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Varoş Identity: The Redefinition of Low
Income Settlements in Turkey

NESLIHAN DEMIRTAŞ & SEHER ŞEN

The aim of this article is to outline the transforming media representations of the
concepts gecekondu and varoş, which refer to squatter settlements in Turkey. The
identities of gecekondu (gecekondulu) and varoş (varoşlu) have been defined and
redefined in recent years in relation to the politics of urbanization in Turkey.1 As a
novel concept that entered the agenda of public debate in the late 1990s and has been
used both in place of and alongside the concept gecekondu, varoş will be given
particular importance in this investigation. The concept has taken the form of a label
that artificially defines low income settlements as a homogenous space and in recent
years has carried a robust exclusionary potential. Although the usage of gecekondu
and the representations of these settlements in the public debate have always
incorporated negative connotations and imposed a falsely homogenous identity on
the people living there since the 1940s, the nature of the ‘othering’ process as part of
the dominant discourse2 has changed and gained a new impetus since the 1990s with
the introduction of the term varoş. The nature of this change and motivations behind
it will constitute the subject matter of this article. To situate these developments, the
history of gecekondu settlements and changing representations of them will be
elaborated by comparing two historical periods. First, we will very briefly tackle
gecekondu politics and the changing public and academic approaches to these
settlements between the 1940s and 1980. Secondly, and more extensively, we will
discuss the structural changes in gecekondu settlements after 1980 and how the
nature of public perception altered in parallel to these transformations.

Before doing that, however, it would be helpful to give a brief definition of
gecekondu. Gecekondu is accepted as an informal component of Turkey’s rapid
urbanization process, as is the case in many developing countries. Gecekondu literally
means built overnight. Although the concept has taken on new meanings in recent
years with these settlements’ changing physical and social context, it originally
referred to the groups of houses or neighbourhoods constructed on state or privately
owned land without planning permission through the efforts of migrants and their
fellows. We will examine the period covering the years between the 1940s, when
gecekondu settlements first entered the agenda of public debate, and the early 2000s,
by which time these settlements had proliferated in social and spatial terms and when
the processes of their establishment and inhabitation had taken on a more
complicated form. The low income settlements in recent years, which have
constituted the majority of urban space today, and hold a certain potential to
transform it, are perceived from a mainly urban elitist perspective as the source of
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criminal, terrorist and violent incidents in cities. The context of exclusion and the
nature of othering have taken on a new dimension as a consequence of the novel
ingredients of urban culture and the changing political context of the country.
Besides that, varoş as gecekondu no longer implies a concrete spatial reference
indicating the lifestyle in peripheral settlements only. Varoş is used in a more wide-
ranging fashion to denote the underground or kitsch aspects of contemporary
urban life.

The history of low income settlements can be divided into three main phases in
accordance with the changing socio-economic structure of gecekondu settlements and
their public perception and representation.

The first period covers the years between 1923 and 1950 under the rule of a single
party, namely the Republican People’s Party. The single party regime that lasted until
the late 1940s followed statist economic and cultural policies which aimed to
construct a national industry depending on the country’s own resources and to
implement a civilized lifestyle modelled on the West, in parallel to the new Republic’s
ideals. Migrants in these years, small in number, settled either in shelters or rented
rooms in desperate conditions in some low income neighbourhoods at the centre of
the largest cities. During this era, illegal settlements were mentioned in planning laws
but the political measures taken were not effective.3 The uneasiness on the part of the
Republican elites about the presence of gecekondu settlers in the city was first
pronounced in the late 1940s as the forerunner of a degrading discourse, which would
carry its effects in the following years.4 Alongside this discourse, however, there was
also an optimistic discourse on the transitory and reversible nature of migration and
settlement in modern urban districts in these initial years of gecekondu construction.

In the second period between the years 1950 and 1966, the populist policies of the
Democrat Party, the first victor of the multiparty period, brought about a
strengthening of the dependent relation between landlords and peasants. This
reduced most peasants to the status of farm labourers with no choice but to migrate
to the cities.5 Besides this, the mechanization of agriculture and the expansion of
transportation infrastructure with the construction of road networks through US
aid, contributed to the scale of rural-to-urban migration. Consequently, this period
is to be considered the breaking point in gecekondu history, which changed the form
of gecekondu settlements from the scattered houses or sheds of the late 1940s to more
permanent and established neighbourhoods in the 1950s.6 It also denotes the initial
setting up of macro-urbanization policies that always lagged behind the rapid
informal developments in cities and were never applied properly and efficiently due
to the populist bias of the government, lack of financial resources and technical
manpower and the existence of patronage relations in the state bureaucracy.

During those years, the emergence of gecekondu settlements at the periphery of the
cities drew public and academic attention which combined a certain degree of
astonishment, uneasiness, and an optimistic belief in the transitory character of these
settlements or a belief in the possibility of blocking the migratory flow from rural
areas. The elitist bias fed by the modernization ideals of the Republican regime took
on a more concrete and conservative form as a result of the closer encounters
between the ‘native’ city dwellers, who had deeply internalized these ideals and been
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educated in accordance with its doctrines, and the rural migrants. The urban elites
who held important posts as bureaucrats, academicians and as part of the
intelligentsia were severely critical of these settlements and the lifestyle of their
residents. Gecekondu were considered as deviant and ugly spaces that ought to be
removed from the beautiful cities.7 Academic works also referred to a belief in the
transitory and rural character of these settlements.8 In these studies, the everyday
habits and tastes of gecekondu families were described in a discourse of degradation
so as to express the ‘rural other’ of the modernization process.9 Such studies would
increase in number in the following years.

The third period runs from 1966, the year denoting (with the pronunciation of a
publicly known name ‘gecekondu’ in a legal document gecekondu law no.775) the first
formal recognition of gecekondu settlements, and 1980, when the political and
economic structure was totally changed by military intervention. This period witnessed
the extreme polarization of politics between right-wing and left-wing ideologies.
Gecekondu space like other places in the cities was dominated by violence and the
struggle between these extreme political groups. In this period, the proliferation of
gecekondu settlements was overlooked as a result of populist concerns that brought
about the enactment of amnesty laws in 1976, avoiding the demolition of gecekondu,
and also the inefficiency of the centralist system of local government which lacked
financial resources to prepare or apply urban planning due to its dependency on the
state for external funds.10 Moreover, the politicization of the gecekondu space that will
be dealt with below made the application of laws challenging. The perception of
gecekondu settlements as shelter for the poor changed during that period due to the
beginning of the commercialization of the gecekondu. In the early years of rural-to-
urban migration, gecekondu settlements were mainly built for the immediate and direct
use of migrants. At that time, gecekondu had little or no market value. However, from
the 1970s on, we can talk about the commercialization of gecekondu settlements due to
the continuous migratory flow into these settlements and the perception of early
gecekondu settlers of their land and house as the main source of economic gain.

This period also witnessed the deconstruction of the homogenizing effect of the
identity previously imposed from above on gecekondu dwellers as the ‘rural other’.
The heterogeneity of gecekondu dwellers in terms of ethnic, sectarian and origin
differences became apparent due to the fact that these differences triggered the
emergence of serious conflicts. The unequal municipal treatment of different regions
in gecekondu neighbourhoods according to their political affiliation, termed
‘particilik’ (favouritism) emerged as one of the reasons for social conflicts there.
Besides that, as a result of the political and economic instability during the period,
the sectarian identities of Alevism and Sunnism11 took on a political character and
were added to struggles going on between leftist and rightist groups. Thus, these
were the years when the imposed homogenous and traditional identity of gecekondu
dwellers as the ‘rural other’ was deconstructed, though not destroyed, because the
social differences within gecekondu society had become visible in public debate.
These differences might be political, as was the case of struggles between left-wing
and right-wing groups; they might be economic and could be related to the timing of
migration or to taking different roles in the diverse occupational chances the urban
context provides; or they might be cultural, related to sectarian or origin differences.
Migrants attained an experiential maturity in the city environment during this
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period. Their numerical weight and accumulated knowledge on the political and
economic relations in the city turned them into agents having a certain capacity to
construct their spaces according to their needs, which constitutes another reason for
the deconstruction of their perceived homogeneity.

Between 1940 and 1980, the academic and public approach towards gecekondu
settlements seems quite similar, shaped by amodernist perspective. Despite the above-
mentioned transformations experienced in gecekondu neighbourhoods, the question
of the integration of the gecekondu population into city life still dominated academic
discourse as an important problem during these years. The studies conducted at the
time were influenced by modernization, as was the case in the previous decade. This
line of thinking defines ‘urban’ behaviour in terms of selected cultural ideas/ideals
about civilized living (going to the theatre or dressing in certain ways, for example)
and looks down on the inhabitants of squatter settlements as lacking the competency
to integrate into ‘urban life-styles’.12 However, starting from the 1980s there emerged
a serious disjuncture between the discourses of academic works and public debate.
The academic approach from then has aimed at developing an in-depth approach to
the lives of the migrants, whereas the presentation of gecekondu identity in the written
media has appropriated a more pejorative and exclusionary style.

The post-1980 period was characterized by the neo-liberal policies that were put into
effect by Turgut Özal, the leader of the Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi –
ANAP), which took power in 1983 just after the military intervention. As a
consequence of the removal of welfare policies from the political agenda, inequalities
both in income and pattern of consumption became more apparent.13 In other
words, the gap between rich and poor in the urban context widened and deepened.
The policies of ANAP initiated numerous political, social and economic
transformations and the gecekondu space and its transformation was no exception
to that general course of events. The period witnessed a turning point in the history
of gecekondu settlements, where the term gecekondu in its classical meaning lagged
behind in defining all low income settlements that showed great spatial, social and
temporal variety. This fact held true particularly for the low income settlements of
cities such as Istanbul and Izmir in the west and Mersin and Diyarbakir in the
south and east where the migration intake gained new momentum and form after
the 1980s. The enactment of the gecekondu law in 1984 triggered this rapid
transformation. The law aimed at winning the support of the gecekondu masses that
had become distant from the system as a consequence of the political unrest of the
1970s. The law foresaw the distribution of title deeds to gecekondu settlers who had
already built their houses on state-owned land, land of foundations or municipal
land, under the condition that the settlers would pay the price of the land they
appropriated in advance. Moreover, it gave permission for the construction of up to
four-storey apartment houses on the plots of gecekondu that had already been
legalized either by means of a prior amnesty law or the current one. This permission
paved the way for the capitalization of gecekondu construction far beyond the
commercialization process beginning in the late 1970s.14 This law and related
successive laws issued during the 1983–88 period, generally, aimed at the rapid
legalization of gecekondu settlements and the transformation of these settlements
into organized districts composed of apartment houses. Nevertheless, the
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implementation of the transformation was left to informal and local agents and so
the law became an encouragement for newly emerged actors like land mafias and
speculators to appropriate more land for construction.15 Inevitably the gecekondu
became the main area of conflicts between different interest groups.

Due to the dense settlement patterns and the ineffectiveness of old migration and
settlement processes, most of the time the migrants were not able to settle with their
fellow country people, as was the case with gecekondu settlements up until the late
1970s.16 Therefore, close encounters between different ethnic and sectarian groups
have occurred in these peripheral settlements, which have led to the emergence of
contested and fragmented spaces, increasing the potential for tension between groups.
On the other hand, though hemsehri bonds – common origin – still play an important
role in these neighbourhoods, wider identities like sectarian or ethnic affiliations
constitute the primary reference for defining the ‘other’ for migrants, with the further
institutionalization of these identities. Particularly in the newly emerged illegal
settlements, these identities carry greater importance.17 However, such a return to
communal and local bonds is accepted as contributing to the illegitimacy of these
places in the novel sense of varoş by paving the way for the formation of socially
isolated and closed communities. For example, after the electoral success of the
Islamist parties, the religious communities in these settlements were judged a threat to
the secular state and national unity, a matter which will be dealt with in detail below.
As Erder18 mentions, the inhabitants of these areas are labelled as the ‘citizens of
outlaw spaces’, ‘other’ citizens of Istanbul; once they were marked as ‘gecekondulu’,
now as ‘varoşlu’. We believe that the new labelling process has a strong relation to
economic and social polarization and its reflection in the landscape of cities as a
serious spatial segregation. New enclaves for the wealthier sections of the society
emerge in the periphery of the cities, while the urban poor reside in topographically
the most unsuitable places for settlement. The periphery of the cities, which once
attracted little attention from high-income classes, has become valuable real estate
since suburban life became popular in the 1990s. That development has brought the
two socially most dissociated groups together as the main interest groups of the
peripheral land. In some cases, the physical distance between these groups is minimal,
which increases the degree of uneasiness on both sides. Inevitably, ‘a new social and
legal imaginary that has been internalized by politicians and residents alike’ has
emerged in these years.19 ‘Hitherto seen as poor people without resources to find
adequate shelter, the migrants are now regarded as invaders of public property and
beneficiaries of unfair privilege.’20 There seems to be a strong connection, in that
sense, between the changing dynamics of the land market and new representations of
low income settlements which has contained severe exclusionary and racist overtones.

Under these circumstances, in which the modernization ideal foreseeing the
integration of gecekondu settlements with the ‘modern’ urban space failed due to
these settlements’ proved permanency and their growing presence on the periphery
of large cities, new efforts to redefine and understand the changes in gecekondu
spaces became widespread. Despite the structural transformations in low income
settlements, gecekondu as a concept is still used in public discussions mainly with
reference to illegal construction and ownership patterns. However, the illegality of
low income settlements has been emphasized more by attributing to illegality an
extensive meaning transcending the originally illegal construction processes of the
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gecekondu. In fact the term varoş has appeared within this context, and has gained
extensive usage from the first half of the 1990s.21 Rather than focusing only on the
illegal construction of physical space, new discussions around the term varoş are
concerned more with the social, political and economic tension-laden ingredients and
potentials of these spaces.

The definition of the gecekondu and gecekondulu by dominant discourse constitutes
the context of the usage of varoş after the second half of the 1990s. The changing
meanings of gecekondu after the 1990s were given little attention while the new
concept varoş became accepted as dominating public debate replacing the other term
in most studies on the subject. However, the continuity between the definition of the
concepts gecekondu and varoş can highlight the underlying dynamics of representa-
tion. Therefore there is a need to address the changing representation of gecekondu in
public debate in the 1990s before jumping into the discussion of varoş. To
accomplish this task, we consider some widely read newspapers: liberal in tendency,
such as Milliyet, Sabah, Hürriyet, or Yeni Yüzyıl; Islamic in orientation, like Yeni
Şafak or Zaman; centre-left like Cumhuriyet; centre-right like Türkiye; and a weekly
magazine, Aktüel, for comparison. News items about the gecekondu and varoş are
selected from the period between 1990 and 2004. In this examination emphasis is
given to the issues with which the concepts have been associated and the general
discourse within which the issues have been reported. News and discussions related
to gecekondu settlements come to the forefront of public debate mainly during
election times; for that reason these periods dominate the news sample.

News on the gecekondu in the 1990s mainly dealt with the magnitude and complex
nature of the gecekondu problem. The relative size of the gecekondu space and its
population with respect to the city in general well reflects concerns over the increase
of the gecekondu problem.22 The failure of gecekondu policies is criticized more
harshly than in previous periods due to the fact that the results of urbanization
policies in Turkey became more obvious in the 1990s.23 Therefore reports criticizing
the populist urbanization policies are represented most frequently among all the
news items on the gecekondu. The problems of gecekondu policy in Turkey have been
carried into public debate in an unusually critical manner.24 Concerns about populist
policies related to the gecekondu and system-related causes of the problem have gone
hand in hand with an exclusionary discourse depicting gecekondu settlements as
cancers in the urban space in both social and physical terms, in which gecekondulu
have been shown as the main actors causing this pathology.

Gecekondu as a concept has been most commonly used in news stories dealing with
the illegal construction and ownership patterns of these settlements and the struggle
between the police forces and gecekondulu in demolition of the houses; while varoş,
as will be elaborated below, has usually been used in stories attributing the new
definition of illegality to these settlements, which is different from the one associated
with the concept gecekondu. These settlements are portrayed as settings of extreme
politicization, violence, criminal activities and informal communities. In contrast,
the only item where gecekondu is used with respect to some kind of criminal activity
is where the resistance of gecekondu dwellers against security forces during
demolition has been reported.
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As mentioned above, the pejorative approach to gecekondu in fact reflects a
growing conflict between different agents sharing the urban rent. The transformation
of gecekondu settlements into lower-middle class districts of apartment houses has
brought about the increase of urban rents and the proliferation of actors demanding
their share of gecekondu rents. The rapid apartment construction in gecekondu
settlements is often pointed out in the written media.25 Election periods are reported
as giving impetus to the construction of additional flats on gecekondu houses and
triggering the rise of ‘apartment gecekondu’.26 This transformation has brought the
issue of the distribution of rent between gecekondulu, private companies and the
municipality under public scrutiny.27 The proliferation of actors in the construction
of gecekondu and increasing force and power of these illegal actors, namely land
mafia and speculators, have been more often put on the agenda by means of the
press. The news portrays the mafias of the gecekondu settlements as the secret
manipulators of improvement plans.28 Overall a clear dislike of gecekondulu and
gecekondu settlements dominates the discourse in news. This antipathy has been
related mostly to the unfair rents obtained by gecekondu dwellers through recent
transformations. In Milliyet of 30 October 1991 it is reported that new city dwellers
(gecekondulu) have been becoming rich due to the acquired rights to build additional
flats and have all kinds of electronic appliances in their homes. Such discourse
reflects a reality in gecekondu life, though, which is that the integration of
gecekondulu with city life is mostly realized in the sphere of consumption; it neglects
the heterogeneity of gecekondu society in economic terms, and consequently the issue
of poverty.

This negative approach to gecekondulu and their potential as the source of urban
tension is supported, as mentioned above, by reports on conflict between the police
forces and gecekondulu in cases of demolition. The demolition of gecekondu as a
result of improvement plans just before and after election periods and the struggles
between police officers and gecekondulu is given extended coverage in news-
papers.29 The news most of the time attributes illegitimacy to the resistance of the
gecekondulu, though in some cases portrays gecekondu dwellers as the victims of
demolition.

In the early 1990s there emerged also a discussion about the cultural aspects of
gecekondu life, which gives the first signs of a discursive transformation to varoş. As
mentioned in the introduction, the early discussions of gecekondu culture mainly dealt
with its marginal qualities as a continuation of rural practices. However, the public
debate through written media since the 1990s has focused on the degenerative
capacity and effect of gecekondu life on city culture. Particularly with reference to
Istanbul, there appear frequent reports about the deterioration of the authentic
culture of the city due to the effects of the gecekondu. Being from Istanbul (_Istanbullu)
is an important indicator of high culture in Turkey. People who define themselves as
being true _Istanbullu blame the gecekondulu for the deterioration of the city. Some
editorials claim that some early gecekondulu unjustly appropriate the identity of being
authentic _Istanbullu and accuse newcomer migrants of being mainly responsible for
the city’s deterioration.30 At its most extreme, solutions to the gecekondu problem
such as the application of special taxes on gecekondulu and entry visas to the city are
voiced in the newspapers.31 In contrast, there are few cases where the problems of
gecekondulu have been presented from their perspective. The complaints of
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gecekondulu about being perceived as second-class citizens have been voiced in some
editorials. These illustrate well an environment ripe for the success of Islamist parties
in responding to the identity crisis in gecekondu settlements.32

The structural transformations discussed above and the hardened exclusionary
discourse about the gecekondu and gecekondulu in public debate prepared the
context for the use of the term varoş interchangeably with gecekondu, extending and
altering its associated meanings. The threat perception in public debate seems to be
strongly related with the increasing visibility of gecekondulu in the city. Children
suffering from poor conditions in gecekondu settlements have been portrayed as
carrying the potential for criminal acts. In the same way, Alkış,33 a journalist, claims
that gecekondulu may incline to violent and terrorist acts out of their dissatisfaction
with and reactions to exclusionary treatment. This is a commonsense belief in the
potential of these settlements to disturb social harmony.

Especially after the second half of the 1990s the word varoş began to be used
synonymously with gecekondu in a stigmatizing way that reflects this transformation.
It would be helpful to analyze two important events that open a new phase in the
process of redefinition of gecekondu neighbourhoods. It will also be possible to trace
the conceptual transformation from gecekondu to varoş. The first one is the Gazi
neighbourhood affair and the second one concerns the incidents that took place on
Workers’ Day, 1 May 1996.

Gazi neighbourhood, a low income unplanned settlement in Istanbul, was held to
have a population of 100,000 when it appeared at the forefront of public debate
following a sad incident on 12 March 1995. Most of the neighbourhood’s settlers had
migrated from south-eastern Anatolia and were Alevi and Kurd in origin.34 The
gecekondu neighbourhood was shaken by a series of events that resulted in the death
of a number of people and over 100 injuries. A small group of people whose
identities were not determined attacked four coffee houses mainly used by Alevis and
a cemevi35 with machine guns and killed some people there. As a result, Alevis living
in the neighbourhood, together with other Alevis and leftist groups from different
regions of Turkey and Istanbul, while protesting about the event, also protested at
the indifferent attitude of the police forces and clashed with police. These struggles
turned into serious fighting between the groups. The harsh response of police forces
in repressing the protests contributed to the seriousness of the event. This event and
the sectarian conflict between Alevis and Sunnis may constitute the subject matter
for another article but for our purpose what is crucial is its reflection in newspapers
which paved the way for a renewed public perception of gecekondu settlements. The
Gazi affair was defined in newspapers predominantly as the social explosion (boom)
of gecekondu.36 Although, articles about the affair appeared to avoid using
provocative discourse, they implicitly identified the neighbourhood with violent
events by referring to the inherent qualities of gecekondu. The history, social, cultural
and economic structure of the neighbourhood was defined as carrying the potential
for such conflict, crime and violence anyway. In one of the reports, the neigh-
bourhood was defined as a ‘ghetto’ and its potential for conflict was expressed in
relation to its sheltering radical groups that are on opposite poles of the political
continuum.37
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Some writers have pointed out a strong link between under-consumption and such
potential for social conflicts. Ahmet _Insel, who wrote an important article a year
before the Gazi affair, considered the poverty and poor standards of living on the
periphery of the cities.38 According to _Insel, the people living in the periphery of
Istanbul, which he calls varoş, are both so close to the luxury and glitter of city life
and at the same time very far away from having such a life; this situation is
problematic when the population of young second generation migrants are taken
into account. Some widely read journalists, liberal in tendency, pointed out the
potential for tension in these districts because of poverty, the pressure of police
forces, the pressure of rightist and religious groups and the increasing influence of
illegal leftist organizations on the young inhabitants of these neighbourhoods.39 In
that sense they focus particularly on the changing conditions of gecekondu
neighbourhoods with a quite neutral, value-free tone and they attempt to attribute
legitimacy to the reactions of Alevi inhabitants in reference to the conditions that
make the social atmosphere tenser. Thus, the concept varoş and its substitutes like
ghetto are not used in a pejorative manner to define the violent and criminal nature
of gecekondu neighbourhoods, but rather used in explaining the deprived physical,
economic and social ingredients of the setting that provide a likely environment for
social tensions. As discussed above, the changing structural conditions in gecekondu
neighbourhoods have led to a transformed perception and discourse in public debate
regarding mainly the illegal aspects of these settlements. Long before the Gazi affair,
Oktay Ekinci40 discussed two forms of illegality in the production of space in these
neighbourhoods, referring to Sultanbeyli, a large gecekondu region having very
similar characteristics to Gazi. These neighbourhoods are illegal, firstly, in terms of
the original construction and house ownership patterns. The second source of
illegality for Ekinci emerges from the fact of poor record keeping in these
neighbourhoods. It is impossible for the local headmen (muhtar) to keep track of
everybody and therefore the situation provides an environment conducive to the
spread of illegal communities of religious or political origin (or both). This may be
threatening to secularity and democracy.41 As mentioned above, structural changes
in gecekondu neighbourhoods like the further capitalization of gecekondu space and
increasing encounters between different ethnic and sectarian groups due to spatial
stress led to a transforming public debate on the nature of illegal settlements.42 The
novel definitions of illegality have gained impetus in public debate with the use of
the term varoş. The Gazi neighbourhood affair is considered as the beginning of this
renewed ‘social spatialisation’.43

The new label varoş is used in reports on the Gazi affair to point out that the ‘have
nots’ of the periphery may threaten the country in the near future. However, the
term varoş would be used in a more pejorative and denigratory sense in defining ‘the
people living in the varoş’ a year later on 1 May 1996, when Worker’s Day turned
into a series of violent events in Istanbul’s city centre. On 1 May 1996 thousands of
workers from gecekondu neighbourhoods alongside with many leftist organizations
and militants from some illegal organizations initiated a march to Kadıköy, a
prominent middle class district in Istanbul, in order to celebrate Workers’ Day.
However, the celebrations turned into a struggle between demonstrators and police
towards the end of the meeting. Some of the demonstrators attacked police near
shops and banks located on both sides of the road.
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Many journalists known for their liberal tendencies evaluated the 1May event as the
explosion of the varoş and they explained this march with the following saying:
‘Varoşlar şehire indi’ (The varoşs went down to the city).44 They gave emphasis to the
poor economic and social conditions of the varoşlu and considered them victims of the
system. However, besides that, the narratives of the journalists resembled the discourse
effective since 1950 on the gecekondu and gecekondulu as the others of urban space and
life. While the main axis of exclusion in the process of defining the gecekondu was for
years the rural qualities of gecekondulu and the informal nature of gecekondu space,
the term varoş shifts the axis of exclusion more to the issues of poverty, crime, violence
and the illegal mechanisms and actors in the production of low income settlements.45

One journalist identified the actions of the demonstrators on Worker’s Day with the
vandals who destroyed Rome in the course of migrant invasions.46 Another editorial
analysed this event as being a direct consequence of the migration process and a lack of
trust on the part of migrants who had no economic, cultural and social security in the
city environment. As a result, rather than integrating into city life they express their
hatred through violent actions.47 The common argument in most of the editorials is
that the majority of those people who cannot benefit from the resources of the city
show their hatred towards the people and facilities of the middle class-district, even
down to the tulips lining the road: the most striking symbol of this event as presented
by most of the newspapers was a girl beating the tulips with a stick. This picture was
presented as a symbol of the vandalism attributed to all the demonstrators. Under the
title of ‘Lale’nin Suçu’ (Tulip’s Guilt), it was portrayed as the revenge of the girl against
the system that had been excluding her for years.48

The label varoş began to be used on 1 May 1996 in a more definite and widespread
manner when referring to low income settlements. Its negative connotations were
emphasized more in public debate compared to the Gazi affair. This event can thus
be seen as a turning point from defining the peripheral low income settlements as
gecekondu and the people living in it as gecekondulu to using a new label varoş in
place of or beside the term gecekondu in public debate. The newspapers discussing
the 1 May affair with reference to urban problems in almost all cases called
peripheral settlements by their new label as varoş. As a consequence of this renaming
process, varoşlu became used in defining the people who are from low income
neighbourhoods, totally marginal to city life, and carrying a great potential to
become involved in illegal and violent incidents. Having delineated the introduction
of the concept varoş to public debate, it is essential to discuss the various meanings
attributed to the concept within the context of the changing nature of Turkish
politics in the late 1990s.

After the military intervention in 1980, Islam became one of the main components of
the ruling ideology as a bulwark against the leftist movements of the 1970s. In this
period state governance that had been under military control implicitly imposed and
favoured Islamic and conservative values. Not surprisingly, political Islam gained
momentum in the following decades starting with the notable victory of the pro-
Islamist Welfare Party (Refah Partisi – RP) in the 1994 local elections. The party
tried to mobilize the urban poor, who had suffered from the liberalization policies of
the 1980s which had had a negative impact on peripheral social and economic
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groups.49 It attracted 19 per cent of the votes nationally and gained 329 mayorships
including Istanbul and Ankara. The 1994 local elections signified the beginning of a
new period in the history of low income settlements. The local political success of
Islam depended mainly on migrants’ disappointment with the inefficiency of the local
services previously provided by the social democratic parties, the suppression of leftist
politics in the peripheral settlements by the state since the late 1970s, and the success of
the RP in grassroots organization and campaigning. The disappointment felt by the
residents of peripheral settlements for years towards the social democratic tradition
that had had a strong basis in the 1970s were obvious in the 1994 and 1999 local
elections. The success of RP seemed to be due to its appeal to the economic needs of
low income settlers rather than its religious appeal.50 Gecekondu residents, who had
been the ‘other’ in Turkish politics until the 1994 local elections, accomplished a kind
of democratic revolution against the central elite powers and this was the first time that
people defined as the other for years had direct power to determine urban policies.51

This dramatic change in the political preferences of the gecekondu settlers also affected
the approach towards these settlements by the ‘urbanite’52 sections of society, which
appropriated to a large extent modernist, republicanist and, therefore, strongly
secularist tenets. This secular anxiety of urbanites led to a hardening of the
exclusionary discourse. Meanwhile these developments instigated the spread of
political Islam in everyday life in gecekondu settlements. Local religious communities
and gatherings increased in number, particularly during the 1990s. The illegal tariqat53

(tarikat) organizations and closed religious communities, particularly in recently
established low income settlements, attracted considerable attention from the public
and this also contributed to urbanite anxiety. As an example, Ekinci, a journalist
writing in a pure elitist fashion, considers the return to all kinds of community
formation in low income neighbourhoods as dangerous for national unity.

In general, political developments between 1991 and 2002 strengthened the
popular basis of political Islam in low income settlements. Coalition governments
defined the period. The sovereignty of state imposition around the axis of the rising
Kurdish question and pan-Islamism and the sovereignty of market mechanisms
around the issues of stability measures and structural adjustment programmes were
the two most important phenomena of the time.54 The Justice and Development
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi – AKP), which came to power alone in the 2002
national election, constructed its election strategy on populist criticism of this
sovereignty. Advocates for change, who formed an opposition to the old ways of
governing within the former Islamist Virtue Party, the successor of the Welfare
Party55 founded AKP. It took 35 per cent of the votes in the elections and gained the
capacity to change even the Constitution owing to its overwhelming majority in the
National Assembly.56 A huge effort was made to explain the nationwide success of
AKP. It was considered by many to be a consequence of the rhetoric appropriated
by the party in relation to the peripheral settlements. Just after election day, the
widely read newspaper Sabah announced the victory of AKP in a news report
headlined the ‘Anatolian Invasion’.57 This label has often been used to refer to rural-
to-urban migration within elitist discourse. Rather than an invasion, though, this
success indicates the response of gecekondu inhabitants struggling with poverty to
the inclusive discourse of AKP. The leader of the party and current Prime Minister
of Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdo�gan often refers to his identity as being from one of
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the peripheral settlements of Istanbul (Kasımpaşa) in election speeches, thereby
aiming to convince the audience that the party is well aware of the social and
economic problems there. The image of Erdo�gan as a ‘Kasımpaşalı’ and ‘varoş child’
seems to contribute to the support drawn from the low income settlers. This image
has frequently been carried into public debate by various editorials.58 Erdo�gan’s
success is attributed to his being a part of village or small town culture and varoş,
besides his messages considering the ‘other Turkey’.59 In addition to populist image
making, the party’s harsh criticism of market thinking and its stress on social justice
strengthened their base to a large extent. As mentioned above, due to the success of
the pro-Islamist parties in low income settlements for a decade, the concept of varoş
has begun to be associated with Islam and in some cases with radical Islam. This has
led to a serious disjuncture in public debate between Islamist and mainstream
journalists and newspapers. For example, Mehmet Altan,60 by defining the culture of
varoş as lumpen, neither rural nor urban, accuses the Islamist writers of propagating
that culture. However, rather than propagating it, and contrary to elitist discourses,
Islamist writers and newspapers, namely Zaman and Yeni Şafak, in general seem to
be more careful about the usage of varoş in order to avoid the production on a
discursive level of stereotypes and a reified culture with regard to low income
settlements. Particularly since the 1 May affair, Islamic writers have approached the
matter more cautiously and they rarely employ the term varoş with regard to news
about low income settlements, sticking rather to the term gecekondu.

In recent years the operations of AKP, like the other political parties in Turkey, have
contrasted with their election discourse, which concentrates mainly on social justice
and poverty. Their ambition to integrate the country with the global economy and to
liberalize the Turkish economy, including opening up of urban land to market
mechanisms and the operation of global and national private markets appear
especially remarkable. Keyder61 sums up recent urban policies in the following
manner:

The moral economy of urban land use now seems to have reached its limits
mostly because of the conflicts of interest between new sources of demand for
land. As the old laws, which considered the maintenance of public land to be
foundational to the legitimacy of populist government, have been relaxed, new
demands from the capitalist sector have come to the fore. Formerly populist
politicians now respond to these market-mediated demands rather than to a
potential constituency of new immigrants. They have shifted their allegiances
from populist developmentalism to neighbourhood upgrading under capitalist
logic. For instance, the mayor of a squatter municipality has zoned a segment of
public land under his jurisdiction as a ‘business district’ to be allocated to
multinational companies.

In parallel to their policy changes, the approach and actions regarding low income
settlements have also reflected their hesitancy on the subject. There seems to be a
shift from an anti-elitist discourse, mainly relying on the rhetoric of social justice and
social deprivation to a discourse that is almost hostile towards illegal housing and
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settlement. In particular Erdo�gan, by referring to his experiences as Istanbul mayor
in 1995, signified the importance of migration control for large cities like Istanbul,
Ankara and Izmir.62 Paradoxically, this change of discourse is in combination with
intense media interest in Erdo�gan and his family’s visits to poor families in
gecekondu neighbourhoods, particularly during Ramadan. Their approach to illegal
construction on the political level seems to be very different from their approaches to
individual identity claims and claims related to under-consumption in illegal
settlements. In a recent interview, Erdo�gan appropriates a quite modernist and elitist
discourse regarding gecekondu development and he views the issue as an impediment
to civilization. Therefore, he sees the problem of avoiding gecekondu development as
a struggle to attain a certain level of civilization.63 He refers to uncontrolled rural-to-
urban migration as presenting a serious security threat to the order of the cities, and
for that reason he envisioned visa (nakil il-muhaberi) application for emigration to
large cities as essential. This change in discourse has a strong relationship with party
policies regarding EU integration.

Ironically, the new populism that has dissociated itself from developmentalism
and reconciled itself with neoliberalism has been criticized with reference to the
tension-laden and illegal aspects of varoş space in public debate. Paradoxically, new
populism due to its compromise with global and national capitalists regarding urban
land prefers to break an important part of its alliance with gecekondu settlers, since
the politicians no longer want to offer state land and services to them. It is interesting
that despite the breakdown of the alliance, the varoşlu are still perceived from a
middle class view as the main beneficiaries of the populist policies, that is the rent of
urban land. However, as mentioned above, illegal construction is severely criticized
by the government nowadays and demolition is enforced despite the strong protests
and resistance of informal settlers. Politicians try to retain their alliances with the
low income settlers mostly through different means, that is, identity politics. It was
mentioned in some editorials that mainstream political parties have very little chance
in the varoş where the ethnic, religious and nationalist identities had been sharpened
to a large extent.64 Varoş is mainly used in such news stories to denote the potential
of these settlements as a nest for the extreme political groups and ideologies. In a
context briefly discussed above, varoş has been used with an ever-increasing
frequency in public debate and its content and connotations have changed in time.

Varoş seems to have replaced gecekondu by attributing to the label a certain
hopelessness in the 2000s. Gecekondu is mostly encountered in news about illegal
construction, its problems and incidents of demolition. In some reports and
editorials, gecekondu and varoş are used interchangeably; while in others gecekondu
stands for individual houses and cases, and varoş refers to more general categories
like all low income settlers or settlements, or to a way of life. This indicates that
gecekondu as a concept is no longer suitable to define these settlements as a
consequence of the structural changes and changing approaches in response to these
transformations. The hope for modernization carried by the concept gecekondu is no
longer able to stand for all low income settlements. When compared to varoş,
gecekondu seems to be used with relatively value-neutral connotations. Demolition
and amnesty as the two inseparable events of gecekondu history are mostly
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associated with this traditional label of the peripheral settlements. Some stories
implicitly make allusion to gecekondu settlers as undeserving beneficiaries of urban
land and at the same time aggressors in demolition incidents.65 In most cases, the
negative meanings associated with peripheral settlements and culture are attributed
to and carried through the concept varoş rather than gecekondu. Therefore, though
gecekondu compared to varoş holds a more concrete spatial connotation, the news
and editorials on political conflicts and social tension in peripheral spaces often make
use of varoş. Public debate on conflicting identities and the potential of low income
settlements to violate urban and national security begin with a preliminary reference
to varoş. Although at the end of the 1990s the public debate on radical Islam makes
necessarily a reference to varoş, recently, themes other than religion are more often
identified with varoş. Ali Kirca,66 a popular columnist, liberal in tendency, argues
that religious values have been eroding in varoş due to the loosening of the bond
between political Islam and everyday life in low income settlements and nothing can
fill the emptiness left by these values. He sees this transformation as a dangerous
‘disintegration’. In fact a similar discourse goes hand in hand with the discussions of
the high crime rate in low income settlements due to the loss of religious values. This
time, religion is accorded a positive value rather than referring to a source of
illegality in low income settlements. On the other hand, varoş retains its potential for
criminality at the discursive level. Crime is often discussed with reference to varoş
youths who are portrayed as having a tendency for criminal acts since they are the
ones who are affected most by under-consumption in the city.67 The increasing rate
of crime in large cities is almost always explained with reference to the numerical
dominance of varoş settlers and the dangers associated with them.68 The verb
commonly used with varoş in public debate in the 2000s is ‘invasion’, referring to
both cities/spaces and culture. Rather than the spatial transformation, social and
psychological rehabilitation is proposed as a solution to the varoş invasion.
Following every aggressive event, newspapers cite the culture of varoş as the
main reason behind it. Even a fight at the general meeting of the Republican
People’s Party was explained by the unfortunate domination of varoş culture in the
party that once had a strong elitist and urbane tradition as the first party of the
Republic.69

In sum, from the Worker’s Day event onwards the terms gecekondu and varoş have
been used interchangeably in public debate, though the terms started out referring to
quite different things. As time passes varoş is used more to indicate the cultural
otherness of low income settlers and their undeserved marginal qualities vis-à-vis city
life, while gecekondu retains its meaning mainly as a spatial signifier. However, unlike
gecekondu, varoş has lost the strong spatial signatory content that it had during the
initial stages of its extensive usage. Rather than defining particularly the peripheral
space, it started to be used to refer to a way of life, a culture predominantly carrying
inferior and negative qualities in contrast to high urban culture. A way of life
associated mainly with crime, violence, bad tastes and illegal earnings have
dominated the definition of varoş in the 2000s. The concept represents a more
ambivalent and dispersed position of being. The discourse on the vigilant peasant
regarding gecekondu settlers has been replaced by varoşlu acquiring more negative
identities.70 Its strong cultural connotation makes the usage of the term vaguer in
identifying all inferior aspects in the defining popular culture by the concept.
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The identification of the term with a particular way of life or certain tastes, and
therefore its transmission to the cultural realm mostly brings about the emergence of a
discourse with racist overtones. Etöz71 points out that varoşlu have been labelled
‘black Turks’ against ‘white Turks’ in news and editorials beginning from the late
1990s. This discursive division between ‘black’ and ‘white Turks’, though encapsulat-
ing ethnic meanings and indicating a distinction between Kurdish72 and Turkish
identities, encompasses this distinction by classifying people by their urban traits and
way of life or with reference to consumption patterns. Therefore, the racist overtones
in the dominant discourse, rather than describing an ethnic distinction, introduce a
novel form of racism by supposing a distinction between ‘urbanites’ and ‘marginals’.
Recently a hot debate about an opinion column by a journalist known for her ‘liberal’
tendencies and writing in one of the most widely read newspapers has come to the
forefront of public debate. The journalist, Mine Kırıkkanat,73 by referring to the usage
of a public beach in Istanbul, criticized all behavioural traits associated with varoş
culture in a very discriminatory and pejorative way, which led to a serious debate
about the growing danger of defining the other with a racist outlook. The nature of her
discourse is very similar to what Bauman74 describes as a new form of racism by
referring to Gilroy.75 In such racism, the terms culture and identity may function as
surreptitious code words for race.76 As Perlman77 discusses (referring to a Latin
American case sharing very similar experiences of urbanization), the marginality of
peripheral settlements is not determined by numerical majority but what is attributed
to it specifically by the middle and upper classes. In a parallel way, Culhaoglu78 argues
that the culture of poverty is present in Turkey but it does not emerge as a
consequence of the acts of the poor or from the closed system of the poor. Rather it is
a derivation of mass culture, and shaped by the media, sovereign ideology and ‘kitsch’.

Such racist representations are quite similar to representations of gecekondulu in
academic works and public debate in the 1970s, but with a very significant difference.
The recent division, varoş, made mainly through the aesthetics of consumption is more
vague and extensive in representational capacity compared to the gecekondu discourse
where the axis of exclusion was again cultural but contained physical, spatial
implications. Therefore the latter has restricted defining capacity. To sum up the recent
usage of varoş apart from gecekondu and the initial usages of varoş in the Gazi and 1
May affairs, refers to a wide range of constituents in city life as accepted by the elitist
approach to define the other. In such a discourse, the main axis of complaint is varoş’s
siege of all parts of urban life. This diffusion of ‘varoş culture’ to all aspects of
everyday life has complicated the nature of defining the other. The cultural
classifications identified with varoş very much affect the content of popular culture,
which is to a significant degree appropriated by the middle and upper middle classes.
An important example of the affect on ‘urban’ culture by elements of popular culture
is arabeskmusic.79 The arabesk which was identified with the gecekondu and its culture
has been treated as an anomaly by ‘urbanites’, similarly to their representations of
peripheral culture in the 1970s. However, by the late 1980s ‘the audience of arabesk
music had expanded to include not only the masses of gecekondu dwellers and much of
the rural population but also sections of middle and ruling classes’.80 Arabesk lost its
direct affiliation to gecekondu culture in the 1990s and has taken on hybrid forms with
other music types like pop or rap. Just as the concept varoş has become vague by
losing direct reference to gecekondu settlements, arabesk as part of popular culture has
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‘lost its original anchoring in low modernism and become so diffused that it is now
considered a ‘‘transclass taste’’ and ‘‘structure of feeling’’’.81 The most educated, urban
and high-income classes have even favoured such hybrid forms in music in recent
years. The elements which were once considered kitsch have been appropriated by all
segments of society. Ironically ‘varoş culture’, which is used with very negative
connotations, has replaced the ‘arabesk culture’ of the 1980s.

On the other hand, the consuming spaces of the upper middle and high-income
classes have started to diffuse into the peripheral space in adapted versions. Versions
of high culture consuming spaces are being produced there. The youths from
peripheral settlements who catch to a degree the ‘urban’ traits and tenets through
consumption have become more visible in the city space. Some journalists point
out the contradiction and conflicts of varoş life, particularly among the young
generation. There are now girls and boys with mobile phones spending time in
bowling alleys in varoş shopping plazas or in other city spaces.82 The increasing
poverty in low income settlements has become visible with the presence of street
children in the centres of large cities, some of whom are drug addicts. These children,
called ‘varoş children’, in some cases disturb the conscience of ‘urbanites’ to an extent
that they are considered either invisible or the cause of every crime in the city. The
close encounters between ‘varoşlu’ and ‘urbanites’ in both cultural and spatial terms
have made the definition of varoş as a way of life vis-à-vis urban life more
complicated in the 2000s. At the latest stage of its definition varoş has also begun to
be used to refer to a psychological state of being. It is defined as the undeserved but
embedded part of urban society’s split personality that refers to tastes and feelings
related to the peripheral culture.83 Varoş as such is no longer signifying the other in
spatial terms and paradoxically has become part of urban culture. Özbek,84 while
discussing arabesk culture, refers to a contradiction in Turkish society: the
contradiction between a dominant nationalist and paternalist incapacity to live
with difference and a deep, unrealized popular capacity to change and accept
difference through hybridization. As discussed through this article, that is the
contradiction that defines the long process of the representation of the first
gecekondu settlements, then all illegally formed settlements in Turkey, through the
concepts of gecekondu and varoş, with an important difference from Özbek. To see
popular capacity to change and accept difference through hybridization in Turkey as
fully unrealized would be a partial and mistaken approach.

The migrants and their space have been defined as the other of urban space, with
different identities attributed to them by the dominant discourse. These attributions
have changed over time, referring to their rural being, to extreme political presence
even extending to violence depending on conflicting identities, to radical Islamism
and to their ‘kitsch’ cultural existence in relation to the political context of its
definition. The varoş has become a scapegoat for the recent socio-economic problems
of Turkish cities. Implicitly or explicitly the term carries an exclusionary connotation
and it is used as a reminder of unpleasant experiences in urban society. In fact, the
term varoş has been shaped and reshaped in public debate via the concerns of the
middle and upper classes with a close connection to the conflicting interests of
different classes over urban rent.
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Despite the fact that the representation of the urban poor through varoş mainly
moves its exclusionary axis to a cultural and more abstract realm, the racist
overtones in the discourse have taken on a more solid form, which prevents
people developing an insightful approach to the lives of migrants and their rights to
the city.
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