 

people who participate in the gardens, often expressed at the end of a long day of 

working at the garden and emphasized several times in our interviews. This type of deep 

connection to Istanbul’s land, ecology and people provides an enormous public service in 

terms of education, recreation and public health. These gardens have also inspired 

planning, architecture and landscape architecture professionals to rethink the paradigms 

of design and discover alternatives by observing nature’s parameters. With these different 

cases, in this chapter I have argued that community or collective initiatives play a major 

role in transforming public spaces, materially as well as symbolically in terms of their 

meaning and sense of belonging. With the nostalgia of the old bostans still active in the 

imaginations of the future, these types of initiatives, shift public debates and expand how 

we understand common resources and urban ecology.  
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Figure 85: Istanbul Intra-urban contemporary garden projects.  

Source: Author’s map on google earth. 
 

The intra-urban gardening projects I have included in this chapter are all 

community-driven projects with different goals, day to day realities, and visions of the 

future. Some have transformed (in the case of Kuzguncuk and Imrahor) as the state 

effectively reappropriated the communal dynamism of collective gardening to 

demonstrate their commitment to public service and environmental stewardship, and 

establish political legitimacy. I argue that the institutionalized community and hobby 

garden projects, which stimulate urban gardening experience in the city, capitalize on the 

excitement that the dissident projects incited in the mainstream. With the exception of 

Fenerbahçe Community Garden, state institutions do not provide a commitment to 

supporting grassroots initiatives. It is evident that the mainstreaming of the idea that 
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urban greening can be accomplished by investing in productive landscapes, or parks with 

multiple purposes is the result of the pioneering work of grassroots activists like in Tarla 

Taban and Roma Bostan or in the earlier independent forms of Kuzguncuk and Imrahor 

bostans. Undoubtedly, the coopting of radical projects and ideas by state institutions, as 

well as private companies is problematic as they capitalize on the idea of urban greening 

through productive landscapes. However, the gardens I examine in this chapter, while 

they have very different approaches, principles, forms and function, they have all 

expanded, rather than curtailed, the participation of more people. For instance, the 

institutionalized projects motivate people who may be relunctant to participate in guerilla 

garden projects out of fear or out of deep-seated suspicion of people or groups that 

espouse radical left politics. And they have transformed the approaches of state 

institutions who began to invest in these types of recreation areas. In the context of the 

criminalization of Gezi Park movement, as leaders in civil society organizations are being 

investigated for their participation and some are charged with participation in anti-state 

revolutionary and/or terrorist organizations, it is crucial to note that the initiatives that are 

the legacy of Gezi Park protests, and the ideas and practices that became mainstream 

through these protests and the subsequent organizing, have provided state institutions 

with the tools and strategies that benefit their own political interests.  
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CHAPTER FOUR - “WINDOWS THAT OPEN TO THE ATMOSPHERE”: THE 
PRODUCTION OF ILLUSIONARY LANDSCAPES AND COMMODIFICATION 

OF NATURE IN ISTANBUL’S GATED COMMUNITIES 

 

The design and marketing of peri-urban gated communities in contemporary 

Istanbul heavily rely on idyllic nature imagery and a paradise aesthetic. Promising an 

escape from the perceived chaos of the concrete-filled city, Istanbul’s peri-urban gated 

communities provide illusionary landscapes of paradise for the wealthy urban residents, 

by deploying nature as a discursive apparatus as well as a design technology. Gated 

communities, which entered Istanbul’s real-estate economy in the mid-1980s, have grown 

rapidly in the 2000s with the expansion of neoliberal urban redevelopment projects. This 

growth had detrimental consequences for Istanbul’s hinterland, agricultural landscapes, 

farming communities, and natural landscapes. In this final chapter, I examine how real 

estate developers invest in symbolic and material productions of nature in design, 

advertising, and institutional discourses of gated communities. First, I locate the 

emergence of gated communities in Istanbul within global debates on exclusive housing 

developments. Then, by examining several such communities by four different real-estate 

developers in Istanbul as case studies, I demonstrate how real estate developers 

commodify and mobilize nature as a powerful tool in their design features, visual 

marketing strategies, and institutional discourses.  



308 
 

In this chapter, I argue that, in the design, planning, and marketing of gated 

communities, real-estate developers appropriate natural landscapes, forms (such as trees, 

flowers and lakes), and resources to increase their investment potential. Real estate 

developers deploy and reproduce the nature versus urban dichotomy. In doing so, they 

commodify nature, facilitate the privatization and enclosure of public spaces and natural 

resources, accelerate development especially in peripheral districts, the hinterland, and 

the forested areas with the help of state institutions. This process transforms animals, 

plant life, and their habitats into features of the illusionary landscapes of gated 

communities. These illusionary landscapes not only reflect aspirations of class 

distinction, but also reproduce socio-economic exclusion, and transform notions of 

leisure and understandings of nature in the city.  

 

Gated Communities in Istanbul and around the World 

Scholars have noticed the rapid expansion of gated communities worldwide in the 

1980s. The enduring research interest on exclusionary housing developments, which 

began in the early 1990s (McKenzie 2006), spans across different fields of research, such 

as urban and regional planning, geography, sociology, housing and rural transformation. 

The main characteristic of gated communities is restricting public access to a defined area 

(Atkinson and Flint 2004; Caldeira 1996; Low 2001, 2003).39  

                                                
39 Scholars have labeled the compound-like, secured and privatized built environments by different names, 
such as gated communities, fortresses, citadels, enclosures, or enclaves. In this chapter, I refer to them as 
“gated communities” because globally it is the most common terminology and urban studies scholars in 
Turkey have adopted this terminology over others. Gated communities are not unique to major megacities 
nor limited to housing and residential spaces. Caldeira (1996:308) points out that urban activity of all kinds, 
“residence, consumption, leisure and work,” has incorporated fortification. 
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Anthropologist Setha Low (2003: 11-12) defines a gated community as: 

[A] residential development surrounded by walls, fences, or 
earth banks covered with bushes and shrubs, with a secured 
entrance. In some cases, protection is provided by inaccessible 
land such as a nature reserve and, in a few cases, by a guarded 
bridge. The houses, streets, sidewalks, and other amenities are 
physically enclosed by these barriers, and entrance gates are 
operated by a guard or opened with a key or electronic identity 
card. Inside the development there is often a neighborhood watch 
organization or professional security personnel who patrol on 
foot or by automobile. 

 
Gated communities include a number of services, facilities and high class amenities to 

serve residents’ every imaginable need, including recreation areas, playgrounds, fitness 

centers with saunas and swimming pools, tennis and basketball courts, garden, lawn and 

landscape maintenance, club house and other social gathering spaces, pet care, gofers to 

run errands and do shopping, organized activities for children and adults, grounds 

keeping, and transportation (Caldeira 1996; Frantz 2006; Low 2003). It is through 

restriction of public access that gated communities secure these services, facilities, and 

amenities. Safety for children and families, fear of crime, seeking community of people 

with similar social and economic interests, protection of property values, investment 

value, aesthetics and image are some of the reasons that people choose to live in gated 

communities in the U.S. (Atkinson and Blandy 2005; Atkinson and Flint 2004; Frantz 

2006; Low 2003). 

In Istanbul, gated communities emerged with the economic restructuring and 

urban transformation policies of the early 1980s (Akgün and Baycan 2012; Bal and Altun 

2009; Bali 2002; Baycan-Levent and Gülümser 2004; Candan and Kolluoğlu 2008; Geniş 

2007; Kurtuluş 2011a; Özgür 2006). Specifically, Turkey’s entry into the global free 
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market economy with the January 24 1980 İstikrar Kararları (Decisions for 

Stabilization), and 1984 Toplu Konut Yasası (1984 Mass Housing Legislation) provided 

the economic stimulus, and legal framework of these new housing developments 

(Altıntaş 2014; Berköz 2008). According to Pérouse and Danış (2005), the precursor 

developments to the gated community trend are the vacation communities on the coast of 

the sea of Marmara and the Black Sea, private housing complexes of the high ranking 

military officials on the shores of the Bosporus strait in Beşiktaş and Sarıyer, and the 

housing cooperative developments. Later, TOKI, the national mass housing 

administration, joined the corporate and cooperative developers as a leading figure in 

development of gated communities in Istanbul.  

Pérouse and Danış (2005) write that starting in mid-1970s with the building of 

Etiler Maya Sitesi in Etiler, later in 1986 Alkent in Ulus and the high-end housing 

complexes in Fenerbahçe, Caddebostan, Suadiye and Dragos during this time signal the 

emergence of this new form of housing in Istanbul.40 Zekeriyakoy Evleri and Kemer 

Country, developed at the end of 1980s are two of the earliest examples of villa style 

gated communities and trend-setters for the growth of this type of real estate development 

in Istanbul (Geniş 2007; Pérouse and Danış 2005). Geniş (2007: 782) argues that Kemer 

Country, in particular, is a development project that introduced popular global discourses, 

like new urbanism, to Turkey because the leading architects of the new urbanism 

                                                
40 While exclusive residential developments date back to late 19th Century in the U.S., the 1980s real estate 
speculation accelerated their development and by 1990s gated communities became common among new 
housing developments (Low 2003). 
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movement in the US, Duany and and Plater-Zyberk, prepared the master plan of Kemer 

Country, one of the earliest examples of gated towns.  

By the end of 1990s gated communities became a new housing trend in Istanbul. 

Since then, gated communities have been a major driving force in the housing market and 

radically transformed the city’s social and cultural fabric, economy and geography 

(Akgün and Baycan 2012; Bal and Altun 2009; Baycan-Levent and Gülümser 2004; 

Candan and Kolluoğlu 2008; Pérouse and Danış 2005).41 According to Öncü (1999) and 

Bali (2002), the engine of this shift is the emergence of a new wealthy class in Istanbul, 

and their swift integration into the global consumption patterns following the 

neoliberalization of the national economy in 1980s. This new wealthy class is made up of 

businessmen, corporate executives of industry, trade and producer services, as well as 

celebrities, and executives of media and entertainment industry, and According to 

Pérouse and Danış (2005), construction industry leaders integrating global trends into 

their growth models, local governments’ stimulation initiatives, gaps in regulatory 

legislation, new laws opening up previously protected zones for development, new road 

infrastructure, and rising anti-urban discourses are also strong push factors for the growth 

of gated communities in Istanbul. What is unique about the growth of gated communities 

in Istanbul, according to Öncü (1999), is that while gated communities began with the 

flight of upper and middle classes from inner cities that resemble the suburbanization 

                                                
41 Exclusive enclosures of all forms, such as gated residential communities, shopping malls, social and 
recreational clubs, hotels and marinas, have increased in unprecedented speed since early 2000s (İslam 
2010). 
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sprawl in the U.S., it has now taken the form that evokes neighborhoods with the high 

rise apartment buildings in Hong Kong.  

The overall number of gated communities in Istanbul are hard to assess, because 

there is not a reliable source tracking their numbers. According to Pérouse and Danış 

(2005), by mid 2005, the number was over 650. Kurtuluş (2011) writes that this number 

was 150 in 2003 and has increased to one thousand by 2010. According to a more recent 

article by Yalçıntan et al. (2014), this number has exceeded two thousand.42 Bal and 

Altun (2009) demonstrate that majority of gated communities are built by smaller 

construction firms, sometimes on their own and other times as subcontractors for 

corporate developers.  

Gated communities do not have a universal form (Grant and Mittelsteadt 2004). 

Instead, they vary globally in terms of their physical characteristics, security features, 

sense of community, number and types of housing units, location dependent model of 

land use, density, motivations for their production and use, and their socioeconomic 

composition (Akgün and Baycan 2012; Landman and Schönteich 2002). Building upon 

earlier typologies of gated communities by scholars like Blakely and Snyder (1997), 

Luymes (1997), Grant and Mittelsteadt (2004) and Burke (2001), Akgün and Baycan 

(2012) developed a typology of gated communities in Istanbul, what they have termed the 

“new walls of Istanbul.” According to this typology, there are four different types of 

gated communities in Istanbul.  

                                                
42 These numbers, as they further elaborate on their report on their website, may include gated communities 
occupied by middle and lower-middle class populations as well. But overall, the margin of error is small 
and does not take away from the conclusion that there has been a significant rise in gated housing 
developments for high income Istanbul residents (Çalışkan et al. 2012). 
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First, Vertical Gated Developments/Gated Towers are mixed use, high-rise 

buildings located close to the central districts, especially near business districts. They 

often include shopping malls and/or office units within the development. These 

developments cater to business professionals and offer amenities and household services 

that resemble living in hotels. Second, Horizontal Gated Developments/Gated Villa 

Towns are relatively low density, single unit housing developments, with private gardens. 

They are concentrated in peripheral districts, at a distance from the hustle and bustle, and 

density of the central districts, and often cater to families with children. These 

developments have playgrounds and open, common gardens, reduced traffic and services 

that help residents and children socialize. The streets connecting the residences and 

facilities, utilities and all common areas are governed by private town management, and 

have their own rules and regulations. Third, Horizontal Gated Developments/Gated 

Apartment Blocks vary in size and are located in both intra and peri-urban districts. They 

are more modest developments than villa towns and offer fewer amenities and services. 

They do include the essential services of gated communities, such as security with walls, 

gates and guards, private landscaping and cleaning. Finally, Mixed Type Gated 

Developments/Gated Towns are relatively newer type of gated communities and combine 

different development types and land use models, usually in peripheral districts. 

Constituting new towns, these developments are often self-contained developments with 

a variety of household services, facilities and amenities. Unlike villa towns, they include 

units for different income levels, from detached single-family homes to apartment 

buildings. 
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In a different analysis, Kurtuluş (2011a) bases her typology of gated communities 

in Istanbul on the chronological development of the gated communities, and socio-

economic background of the residents. According to Kurtuluş (2011a), there are three 

types of gated communities in Istanbul. First, the elite housing enclaves of the new upper 

middle-class people in the mid 1980s. These were diverse dwellings, such as apartment 

buildings, villas and condos, in terms of size and density, and catered towards people 

who worked in productive services, medium size producers, merchants and tradesman, 

doctors, lawyers, and educators in private industries. Second, luxury flats and villas of the 

new businessmen, (elite lawyers, managers in show business, CEOs of new producer 

service companies) of the 1990s that also liked to display their lifestyle, social status and 

lavish consumption practices in public. Third, villas of owners of media and producer 

service companies, political elites and the like, which emerged in the 1990s, are limited 

in quantity, less dense, and more secluded, and exclusive than the former two types. They 

contain professionally designed gardens, high quality, unique architectural designs and 

elements, and high-end security mechanisms.  

Although gated communities do not have universal form, and enclose different 

types of people, forms, structures and activities, they have common characteristics and 

parallels in their structure and function that indicate a new urban form of isolated, 

exclusionary and securitized private spaces for the wealthy (Caldeira 1996; Geniş 2007; 

Grant and Mittelsteadt 2004; Kovács and Hegedűs 2014; Le Goix 2005; McKenzie 1994, 

2006; Pérouse and Danış 2005; Winstanley, Thorns, and Perkins 2003). Safety and 

security features to keep out crime, the urban poor and undesirables, the desire to flee 
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from the congestion, pollution and the hustle and bustle of the central city, exclusivity 

and prestige, comfortable, pleasant and sterile landscape, attractive amenities for children 

and adults, lucrative investment opportunity and guaranteed protection of property values 

are some of the reasons middle and upper classes prefer gated communities. This trend 

has several social, economic and ecological implications. Scholars have documented that 

gated communities sever continuity of urban space and transform neighborhood social 

relationships (Graham and Marvin 2002; Low 2001, 2003; Pérouse and Danış 2005). 

Gated communities also stimulate urban sprawl and galvanize inequality and segregation. 

And finally, they transform natural and agricultural landscapes. In the following pages, I 

review the global literature on gated communities and discuss specific impacts of gated 

communities on life in Istanbul.  

Fear of crime and fear of strangers are major motivating factors for people to 

choose living in gated communities. Gates, guards, fences, walls and security 

technologies all together provide a manufactured sense of safety and security for 

residents. (Alver 2007; Caldeira 1996; Frantz 2006; Jürgens and Landman 2006; 

Landman and Schönteich 2002; Le Goix 2006; Low 2001, 2003; McKenzie 1994, 2006; 

Şahin and Açıkalın 2012). Frantz (2006) calls the use of structures and technologies that 

isolate these settlements “landscaping of fear.” Low (2003) points out that the growth of 

gated communities in the U.S. reflects and reinforce existing racism and class 

discrimination in American society.  

Gated communities promote, display and protect an exclusive, elite lifestyle (Bali 

2002; Blakely and Snyder 1997; Candan and Kolluoğlu 2008; Güzey 2014; Kurtuluş 
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2011b; Kurultay and Peksevgen 2012; Low 2003; Marmasan 2014; Pérouse and Danış 

2005). The exclusivity of living in gated communities is predicated upon separation from 

the perceived urban chaos and decay, and the illusion of comfort and prosperity (Caldeira 

1996; Frantz 2006). They provide an escape from the dense population of the inner city 

and the hustle and bustle of urban living to an enclosed, exclusive landscape by 

distancing the poor. They reincorporate the wealthy into the urban fabric, by promising 

comfort, luxury right, homogeneity, and organization in the city (Caldeira 1996; 

McKenzie 1994; Winstanley et al. 2003).  

The real estate developers use key words such as exclusivity, elite, privilege, 

prestige, and distinction as they brand themselves and produce symbolic capital (Bali 

2002; Candan and Kolluoğlu 2008; Pérouse and Danış 2005). Whereas for the urban poor 

housing is a roof over their heads, for middle and upper classes, it has become a status 

symbol and a new urban identity (Bal and Altun 2009; Bali 2002; Frantz 2006; Güzey 

2014; Kurtuluş 2011a; Low 2003, 2006; Öncü 1999; Özgür 2006; Pérouse and Danış 

2005). The growth of gated communities have transformed consumption behavior, tastes, 

and moral values (Marmasan 2014; Özgür 2006; Webster, Glasze, and Frantz 2002). 

Moreover, as elite commodities, gated communities are often represented as investment 

opportunities with guaranteed protection of property value (Atkinson and Blandy 2005; 

Frantz 2006; Geniş 2007; Özgür 2006; Pérouse and Danış 2005).  

Gated communities not only create a new identity for wealthy urban dwellers, but 

also, they construct a new meaning of home and community. While promising a sense of 

connectedness in a supportive community, unlike what one might find in the chaos, and 



317 
 

the hustle and bustle of the city, gated communities produce homogenous zones for the 

affluent. Critics note that this commodification of community to sell more real estate 

makes the building of a genuine community impossible (Chamberlain et al. 2010; Freie 

1998; Winstanley et al. 2003). Developers promise, what Freie (1998) calls, “counterfeit 

communities,” which exploit our desires for belonging, for intimate human connection, 

and for collective support. The community of gated communities is largely artificial and 

symbolic, and does not produce the conditions of possibility for deeper social 

relationships. Low (2003:227) argues that the exclusionary environments of gated 

communities that disrupt the continuity of urban space also impede with:  

other people’s ability to experience “community”: community in 
the sense of an integration of the suburb and the city, community 
in terms of access to public open space, and community within 
the American tradition of racial and ethnic integration and social 
justice. 

 
Kurtuluş (2011a: 50) argues that gated communities “changed the habits of 

traditional neighbourhoods in Istanbul.” The traditional neighborhood, mahalle, is a 

“cultural space of closeness and familiarity produced through practices of neighboring 

that create bonds of ‘knowing’ (tanımak)” (Mills 2007:339). Mahalle is a social unit with 

a long cultural history of everyday life that traces back to the Ottoman period, and has 

been a frequent figure in cultural productions, like plays, movies, television shows, and 

books (Mills 2007; Tamdoğan-Abel 2002; Tanrıöver 2002). Social interactions in public 

spaces, like streets, open markets and small parks and squares, or shopping at the same 

butchers, bakeries, pastry shops, small grocers, and pharmacies produce the familiarity of 

mahalle and the supportive komşuluk (neighboring) relationships. Mahalle creates a sense 
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of belonging and ownership (Mills 2007; Tanrıöver 2002). At the same time, Mahalle as 

an experience of everyday life has shifted over time due to changing demographics and 

population density of Istanbul, the rise in burglaries and people’s fear of crime, as well as 

shifting understandings of privacy and private space. Still, the sense of place that a 

mahalle constructs remains in older districts, as well as in cultural discourses, at times as 

a nostalgic yearning.  

For their part, Kurtuluş (2011a) and Özgür (2006) argue that gated communities 

dismantle this sense of place and further expands consumer culture into the everyday 

lives of people. Bartu (2002) argues that gated communities create exclusionary 

neighborhoods that advance economic segregation in Istanbul. Pérouse and Danış (2005) 

warn that the significant increase in popularity of gated communities in the context of 

expansive urban redevelopment projects across the city can shift the meaning of housing 

for not only the extremely wealthy, but also large segments of the population. 

Fortification as a new urban form seeps into the widespread reconstruction of buildings in 

central districts, sometimes in clusters. While these do not have the same features that 

those gated communities in peripheral districts, they shift mahalle relationships in intra-

urban districts, by displacing older residents or hiding people behind security 

technologies.  

The security apparatus, which guarantee exclusivity in gated communities, 

produce exclusionary environments, reproduce social and economic inequality, and 

augment the existing systems of social, economic and racial segregation (Alver 2007; 

Atkinson and Flint 2004; Bal and Altun 2009; Bartu 2002; Blakely and Snyder 1997; 
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Blinnikov et al. 2006; Caldeira 1996; Candan and Kolluoğlu 2008; Higley 1995; Kovács 

and Hegedűs 2014; Kurtuluş 2005, 2011b, 2011a; Landman and Schönteich 2002; Le 

Goix 2005, 2006; Low 2001, 2003; Marcuse 1997; McKenzie 2006; Özgür 2006; Pérouse 

and Danış 2005; Şenyapılı 2003; Smigiel 2013; Vesselinov, Cazessus, and Falk 2007; 

Webster et al. 2002). Examining the case of São Paolo and Los Angeles, Caldeira 

(1996:308) writes that “[t]he construction of status symbols is a process which elaborates 

social distance and creates means for the assertion of social difference and inequality.” 

Gated communities are exclusionary spaces built to keep some people in and other 

people, unwanted people and crime, out (Atkinson and Blandy 2005; Caldeira 1996; 

Landman and Schönteich 2002; Le Goix 2005; Low 2003, 2006). Therefore, gated 

communities perform a form of social ordering (Caldeira 1996; Low 2006).  

Low (2003) argues that gated communities are an integral part of a particular 

form of “spatial governmentality” that controls, regulates, patrols, and excludes urban 

poor, who are predominantly people of color, and are considered dangerous. The growth 

of gated communities in Istanbul, especially in peri-urban districts, is also attributed to 

rise of the processes of neoliberal urbanization, reflecting the deepening of socio-spatial 

stratification and segregation (Candan and Kolluoğlu 2008; Geniş 2007; Işık and 

Pınarcıoğlu 2001; Kurtuluş 2011a; Pérouse and Danış 2005; Yalçıntan et al. 2014).43 

                                                
43 Tanulku (2016) demonstrates that people segregate themselves within the gated communities in which 
they live as well as between gated communities. People use different economic, cultural and moral 
distinctions (such as wealth, house size, profession, social status, education level, cultural tastes, hobbies, 
social behavior) to distinguish themselves and maintain social status. Tanulku (2016) argues that the 
differentiation and competition between upper classes that live in gated communities indicate that these 
housing developments do not produce homogenous communities. Rather, symbolic and moral boundaries 
are integral to the formation of upper-class identity.  
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While divided and segregated, the enclosures of gated communities do not 

actually keep out the working class. The working class is included by way of submission 

to service and maintenance work, such as security, cleaning, child care, and gofers for 

errands, and miscellaneous service. People who live in gated communities depend on the 

systematic servitude of the working class to establish their class distinction, separation, 

and independence.  

The middle and upper classes are creating their dream of 
independence and freedom - both from the city and its mixture of 
classes, and from everyday domestic tasks-on the basis of 
services from working-class people (Caldeira 1996:311). 

 
Geniş (2007:777) calls them “an army of low-wage and casual informal workers.” 

According to Sassen (2001), this is one of the main consequences of the concentration of 

wealth in global cities. Gated communities radically transform urban landscapes and 

economy by expanding urban sprawl (Akgün and Baycan 2012; Bartu 2002; Blinnikov et 

al. 2006; Caldeira 1996; Candan and Kolluoğlu 2008; Çekiç and Gezici 2009; 

Chamberlain et al. 2010; Clement and Grant 2012; Kovács and Hegedűs 2014; Kurtuluş 

2011a; Landman and Badenhorst 2012; Le Goix 2005; Pérouse and Danış 2005; Smigiel 

2013). Real estate developers, by keeping up with global trends, create local niche 

markets. Blakely and Snyder (1997) write that this also leads to a bandwagon effect, 

which quickly increases the numbers of gated communities in a given area, creating 

clusters of privatized zones.  

Gated communities have had a transformative impact on Istanbul’s urban fabric 

and propelled the growth and expansion of Istanbul into a city-region. Gated 

communities increased and accelerated development especially in peripheral districts, the 



321 
 

hinterland, and the forested areas with the help of state institutions, which began before 

the current administration (Çekiç and Gezici 2009; Kurtuluş 2011a; Pérouse and Danış 

2005; Tekeli and Gürsel 2003). Kurtuluş (2011) explains that while in 1960s and 1970s it 

was informal housing settlements, gecekondu neighborhoods, that shaped Istanbul’s 

hinterlands as the urban poor tried to meet their housing needs on their own because the 

state was unprepared for the demand of the new working population in the city, by 1990s 

gated elite housing communities took the transformative role, shifting the border of the 

metropolitan region. In the case of the former, each government promised and granted 

amnesty to the violators of the urban development regulation to win more votes from the 

city’s new population. In the case of the latter, the policies have, in time, been crafted to 

ease regulations on new construction.  

Forested areas and water basins in Istanbul, places like Beykoz, Kemerburgaz and 

Büyükçekmece, which were largely rural, agricultural communities until 1990s, have 

been transformed as a result of private agreements with local governments or changes in 

legislation that did not permit any new construction in these areas in the past (Kurtuluş 

2011a; Pérouse and Danış 2005). Gated communities are now one of the primary factors 

determining “the new form of the Istanbul metropolitan area and social-spatial 

segregation patterns of the city” (Kurtuluş 2011: 53). 

Demonstrating that gated communities have a major role in the transformation of 

Istanbul’s urban geography and economy, Yalçıntan et al. (2014) argue that conditions, 

like earthquake risk, central districts becoming increasingly dense, urbanites yearning for 

nature, new roads easing access with private vehicles have made peri-urban “away from 
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the city, yet close” type of housing options more popular and lucrative. Moreover, 

Yalçıntan et al. (2014) point out that this popularity has initiated the transformation of 

prestigious intra-urban spaces with beautiful scenery as well as targeted redevelopment of 

entire neighborhoods into a series of enclosures. Made possible with private large 

investments and the facilitation of state institutions, Yalçıntan et al. (2014: 60) explain 

that “while these residential communities have spread across the city, they concentrate in 

particular areas, and by clustering they create districts or corridors” (my translation).   

The clusters, Yalçıntan et al. (2014) determine, are concentrated heavily along the 

Bosporus and Sarıyer-Kilyos corridors and Beylikdüzü-Esenyurt-Başakşehir district on 

the European peninsula and Maltepe-Tuzla and Ataşehir-Çekmeköy corridors and 

Beykoz district on the Anatolian peninsula. Main highways of Istanbul, TEM and E5, 

appear as the major driver for the concentration patterns observed in this map, and the 

development increasingly push the northern borders of the city, especially since the third 

Bosporus bridge with its connecting roads became a reality. Yalçıntan et al. (2014) also 

point out that gated community development has concentrated in or near forested areas, 

and water basins, along with increased density in new urban redevelopment zones and 

transforming old industrial zones. 
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Figure 86: Map of gated communities in Istanbul. 

Source: “İstanbul Dönüşüm Coğrafyası” blog page (Çalışkan et al. 2012). The map is also published in 
Yeni İstanbul Çalışmaları: Sınırlar, Mücadeleler, Açılımlar with the same title (Yalçıntan et al. 2014). The 

yellow clusters represent the location of luxury gated communities. 
 

And, as Yalçıntan et al. (2014) map and report of Istanbul’s contemporary 

redevelopment patterns affirm, gated communities also completely transformed the 

coveted areas of Istanbul, like the hills of Bosporus with a view of the sea, wooded and 

forested districts, and lakesides and river basins, which were protected by ecological or 

agricultural conservation legislation. The erosion of these protections with deregulatory 

alterations to protection laws, which began in the second half of 1980s (Kurtuluş 2011a), 

and intensified under the AKP rule expanding into all spheres of urban governance, is the 

primary engine of this transformation. Kurtuluş (2011) also considers the private farms 

and ranches (çiftlik) in the peripheral villages of Istanbul, with their large and undivided 

landscape, one of the driving forces of the emergence of prestigious gated communities in 

Istanbul’s periphery. Geniş (2007), like Candan and Kolluoğlu (2008), argues that the 
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privatization of urban spaces by way of deregulation and enclosures are not unique to 

Istanbul. Instead, Geniş (2007:772) writes, these practices: 

are part of a global repertoire of modern proprietary 
developments that represent a new form of territorial 
organization and mode of governance invented and supported by 
neo-liberal urban policies. 

 
Not only single residential communities, but Candan and Kolluoğlu (2008) argue that we 

are seeing the emergence of gated towns, like Göktürk in Eyüp, which is located on the 

edge of Belgrad forest and near a lake, where every housing development is a gated 

community.  

Gated Communities have profound impact on public spaces and therefore public 

life (Atkinson and Flint 2004; Caldeira 1996; Judd 1995; Kurtuluş 2011a; Le Goix 2005, 

2006; Low 2001, 2003; McKenzie 1994; Webster 2001). Gated communities privatize 

public spaces (Le Goix 2005, 2006). Moreover, with physical barriers, including walls 

and distance, security technologies and architectural design that is detached from streets 

and street life, they create separation from public spaces and public life (Caldeira 1996; 

Le Goix 2005). Caldeira (1996:314) explains that the growth of new private enclosures 

for residence, work as well as leisure, Caldeira (1996:314) writes, transform public life 

and public spaces by distancing the wealthy from public life:  

Private enclaves and the segregation they generate deny many of 
the basic elements which constituted the modern experience of 
public life: primacy of streets and their openness; free circulation 
of crowds and vehicles; impersonal and anonymous encounters 
of the pedestrian; unprogrammed public enjoyment and 
congregation in streets and squares; and the presence of people 
from different social backgrounds strolling and gazing at those 
passing by, looking at store windows, shopping, and sitting in 
cafes, joining political demonstrations or using spaces especially 
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designed for the entertainment of the masses (promenades, parks, 
stadiums, exhibitions).  

 
Gated communities break the continuity of urban space, fragment public spaces and 

reconfigure urban spaces into segregated homogenous zones (Caldeira 1996; Le Goix 

2005). The increased popularity of gated communities demonstrates that there is a 

widespread withdrawal of the wealthy from the public sphere by separating of physical 

and social contact. The withdrawal, what Graham and Marvin (2002:267) call secession, 

extends beyond the living space and into all social and economic activities in the city. For 

instance, people who live in gated communities travel by private modes of transportation, 

from their residences to work or shop, which insulate them from any unexpected and 

potentially dangerous interactions (Atkinson and Blandy 2005; Atkinson and Flint 2004; 

Kovács and Hegedűs 2014; Kurtuluş 2005; Özgür 2006; Winstanley et al. 2003). This, 

Graham and Marvin (2002) argue, is dangerous because as they insulate themselves by 

fortifications, the wealthy undermine public access to services and infrastructure.  

Gated communities take over public land and restrict public access. Le Goix 

(2006) characterizes gated communities as “predators of public resources.” A deeply 

integrated partnership between public institutions and private developers lead this process 

(Güzey 2014; Le Goix 2005, 2006; Low 2003; Smigiel 2013; Webster et al. 2002). Le 

Goix (2005) point out that gated communities are a part of the larger landscape of public 

and private partnerships in the production of urban space. These public and private 

partnerships have shifted the role of local governments, from enhancing social, cultural, 

economic, and environmental wellbeing of the local population and preserving of the 

local production, to facilitating the transference of land to capital investment partners. 
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Gated communities are lucrative deals for local governments, because developers and 

homebuyers subsidize urban sprawl, and provide high tax revenue (Le Goix 2005, 2006; 

McKenzie 1994, 2006). Homebuyers pay to gain access to exclusive and protected areas, 

where they establish autonomous governance behind gates (Frantz 2006; Le Goix 2005, 

2006; Low 2006; McKenzie 1994, 2006; Özgür 2006). State institutions, especially local 

governments and now, TOKI (the Public Housing Development Administration) have 

been playing a key role in the process, both in facilitation of development by easing 

regulations and as active developers of housing projects. 

My interest in these residential projects stem from a decade ago when I regularly 

visited my friends at a gated community reflecting water themes in a peri-urban district 

on the Anatolian peninsula. Upon the birth of their twin children, my friends relocated to 

this gated community to provide a healthier, calmer life for their kids, entwined with 

nature. It was important for them that their kids grew up, crawling, learning to walk, and 

playing in an open garden, removed from the stressors and enclosures of city and 

apartment life; an experience that is not possible in central districts of Istanbul. The 

desire to provide one’s family a “peaceful home,” so that the children can experience a 

“perfect childhood in paradise,” protected from the harms of urban congestion constitute 

what Öncü (1999) calls the “ideal home mythology.” Öncü (1999) argues that the 

reproduction of the “ideal home mythology” makes possible the redevelopment of 

Istanbul’s hinterland, with elite housing complexes that promise beautiful gardens, large 

open spaces, recreational facilities, private security and comfort akin to a vacation, 

removed from the chaos and pollution of the city. According to Öncü (1999) the “ideal 
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home mythology” is part of the global consumption culture, adopted and localized in 

Istanbul by the emergence of a new middle and upper middle classes in the 1980s. By 

using visual marketing strategies and deploying symbols of wealth, comfort, harmony 

and nature, real estate developers manufacture and sell fantasy of an ideal home (Öncü 

1999).  

 

Advertisements and the Production of the Illusion 

In order to demonstrate commodification of nature in contemporary gated 

community developments, I describe visual advertisements that appear in newspapers, 

billboards, social media and webpages, institutional discourses of real estate developers 

on project websites, and catalogues and design features of particular gated communities. I 

found web pages to be particularly useful in extracting the marketing discourses that real 

estate developers utilize. Because developers use web pages to establish a narrative and 

identity for specific projects, and to target new customers. Moreover, web pages have 

become the mediums by which potential buyers get their initial information about new 

residential development. These websites also archive print, TV, and digital 

advertisements the developers have used. In addition, I also visited the sales offices of a 

couple of gated communities and spoke with sales consultants about their property.44 

Advertising is a significant driving force of global capitalist markets. Harvey 

(1990:288) writes argues that “[e]phemerality and instantaneous communicability over 

                                                
44 In Turkey, every new housing development, even singular apartment buildings are required to have their 
own sales offices, usually right at the entrance of the property with security, to facilitate the quick sales of 
new units.  
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space” of advertising images is central to compression of time and space. Producing 

globally familiar signs and codes, advertisements stimulate and accelerate processes of 

commodification and consumption behaviors (Harvey 1990b). The appearance of a 

commodity which advertising manufactures is central to the production of its exchange 

value and circulation in the market. Advertising images are part of what Haug (1986) 

calls “aesthetic illusion” of commodities, which manipulates people’s needs and desires 

by bombardment of “dream-images,” and promises fulfillment of their aspirations, 

appetite and ambitions.  

The illusion one falls for is like a mirror in which one sees one’s 
desires and believes them to be real. The people, as in monopoly 
capitalist society, are faced with a commodity world of attractive 
and seductive illusion and here, despite the outrageous 
deception, something very strange occurs, the dynamics of which 
are greatly underestimated. An innumerable series of images are 
forced upon the individual, like mirrors, seemingly empathetic 
and totally credible, which brings their secrets to the surface and 
display them there. In these images, people are continually 
shown the unfulfilled aspects of their existence. The illusion 
ingratiates itself, promising satisfaction: it reads desire in one’s 
eyes, and brings them to the surface of the commodity (Haug 
1986:52). 

 
Similarly, Jhally (2014) argues that advertising is about creating imaginary needs and 

imaginary meanings. Jhally (2014:51) explains that advertisements give commodities a 

symbolic meaning, obscuring the real and material conditions in a given society: “The 

fetishism of commodities consists in the first place of emptying them of meaning, of 

hiding the real social relations objectified in them through human labour, to make it 

possible for the imaginary/symbolic social relations to be injected into the construction of 

meaning at a secondary level.” These aesthetic products construct a new world of 

meaning for consumers that transforms their sense of self and social relationships  
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In fact, Baudrillard (1998: 64) argues that advertising preys on people’s social 

relationships, not individuals: “it targets everyone in their relation to others, in their 

hankerings after reified social prestige.” Advertisements not only present commodities, 

but also produce, what (Baudrillard 1998) calls “fields of consumption” through symbols 

and values. Fields of consumption hinge on and determine social differentiation and 

distinction. Baudrillard (1998: 62) explains that “the field of consumption is a structured 

social field, where not only goods, but needs themselves, like the various cultural 

characteristics, pass from a key group, a leading elite, to the other social categories as 

these 'rise' relatively on the social ladder.” Based on class distinctions, advertisements 

construct people’s social status. Therefore, advertisements are integral to the maintenance 

of class privilege.  

By aestheticizing housing as a commodity (Raposo 2006), real estate 

advertisements do not only produce class identities but also new meanings of housing, 

community, quality of life. Caldeira (1996:308-309) writes that real estate advertisements 

“tell us about the lifestyles of the middle and upper classes and reveal the elements which 

constitute current patterns of social differentiation.” Real estate advertisements are 

integral to the production of a sense of place (Perkins 1989). They are the primary tool 

developers use to construct the “ideal home mythology.”  

The “myths” communicated through advertisements and institutional discourses 

of real estate developers produce illusionary landscapes through commodification of 

nature, and transform urban space, sometimes, entire regions. In Istanbul, natural forms 

and elements, such as plants (trees, flowers, fruits) green spaces (gardens inside the gates 
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or groves and forests nearby) and water sources (artificial lakes and creeks inside the 

gates or basins, lakes, the sea of Marmara nearby and the view of the Bosporus) have 

become increasingly the foundation of ornamental features of the design and the 

marketing strategies. Real estate developers activate the narrative of an escape from the 

chaos of the city and promising a “heaven in the heart of the city” in their advertisements, 

which appear in newspapers, as TV ads, on billboards and websites, to promote their real 

estate as not just a simple housing but a community space, a place of rest and 

contemplation.  

This elite lifestyle and identity are entrenched in the discursive production of 

nature in the advertisements and institutional discourses of developers. The 

representation of nature in these advertisements, design concepts and institutional 

discourses are conditioned by the scarcity discourse, that there are no green spaces left in 

the city. In fact, the scarcity discourse is the fuel of these design, marketing and sales 

strategies of these gated communities. Manipulating the scarcity discourse, real estate 

developers both discursively and physically produce new spaces of nature, extraordinary 

and exclusive. The romantic understandings of nature, community and rural life, 

reinforced by Western tropes of high-class living are manipulated by marketing 

techniques of real estate developers who promise a life that is built upon symbols of 

wealth and prosperity. Green spaces in particular and urban nature more broadly become 

symbols of this prestige and status in this process.  

In the advertisements and institutional discourses of real estate developers, we see 

a reproduction of the urban-nature dichotomy. Nature represents an escape from the 
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concrete jungle, a place for rest and contemplation in these narratives. Disconnected from 

the rest of the city, these green spaces are symbols of peaceful, safe, and happy urban 

living decorated with elaborate landscape designs and flower beds filled with imported 

non-native plants, chemically treated turf grass, fountains, and playgrounds for children 

and adults. By examining the representations of the new “living spaces” in these 

mediums, I argue that commodification of nature in design, planning and marketing 

strategies of these real estate developments produces new socio-natures45 and drive the 

investment potential of these real estates. Moreover, real estate developers’ production of 

gated communities facilitates the privatization, commodification, and marketization 

of nature and, subsequently, the enclosure of public spaces and urban natural resources 

within elite enclaves. Through commodification of nature, these advertisements reflect an 

anxiety of class distinction, the transformation of the notions of leisure and propriety and 

a move towards increased privatization and securitization of urban spaces.  

 
Case Studies 

 
The case studies in this chapter demonstrate that commodification of nature is a 

constitutive element of the production of illusionary landscapes in gated communities, 

and the withdrawal of middle and upper classes from urban public sphere into these 

                                                
45 Building on Henri Lefebvre understanding of production of space Neil Smith’s reinterpretation, 
Swyngedouw (1999: 447) argues that “the production process of socionature embodies both material 
processes and the proliferating discursive and symbolic representations of nature.” Throughout my 
dissertation, I build upon this model of understanding production of nature and integrate the material and 
symbolic processes of production. In this chapter, while the symbolic processes are foregrounded, the 
symbolic and discursive production is foundational to the design concept development and construction of 
the gated communities, which has been transforming both Istanbul’s geography and the meaning of place, 
in this case housing, drastically in particular since the 1990s.  
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sterile, privatized, and homogenous zones. Moreover, commodification of nature is 

central to the production of exclusivity, prestige and distinction, and, by extension, the 

expansion of urban inequality. Pérouse and Danış (2005) argue that developers as well as 

homebuyers prioritize security features of gated communities among other features. I 

argue that security features have shifted to the background. While the gates of gated 

communities are still one of the primary features and functions of these real estates, it is 

an assumed product, and do not appear as a primary marketing item. Rather than security 

and the presence of gates, the developers foreground natural elements in the design of 

gated communities, the proximity to natural landscapes and the exclusivity of peace, 

comfort and serenity of these qualities at a convenient location – both distant from the 

hustle and bustle of the inner-city and ease of transportation to anywhere in the city by 

connecting new highways. In the following case studies, I examine their marketing 

materials that capitalize on commodification of nature in the branding of high-end 

residential real estate.46  

 
 

                                                
46 I primarily focus on peri-urban gated communities as they are more prevalent in Istanbul (Pérouse and 
Danış 2005). I bring up several examples from two particular real estate development companies, Sinpaş 
and Suryapı, which have portfolios that almost entirely rely on deployment of nature discourses in project 
concept, marketing and institutional discourse. Sinpaş and Suryapı, have developments that predominantly 
concentrate in the Anatolian peninsula, just south of the Northern forests such as Cekmeköy, Sancaktepe, 
Sultanbeyli districts, which until recently were categorized as peri-urban and have become prime zones for 
new gated community development with rising real estate value. I examine additional examples from 
Sarıyer district, bordering the Belgrad forest. The singular central district example I examine in this chapter 
is one that reflects how Western tropes are incorporated along with nature to brand elite housing options. 
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Sinpaş GYO 

Informing us that further development in the area will be prevented, the 

consultant at Aydos Country sales office, located at the entrance of the gated community, 

began his pitch with explaining us the geographical qualities of the location:  

Aydos is Istanbul’s highest point. Currently we are 174 meters 
above the sea level. The highest point is about 500 meters. 
Actually, the air is very fresh here [fresh said in English]. And 
the forest is not an empty, inactive place. It is a place that is used 
by people. 

 

Neighboring the Aydos forest in Sancaktape, which is a peripheral district of Istanbul that 

is on the rise in terms of new development, Aydos Country is a new gated community by 

Sinpaş GYO (Gayrimenkul Yatırım Ortaklığı - Real Estate Investment Trust). Inside the 

gates, there are an artificial lake and walking paths, fitness center, a spa, a swimming 

pool, a café, a playground for kids, and an indoor common area for families. The Aydos 

Country project concept, including its logo and its name, takes its inspiration from the 

forest it rests against. Its main marketing slogan is “the most natural project on the 

Anatolian peninsula.”   
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Figure 87: Aydos Country Banner. 

Left: This image with the phrase "The most natural project on the Anatolian peninsula” on the top banner has appeared 
on newspapers, billboards and as digital advertisement on websites and social media. Right: Same phrase, covering the 

construction barriers of the gated community, taken in 2017. 
 

I visited the almost completed Aydos Country with my friend, who could not hide 

his disappointment at the gates of the 900-unit new residential community and blurted 

out: “This is a fiasco!” Baffled at the sight of 12 floor apartment buildings in front of us, 

he said: “This is the most natural?” One does not expect tall apartment buildings upon 

reading descriptions of this housing community. The decorative landscape with and 

artificial pond, wall gardens and fountain, reflecting a green open field at the entrance of 

the reception and sales office of the residential community were not enough to distract us 

away from the apartment buildings and the seemingly dense residential area behind the 

gates.    
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Figure 88: Entrance of Aydos Country gated community, 2017. 

 

The buildings in Aydos Country, which range from 3 to 12 floors with one to 

four-bedroom units, are named as common trees found in the streets of Istanbul: mimosa, 

linden, oak, cedar, walnut and magnolia. In the main description of the project on the 
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website, it reads: “In Sancaktepe, a heaven at the highest point of Istanbul… As soon as 

you leave your house, with its regenerative, refreshing nature and clean air, Aydos forest 

is right in front of you… First the monument trees salute you… As you proceed to the 

heart of the forest, you come across an unexpected place. With its entire serenity, a deep 

blue lake brightens your journey among the many shades of green. In Aydos Country, 

you will experience the happiness of being next to a miracle in the city.” The architecture 

of the houses is described as “inspired from the earth and the forest, reflecting the 

incomparable harmony of brown and green.”  

The description of the artificial lakes in the property recalls the calming energy of 

water. Rather than simply pointing out that trees were planted in the property, they write 

“we strengthened the soil with tens of trees that will enrich your life” giving a sense of 

environmental stewardship. The catalogue we were given to browse as we waited our 

tour situates Aydos forest as “our backyard,” the wildlife as “cute neighbors” and 

“uninvited guests,” the gated residential community as “medicine for stress,” and the 

architecture and landscape design as “country-style inspired by nature.” It is filled with 

idyllic photos of family picnics, walks and bike rides on nature trails, kids feeding white 

geese, and illustrations of birds, trees and flowers, nest to the design illustrations of the 

apartment buildings. It is an elaborate, at moments over the top, filled with metaphors 

representation that wants the reader and looker to place themselves in this place and 

imagine spending moments in this space. Even the model unit the sales consulted showed 

us was decorated with light colored walnut wood and rustic decorations of quintessential 
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cabin aesthetic, contrasted with the shiny, silver, stainless steel kitchen equipment and 

appliances. It looked like a family went on a shopping spree at World Market and Sears.  

The most striking, and unabashed statement I have encountered in my tracking of 

advertisements was on the home page of Aydos Country. The banner that reads “turnkey 

forest,” means that the forest is ready for immediate sale and use. Sinpaş GYO promises 

the purchaser the forest! And there seems to be nothing out of the ordinary, contradictory 

to the image of nature friendly, or even risky about insinuating the immediate sale, 

surrender (teslim), of a forest (Sinpaş GYO 2016). 

 

 
Figure 89: “Turnkey forest” 

Home page of Aydos Country web page, advertising mortgage prices, with a banner that reads “Turnkey 
forest” (Sinpaş GYO 2016). 

 

The sales consultant, after explaining to us the features and amenities in the 

community over a 3D model, and the timeline to the end of construction, said that the 

design of this community is in the same vein as other Sinpaş projects:  
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It’s the Sinpaş mentality. In Sinpaş developments, there is no 
vehicle traffic in the central areas. No vehicles can enter the 
middle, common zone. And the parking lots are completely 
underground. 

 
This, he explained, makes it safer for children and more pleasant for the residents, 

who are “people that are trying to escape from dense areas like Ataşehir and 

Bostancı,” he said and elaborated on the myriad of dangers for children playing 

on the street in central districts, invoking the common cultural codes of fear and 

anxiety, especially for middle class families47. The biggest concern of people who 

come to view the property, the sales consultant explained, is the profile of the 

residents in the community. Signaling how worldviews and social values matter in 

the selection of housing, the consultant said:  

We do not have ultra conservative people here. Ultimately, there 
are 900 units. You cannot control every home. But there are not 
people here that will disturb you, on either that extreme or this 
extreme. Of course, there are conservative people; Turkey is a 
conservative country. 

 
The same day we visited Aydos Country, we also went to the sales office of 

another Sinpaş project, in construction stage at the time, in Ümraniye, overlooking the 

Çekmeköy forest, called Gökorman (Skyforest). We arrived, a little fatigued and sweaty 

from a crowded bus ride from Sancaktepe, which took about an hour during rush hour, 

and a long hike from the main road to the muddy construction site and the gates of the 

sales office. The walk from the bus stop on the main road, to the construction site and the 

                                                
47 We were profiled as a young couple at child bearing age and therefore a large part of the sales pitch was 
about amenities and safety for kids and family rearing. At the same time, the majority of the real estate 
developments I examine on the peripheral districts, promoted with deployment of green marketing 
strategies, do also use the perceived needs of children and families as one of the primary objects of the 
promotional material.  
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sales office allowed us to observe the neighborhood, the stark difference in forms of 

housing and wealth between the gated communities and the rest of the neighborhood. In 

the larger neighborhood, the apartment buildings were 2-3 floors, in modest form, some 

of which had a number of rose plants that bloomed in fascinating colors at the entrance. 

One of the neighborhood streets was named bostan (market garden) and the one after that 

was named üzüm bağı (vineyard), a practice common across the city in areas that used to 

have bountiful agricultural production. In fact, as we turned the corner, into the 

construction worksite and looked behind us, downhill from the construction road was a 

market garden on the side of the highway, with both open plots and four medium sized 

green houses.  

 

 
Figure 90: Photograph of the Gökorman construction site, May 2017. 

This photograph is looking toward the neighborhood and the highway. Visible in the background are the 
small plots of vegetable gardens. 
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The sales consultant seemed confounded by our on-foot arrival, remarking: “I am 

assuming you walked a little bit.” According to Pérouse and Danış (2005) the 

dependency on cars is one of the most significant aspects of physical isolation sought in 

gated communities located in peripheral districts. They remark that the isolation is not 

limited to gates and high walls around the perimeter of the compound but also the 

distance from the main roads, and natural barriers like the forests, groves, water sources 

that they may border. While isolated, gated communities also have to be convenient in 

terms of transportation. The sales consultant at Gökorman underlined this as a major 

advantage of this community, foregrounding the ease of connectivity by car to main 

highways, the bridges linking the Anatolian and European peninsulas. And to 

accommodate us, he also mentioned that once the new metro station opens nearby, there 

will be service busses doing ring tours to the metro station. He said: “One of the reasons 

people prefer us is because we present to you the forest, the ease of transportation and 

practical unit plans.”  

A large billboard covering the construction site with a print of Gökorman 

(Skyforest)’s main marketing slogan “Yerde ararken gökte orman” (“While searching on 

the ground, forest in the sky”)48, covers the construction site and announces the gated 

community. The billboard, visible from the main highway below the site, also includes 

the illustration of one of the two buildings and its symbolic “floor gardens.”    

 

                                                
48 This marketing slogan is an adoption of a Turkish idiom “Yerde ararken gökte bulmak” (while searching 
on the ground, finding [it] in the sky) which refers to the act of finding what you are looking for in an 
unexpected location.  
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Figure 91: Photograph of Sinpaş Gökorman Billboard, May 2017.  

This billboard that is located in front of the construction site, reads: “Sinpaş presents with pride: While 
searching on the ground, forest in the sky.” 

 

A big fluffy rabbit, named Hıdır, welcomed us after our trek through the neighborhood 

and the muddy construction site. Hıdır belongs to our sales consultant who thought that 

his rabbit would have a fuller life in the garden of the sales office than his apartment and 

add to the aura of the office. Like Aydos Country, the decorative landscape of the 

entrance to the sales office is quite pristine, with a white wall lined and a stone pathway 

lined with shrubs and hedge plants, luscious and well-maintained lawn grass and garden 

decorations, reflecting the design elements of the gated community, in contrast to the 

ongoing construction.  
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Figure 92: Entrance to the real estate sales office at the construction site, May 2017.   

 

As he showed us the 3-D model of the community, the sales consultant explained to us 

that the community is designed as two high rises, one with 33 the other with 27 floors, a 

small commercial area with a number of stores, and a nice playground for children. From 

studios to 4+1 units for larger families, he explained, there will be a variety of unit styles, 

with state-of-the-art floor heating, furniture with tree designs and hardwood floors which 

he called “parquet flooring that look like natural trees.” He also praised the high quality 

of service as well as the materials used in the project. While there will not be any 

balconies in the units, there will be, what he called, “transparent rooms” with floor to 

ceiling windows that creates a “refreshing user space” overlooking the forest. He 

suggested that one can use every season, as opposed to only warm days. These rooms, he 

suggested, can be versatile and used as winter gardens or hobby gardens.  
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Figure 93: Illustrations of Gökorman gated community.  

These images are used on the Gökorman gated community web page, catalogue and other marketing materials. Left 
image depicts the small commercial area; the right image depicts a happy family, a mother and their two kids, enjoying 
the “transparent room” with floor to ceiling windows that “open to the atmosphere” with the view of the forest in the 

background (Sinpaş GYO 2017a). 
 

In addition, he explained that some of the units will have ledge gardens. His sales 

pitch took advantage of all of the decorative design elements of the real estate project and 

the view of Çekmeköy forest, calling the concept of the project “living a modernized 

forest life.” He said:  

We wanted every unit to command over this beautiful forest 
view. For this, we designed special, transparent rooms. These 
transparent rooms are very pleasant. They are spaces you can use 
in the summer and the winter. It is entirely enclosed, however it 
can still open to the atmosphere. I am talking about a unit with 
windows that slide open. An added advantage is this: We already 
promise the view of the forest, but in addition to that, like you 
see here, there are floor gardens in 130 units, only presenting a 
special visual feast for that unit, with flowers that add color 
every season. Imagine you are on the 30th floor. But when you 
open the window, you will see a floor garden that exudes 
fragrant smells. This is an area that is special for that unit, that 
cannot be wandered. It feeds you visually…Think about it this 
way: this is already the point of departure for Gökorman, you 
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can live the forest environment in front of your window, even 
100 metres above the ground. 

 
Curious about who maintains the gardens if one cannot wander into them, I asked 

about the process. He explained: 

The care and maintenance of the plants will be done by 
mountaineers rappelling down from the top floor. For this there 
are special mountaineer gardeners being trained. Our 
landscaping agreement is done with this in mind. And at certain 
times, of course not every week, every two to three months, 
maybe every six months, their maintenance and pest control will 
be done. We wanted this place to open up to the atmosphere. 
This is a beautiful region, near a forest... With these floor 
gardens we aim to release 4000 metric tons of oxygen. 

 
Bewildered, I asked him to further elaborate on the oxygen producing capacity of 

these small floor gardens. He argued that the plans selected for the gardens have 

high oxygen producing capacity and that their calculated oxygen release per year 

is about 4000 metric tons. He added: “We will be pumping oxygen into the 

forest.” While these claims are obviously outrageous and scientifically inaccurate, 

they display the role attributed to the forest, which goes beyond mere decoration. 

It increases both the use and exchange value of the property, defines the physical 

structure and design elements of the apartment buildings and an object exploited 

to add purpose and function, however delusional they maybe. The Çekmeköy 

Forest, unlike Aydos Forest, is far from the location of Gökorman residential 

community. But it is still an integrative part of, what the sales consultant called, 

“settlement area Sinpaş is involved with creating” which is more than “a roof over 

four walls.” He said: “Think about it, when you wake up in the morning you open 

the window and ahead lies an endless forest and in front of your window plants in 



345 
 

different colors and fragrances… You are in the middle of the city, but there are 

bird sounds around.”  

The sales consultant as he showed us the lay out of the buildings and units over 

the catalogue and the 3-D model, he kept underscoring that the area in the middle of the 

property, in between the two high rises, which is represented as a large green space, with 

colorful flowers and a playground green area, no longer belongs to Sinpaş. It is a plot that 

the real estate developing company relinquished to the metropolitan municipality in order 

to get the license for construction, a controversial and much debated redevelopment and 

planning policy in Istanbul. He said that they have relinquished to the metropolitan 

municipality enough area for a school, a religious facility (probably a mosque) and a park 

to the metropolitan municipality:  

With the share of the land we relinquished to the municipality, 
this region is developing. We are impacting this area socio-
culturally.  

 

The sales consultant informed us that the plot is slated to become a park in municipality 

plans, as depicted in the illustrations and the model of the project, but also acknowledged 

that since it no longer belongs to the company and that he has to stress that he cannot 

guarantee what will become of it. He said:  

We cannot promise anything for that plot. In any event, the green 
in our own plots is enough. Anyway, none of it is necessary 
because the forest view that assures serious gains. 
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Figure 94: Illustrations of the property of Gökorman gated community. 

Depicting the park in the middle of the two towers, these images are used on the Gökorman gated community web 
page, catalogue and other marketing materials (Sinpaş GYO 2017a). 

 

His emphasis on correcting our assumption that what is depicted as a park in the 

project illustrations and model is not guaranteed by the development firm became clear as 

I read about a conflict, which turned violent at one point, that Gökorman’s construction 

created with the residents of another gated community, Avangarden, located less than 100 

metres away from Gökorman, looming over the neighborhood and its small subjects, the 

working class residents, with its tall tower. According to an online petition from April 

2017, news report, and a facebook group called Sinpaş Avangarden Victims, the 

construction site of Gökorman is the area that was indicated as green space on 

Avangarden project, built about a decade before Gökorman, and promised as a recreation 

site for its residents. The residents claim, that they have used this area as a park and a 

playground (Semiz 2017; Sinpaş Avangarden Mağdurları 2017; Sözcü Gazetesi 2017). 
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Sinpaş does not have a dedicated website to the Avangarden project, probably because it 

is an older project built during a time when websites were not a primary promotion 

medium and that they have completed direct sales. While I was not able to find their own 

promotional material except for a basic project illustration, 2015 satellite images from the 

Istanbul Metropolitan website and a photograph on a real estate sales company website 

seem to confirm these claims (port724 2016). The Gökorman sales consultant that talked 

to us was probably aware of the publicity fiasco of failed promises and crushed 

expectations in the case of Avangarden. Or perhaps he wanted to showcase the view and 

the niceties and luxuries of the property for which he is conducting sales, without having 

to manufacture a narrative about a plot the metropolitan municipality oversees. 

  

    
Figure 95: Satellite images showing the property of Gökorman gated community from 2015 and 2018.  

Left image is from 2015 and shows the open green space/park area next to the Avangarden property that the residents 
claim. Source: The metropolitan municipality’s digital mapping service, accessed on May 20 2018, 

https://sehirharitasi.ibb.gov.tr/. The right image from 2018 shows that the park no longer exists. Source: Google Maps. 
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Figure 96: Screenshot of a real estate company advertising a unit in Avangarden gated community.  

The image on the web page depicts a park with a playground in the same site, where the Gökorman construction is 
taking place (port724 2016). 

 

There are two issues that this conflict and park projection expose. Further 

expansion and accumulation are imperative for real estate developers to maintain their 

position in the market. This growth mechanism can be detrimental to their own promises 

and projections and create undesirable conflicts. The second issue is about public space. 

The public park that the municipality will develop on the plot relinquished by the 

company means very little in terms of publicness when it is projected, in fact promoted, 

as amenities for wealthy residents of gated communities. The larger public of the 

neighborhood, which is still largely working class, will not benefit from a park that is 

built in the center of two buildings of a gated community. Low (2003:12) takes note of 

this as an aspect of privatization of public space by gated communities:  
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[I]n some cases, gated communities limit access to open space 
and park land donated by the developer to the municipality or 
town in exchange for building higher-density housing than 
allowed by local zoning. Such land is designated as in the public 
domain, but is available only to people who live within the 
development. 

 
The municipality will construct a public park in the available space between the two 

powers of Gökorman, however ultimately it will operate as the garden of the gated 

community. In this way, the developers are able to present the public park as an amenity, 

even though they are not investing in the construction or the maintenance of the park. 

They instrumentalize the park as they sell the units, while absolving themselves from the 

responsibilities of this space.  

With projects like Aydos Country, Gökorman (Skyforest), Lagün (Lagoon), 

Avangarden, Köyceğiz (name of an idyllic lake village in Muğla, the southwest coast of 

Turkey), Queen Central Park Bomonti, Aqua City and Bosphorus City, Sinpaş GYO is a 

real estate developing and investment company that deploy a combination of nature 

discourses in their housing project concepts and advertisements. While conceptually 

Sinpaş real estate compounds exploit the environment in design and advertisements, there 

is no mention of popular sustainability initiatives, for instance solar panels, 

environmental waste management technologies like recycling and composting facilities, 

energy conservation or green building technologies in their marketing, nor sales pitch. 

Neither one of the sales consultants I spoke with mentioned this in their sales pitch and 

upon our question about solar panels, both acted surprised about the question and said 

that neither of the communities had them, nor had plans to install them. Another 

researcher who is interested in climate change adaptation processes in Istanbul, told me 
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that the executives she has talked to at various real estate development and investment 

companies were quite clear that these marketing strategies were deployed for sales and 

they had no plans in the near future to develop even the most basic of environmentally 

friendly infrastructure in their projects.  

Next, I consider another Sinpaş gated community that not only exploits natural 

effects, but also uses tropes of an imagined American lifestyle, comfortable and 

luxurious, with a mix of symbols from the quintessential example of a global cities, New 

York City and London. Queen Central Park Bomonti incorporates nature as a key 

attractive element of the sales pitch however this time the location is not on the edges of 

the city spread out over a large landscape near a luscious forest. Queen Central Park is 

located right in the middle of a busy, crowded district of Şişli on the European peninsula. 

Its name recalls the queen of England, who is also depicted in illustrations and video ad, 

as a status symbol and Central Park of New York City as the quintessential example of an 

urban park, one that is invoked as a global signifier of wealth, recreation and serenity all 

rolled into one. According to Pérouse and Danış (2005), foreign names make these gated 

communities more attractive to wealthy people in Turkey. This is a result of the 

saturation of western tropes with status symbols globally, which prompted a particular 

consumption culture. But I argue that western tropes do not function alone, especially in 

real estate marketing. Developers deploy both textual and visual discourses of nature, 

luscious green gardens, colorful flowers, symbols that evoke the prairie or romanticized 

rural living, in combination with western tropes, names or locations, to establish the 

distinguished, exclusive class status of the housing property.  
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The promotional materials of Queen Central Park Bomonti are a glaring example 

of this marketing strategy. Promising “a lifestyle that even queens would be jealous of” in 

a high-rise apartment building “at the heart of Istanbul,” developers claim that Queen 

Central Park Bomonti is a housing community that combines the small, cozy 

neighborhood feel with high class comfort in a peaceful, exclusive green space. At a time 

when people are more inclined to complain about the traffic chaos, pollution, noise, the 

hustle and the bustle of Istanbul, the developers want us to imagine high class living with 

all amenities one can imagine, such as concierge and room service, a lounge, private car 

service, a gym as well as a serene, peaceful and exclusive environment and recreational 

space.  

“Istanbul’s future is rising through the historic fabric of Bomonti,” says the front 

page of the gated community website (Sinpaş GYO 2017b). Presenting Bomonti as a 

neighborhood where Istanbul’s historical heritage and its “dazzling future” intersects, the 

developers also capitalize on the convenient central location of the gated community, 

referencing ease of transportation and access to the rest of the city and the nearby popular 

entertainment, nightlife and excursion districts as well as an organic market, cafes and 

antique shops. To top it all, considering the potential for high yield as a rental property 

and advantageous mortgage payment plans, Queen Central Park Bomonti is a valuable 

investment opportunity. 
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Figure 97: Screenshot of Queen Central Park home page, advertising its amenities. 

Left to right four squares inform us of the luxurious living in this gated community: 1) the comfortable neighborhood 
life, 2) easy access to central locations in the city, 3) interesting and exciting market and socialization opportunities 

nearby and 4) high investment value (Sinpaş GYO 2017b). 
 

Using a popular stock photo, one of the earlier advertisements on the website, 

welcomed the visitor with a smiling, blond woman in focus holding a dandelion and 

looking at the distance. Her alluring stare looked as if she is expecting something good to 

arrive while laying in a grassy field. The background is blurred, as if to say, “when you 

are here, nothing else matters.” The colors of the image are warm, the hue evokes in our 

minds the feel of a fairy tale. The idyllic image is stamped with “Turkey’s high-life 

themed houses and the writing on the side reads: “A never seen before opportunity in 

Şişli: to lay down in grass.” An extraordinary and exclusive opportunity with a hefty 

price tag. The peaceful and comfortable landscape design of the exclusive park, which 

the developers call Central Park evoking a privileged New York City life in Manhattan, is 

a key object of the marketing strategy. Presenting the luxurious open green space behind 
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the gates, “a 10 thousand square meter urban park that belongs to solely you,” the 

advertisement title reads. 

 

 
Figure 98: Screenshot from Queen Central Park web page depicting the life at the gated community.  

The illustrations on the top and the photographs on the bottom depict the outdoor park and garden space inside the 
gates. The bold title reads “Ten thousand m2 urban park that belongs only to you.” The passage explains the pleasure 

and joy that awaits the purchaser. It says: “With its landscape that displays nature’s thousands of colors in front of you, 
Queen Bomonti is a luscious garden of Eden, where the city breathes, in Bomonti… It is enchanting, with a flora that 

displays the most radiant colors in nature’s palate in all four seasons… Queen Bomonti, with its landscape, leisure and 
entertainment spaces, will become both yours and your family’s must-have. Are you ready to enjoy an urban park that 

belongs only to you?”(Sinpaş GYO 2017b). 
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Figure 99: An early advertisement of Sinpaş Queen Central Park Bomonti. 

The stamp on the image says: “Turkey's Highlife themed houses.” The larger writing reads: “A never seen 
before opportunity in Şişli: to lay down in grass. Starting from 936,000 Turkish Liras”(Sinpaş GYO 2017b). 

 

Recalling garden of Eden, the developers promise a city life without the city. They create 

a space that is verdant, colorful and enchanting at the heart of the city; unimaginable, the 

impossible materialized. A park where children can play happily, chasing bubbles, and 

where families can enjoy their rest. They also effectively use a dog to reflect the friendly, 

joyful living environment at this gated community.  

 

 
Figure 100: An illustration from the home page of Queen Central Park gated community. 

This illustration also reflects the serene exclusive park space inside the gates (Sinpaş GYO 2017b). 
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Queen Central Park Bomonti sells a dream, an imagination of a high-life, rich, 

prosperous and comfortable, up to date with the most popular and chic decoration trends 

like “marble trend, loft trend, wooden trend.” And it is both here and not here. It is sold 

as an exemplary, one of a kind, and evoking envy in other people, even the queen of 

England. In the first commercial of the project, an actress depicting the queen of England 

gives a speech about the Queen Central Park project. She announces the project from the 

podium and says, “If a replica of Central Park was going to be built, it should have been 

built here.” In the second commercial, praising the balconies on high floors, the queen 

says, “as your queen, I demand a similar project right here.” Both videos end with the 

same inviting message: “A life that would even make queens jealous.” What is being sold 

here, by the symbol of a world-famous park and its high-end neighborhood, 

commodification green grass and open space and organic markets, is not just a hope but 

access to an exclusive community, status and prestige that is bred in New York City. 

Sinpaş GYO brings New York to Istanbul, with its wealth, class and comfort. In fact, 

Istanbul is now the “new” New York City.  

 

Sur Yapı 

Sinpaş GYO is not the only real estate developing company that capitalizes on 

commodification of nature in their development and marketing strategies. With gated 

community projects named Gölbahçe (Lakegarden), Lavender, Adapark (Islandpark), 

Bahçeyaka (Gardenside), Greenium, İdilia, and İlkbahar (Spring), Sur Yapı is another 

real estate development and investment company that relies on green marketing 
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strategies. Out of 14 completed, 12 ongoing, and 5 future projects (31 in total) in the 

portfolio of the company available on their website, 11 of them use an element of nature 

in their name. All of the projects use visual elements that enroll flowers, trees, water 

resources or pristine turf grass lawns in their marketing.  

While Gölbahçe (Lakegarden) promises “exclusive living among the green and 

blue,” “happiness for children, tranquility for families” and ability to quickly reach the 

town center, Lavender offers a dream-like living space with open green spaces at the 

heart of the community, “hundreds of plants, trees and flowers” in the gardens and a large 

lake and a wide swimming pool integrating the blue with the green (Sur Yapı 2016c, 

2016b). Adapark (Islandpark) features colorful, flowering fruit trees and water canals, 

claiming to bring peace and comfort to its prospective residents (Sur Yapı 2009).  
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Figure 101: Screenshots of homepages of Gölbahçe, Lavender and Adapark gated communities.  

 Top image is an illustration of Gölbahçe gated community, that depicts the park space in the center of the residential 
buildings, with an overlaying text that reads “exclusive living among the blue and green. Middle image is an illustration 
of Lavender gated community. Bottom image is an illustration of Adapark gated community, with text that informs the 
visitor of colorful fruit trees, Japanese gardens, water canals creating a beautiful and peaceful environment (Sur Yapı 

2009, 2016c, 2016b). 
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Meanwhile Bahçeyaka (Gardenside) boosts the usual green marketing elements 

by boasting its “advantageous” location near the most controversial megaprojects in 

Istanbul, like Kanal Istanbul, the third Bosporus bridge, the third airport and the 

president’s recent election promise of reconstructing the Istanbul Ataturk Airport into a 

national garden (Sur Yapı 2016a).  

 

 
Figure 102: Screen shot of Bahceyaka home page.   

Top banner reads: "Advantages in Bahceyaka are plenty." The bottom banner reads: “Among fragrant flowers, at the 
connecting point of the city.” The photographs in the four squares to the right demonstrate that the community is near a 

national park, the projected Kanal Istanbul, the third Bosporus bridge and the third airport  (Sur Yapı 2016a).  
 

Greenium features two to three floor condos, as opposed to the taller apartment 

buildings with denser living conditions of the other projects listed above, all of which are 

named as hearty, evergreen or resilient trees: defne (bay laurel tree), ardıç (juniper), selvi 

(cupressus), çınar (plane tree), ladin (spruce), and sedir (cedar). İdilia, and İlkbahar 
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(Spring) both invoke serenity of Spring and the prairie in the marketing materials of their 

rather dense residential apartment buildings with 8 floors (including the ground floor) 

(Sur Yapı 2014b, 2014a, 2015).  
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Figure 103: Screenshots of homepages of Greenium, Idilia and İlkbahar gated communities.   

Top image: General information page of Greenium, describing the size of the gated community and basic 
information about the housing options, featuring a bouquet made out of the leaves of trees that name the 

condos. Middle image: Concept page of Idilia, that describes the gated community as living in a “fairy tale 
like life,” decorated with a particular flower endemic to Istanbul, Crocus olivieri subsp. Istanbulensis with the 
experience of the joy of Spring all four seasons. Bottom image: Concept page of Ilkbahar (Spring), promising 
the prospective buyers an exclusive and pleasure filled life with a “landscape design identical to nature” (Sur 

Yapı 2014b, 2014a, 2015).  
 

Each of the Suryapı developments, with images, narrative and design features that 

exploit the surrounding geography of the housing developments, symbols of natural 

resources, wildlife, plants, trees and flowers, to sell a dream home and an investment, 

both of which build upon narratives of a prosperous future. While Sinpaş and Suryapı are 

particularly unique in their company-wide operational use of images and discourses of 

nature in their advertisements, project concepts and institutional narrative, large scale 

gated-town developments such as Vadistanbul and gated residential projects built by 

direct public-private partnerships, such as Köy (Village) in Zekeriyaköy follow an 

identical path in branding their housing product.  
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Vadistanbul and Vadikoru 

Vadistanbul is a partnered development project of two large construction firms in 

three sections with three different but parallel concepts (what the developers call 

“stages”), Teras (Terrace), Bulvar (Boulevard – office complex) and Park. Located on 

the south border of Belgrad Forest in Cendere Valley and north of Kağıthane, an old 

working-class neighborhood and industrial zone, Vadistanbul is not a gated community, 

but an entire town with residences, offices, market street and shopping mall, cafes, 

restaurants, hotel and playgrounds, and a rail system that transports between the metro 

station and the mall, described by deploying heritage discourse as similar to “Istanbul’s 

nostalgic tram” (Büyükköşdere 2017). Vadistanbul, taking advantage of the government 

discourse of “building a Silicon Valley in Istanbul” in reference to the regional 

redevelopment plans for Kağıthane and Cendere Valley, promotes the controversial gated 

town as “future Istanbul” (Karslı 2013). 
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Figure 104: Illustration of Vadistanbul gated town. 

The illustration is presented with the sentence that reads: “In Istanbul’s most beautiful valley, future Istanbul is coming 
to life” inscribed across (Vadistanbul 2017a). 

 

Combining “prestige” and attractive features of a vivacious, “colorful,” elite 

urban life with scenic views, the “beauty” and the “serenity” of Belgrad forest and 

Kağıthane creek (also known as Sadabad creek, referring to the Ottoman era name of the 

area), Vadistanbul offers diverse living and working spaces for families and working 

professionals alike, with 7/24 security, entertainment, restaurants and cafes, shopping 

mall with luxury brands, cultural and social activities, large green spaces, pool, sport and 

spa facilities, offices, elongated and rehabilitated nature path by the river and convenient 

transportation options to reach anywhere.  

In promotional materials, and project illustrations, Vadistanbul, like Aydos 

Country, Gökorman, heavily capitalizes on its geographic location. “Vadistanbul’s 

borders are very “natural”,” the website advertisement reads. Vadistanbul is located in a 

valley near Belgrad forest, which is one of Istanbul’s most important and iconic forests. 
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The Kağıthane creek, which was a popular promenade and picnic spot during the 

Ottoman era, runs through the valley. The Kağıthane creek is currently under 

rehabilitation with a new landscape design project (Het Landscape and Urban Design 

2017), after decades of pollution and destruction from heavy industrial activity and 

informal housing settlements.  

 

 
 

 
Figure 105: Vadistanbul "Bulvar" illustrations. 

Used on the Vadistanbul web page, catalogue and other marketing materials, these illustrations depict a happy family 
entering the shopping mall and a child with a dog playing in the open space (top) and office spaces, with windows that 

have panoramic views of the park and shopping area (bottom) (Vadistanbul 2017a). 
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Figure 106: Illustration and photograph of Vadistanbul "Teras."  

Top: Vadistanbul "Teras" illustration with text describing the natural borders of the project. Bottom: Photograph of the 
current landscape arrangement inside the gates (Vadistanbul 2017c). 
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Figure 107: Vadistanbul "Park" illustrations depicting the large green spaces inside the gates.   

Taken from Vadistanbul web page(Vadistanbul 2017b). 
 

Projected to house over 40 thousand people, Vadistanbul gated town project does 

not stand alone. Vadikoru, located across from Vadistanbul, is another, smaller gated 

complex with residential and office spaces, and open-air shopping center. The video 

commercial describes VadiKoru as a cross between dream and reality, a living space as 

well as a lucrative investment opportunity that is both “in the heart of the city and very 

far from it,” intertwined with nature, yet embedded in the active city life. The commercial 

narrator describes:  

We thought, “what if we brought together the sounds life offers 
to us and the sounds in our dreams.” What if the sound of birds 
freely flapping their wings, mixed with the sounds of children 
growing with green. What if the city’s energy touched the 
branches of trees, what if we heard the sound of profit as we 
lived. What if the sound of the forest become one with the city’s 
lights in VadiKoru. Now, in Ayazağa, with the assurance of 
Invest İnşaat, a life rises, with which you will fall in love at first 
sight and in which you will witness its beauties, a different one 
each day (Vadikoru 2017). 
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The entire concept of this gated community, including the name, is based on 

symbolic production of nature. Vadikoru is a compound noun that connects the 

word valley (vadi) with grove (koru). 

 

 
Figure 108: Main page of the Vadikoru website, describing the upcoming project. 

The slogan reads as: “What if the sound of the forest blend into the city lights” (Vadikoru 2017). 
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Figure 109: Vadikoru website gallery images. 

Top image illustrates that the project is surrounded by the forest and the roadways linking it to the city. The 
bottom image depicts photos of two happy families, enjoying walking and jogging in idyllic trails, overlaid by the 

project logo (Vadikoru 2017). 
 

The narrator continues to describe that the project is surrounded by the Belgrad 

forest on three sides and with its convenient location, one can reach major highways and 
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the second Bosporus bridge in minutes, have access to major urban centers with a newly 

built metro station, and visit the nearby upper-class recreation areas. Vadikoru, the 

narrator says, “provides a life that is extraordinary with its architecture and location, and 

unexpected with its privileges.” While Vadikoru is located near a business world that is 

live 24 hours a day, it is far from the chaos of the central business district. It is “in the 

heart of Istanbul, but far away from Istanbul. To those who wish peace, it provides peace. 

To those who wish to invest, it provides an opportunity to invest, the narrator continues 

to describe the myriad of opportunities and amenities in this complex, including a 

swimming pool, fitness facility, a spa and bath and play grounds, in addition to the forest 

that borders the project. Not to mention the shopping center in the project, the 

Vadistanbul mall in walking distance and all the other malls in the city accessible by 

metro. The commercial ends with captivating slogans: 

In Vadikoru, you will first breathe then enjoy. We designed a 
life. One that will welcome families with the most beautiful of 
the green. One that will announce the sound of exclusivity, over 
Istanbul to the entirety of Turkey. One that will captivate the 
admiration of Istanbul, that which the world admires (Vadikoru 
2017). 

 

Other projects like Maslak 1453, Skyland Istanbul, Seba Flats, and more future 

developments fill the Cendere Valley with exclusive gated housing complexes, 

transforming the region into a gated town.  
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Köy - Zekeriyaköy 

The last project I want to discuss is the product of a public-private partnership 

between Siyahkalem, an engineering and construction firm and Emlak Konut, real estate 

development arm of the Housing Development Administration of Turkey (TOKI). 

Located in Zekeriyaköy, formerly a village on the outskirts of the city, transformed into a 

town in the district of Sarıyer starting in the late 80s, early 90s, Köy (Village) emerges 

with a bold slogan “City’s Nature.”  
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Figure 110: An illustration and aerial photography of the Köy gated community. 

The top image is an illustration of the gated community, used in a video commercial (KÖY Zekeriyaköy 2015). The 
bottom image is an aerial photography of the property from July 2018, taken from the project blog page as part of the 

““construction diary” series (KÖY Blog 2018). 
 

Made up of a diverse array of building types and living arrangements such as 3 floor 

apartment buildings, row houses, town houses, duplexes, semi-detached and detached 

villas and even live-work town houses, and an open-air shopping center, Köy, like 

Vadistanbul and other new gated communities, offer a life that has both the quiet of small 

town and the convenience and advantages of city life. The website describes the project 

as “simple like a village, as elegant as a city; a warm, cozy home.” One of the earlier 

advertisements, used on websites and social media primarily, honed in on this point, 

placing design in the urban domain and nature in the rural, represented by a bee and a bee 

hive.  
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Figure 111: Digital advertisement of Köy gated community. 

Released in both English and Turkish on Instagram, this digital advertisement announces mortgage interest rates on the 
bottom right, with images of the community and illustrations that depict an idealized rural idyll.49 

 

  
 

                                                
49 Source: Köy Zekeriyaköy instragram account, accessed January 21 2017, 
https://www.instagram.com/koyzekeriyakoy/. 
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Figure 112: Website front page illustrations of the residential complex.  

Top image depicts the apartment buildings with a green space in the middle, surrounded by Judas trees and the bottom 
image depicts the open-air shopping center in the complex (Köy Zekeriyaköy 2015). 

 

Designed by a British architect group, Hopkins architect, developed by a Turkish 

engineering and construction firm in partnership with the state, this gated community is 

truly a glocalization of exclusive and exclusionary living and lavish consumption 

practices. The complex will include, in addition to the open-air shopping center, 

restaurants, cafes, a supermarket, a veterinary, organic market, a cinema, a kindergarten, 

a sport facility, tennis and basketball courts, pools and a park with walking, running, 

biking paths, playgrounds and dog park, all “among bird sounds and pine smells.” It is 

“inside the city, beside the nature,” and minutes away from the third bridge, the ferry 

station and the metro station, and easily accessible to the third airport, currently in 

construction. In fact, the third airport is one of the key selling points, announcing that this 

complex is connected to other prestigious global cities, like London (Köy Zekeriyaköy 

2015).  
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Figure 113: A pop up image on the website of Köy gated community.   

Available both in English and Turkish, this collage positions the property as a globally connected, yet natural 
living space (Köy Zekeriyaköy 2015). 

 
Conclusion 

 
In this chapter, I have argued that commodification of nature is a key part of the 

production of illusionary landscapes of gated communities. Commodification of nature in 

the design, planning, and marketing of real estate developments is prevalent, deep seated 

and enduring. The developers participate in the destruction of the natural landscapes 

while using aestheticized landscapes and images metaphors to build the illusion of the 

promised future in these gated communities. Whereas the marketing strategies of these 

gated communities hype up natural elements in these human-made built environments, 

real estate developers rely on the elimination of the conservation status of these lands in 

order to acquire their license to construct these elite communities. Most of the 
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communities in the peripheral districts, like in Beykoz, Zekeriyaköy, Sarıyer and 

Çekmeköy, pierce through agricultural land and forest villages, transforming the 

economy of these districts, within a couple of decades, from agricultural production to 

real estate sales and service sector (Öncü 1999).  

By appropriating natural landscapes, forms (such as trees, flowers and animals) 

and resources (forests, lakes), real estate developers drive their investment potential, 

facilitate the privatization and enclosure of public spaces and natural resources, accelerate 

development especially in peripheral districts, the hinterland and the forested areas, and 

transform animals, plant life and their habitat into features and components of the 

illusionary landscapes of gated communities. Nature is ornamental here, a stage set for 

the high class living. The developers use visual tactics to make middle and upper classes 

imagine that they can live in Istanbul and also live comfortably and peacefully. Real 

estate developers take advantage of existing globally familiar cultural codes about natural 

landscapes and reflect a vision for a new way of living in Istanbul: neither isolated, nor 

cramped and congested, neither urban nor rural, neither busy nor idle and boring. 

Sometimes the serenity of nature is foregrounded and sometimes tropes of Western 

lifestyles are rolled into the mix. On the one hand, the nature that is sold, the lifestyle that 

they buy, is crafted exclusively for them. On the other hand, the design aspects often 

resemble the same mold, as if they call came out of a cookie cutter, with mass produced 

and often artificial elements, and do not allow for alterations. The exclusivity feels dull 

when all 900 units on the same plot look and feel the same. But they continue to 

reproduce the illusion of paradise as a strong operative in images and narratives. These 
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illusionary landscapes not only reflect aspirations of class distinction, but also expand 

socio-economic exclusion, transform notions of leisure, and reproduce the discourses of 

urban-nature dichotomy.  
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CONCLUSION 

When we think about parks and gardens, we think about respite, recreation, and 

leisure. We consider the comfort of tree shades on a hot summer day, or we observe the 

colorful changing of seasons. Strolling through a park, we notice different plants, flowers 

and animals. We use urban green spaces as opportunities for outdoor exercise or 

socializing with friends and family during a weekend picnic. We seldom think about 

urban green landscapes as commodities, symbols of power, or hosts to political dissent 

and collective grassroots initiatives. In this dissertation, I consider these often-ignored 

dimensions of parks and gardens in Istanbul. Throughout this dissertation, as I discuss 

discourses that competing social actors deploy as they symbolically and materially 

produce green spaces in Istanbul, I expose wider social and political tensions that 

characterize urban life.  

Production of green spaces is about place-making. Invoking competing discourses 

of sustainability, progress, community, public welfare and prosperity, state, social 

movements and real-estate developers reimagine Istanbul through staking claims for 

public green spaces. These different actors construct conflicting imaginaries and visions 

for the future of Istanbul by remaking its green landscapes. In order to understand the 

complex relationships between people, nature and power, I examined material and 

symbolic production of public parks, historic market gardens, community gardens, hobby 
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gardens, and private landscapes of gated communities. By examining the socio-ecological 

struggles in these spaces, I documented and analyzed politics of contemporary spatial and 

environmental conflicts in Istanbul. In my conclusion, I want to summarize some of the 

larger concerns that guide the development of my research project, expound on my 

contributions, and consider future research programs following my dissertation.  

Three overarching concerns guide my research and writing: 1) challenging the 

dichotomy of society and nature, 2) understanding the complexities and tensions in the 

production of urban nature, and 3) elevating the contributions of civil society and social 

movements in intervening, negotiating and challenging the state for their right to the city. 

In the first place, the dichotomy of society and nature is quite prevalent in the way people 

in Istanbul understand, and justify, some of the very destructive redevelopment projects. 

The dichotomy of society and nature, or the nature-culture divide, refers to the 

understanding of nature as pristine and untouched; as “the antithesis of human productive 

activity” (Smith 2008:49). Often, people view urban areas as human-made, artificial, and 

therefore lacking nature. 

During my fieldwork, I attended a walk called Between Two Seas, which was 

organized collaboratively by an urban trekking group, and an environmental activist 

group focusing on preventing further destruction in the Northern forests of Istanbul. 

Originally developed as an artist’s exploration of the transformation of Istanbul’s 

hinterland, Between Two Seas is now an open to public exploration (@ikidenizarasi 

2013). It provides four separate routes and invites people to witness, on foot, the 

destructive patterns of redevelopment in Istanbul and the remains of its neglected natural 
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and historic wonders in peripheral districts. This particular walk in the summer of 2018 

was organized along the route of the Kanal Istanbul project, in order to examine the 

residential areas and landscape that will be destroyed in the aftermath. We began in 

Altınşehir, and walked through a shanty town with small one-story homes with vegetable 

gardens near the Sazlıdere creek. Looming in the distance were new residential towers of 

private developers and the government housing development administration (TOKI). We 

headed to Yarımburgaz Caves, which one of the oldest settlements in Istanbul dating 

back to upper paleolithic period (Farrand and McMahon 1997).  

 

 
Figure 114: The path heading to the Yarımburgaz Caves, in Altınşehir. 
In the background, new residential towers and high-rise office buildings rise.  
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Figure 115: The gardens and greenhouses of the shanty town that we passed on our path. 

 
 

 
Figure 116: Sazlıdere and the landscape surrounding the Yarımburgaz Caves. 
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Figure 117: The route and the contrast between urban expansion and natural landscapes. 

 

While we were at the Yarımburgaz Caves, we encountered a group of biological 

scientists from a university in Ankara, collecting samples from the caves as part of a 

survey. People in our trekking group asked questions to the biologists about the ecology 

of this area and the potential destructive impact of Kanal Istanbul on the natural 

landscape. The research team leader said: “There is nothing natural here anyway,” while 

looking towards the creek and the reeds surrounding the creek. He explained that the 

pollution has already destroyed the natural life here, amid loud croaks of frogs near the 

creek. He dismissed the natural value of this area, because it has been polluted by human 

activity. His dismissal demonstrates the fundamental problem with the way people 

characterize cities.  

Melih, who is the landscape architect we met in chapter one and is supportive of 

the government’s growth-oriented redevelopment vision, had a similar argument when 
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we discussed the third Bosporus bridge and the destruction it brought to the Northern 

Forests. Melih argued that the Northern forests are not “natural forests.” He said:  

These are forests that have been planted, they are not forests that 
grew naturally and spontaneously. You look at photographs and 
engravings depicting Belgrad forests, or the Bosporus. They are 
not places that are characterized as forests. They are planted later 
on. What we should have been discussing is “this road will go 
through here, how can we construct it by cutting less trees?” 

 

Melih takes the 3rd bridge project for granted. Because reducing traffic congestion is an 

important need for Istanbul, Melih thinks that the 3rd bridge is a project that benefits the 

public by decreasing people’s commute time. For him, growth is the solution, not the 

problem. And he justifies the devastating impact of the bridge and its connecting roads on 

Istanbul’s Northern Forests, by falsely characterizing these forested areas as unnatural. 

He argues that they are not natural because he thinks that the trees in the forest were 

planted by people, and did not form on their own.  

The false dichotomy of nature and society that is apparent in these two vignettes 

represents one of the key issues I address with my dissertation. I draw on the work of 

geographers like Neil Smith (2008) and urban political ecologists   in order to reframe 

Istanbul’s urban green spaces as productions of socio-ecological relationships. Smith 

(2008) argues that capitalist development is the uneven distribution of the value extracted 

from nature and environmental and social exploitation is at the heart of capitalist 

expansion. Urban political ecologists examine the interconnected political, economic, and 

cultural processes of urban environmental change. My dissertation provides a compelling 

set of case studies from Istanbul. 
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My goal in this dissertation has been to understand the relationship of competing 

social actors in Istanbul to nature in the context of intensified schemes of redevelopment 

and expansion in the city-region. By examining reorganization and management of parks 

for urban revitalization, civil society engagement with productive landscapes, such as 

market gardens, community gardens, and hobby gardens, and the reproduction of class 

through commodification of nature in real estate development, my dissertation challenges 

the nature-society as well as the urban-rural dichotomies. Instead, in this dissertation, I 

have analyzed how people mobilize urban nature to facilitate the reproduction of capital 

and re-articulation of political power, and to transform social relationships in the city. I 

investigate the extractivism (extraction of natural resources for profit) of urban 

redevelopment through production of parks and gardens. And I expand this discussion 

into examining how urban green spaces are also where people try to undermine the 

extractivist capitalist expansion. Thereby, I was able to provide detailed descriptions of 

how competing actors produce urban nature in Istanbul.   

My dissertation research is deeply entrenched in right to the city, environmental 

and food sovereignty movements. My case studies and in-depth analyses are informed by 

these movements. Committed to participatory research and public scholarship, I aim to 

elevate their voices, celebrate the contributions of civil society and social movements, 

and amplify diverse possibilities of community gardening and mutual aid networks that 

are embedded in urban green spaces. Documenting and dispersing the possibilities of 

grassroots visions for urban greening and the future of cities also expands opportunities 

for participatory urban planning. My dissertation is a repository of new ideas and 
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knowledge on the vernacular approaches to land use for progressive urban planners and 

designers, who consider the needs of diverse stakeholders.  

 

Contributions and Broader Impact  

My dissertation makes significant contributions in understanding complexities of 

struggles over public space, and the role of grassroot initiatives in determining the 

contours of these struggles and public discourse, while transforming these spaces. In my 

analysis, I incorporate a range of practices and human-landscape relationships, ranging 

from commodification to cultivation. Brenner and Theodore (2002:368) write that: 

[C]ities – including their suburban peripheries – have become 
increasingly important geographical targets and institutional 
laboratories for a variety of neoliberal policy experiments, from 
place-marketing, enterprise and empowerment zones, local tax 
abatements, urban development corporations, public-private 
partnerships, and new forms of local boosterism to workfare 
policies, property-redevelopment schemes, business-incubator 
projects, new strategies of control, policing, and surveillance, 
and a host of other institutional modifications within the local 
and regional state apparatus.  

 

Following this approach, my dissertation tracks how the state and developers 

enroll urban nature in these processes, and the counter narratives and actions of urban 

social movements. The projects that I examine in my case studies have created 

longstanding tension and territorial disputes, and activated debates on the ecological 

conservation and the preservation of cultural and historical heritage in Istanbul. 

One of the central tensions in my dissertation is the notion of the public and 

public space. In particular, “who is the public?”, “what constitutes public space?”, and 

“which publics do they serve” are questions that arise in my examinations. State actors 
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represent urban redevelopment and new infrastructure projects as necessary for 

modernization, progress, and public welfare. They portray new urban redevelopment as 

necessary to make it worthy of its historical legacy as an imperial center, to catapult 

Turkey into the future as a leader in construction, infrastructure, and energy technologies, 

and provoke the admiration and envy of the West. Karaman (2013:717) writes that “much 

of urban entrepreneurialism is about image production, branding and place marketing” 

through the development of spectacular projects. The government insists that these 

growth-oriented redevelopment and revitalization projects will evolve Istanbul as a global 

city. That is the “new Istanbul.”  

The literature on Istanbul’s urbanization makes the social, economic and cultural 

problems (such as inequality, displacement, administrative informality, loss of public and 

open spaces) visible. Scholars have also studied extensively the oppressive mechanisms 

and the ideological processes of the state (including through education, culture, language, 

and dress code) in Turkey. While these analyses of urban redevelopment and 

governmentality in Turkey is riveting, with this dissertation my goal is to move beyond 

the limited focus on the transformation of built environment, toward a critical 

examination of the production of urban nature.  

State investment in urban greening in Istanbul is a part of the larger 

redevelopment, revitalization, and growth plan for the city. State institutions mark the 

past as dilapidated, insecure, unmodern, therefore, they argue, renewal and rehabilitation 

are necessary. The redevelopment plans for the grove of Validebağ (discussed in Chapter 

one), and the historic market gardens (discussed in Chapter two) are examples of this 
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tactic. State actors understand renewal and rehabilitation as a complete reorganization or 

demolition and reconstruction. They use urban greening as a tool to showcase Istanbul as 

a global city. In the process, developers who are able to earn the licensing for 

construction of these projects profit from public funds.  

In addition to global aspirations, state actors also use urban greening to ensure 

political legitimacy in the domestic political sphere. By developing new park and public 

space revitalization projects, state actors grasp the public to serve their own political 

interests. State actors and institutions achieve political legitimacy, and concretize political 

power by incorporating symbolic, market-oriented urban greening programs into their 

political discourse, election propaganda, and redevelopment programs. In Turkey, 

discourse of development and modernization is an articulation of nationalism. Nurdan 

Gürbilek (2004:10), a Turkish literary critic, identifies this as a symptom of “fear of 

losing against the West.” This, she explains, is a symptom of belatedness of modernity 

for nations like Turkey, a symptom of always having to prove yourself, and never getting 

it just right. The state presents the new urban greening projects as projects that would 

advance national interests. In particular, the national gardens program (discussed in 

Chapter one) reframes urban greening as a nationalist project, to improve quality of life, 

and to empower and elevate Turkey’s position in the global urban competition. This 

reframing, by deploying nationalist discourses, and incorporating urban greening as a 

primarily aesthetic design, creates an illusion of progress, and helps the state generate 

public consent for destructive redevelopment projects. In effect, national gardens 

programs conjure new development projects for the state. This cosmetic make-up of the 
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city through greening facilitate the concretization of political power and hegemony and 

overshadows holistic planning of the city to increase the capacity for the socioeconomic 

and ecological wellbeing of the residents. 

People frequently associate urban greening with sustainability and environmental 

stewardship. State institutions, as well as architecture and planning professionals, present 

their projects as public service, benefiting the welfare of the general public, increasing 

the quality of living, and improving the environmental integrity of cities. However, 

market driven projects often produce contradictory results, by destroying existing 

habitats, serving the interests of the political and economic elite, or legitimizing the 

dispossession and displacement of the urban poor. Urban zoning and development policy 

and existing city plans pay lip service to principles of social welfare, as well as 

international agreements or treaties that provide some protection for residents’ rights, 

cultural heritage, and the ecology. In terms of application, however, the policy 

statements, plans, promises and declarations fall short. While state actors legitimize their 

initiatives by claiming that these market-driven park projects are for the public benefit, 

not only do they involve destructive construction processes, but also, they do not 

guarantee access to all segments of Istanbul’s population. 

Real-estate developers are also interested in the commodity value of nature. Being 

located near a park, a forest, or a body of water, or with a view of the city’s natural 

landscape adds to the property value of residential units. Real-estate developers covet 

these areas, and in partnership with the state, encroach upon and enclose natural 

landscapes and public spaces in developing gated communities. State actors welcome the 
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predatory practices of developers in achieving construction licenses, as well as zoning 

decisions that open up public lands for private development. In fact, this relationship 

between the state and the developers demonstrate that the state is, as Hardt and Negri 

(2009:355) argues, the seat of domination, which not only guarantees capitalist 

exploitation and defends the rule of property but also maintains and polices all identity 

hierarchies.” In other words, as the state stakes claim over public space, it has historically 

defended the interests of the elite class that owns the means of production, not the public. 

Not only the location, but also the design and marketing practices of developers 

commodify urban nature to benefit their own interests, while producing exclusionary and 

exclusive zones.  

Against the state and developers, new urban social movements reclaim the public, 

arguing that the state redevelopment and revitalization projects are not for the public, but 

for profit. According to Harvey (2012) public spaces do not necessarily make the 

commons. However, public spaces are imperative for the creation and maintenance of the 

commons, as it was in the case of Syntagma Square in Athens, Tahrir Square in Cairo, 

Plaza de Catalunya in Barcelona. This holds true for Zucatti Park in NYC and Gezi Park 

in Istanbul, as well as the subsequent experiments with urban commons, and collective 

and cooperative projects that seek to transform public spaces and urban life, in order to 

create “autonomous spaces outside private property and capital” (Bockman 2016:78). 

Collective and cooperative projects are about envisioning another world, and allocating 

resources that are more just. They are “one way to forge a new society, a society in which 

all members might be equal” (Bockman 2016:66). In Istanbul, there are various right to 
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the city, environmental, and food sovereignty groups and collectives that are imagining 

alternative, and more just ways to allocate land, organize its use, as well as articulate 

community responsibilities and restraints.  

The story of Roma Bostan, and Tarla Taban community gardens, as well as the 

mobilizations to prevent the reconstruction of Yedikule and Piyalepaşa Bostans, are 

particularly notable in conveying the significance of collective and grassroots initiatives 

that are not grounded in property rights, but mutual aid and the commons. By 

appropriating an abandoned, debris-filled public land, and transforming it into an urban 

commons, through collective work and non-hierarchical community building, the people 

of Roma Bostan demonstrate to us that another way of organizing land is possible in 

Istanbul. This is not accidental, but informed by long term traditions of grassroots 

organizing, which the older participants transplant to the younger, newer activists in 

practice, while cultivating the garden. People of Roma Bostan want Roma Bostan to 

become an inspiration and set precedence - ilham olsun, emsal olsun (let it become an 

inspiration, let it set precedence) is a slogan they came up with following the court case 

win that overturned the Beyoğlu plans. Tarla Taban shows us that school grounds can be 

productive landscapes, governed cooperatively by students, faculty and staff as an 

educational and a political project. This has inspired other university student groups (such 

as Bilgi University and Istanbul University) to experiment with community gardening in 

their own school grounds.  

The groups that formed to defend the gardeners of Yedikule and Piyalepaşa 

Bostans and prevent their demolition considered the historic markets as de facto urban 



389 
 

commons and have advocated for a land allocation system that was outside of property 

rights. Rather than expelling gardening families from these sites, and reconstructing the 

fertile, productive gardens into a park filled with ornamental features and cafes, they 

advocated for a vision that incorporated the gardeners as the main stakeholders of these 

plots. They argued that instead of destroying these gardens, we should be supporting 

them by allocating more agricultural resources, creating a distribution system that is more 

effective and just, and working with the gardeners to create educational and other 

programs to benefit the public. In addition, Kuzguncuk and İmrahor Bostan hobby 

gardens owe their existence to grassroots initiatives that prevented these sites from being 

redeveloped into enclosed, private areas. Fenerbahçe community garden also deploys 

similar strategies to push the Kadıköy district municipality in a more participatory and 

sustainable direction. The groups trying to prevent the redevelopment of the grove of 

Validebağ continuously develop new initiatives (such as planting trees, feeding, neutering 

and caring for stray dogs and cats in the grove, signature campaigns to mobilize people, 

daily observations of the condition of the grove, and court cases). Over several years, 

they tirelessly worked to have a say in the future of the grove of Validebağ. Other 

communal, collective and cooperative projects in and outside of Istanbul give support by 

attending organized events or planting days, providing educational resources or training, 

or by disseminating information through their own networks. 

In Property Outlaws: How Squatters, Pirates, and Protesters Improve the Law of 

Ownership, Peñalver and Katyal (2010) argue that breaking property laws has a positive 

outcome for people who have been historically disenfranchised, and have even instigated 
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legislative transformation that expanded democratic rights. Peñalver and Katyal 

(2010:26) write that:  

Outlaws and altlaws have played a uniquely important role by 
repeatedly vindicating rights and overcoming democratic inertia. 
By creating an informal space for actively reevaluating and 
challenging dominant legal understandings, they have helped 
catalyze deliberation about the degree to which the law may be 
based on outdated assumptions or has otherwise failed to give 
due regard to the rights or interests of some segment of the 
community.  

 

The case studies I discuss in my dissertation demonstrates how new urban social 

movements in Istanbul are experimenting with alternative economies, which sometimes 

involve breaking the law, and how these collective projects transform the way larger 

structures, like the state and developers, approach urban landscapes. In this process, I 

argue that these social movements transform public green spaces into what I call 

territories of solidarity, which are landscapes where people come together to cultivate or 

defend with the aim to transform them into urbans commons. Territories of solidarity is a 

significant concept because it demonstrates that social movement groups are not isolated, 

but operate in a network of related groups and collectives. Whereas the state tries to 

construct national unity through coercion, manipulation or by force, these new urban 

social movements in Istanbul develop a type of belonging that transcends nationalist 

discourses.  

Territories of Solidarity is also a concept that explains the continued participation 

of people, even under sustained crackdown of dissidents. Solidarity, mutual support and 

unity of people with common interests or goals, goes beyond love and sympathy for 

other. Kropotkin (1902) writes that solidarity is “the unconscious recognition of the force 
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that is borrowed by each man from the practice of mutual aid; of the close dependency of 

every one’s happiness upon the happiness of all; and of the sense of justice, or equity, 

which brings the individual to consider the rights of every other individual as equal to his 

own.” According to Kropotkin (1902), solidarity is essential for mutual aid and 

cooperative transformation of society. The movements I discuss in my dissertation and 

their solidarity networks that span the country, and even make international connections, 

and practice solidarity in various forms.   

A significant way that people sustain collectives and community activism in 

Istanbul is through organizing events to purposefully bring people together to have fun. 

They do this by fundraising dance parties, DIY solidarity fairs, spring celebrations like 

newroz and hıdrellez, which UNESCO declared as intagible cultural heritage (UNESCO 

2017, 2018), planting events, full moon get togethers, celebrations of political wins, film 

showings, festivals, and several other types of gatherings. In her study of Coalition of 

Immokalee Workers (CIW), which is a group of tomato farmworkers in Florida, Gouge 

(2018:182) observes that community building and sustaining social movements is about 

having fun together:  

Pleasurable experiences are a crucial factor in building this 
movement familia or community. For this movement, ensuring 
that participants have fun is part of caring for them.  

 

This, according to Gouge (2018:176), is a significant part of how people form political 

solidarity and a key factor in their successful redistribution of power from multinational 

corporations into the hands of farmworkers.” My concept of territories of solidarity 

compliments Gouge (2018)’s application of creative play, by demonstrating that in 
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addition to joy and pleasure, rooting communities of social change in particular spaces 

(such as farms, gardens, and parks) sustain these communities longer against burnout and 

exhaustion, have a larger impact, and create a memorable legacy upon which future 

movements build. Territories of solidarity as a concept not only speaks to the local 

practices of community building through collective resistance in Istanbul, but is also 

applicable globally to other grassroots social justice movements.  

Territories of solidarity provide unique opportunities to change people’s lives. 

For instance, community gardens do not only alter the form, function and meaning of 

particular sites in Istanbul, but also profoundly alters lives of people who are engaging 

with these landscapes. They experience relief from the city’s chaotic pace, alleviate their 

isolation by making new friends, network with other experiments with alternative 

economies and communal living, even quit their jobs and embark upon different projects. 

In addition, the proud and dedicated gardeners of Piyalepaşa and Yedikule Bostans, who 

have been ignored and subdued for a long time, were able to find a platform to speak 

through the mobilization to protect these historic market gardens from being razed to the 

ground. While it is an imperfect representative space, where class dynamics between 

members of civil society groups and gardeners sometimes function to silence the 

gardeners or lead them, it has resulted in the creation of a gardeners’ association, a legal 

entity that increases the legitimacy of the gardeners’ demands. These gardeners have 

expressed that this was the first time they experienced making demands for what they 

need, and present their stories in public during forums and lectures.  
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The pervasive narrative about urban life is that of a consumption hub. These 

movements have shown that it does not have to be that way, and that there are other ways 

of living in the city. These movements have also significantly shifted public debates on 

urban redevelopment, and conservation of urban ecology and cultural heritage. They have 

popularized urban gardening, and have influenced architects and planning professionals 

to incorporate productive landscapes as viable public spaces in their designs. In fact, their 

interventions have been so powerful that the state, as well as private companies have 

incorporated these ideas in their own urban greening programs, like hobby gardens, and 

new public park and garden projects. Co-opting the ideas of activists, and sometimes 

even re-appropriating the spaces they have created, state actors drain them of radical 

potentials, subdue them, and use them as political capital. Private companies have also 

developed hobby garden projects and rooftop gardens across the city, profiting from the 

dynamism of social movements. Profit based model for urban greening (discussed in 

chapters one and three), has undermined, and sometimes completely eliminated the 

abilities and efforts of civil society and ecologists to create accessible and sustainable 

urban futures (Bockman 2016; Hardt and Negri 2009). Nevertheless, collectives, 

cooperatives and activists continue to construct their conceptions of good governance, 

and confront the profit-based management of urban spaces. And they foster a deeper 

connection to the city which they inhabit, the people with whom they live, and the food 

they eat, reclaiming what constantly feels like slipping by transforming the use and 

function of urban spaces. Multidimensional and complex struggles for space imagine a 

number of “other worlds”, alterities in the context of grave injustice and inequalities. And 
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they learn to survive the volatile socio-political conditions of the state of exception 

instituted following the failed coup d’état attempt in July 2016.  

In addition, my dissertation research contributes to Turkish humanistic studies in 

an innovative way. From the travel books of 17th and 18th Century travelers, to modern 

novels, traditional, classic or pop songs, and poems, both from the Ottoman and Republic 

era, for instance Sait Faik Abasıyanık, and the socialist poet Nazım Hikmet, the plant life 

of Istanbul -- its monumental and fruits trees, and its flowers -- find life in countless 

stories. This “idyllic fascination” (Heynen and Perkins 2005:100)50 that spans centuries 

with the natural wonders of the city, such as the Bosporus and its shores, the golden horn, 

and the hills that provide scenic adventures across the city, is a significant part of 

Istanbul’s identity. My dissertation develops a unique approach to Istanbul’s natural 

landscape by adapting political ecology as a theoretical framework.  

My dissertation also develops an informed platform to help advocate for effective, 

more participatory and sustainable urban planning practices. The most prevalent public 

opinion about Istanbul’s urbanization is that it has been experiencing unplanned growth 

for decades. People attribute every urban problem we experience today, from traffic 

congestion, deficiency of social services (hospitals, schools, public transportation) to 

scarcity of green spaces and destruction of urban nature, to the lack of urban planning. 

The absence of planning is also often expressed as a place holder for absence of 

modernization. I argue that Istanbul’s redevelopment is, in fact, planned to make Istanbul 

                                                
50 Heynen and Perkins (2005) aptly describe Milwaukee residents’ love for the city’s greenery, such as 
trees, parks, forests, as “idyllic fascination,” which is the reason, historically, there were significant public 
commitment to Milwaukee’s environmental integrity through government programs 
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into a “global city,” which serves the interests of the economic and political elite over 

ecological integrity and public welfare. The claim that urbanization in Istanbul is 

unplanned and myopic does not fully explain the patterns in Istanbul. First, it assumes 

that a good plan, a technically sound and rational plan, will bring a healthy urbanization. 

But we have to think about, analyze and interrogate according to whose interest and what 

vision a comprehensive urban plan is devised. Good for progress and economic growth, 

does not mean good for the people. Planning does not protect against corruption or 

misuse of power, neither does the legal framework that regulates planning. In fact, many 

of the destructive development projects are approved and implemented under the 

auspices of improvements for the safety, wellbeing and prosperity of the public. 

Development projects are guided by political gains, symbolic impact and budget, above 

the determination of the needs of the public, and long term social and environmental 

impact.  

Secondly, all redevelopment, revitalization and infrastructure projects in Istanbul 

have plans. Every district has its own plan that is drawn in accordance to Istanbul’s 

regional master plan, revised when amendments are made to the master plan. Istanbul is 

not without plans, neither are the series of infrastructure and redevelopment plans causing 

irrevocable damage to the city’s cultural fabric, natural landscapes and wellbeing of its 

residents. The problem is that these plans do not involve a concrete vision for a just and 

sustainable city for all. Moreover, they are frequently altered, which makes the existing 

plans obsolete.  
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And lastly, master plans and private property rights tend to clash. In a city that no 

longer has viable open, available space for new projects, the state institutions have to 

devise a plan to create space. When it comes to large infrastructure and energy projects, 

the state has more incentive (both politically and economically) to sequester land. It is a 

lot less plausible for the state to sequester land without protest in order to build more 

parks and public spaces. The culprit is not the lack of a proper plan in Istanbul. It is the 

elite interests according to which Istanbul and its many redevelopment and infrastructure 

projects have been planned. There are plans, reports, regulations that covers all realms of 

public life. Plans, reports and regulations are easily molded. Rather we need to be critical 

of planning in general, always ask for whom and question the benefits garnered from 

particular decisions are made.  

I also argue that the production, not the destruction, of Istanbul’s green spaces is 

increasingly an embedded feature of the planning visions among state officials, planning 

and architecture professionals, and members of civil society. Through case studies of 

multiple sites across the city, I demonstrate how competing social actors symbolically 

and materially produce new socio-natures, by investing both capital and volunteer labor. 

By focusing on the production of green spaces in Istanbul, I do not mean to argue that the 

green landscapes of the city have not been destroyed or are not threatened by the decades 

long expansion and redevelopment. It is a demonstrable fact that the recent mega 

infrastructure projects and the neighborhood redevelopment completely transform not 

only the geography but also the ecology of the city, especially with the projected 

expansion of the city into the Northern forests. The destruction, however, tells only one 
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side of the story. As we focus on the destruction not only do we neglect to see how urban 

greening projects enroll mainstream environmental discourses as well as green aesthetics 

into their visions of modernity and development, but also we oversee the how new social 

movements make claims on urban green spaces, and become stakeholders in these spaces.  

I move beyond the discourse of scarcity that permeates the debates on urban 

ecology and redevelopment. I argue that my research object is not elusive. It is 

everywhere, tangible and in constant circulation. The prevalent discourse on scarcity 

makes us less likely to pay attention to or deliberate critically the socio-ecological and 

economic impact of urban greening projects. The discourse of scarcity with regards to 

green landscapes in Istanbul is implicitly and explicitly a part of the commodification of 

nature in state interventions in public spaces and the residential real estate development. 

And it makes us more likely to ignore the radical potentials of mutual aid networks that 

form vis-a-vie the vulnerable urban green landscapes. Focusing on material and symbolic 

production of green landscapes gives us clues about what urban nature motivates, and 

how we might protect the remaining vulnerable landscapes from the ongoing pillage.  

 

Future Research Program 

My dissertation is a starting point for further research in various directions. In my 

interviews with urban planners and architects, and my investigation into redevelopment 

projects in Istanbul and the opposition to these projects, I noticed that professional 

organizations of experts have a large role in not only legitimizing these projects, but also 

shaping up the direction of opposition. State, developers and social movements marshal 
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expert opinions to further their own interests. A research project on the political uses of 

expert opinion in both advancing and opposing urban redevelopment would expand the 

discussion I develop in my dissertation.  

Another potential future research topic would be a comprehensive examination of 

the emerging food cooperative and ecological cooperative movements across Turkey, 

which present compelling opportunities for social change. New scholar-activist projects 

that focus on formation of new activist identities (for instance, life defenders” “defenders 

of gardens,” and “urban defenders” are some of the titles right to the city activists have 

taken on in Istanbul) would explain in depth how grassroots movements transform 

people’s lives. In addition, a detailed investigation of internal dynamics of collective and 

cooperative movements, such as how do people organize and regulate their communities 

and spaces, how do they make decisions, and how do they resolve conflict, would create 

a knowledge base for future grassroots initiatives for creating commons.  

The debates that emerged in the struggles to prevent the destruction of historic 

market gardens made an impact in architecture and landscape architecture profession in 

rethinking public spaces, and the role of productive landscapes. However, issues of labor 

divisions and equity in access to public spaces have not been in the forefront. A critical 

study that examines the impact of differential access to public resources in Istanbul have 

on the experience of green spaces and labor practices in construction of public spaces 

would provide much needed analysis for policy recommendations. We all want parks; we 

all want beautiful, comfortable and safe places to enjoy in the city. But we also need 

institutions in place that will expand access to these places by everyone, not just the 
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wealthy or otherwise privileged people that have free time and money for leisure. Some 

activist-scholars have documented the number of work casualties in construction sector in 

Istanbul. But there is a need for more in-depth analysis of labor practices in Istanbul’s 

redevelopment. “Making it better” has to involve a discussion on for whom, and the 

answer needs to be honest about the existing disparities in urban spaces, as well as the 

lack of policy protections for the vulnerable populations and sites.  

 

Conclusion 

Roma Bostan is a place where I began a direct relationship with Istanbul’s land 

and soil, and where I felt a sense of belonging and deep attachment to the city, several 

years after being uprooted. I have a unique experience of growing new roots through 

cultivating this patch of land and community, in a city, in which I was born but left as a 

teenager. The places and the people I met during this research have provided me with 

incomparable educational experiences, as well as friends and communities that I can rely 

on. While I am clearly attached to the spaces and movements I examine in my 

dissertation, I am also cautious about overromanticizing them or exaggerating their scope 

or impact in the larger, and very grim picture of the future of Istanbul and Turkey, as the 

current volatile political climate intensifies, and the government expands anti-democratic 

tactics to preserve its power. At the same time, as my dissertation documents the multi-

directional power struggles in remaking Istanbul, several initiatives are setting 

precedence with their dedicated interventions both in advocacy work and in cultivating 

land in unexpected ways. In a troubled democracy, new urban social movements find 
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opportunities to introduce new frameworks to interrupt profit schemes. What I hope is 

that my research is able to provide a critical approach to urban greening schemes that 

commodify nature without benefiting inhabitants and the environment. In addition, I hope 

that my research also cautions readers against adapting, without a critical lens, the 

popular trends such as the “green economics,” and “green living,” which provide market-

oriented solutions to problems that capitalism generates in the first place. And I hope that 

my research broadcasts the dynamic ideas about the burgeoning possibilities of another 

world that come out of Istanbul to a wider audience. Whereas our cities are drivers of 

capital accumulation and advance the political interests of the ruling elite, urban 

commons point to the potentials of radical change through mutual aid.  
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