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The protest encampment established by the workers of TEKEL (meaning ‘monopoly’
in Turkish), the privatized former state enterprise that had held a monopoly on
the production of tobacco and alcoholic beverages since 1925, stood in downtown
Ankara for two and a half months despite the harsh winter conditions of 2010. The
encampment created significant political impetus although it was ultimately not
successful in obtaining its goals. Nevertheless, the camp was significant in terms
of the spatial formation of public space. Pursuant to the global wave of protests in
2011, apart from being a response to the deprivation created by neo-liberalism, the
TEKEL resistance also generated a particular form of urban spatial encampment.
This article discusses the formation of the TEKEL encampment and the applicable
embodied practices that emerged from it. The TEKEL encampment is dealt with in
two ways. On the one hand, it is investigated amidst the processes of appropriation
of public urban space. On the other hand, it is explored through the lens of the
TEKEL workers’ nomadic living conditions, dictated to them by the neo-liberal
employment regime.

political encampment
protest camp
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politics of public space
Sakarya District
Ankara
nomadic architecture

On December 17, 2009, workers who had arrived from different provinces
·
began to gather in front of the headquarters of Türk-Iş, the largest union
confederation in Turkey located in downtown Ankara. This was not a planned
event but a spontaneous gathering. The protestors were employed in TEKEL,
the privatized former state enterprise that produced tobacco and alcoholic
beverages. The previous two days had witnessed a dispersed series of protests
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·
in various locations in the city, including Abdi Ipekçi Park in the city centre and
the headquarters of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma
Partisi, AKP) in power, which is located five kilometres outside the centre.
Since the police did not allow for the unification of different factions, small
groups of workers and the police force dispersing them clashed frequently in
different parts of the city during these two days. The government was determined to prevent a mass rally; hence the measures rapidly grew harsher.
Finally, both the crowd in front of the AKP headquarters and those gathered
·
in Abdi Ipekçi Park were evacuated by force. It was immediately following
the evacuation of the park that the scattered workers wandering in the streets
·
filled with tear gas began to arrive at Türk-Iş just a few blocks away. This
spontaneous re-gathering would ignite the most significant political protest
of recent years in Turkey. Soon, the workers would begin building tents that
would rapidly turn into an encampment and stand for more than two months
in spite of the harsh winter conditions [Figure 1].1�
The resistance tents of the workers quickly became a symbol of class
politics and formed an alternative to the fruitless conflict between secularism and Islamism that has dominated the political sphere in Turkey since
the late 1990s. The encampment attracted a significant number of solidarity visitors as well as left-wing activists who lived in the encampment and
supported the logistics of daily life. Aside from the political impetus it created,
the TEKEL resistance was also significant in terms of the spatial forms of
political protest in Turkey. Although mass rallies in major cities (especially
Istanbul and Ankara) – drawing also on participation from other cities – have
been common, the encampment that stood in the city centre for two and a
half months introduced a new form of public space. If we remember Hannah
Arendt’s insistence that the public space (of appearance) ‘does not always
exist’ but is reconstructed each time with the social agents’ participation in
it, it becomes clear that the form of ‘nomadic’ dwelling introduced by the
encampment produces a new form of public space.2�

Mehmet Özer.

Figure 1: The tents of the TEKEL encampment.
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Protest camps have been erected in different parts of the world in response
to various political developments especially in the second half of the twentieth
century. Yet, the political encampment located in the city centre has become
the trademark of the global tide of protest that has become effective since
late 2010. From the ‘Democracy Village’ in London’s Parliament Square to
the tents in Cairo’s Tahrir Square; from the Indignants’ encampment in Puerte
del Sol in Madrid to those in Zuccotti Park in New York City, protests globally
have been realized through similar spatial forms. Although there are affinities
between the TEKEL encampment in Ankara and this global trend, it is crucial
to note that there are a number of peculiarities that separate the TEKEL protest
from those that followed. First of all, in contrast to the heterogeneous character of the current wave of protests in terms of their demands and participant
profiles, the TEKEL protest was a rather homogeneous working-class action
·
pursued via the organizational body of a trade union (Tekgıda-Iş). Secondly,
although it was seen as a spark that would start a new era in terms of popular
movements (as are the global protests), it was not successful in achieving its
goals. Despite its significance as an event, the TEKEL resistance proved to be
an indicator of the fading power of the unions and the organized power of the
working class in Turkey. These aspects differentiate the case of TEKEL resistance from the global tide of protests especially in terms of political contents as
well as the organizational forms.
Although the TEKEL resistance precedes the protest camps of 2011, it
shares with them the crucial common features of being a response to systemic
deprivation created by neo-liberalism.3� Moreover, this commonality also
extends to the particular architectural form of the encampment, albeit with
certain distinctions that I will address below. In this article, I will analyse the
TEKEL resistance in terms of the rearticulation of public space through spatial
practices of political protest. My analyses are mainly based on personal observations of the encampment site, although I have also made use of studies
conducted by various researchers. The political encampment is a particular
architectural form that gives shape to the political appropriation of public
space. Yet, in places where state power limits the effective use of public space,
as in the case of Turkey, the protest camp can be utilized not only to occupy
public space but also to reconstruct it within the urban fabric. I relate the
architectural form of the protest camp to the meaning of dwelling in the age
of neo-liberalism. I argue that the camp is an expression of the nomadic living
conditions dictated to the workers by the neo-liberal employment regime
forcing them to move between jobs. In this regard, the encampment can also
be seen as a spatial response to the workers’ social existence in Turkey as they
are being relocated within the standardized apartment blocks constructed in
recent years by the Mass Housing Administration (Toplu Konut İdaresi, TOKİ).
Finally, a general discussion of protest encampments facilitates a better understanding of the TEKEL resistance, the urban context within which it emerged,
as well as the spatial experience of the encampment itself.

The Protest Encampment
Protest encampments have been constructed in different parts of the world
since the second half of the twentieth century.4� They have functioned as events
to expand the influence of rallies and demonstrations by stretching their existence in space and time. Since the mass rally interrupts the everyday life that
normally takes place in its location, its power stems from the temporary shock

79

Bülent Batuman

it creates. The encampment, in contrast, builds on its ambiguous character
fluctuating between temporariness and permanence. The protest camp can
last for a very long time, yet it is always ready to be dismantled. Moreover,
its ambiguity is also inscribed in its spatial form: the campsite simultaneously
contains an exterior and an interior. It is, quite obviously, located outside; the
camp by definition implies an open space activity. Yet, it also defines an inte
rior with both the enclosed spaces it constructs and the clear boundaries
it creates with the exterior world in terms of the social and political differences it serves to underline. The protest camp emerges in contrast to an
existing social order it wishes to abandon, at least within its own territory.5�
Therefore, the political encampment is an architectural phenomenon combining the event and the site.6� Its erection is a political event on its own; hence,
its physical existence is a political statement. And yet, it also serves as a site
that embodies the real possibility of creating an alternative social order.
Although there have been singular cases of protest camps linked to particular issues in recent history, a significant wave of protest camps was the series
of peace camps in the 1980s. A product of the Cold War, the peace camps
were usually located outside military bases calling for the disarmament or the
dismantling of the bases. In the following decade, camps raising ecological
issues were established within the same framework. While the earliest examples of this protest trajectory were the anti-road camps in Britain, there were
also those protesting against nuclear waste sites. In the 2000s, the environmentalist struggles gained impetus via global networks and climate camps
were established in the United Kingdom as well as in other places such as
Russia and Iceland. The first decade of the twenty-first century witnessed
new forms of social movements, which took up the protest camp as a major
tool. These movements targeted the expansion of neo-liberalism through
free-market and free-trade regulations across the globe. As the World Social
Forum (WSF) organizations began to take place, the G8 summits became
scenes operationalized for mass protests. The short-term protest camps in
Seattle (1999), Prague (2000) and Genoa (2001) resulted in the relocation of
the summits in rather smaller cities, such as Evian (2003), Gleneagles (2005)
and Heiligendamm (2007).7� While anti-globalization protests evolved into
an alternative globalization movement through the WSF organizations, the
second half of the decade witnessed ‘No border’ camps, defending freedom
of movement against measures taken to control human migration especially
in Europe. Finally, the protests that spread worldwide following the recent
uprisings in North Africa were characterized by the protest encampments
built in major city squares, the most striking (and inspiring) one being that in
Tahrir Square in Cairo.
This brief history reveals that the protest camp has gradually become a
significant form of peaceful political action. In this regard, it is not possible
to miss the global character of the protest camp. Being global here not only
refers to the existence of such camps in different parts of the world simultaneously; the protest camp, as a particular spatial form, emerges where the issue
at stake itself has a global character.8 Beginning with the anti-war camps of
the 1980s, the protest camps emerged as nodes of an international network of
resistance. More correctly, where there has been an issue of protest that had
an international character, the protestors chose to deploy the protest camp as
an instrument. A major reason for this was simply the fact that an international/global question leads to the assembly of an international group of activists. When there are people moving across borders to protest, the question
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of accommodation emerges as an obvious practical concern. However, there
is more to the global character of the protest camp. Significantly, an agenda
effective beyond a particular locality transforms even the local protestors into
outsiders; it distances them from their localities even if they physically remain
in customary surroundings. They become part of a global network and detach
themselves from their everyday lives. Hence, they turn into nomads, similar to
their foreign compatriots arriving from different countries.
The experience of the camp then is inherently nomadic; it presents a
condition of ‘collective homelessness’, which requires a certain level of
detachment from home.9� In this respect, the protest camps of the twentyfirst century clearly share the common ground of being nomadic sites within
the integrated globe of neo-liberalism. This integration links all issues of
protest to each other, either through shared consequences (climate change),
shared threats (control of migration) or simply a shared enemy (transnational
capital). Here, before further dwelling on the nomadic struggle generated by
the protest camp through the case of the TEKEL encampment, I shall provide
a brief discussion on the background of TEKEL resistance.

Background: Neo-liberalization in Turkey
Since the 1980s, scholars have analysed various aspects of economic neo-liberalization and its social and political effects. Although its extensive use has
made it harder to present a clear definition of the term, neo-liberalism is generally characterized by privatization of state enterprises, market deregulations,
cuts in welfare expenditures, flexible labour market laws and the financialization of capital.10� Yet, as Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore have pointed out,
although neo-liberalism implicates a transnational mobility, it assumes different social and institutional forms in different contexts.11� Hence, it is necessary
to detail the particular forms of neo-liberal restructuring in Turkey, which is
very much related to the emergence of TEKEL resistance. A major aspect of
the neo-liberal programme implemented in the 1980s was the privatization of
state enterprises across various sectors. These enterprises produced a major
portion of the gross national product in the fields of energy and mining and
formed approximately 30 per cent of the overall industrial production.12� The
privatization of these enterprises proliferated in the following decades and
required powerful governments since they met with working-class resistance.
Nevertheless, the pace of privatization gradually increased and reached its
peak after 2002 under the AKP.13� Similar to other cases of neo-liberal restructuring, the wave of privatization was coupled with a significant decrease in
the level of wages and unionization and an increase in working hours due
to flexible employment mechanisms.14� Thus, the level of unionized workers
fell to 57.5 per cent by 2009. The rate of unionization, moreover, was 5.9 per
cent in late 2011 (which was 10 per cent in 2001), the lowest among OECD
members.15� The number of workers included in collective agreements fell
from 786,000 to 365,000 between 1990 and 2009.�16
Within this context, TEKEL was a major enterprise that went through all
of the above-mentioned processes. The company lost an important portion
of its market ratio due to the lifting of monopolies on cigarette production in
1986. In 2001, the export of tobacco was permitted and the prices were left to
market determination. In the same year, 24 TEKEL plants were closed down.
The company was divided into parts with the intent that they would be privatized separately in 2003. With the ultimate privatization of these components,
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the involvement of the state in the production and sale of tobacco and alcoholic beverages came to an end in 2008.17� While TEKEL had 30,124 workers in 2001, the number fell to 12,000 in 2008. Most of the workers who had
been employed in the privatized sections were laid off.18� For the remaining
workers, the government began working on a temporary employment status,
which would lead to the TEKEL resistance in Ankara.19� Meanwhile, the
TEKEL workers organized anti-privatization protests. In 2001, workers from
various provinces met in Istanbul and protested against the laying off of
around 4,000 TEKEL workers. Similarly, in 2003, they protested against the
new labour regulations and the general policy of privatization. In 2006–08
workers protested against the closing of various sections and factories in different provinces. Finally, with the announcement of the closing down of TEKEL
in December 2009, the 10,000 remaining workers were given the single option
to give up their existing benefits and apply for the temporary employment
status. Their response was to demand a re-employment plan in other state
enterprises that would include their existing conditions of contract.

The Site and the Rise of the TEKEL Encampment
The TEKEL encampment took place in Ankara’s Kızılay District. This district,
which is today’s city centre, was originally built as an upper-class neighbourhood intended to develop around the new Government Quarter. At
the centre of the district sat Kızılay Square, an open space with two parks
facing each other along Atatürk Boulevard, the main axis of the city running
in a north–south direction.20� Kızılay Square was envisaged as the stage for a
modern lifestyle by the republican elite. Yet, with the city’s rapid growth in
the post-war era, it gradually became a public space shared by diverse social
actors. Moreover, it became the locale that would house student protests in
1960, making it the primary political space in the city.21 From then on, Kızılay
Square would be the major locale for mass meetings in Ankara. Yet, within the
context of the Cold War, Turkey witnessed the rise of political violence that
suppressed such movements. While the 1970s witnessed bloody clashes, the
military intervention in 1980 suppressed all kinds of political activities, closing
down parties and organizations as well as the National Assembly.
The rise of political violence repressing grassroots movements went hand
in hand with the destruction of public spaces in major cities. Kızılay Square,
within this context, gradually turned into a traffic junction. Due to increasing
traffic and the widening of the vehicular traffic lane, the parks and the promenade along Atatürk Boulevard were gradually squeezed out. Meanwhile,
frequent commercial and leisure activities that formerly took place in the
square had already expanded into the secondary streets around the square.
·
With the expansion of the city centre, an additional belt developed along Izmir,
Kumrular, Yüksel and Sakarya Streets, and parts of these streets were pedestrianized in time [Figure 2]. Pedestrianization began with Sakarya Street
·
and its surroundings in 1978 and was followed by Izmir and Yüksel Streets
in the 1980s. Although these sub-spaces around the square were connected
via pedestrian overpasses, the increasing vehicular traffic and the expulsion
of the pedestrians from the square resulted in the separation and functional
specialization of these districts.22 While Kumrular Street functioned as an
·
extension of the Government Quarter, Izmir Street worked as a shopping axis
connecting apartment buildings with passages on ground floors specializing
in garments. Yüksel District housed a number of civil organizations as well
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Google Earth.

Figure 2: Satellite image showing the Kızılay area.
as bookstores and private educational facilities, which turned it into a locale
preferred by the youth. Sakarya District, in this spatial specialization, assumed
the role of a gastronomical quarter mainly known for its bars.
The decline of Kızılay Square as an open space and the disruption of the
continuous character of the centre turned these sub-spaces into secluded
locales with specific functions. In the meantime, the historical role of the
square as the public space of the city also deteriorated. Political demonstrations
were banned in the square with the claim that such events created security
threats due to the square’s proximity to the National Assembly; yet, it was
frequently used for non-political gatherings such as concerts and celebrations
of sports events. Nevertheless, the square was occupied for mass meetings
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at times especially during the 1990s, when the governments were weak and
the hegemony of the political establishment was under pressure from the
Kurdish and Islamist oppositions. In the 2000s, however, the gradual institution of the AKP’s hegemonic power was mirrored in the strict exercise of
the ban on demonstrations in Kızılay Square.23 This was a clear attempt to
eradicate the political connotations of the square in collective memory and an
illustration of a new conception of urban public space that excluded politics.
Here, public space came to be understood as a space of gathering controlled
by authorities. Accordingly, Kızılay Square has often been a stage for events
linked to traditional cultural practices in tune with the conservative stance of
the government. Nevertheless, urban life is surprisingly capable of creating its
own spaces of resistance. Beginning with the 1990s, Yüksel Street assumed
the role of a political site for protest in the city centre due in part to its peculiar
demographics bringing together civil organizations and the youth. Especially
with the erection of the Human Rights Monument in the street in 1990, the
area turned into the site of frequent political demonstrations.24
Within this context, it is even more unexpected to see the Sakarya area, one
of the bar districts of the city, becoming the site of a major protest, and one that
further assumed an unanticipated form – that of the protest encampment. As
mentioned above, this was a spontaneous consequence of the events that took
place in the few days following the arrival of the TEKEL workers in Ankara. The
workers who arrived on December 15, 2009 met with a series of obstacles and,
after lengthy negotiations with the governors’ office, they were taken to a sports
·
centre to spend the night. The next day, they were directed to Abdi Ipekçi Park
downtown, while some groups managed to return to the AKP headquarters.
The workers refused to leave their places since they did not receive any attention
from the government and most of them spent the second night out in the open.
Finally, on December 17, the workers were dispersed brutally by the police with
excessive use of tear gas. Some of the workers were thrown into the pool in the
park, while some of them voluntarily jumped in to avoid the debilitating effects
of tear gas. While opposition parties and civil organizations circulated statements protesting against the excessive violence exercised by the police, work·
ers began to gather at the Türk-Iş headquarters. The following days witnessed
small protests by the workers in and around the union building while union
leaders attempted to meet with government officials. Meanwhile, the number
of workers grew with small groups arriving in Ankara evading police control at
the city gates and ordinary people also began to visit in order to express solidarity. Finally, on December 23, the union declared that the workers would stay in
Ankara and continue their resistance until an agreement was reached.25 �
Following the union’s announcement calling for continuous action, the workers began to group together with respect to their union branches, which organized locally in terms of provinces. Each branch established its own tent, first with
their own resources and then with contributions collected from various organizations. Therefore, the tents were the actual spaces representing the branches
of the union; in a sense, the national organization of the union was reconstituted in physical form within the actual boundaries of the district, with the union
headquarters as a focal point. The encampment became a spatial representation of the union as a body; the tents were the cells of this body, albeit reorganized in a different spatial order. The actual distances between provinces were
now collapsed within the compressed space of the encampment. The implosion of distance had crucial outcomes since it forced the geographical differences
inscribed in provincial identities to confront each other within the same space.
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The most significant of these differences was the ethnic identities that
are encoded within the names of the provinces. People from the Black Sea
region are automatically assumed to be conservative individuals with high
nationalist sentiments whereas those from the Kurdish provinces are implicitly
associated with the separatist PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party). This confrontation was openly vocalized by the workers throughout the interviews made
with them.26 Since the Kurdish question is one of the most critical items in
the nation’s political agenda, all of the workers faced their ‘challengers’ in
the encampment. In this regard, although the encampment brought together
people with shared interests, it also served as the site of contestation for
conflicting (ethnic) identities. All of the interviewed workers declared that their
views with regard to the ‘others’ had changed through the experience of the
encampment. The shared experience eroded the workers’ local identities and
forced them to assume a cosmopolitan identity; they became nomads unlinked
to particular social contexts. Slogans emphasizing ‘the brotherhood of Turkish
and Kurdish workers’ and claiming that the Kurdish problem was ‘truly solved
in the encampment’ were frequently cited by the workers in the interviews:
We often visit the other tents. Last night we were in the Diyarbakır
tent. You know, Diyarbakır is always associated with terrorists on TV.
But they joined our resistance. When I was still in Tokat, I was sceptical. But we got to know each other. We came together, sat, conversed,
had fun together and realized that we are all the same.27
You know, our Prime Minister talks about [Kurdish] opening; we have
already created the opening here. Those from the East, the West, the South
and the North; the Laz, the Circassian, the Kurd and the Turk have blended
here. We share our dinner plates. We sit in the tents together and chat.�28
The same shift in perception was also valid for gender identities. The men and
women sometimes had to literally share the collective beds inside the tents in
the encampment. This was a huge transformation for both of the sexes; most
of the workers, both male and female were coming from conservative backgrounds with strictly defined gender roles and limited socialization with the
opposite sex. Yet, although they took on the gender roles expected of them
(women mostly doing the cooking and the cleaning) in the beginning, soon
they began to collaborate in the daily tasks and to interact with each other:
This has been a different experience for me; I have changed […] I learned
to express myself here. Before, I couldn’t express my ideas as a woman,
because I hadn’t had the opportunity. Our branch in Bitlis […] I mean it
is a small province; it is not big like Ankara. Here I have observed that the
women also have the right to be as free as the men. [This place] gives you
the sense that the woman can be in everything, that her voice can be heard,
that she has the chance to express her feelings and ideas, and herself.�29
You know, normally, when a man and a woman come together, people
would begin gossiping. Here, we never experienced gender discrimination. We chat freely with the opposite sex, and vice versa […] We can
talk to our male friends and share our problems. There is no gossip.30
The social experience inside the political encampment is determined by two
major elements: the internal governance of the camp and the learning process
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that takes place within it.31 The internal organization in the TEKEL encampment rested on the actual organization of the union. Although this structure
gave the union officials certain powers, a number of factors ultimately reduced
their control over the encampment. The first of these factors was the fact that
·
both the union and the Türk-Iş confederation were reluctant to extend the duration of the protests and eager to negotiate with the government.32 The uncompromising attitude of the government forced the union officials to give in to the
bottom-up pressure of the workers and this also significantly reduced their initiative in directing the resistance.33 Within this context, the tents became ‘open
spaces’ where the workers discussed issues, made decisions and co-educated
themselves.34 In addition to the internal tension within the union organization,
the encampment as a particular social environment also supported horizontal
decision-making processes. Moreover, the daily life in the camp was collectively
organized and was in a sense inherently ‘socialist’.35 Finally, the spatial characteristics of the encampment allowed for only limited control over boundaries – to
which point I will return below. As a result, political parties and other organizations also built tents within the encampment, which would normally have been
seen as an intervention that disturbed the union’s authority.
With the reduced control of the union on the governance of the
encampment, the workers felt free to speak individually (to the media) as
representatives of the resistance.36 This, in return, increased each individual’s involvement in different kinds of interactions with fellow workers, union
leaders, political activists, etc. The intensification of interactions allowed the
enrichment of experiences and the transformation of the campers’ consciousness. The personal transformation of the protest campers is a topic that has
been discussed to a certain extent.37 However, the political encampment also
provided an opportunity to learn and to change, which is the second element
that shaped the social experience within the camp. As illustrated with the
above-quoted comments of the workers, their ideas regarding various subjects
radically transformed through their experience in the encampment.

Encampment as Public Space
City squares function as important public spaces in different cities with
distinct cultural and political contexts. They serve as open spaces in which
everyday activities juxtapose with political events. Moreover, this juxtaposition allows for the politicization of the otherwise mundane practices, turning the city dwellers into political subjects even if they are not always directly
involved in political actions. Arendt has famously defined public space as the
‘space of appearance’, where ‘I appear to others as others appear to me, where
men [sic] exist not merely like other living or inanimate things but make their
appearance explicitly’.38� Moreover, she reminds us of two significant aspects
of public space: that ‘it does not always exist’ and that people cannot ‘live
in it all the time’. What we can derive from these propositions in terms of
the spatiality of public space is that public space is not an ahistorical element
that has a life of its own but a social construct that requires social relations to
produce it. And with the caution that our existence in public space is always
temporary – that is, our everyday lives cannot be consumed within public
space – it becomes clear that the public space needs to be socially reproduced through our repetitive spatial practices. As Henri Lefebvre emphasizes
with the concept of rhythmanalysis, everyday life has a multi-layered character, which is a result of the overlapping repetitive cycles that occur in urban
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space.39 The same is valid for political events: it is the repetition of such activities in certain spaces that makes them public spaces in collective memory.
Urban space, for Lefebvre, is like ‘flaky mille-feuille pastry’ in which practices and meanings ‘interpenetrate one another and/or superimpose themselves upon one another’.40 Therefore, the analysis of public space requires
the examination of ‘layers’ of everyday activities and their spatial formation
along with the explicitly political practices performed therein.
If we return to the TEKEL encampment in the light of this dual focus,
two dimensions should be addressed in analysing the Sakarya District. The
first is the architectural vocabulary of the area as a pedestrian zone, which is
compatible with the spatial character of the encampment. The second is the
relation of the area to Kızılay Square at the edge of the centre. As opposed to
the square as an open space, the pedestrian zone is a series of open and semiopen spaces, which is significant not only in terms of the spatial practices they
generate but also the quality of being a ‘space of appearance’.
An analysis of the spatial character of the area would show that, the Sakarya
pedestrian zone is composed of five intersecting streets: Sakarya and Tuna
Streets running in an east–west direction and Selanik, I·nkılap and Bayındır
Streets running north–south [Figure 3]. The buildings along the streets are
generally five to six storeys high, with the exception of the fourteenth-floor
Social Security Organization (Sosyal Sigortalar Kurumu, SSK) building. This
building was an important locale, housing shops, offices and even bars; nevertheless, it was undergoing renovation and was thus vacant during the TEKEL
resistance. Following the pedestrianization of the area in the late 1970s, the

Meltem Al et al., ‘Kentsel Odaklar’, in Ankara Kent Atlası, ed. Güven Arif Sargın
(Ankara: Mimarlar Odası Ankara Şubesi, 2012).

Figure 3: Map of Sakarya District.
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streets gradually transformed and adapted to the requirements of daily uses,
sometimes through designed interventions but mostly by individual initiatives of the property owners. The street furniture (benches, steps, low walls,
sculpture pedestals, portable umbrellas, canopies and sunshades) in the area
allows for the occupation of space for eating and sitting through the afternoon
and until late in the evening.41 Moreover, the area includes semi-permanent
structures such as flower kiosks and newspaper stands, which further diminish the scale of open spaces in certain parts. As a result, the open spaces in the
district range from 5 metres to 25 metres in width. Within this spatial context,
the tents did not disturb the ongoing outdoor activities (which were already
reduced due to the winter conditions) but on the contrary created new niches
as well as new users.
·
The tents were erected along Tuna Street, on which the Türk-Iş head·
quarters is located, as well as on the intersecting Inkılap and Bayındır streets.
They blocked the ground floors of the buildings, most of which were occupied
by bars and restaurants. Interestingly, the owners and the staff of the bars
supported the TEKEL workers and provided logistical assistance such as sanitary supplies and the use of the rest rooms of the bars. When the governor’s
office demanded the evacuation of the streets claiming they were harming
the businesses, the bar owners erected banners declaring their support to the
protestors.
The tents also differed in quality. The earliest ones were built of cardboard,
plastic and canvas, using lamp posts and umbrellas as support [Figure 4]. Later
on, ready-made tents were also erected by supporting organizations. The interiors of the tents were furnished flexibly for the mixed-use requirements of day
and night. While they were used as gathering spaces for collective debates,
they were treated by (especially female) workers as living rooms of their
homes that had to be kept tidy for visitors [Figure 5]. At night, the floors were
fully used for sleeping. On the other hand, there were also semi-open tents,
which were closed on one side and provided a roofed extension to the street

Mehmet Özer.

Figure 4: The architecture of the tents making use of street furniture.
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Mehmet Özer.

Figure 5: The interior of a tent.
[Figure 6]. Fireplaces were located frequently inside and outside, which served
as foci around which people gathered in the cold weather. The varying size
and shape of camp spaces allowed for distinct uses emerging in different loca·
tions. The workers used some spaces (especially the entrance of the Türk-Iş
building) for small protests that took place when some news arrived regarding
negotiations [Figure 7]. Larger areas such as intersections of streets were used
to dance, since folk dances are a common scene in political demonstrations
in addition to their role as material signifiers of local (provincial) identities.

Mehmet Özer.

Figure 6: Semi-open spaces of the encampment along the street.
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Figure 7: A small demonstration in Bayındır Street.
Lastly, the largest open space in the district – the segment of Sakarya Street in
front of the SSK building – was the site of a spectacular mass rally on February
20, 2011, which lasted until the next morning.
Finally, it is necessary to examine the encampment in its relation to
Kızılay Square, the open space that is perceived to be the actual political
heart of the city. This examination can also provide a comparison with the
protest encampments of 2011. As I have discussed earlier, the occupation
of major city squares for longer time periods require a weakened hegemony
and a strong popular support legitimizing the protests as in the cases of
Tahrir and Puerte del Sol. In places where these conditions do not exist,
even if the camps are built, protesters have to negotiate their existence with
the authorities and abide by the daily routines such as traffic flow (as in the
two 2011 cases of Zuccoti Park in New York and Rothschild Boulevard in
Tel Aviv). In this respect, the political situation in Turkey definitely did not
provide suitable conditions for such an encampment to be built in Kızılay
Square.42
In the case of a conventional protest encampment, the campers settle in
an open space and create an interior. The distinction between the interior and
the exterior is established through internal regulations and shared practices
rather than by means of physical borders. That is, the campers and the outsiders can be easily differentiated. The encampment, here, emerges as a means to
sustain the protestors’ appearance in the public sphere: an architectural object
rising in the larger open space. From this point of view, the TEKEL encampment operates in a strikingly different way. If we remember that the Sakarya
District was a component of the secondary belt surrounding the square, the
visibility of the encampment as a political event significantly decreased here.
In a sense, the political activity retreated into a secluded niche at the edge
of the centre. Therefore, the TEKEL encampment did not stand as an architectural object representing its political statement through occupying the
space of appearance. Instead it was located in a place where it was less visible
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Figure 8: Ordinary users of Sakarya merging with the workers.
(publicly) and therefore transformed the existing urban texture by becoming
part of the daily fabric.
The TEKEL encampment was a permeable structure with blurred
boundaries since the practices inside the camp frequently expanded outside
and spread into the whole district. In this regard, the involvement of the ordinary citizens was also encouraged by the spatial permeability of the encampment. A significant number of people visited the encampment and brought
food, drinks and daily supplies to the protestors. They sat and chatted with
the workers, who served them tea in return (a very common gesture of
hospitality). Even people who were not related to the protest walked across
the camp and along the streets that had been transformed into spaces of
encampment [Figure 8]. This meant there was a constant interaction between
everyday life in the Sakarya District and the political protest that emerged
within it. Hence, in architectural terms, it is more appropriate to say that the
encampment was not built in a detached form but rather that the streets were
themselves transformed into an encampment. In this regard, the political
encampment served as the material reconstruction of public space through
the nomadic architecture of the workers.
This nomadic architecture appropriates urban space and radicalizes the
notion of the protest camp as an antagonism to the existing order by transforming the daily routines of the ordinary users of the district.43 That is, rather
than creating a temporary utopian social space for a limited group of activists, it operates as an architectural intervention changing the experience of the
ordinary people in urban space. This is also in tune with the fact that the actual
population of the encampment was comprised of workers who were linked to
the local inhabitants of Sakarya in terms of political consciousness rather than
activists with distinct agendas. Here, it is useful to recall Lefebvre’s notions of
‘experimental’ versus ‘abstract’ utopia. For Lefebvre, abstract utopia ‘attends
to the ideal city without connection to definite situations’, while experimental
utopia explores ‘imaginary variations on themes and exigencies defined by the
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real as understood in the broadest sense: by the problems posed by reality and
by the virtualities held within it’.44 Accordingly, the TEKEL encampment can
be considered an experimental utopia in comparison to the abstract utopias
of common protest camps. Incidentally, as Tom McDonough has argued,
Lefebvre’s discussion of experimental utopia resonates with the situationist
architect Constant Nieuwenhuis’s ‘Project for a Gypsy Camp’, which used the
nomadic life of the gypsies as a model for a utopian future: ‘We are becoming nomads once more, wandering over the earth, not looking for rest but for
dynamic motion.’45 If it is true that the political encampment is an architectural form of nomadic existence within the neo-liberal milieu, we should also
explore its relationship to the concept of home, the essential form of dwelling
in the world.

Nomadic Architecture: Encampment versus Home
The architecture of the TEKEL encampment requires evaluation in relation
to the contemporary urban conditions of the Turkish working class. A major
element characterizing Turkish neo-liberalization was the gradually increasing role played by urban space as a means for capital accumulation. Beginning
with the 1980s, both the local government structures and the methods of
urban space production gained new forms, turning cities into major sites of
accumulation.46 This trend also reached an unprecedented scale under the
AKP. In 2004, urban regeneration became a legal term in Turkey. After that,
·
with a series of legislative changes, the TOKI and local municipal administrations were granted powers to renew old squatter areas and the historic
centres of the cities.47 The extensive powers vested in these agents resulted
in the maximization of profit and the lack of public participation in decisionmaking processes. Squatters are now left with the choice to either move
out of the designated regeneration zones or use the expropriation money
·
as a down payment and take TOKI loans to acquire a new apartment in the
same area.
What must be added to these observations is the radical disjuncture
between the stereotypical architecture of the high-rise apartment blocks
mandated for the working-class squatters and the single-storey shacks they
formerly occupied. These shacks, albeit often unsanitary, were yet compat·
ible with their social and spatial practices. In this regard, the TOKI blocks
emerge as the antithesis of the squatter homes [Figure 9]. While the latter
was the self-help environment of the migrants that spontaneously developed
in tune with the social requirements of the users and the physical constraints
of the environment, the former provided sanitation yet destroyed social and
environmental consistency. In this regard, the forced detachment of the workers from their lives (literally) on the ground and their relocation within the
standardized blocks of apartments should be understood as an architectural
expression of the neo-liberalization process. While the employment status,
job security and wage levels decline for workers in all sectors, their neighbourhoods are also destroyed and they are forced to live inside the alienating
apartment blocks.48
Here, it is necessary to avoid essentializing the squatter home as an ideal
architectural type. In addition to their variety in terms of social characteristics
and physical qualities, squatter neighbourhoods in Turkish cities have undergone transformations across time.49 Nevertheless, it is possible to define the
squatter home in general terms as a form of low-income, self-help housing,
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·
Figure 9: TOKI housing blocks erected in the middle of a traditional squatter
neighbourhood in Ankara.
built collectively with traditional methods. The neighbourhoods created in this
way inevitably end up in organic and irregular forms. Within this context, the
encampment is a symbolic return to the squatter neighbourhood with narrow
streets and courtyards. The camp, after all, is the sum of open spaces defined
by tents with ‘a protected back, an open front, a fireplace and a roof’.50 The
squatter neighbourhood is characterized by the interpenetration of public and
private zones; the immediate surroundings of the houses are used especially
by the women as semi-private gathering spaces. Certain chores are done
outside (such as washing carpets) and sometimes they are handled collectively by the neighbours. These kinds of activities are forbidden by written
·
regulations in the TOKI complexes.51�In this respect, the TEKEL encampment
resembles a squatter neighbourhood not only physically but also socially. The
creation of closed and semi-open spaces with blurred boundaries allows for
the flexible use of spaces where certain activities easily move between the
interior to the exterior. Therefore, the encampment was at the same time a
significant architectural critique of the neo-liberal urbanism imposed on the
·
workers in the form of TOKI housing projects. Presented to the workers as
healthy and modern living conditions, the sedentary life of the standardized
apartment blocks was negated here, in favour of a nomadic existence reconstituting the workers as public beings in urban space.

Conclusion
The TEKEL resistance created an unexpected excitement among leftist
intellectuals and activists. Nevertheless, the movement gradually lost its
momentum due in large part to the reluctance of the union leaders to continue
the struggle.52 The encampment was dismantled on March 2, 2010, with the
explicit warning from the workers that they would return if their conditions were not improved. However, when the workers attempted to return
to Sakarya in response to the government’s adamant stance, they met with
blockades at the city gates and more significantly around the entire Sakarya
District. On April 1, the previously announced day of protest, the entrances
to the pedestrian zone were blocked by the police early in the morning and
there were again serious clashes around Kızılay throughout the day. Yet, since
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Sakarya District was a major pedestrian passageway, some 2,000 protestors
managed to gather in Sakarya Street, although they were not allowed to reach
·
the Türk-Iş building. The spatial strategy of the police, who were determined
to prevent the reconstruction of an encampment, concentrated on creating
concentric zones of restriction. While they dispersed the protesting groups that
gathered in various locations in Kızılay, they tried to blockade the district of
·
Sakarya altogether. Moreover, the immediate perimeters of the Türk-Iş building were further fortified with police barricades. In a sense, this was the inversion of the spatial configuration of the encampment that concentrated around
·
the Türk-Iş headquarters and spread into the pedestrian zone. This defensive
strategy also confirmed the meaning of the district as a political zone.
In fact, Sakarya Street became the locale of various protests in the
following months. The rallies could not be banned here since they did not
obstruct traffic or threaten the Government Quarter (excuses used to ban
political demonstrations in Kızılay Square). Therefore, Sakarya began to take
over the role of Yüksel Street as the major locale of protests with its larger
open space. A major lesson learned by both the protestors and the government was the power of the encampment as a spatial form. Especially with the
global spread of protests and encampments, the government made sure that
similar encampments were not erected elsewhere.
The examples of political encampments in different parts of the world
provide architectural models of political activism each of which contains
peculiarities worth analysing. Following Arendt, the protest camp can be
regarded both as a type of public space of interaction and an architectural
form to occupy public space in its temporary existence making politics visible. In addition, the TEKEL encampment illustrates that the protest camp
can be utilized not only to occupy public space but also to (re)construct it
within the urban fabric.
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Hareketi, ed. Gökhan Bulut (Ankara: Nota Bene, 2010), 152.
13. The value of enterprises privatized between 1986 and 2003 was 8 billion
US dollars, while this number was 33 billion US dollars for the next seven
years. This means that 80 per cent of the privatizations were realized in
2003–10. See Nuray Türkmen, Eylemden Öğrenmek: TEKEL Direnişi ve Sınıf
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Pratikleri’, Dosya 27 (December 2011): 25–31.

99

Bülent Batuman
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