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During the last twenty years, the influence of Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1980) 
and Henri Lefebvre’s Production of Space (1974) has led a number of social science 
researchers to consider the meaning, appropriation and division of space (Harvey, 1996; 
Brenner, 2004; Massey, 2005; Elden, 2007). Lefebvre was one of the first to emphasize the 
capitalist production of urban space and to propose an alternative urban planning based on the 
right to the city and the using value of the city for the inhabitants (Lefebvre, 1968). Following 
the legacy of Lefebvre, authors such as Harvey (2009) and Soja (2010) focused on the link 
between space and neoliberalism, and consider the current urban policies as the spatialization 
of neoliberalism and the reproduction of social and spatial injustice. 
In this article I analyse urban planning in Turkey as one of the examples of this neoliberal 
restructuring according to which the city is shaped more by the logic of the market than by the 
needs of its inhabitants (Balaban, 2010). Against this tendency, many inhabitants, especially 
in informal neighbourhoods try to organize themselves in independent structures and 
developed their own local protest cultures. Their protest campaigns and their daily, 
unspectacular survival struggles challenge the connection between urbanization and 
civilization as claimed in neoliberal “development” concepts (Mayer, 2012: 79). In other 
words, the state’s desire to renew these areas constitutes a direct threat to the community’s 
shared identity, thereby triggering resistance.  
Two cases from Turkey have been selected due to the intensive urbanization undertaken by 
the AKPi government and because this process has dramatically affected the living 
environments of these different communities. These cases – 1 Mayis and Sulukule 
neighbourhoods – are two neighbourhoods located in Istanbul. Comparing examples of 
resistance to urban planning identifies some of the ways in which identity and space are 
addressed by these protests, and this article outlines several instances of this type of resistance 
that is directed towards more self-determined living conditions, highlighting the role of 
identity and space in the emergence of the resistance. By building their houses and 
neighbourhood, these semi-informal settlement dwellers produced spaces in alternative forms 
to those dictated by the market and state codes (Fawaz, 2009: 836). 
The two investigated locations were chosen for the reason that they are both the subject of a 
controversial urban transformation project generating protest and criticism in public opinion. 
This choice was also motivated by the fact that the neighborhoods mentioned are known for 
their ethnic characteristics, and have been the object of prejudices concerning the inhabitants’ 
lifestyles, political orientations and ethnic origins.  
Evidence for this presentation was drawn from detailed interviews with dwellers, developers 
and associations as well as public officials who have been involved in planning projects or in 
neighbourhoods and city in order to propose alternative projects or to protest against the 
existing ones. Official documents, public reports, advisory reports and letters from 
international organizations, brochures, alternative project descriptions and presentations from 
associations have been collected. Archival searches were also conducted in daily journal 
records (Radikal and Hurriyet) to follow the chronological development of the subject. The 
fieldwork was undertaken in two phases: the first phase took place between March and May 
2011 in Istanbul to ensure the first contact with inhabitants and civil society representatives 
and activists involved in Sulukule and 1 Mayis. This phase aimed to observe the acts of 
resistance in everyday life to analyze how the inhabitants perceive their living environment 
and what this space means in the construction of identity and protest. Inhabitants affected by 



urban transformation projects, activists fighting against the destruction of the neighborhoods, 
and associations or platforms working to organize resistance were questioned via in-depth 
interviews. Participatory observations, informal discussions and participation in meetings, 
seminars and associations’ activities have also been realized. Members of the Association of 
Sulukule Lovers, Resistance Atelier, Planner without Borders and Movement for an Urbanism 
for Society for the case of Sulukule and Association of 2nd September, Association of Tunceli, 
Socialist Party for Oppressed People and the Association for Rights and Liberties for the case 
of 1 Mayis were the main interlocutors in my interviews. In the second phase of the 
fieldwork, I privileged focus-group interviews mostly with activists (Sulukule Lovers and 
Association of 2 September) and officials.  
In my paper, I will particularly focus on the interaction between inhabitants and external 
advocacy networks during the mobilization process. 
 
 
 
 
                                                
i The AKP (Justice and Development Party) is led by R.T. Erdogan, the current prime minister of Turkey. The 
AKP is a moderate Islamist party and was founded in 2001 after the disbanding of the Virtue Party. The AKP 
started its third term of government in June 2011. 


