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CHAPTER 6

Claiming the Neo-Ottoman Mosque:
Islamism, Gender, Architecture

Biilent Batuman

This chapter focuses on the politics of mosque architecture in contempo-
rary Turkey in a context in which the ruling AKP (Adalet ve Kalkinma
Partisi, Justice and Development Party) has encouraged the neo-Ottoman
idiom.! For a good part of the twentieth century, the major architectural
strategy employed to ease the tension between the nation-state and Islam,
which were struggling to absorb each other, was mimicry in the form of
the neo-Ottoman mosque. This particular idiom produced distinct
ideological meanings within different political contexts. While it served
the goal of absorption of Islam(ism) by the nation-state throughout the
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twentieth century, it has recently begun to serve a purpose which is the
exact opposite: the absorption of nationalism and the remoulding of the
nation-state by the AKP’s Islamism and the making of the Islamic nation,
or millet.?

The shift in meaning of the neo-Ottoman mosque was neither sponta-
neous nor smooth; on the contrary, mosque building has been an ideo-
logical enterprise for the AKP that has required various legitimising
strategies. The promotion of the mosque as a social space by the AKP’s
conservative policies has resulted in a gradual increase in women’s
involvement as mosque users, accompanied by demands to have a say in
the spatial organisation of their sections. While women’s demand for equal
space inside the mosque is striking, another interesting point is the emer-
gence of women as designers of mosques for the first time. The overlap
between women’s demands and the government’s agenda to endorse
mosques also played a role in the promotion of neo-Ottoman mosque
architecture. Indeed, new neo-Ottoman mosques have been praised as
“women-friendly” and have derived legitimacy from female architects.

I begin with a historical account of the emergence of neo-Ottoman
mosque architecture. I then discuss the AKP’s approach to mosque design
in two stages: first, I examine the government’s aims to build a monumen-
tal mosque and the secularist establishment’s attempts to block the endeav-
our, and, second, the AKP’s reproduction of the neo-Ottoman idiom as a
signifier of Islamist hegemony. As the discussion underlines, in both stages
gender politics were instrumentalised to legitimise the government’s
approach to mosque architecture.

2The AKP’s definition of “nation” departs equally from the rejection of nation(alism) by
traditional Islamists in favour of a global ummah, and its secular conception by the Turkish
nation-state. It presents Turkishness and Islam as qualities of the same entity, which differs
significantly from the republican definition’s reference to a secular and ethnically homoge-
necous body. While the Kemalist state invented the term #/usin the 1930s to define the secu-
lar nation, the ideologues of the AKP use millet, a term of Arabic origin which denoted
religious communities in the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman millet system allowed limited
autonomy to non-Muslim communities to conduct their internal affairs. The term took on
the meaning of “nation” in the nineteenth century; emergent nationalisms of ethnic groups
within the Empire drew essence from their religious-communal experience in the millet sys-
tem (Karpat 2002, 611). It has been used in the twentieth century, especially by conservative
intellectuals, as a reaction to linguistic Turkification; yet, as I discuss below, the reference to
millet by the AKP is significantly different.
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THE BIRTH OF NEO-OTTOMAN MOSQUE

The radical secularism of the Turkish nation-state resulted in the mosque
being renounced as a national symbol. This made Turkey an exception
among countries with Islamic populations as even secular states did not
hesitate to use the mosque as a cultural manifestation of nation-building
(Batuman 2018b, 15-19). Thus, in early republican Turkey, mosque
building was only a response to communal needs; those built were rela-
tively small and they followed local traditions. In this respect, the iconog-
raphy of the mosque was not debated in Turkey, and Ottoman examples
were followed merely due to the continuity of building traditions. That is,
these examples cannot be labelled “neo-Ottoman” since they do not
express a choice to revert to Ottoman forms, a choice requiring an encoun-
ter with modernist mosque design.

The public’s encounter with the modernist mosque occurred through
an undertaking of the Democrat Party, which came to power in 1950 with
the end of the single-party regime. Although the party followed a path of
republican secularism, it embraced the mosque as a national symbol—in
parallel with the newly born nation-states of the post-war years®>—initiat-
ing the construction of a mosque (Kocatepe) on high ground overlooking
the capital’s new city centre (Meeker 1997). Its design was determined by
the outcome of a competition in 1957 won by Vedat Dalokay and Nejat
Tekelioglu. The architects proposed a modernist scheme which made use
ofa thin shell dome to define the main prayer hall as a unified space flooded
with light from all sides. The corners where the shell touched the ground
were marked by four slender minarets, whose abstract, rocket-like forms
were perceived by the public as rather alien (Iltus and Topguoglu 1976)
(Fig. 6.1, left).

The mosque quickly became the topic of a clash—initially a mild one—
between religious traditionalists and secular modernists. While conserva-
tive circles voiced their criticism, the government proudly presented the
modernist design as a symbol unifying modernist will and cultural identity.
However, in the wake of the military coup that toppled the Democrat
Party in 1960, the modernist architecture of the mosque (which was still
under construction) came to be identified with the military intervention.
Increasing conservative pressure resulted in the cancellation of the project
and destruction of its foundations in 1966, and it was finally realised as a

3For a discussion of the politics of mosque architecture, see Rizvi (2015).
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Fig. 6.1 Left: The original proposal for Kocatepe Mosque designed by Vedat
Dalokay and Nejat Tekelioglu. (Source: Vedat Dalokay Archive). Right: Kocatepe
Mosque dominating the skyline of Ankara. (Photograph by author. The reversion
to classical Ottoman mosque architecture represented by this project involved not
only the reproduction of the external image. The interior organisation, as well as
traditional decorations, also strictly followed classical examples, and this approach
henceforth defined the mainstream in mosque architecture endorsed by the
Presidency of Religious Affairs)

much larger edifice that closely resembled the Sehzade Mosque from the
sixteenth century (Fig. 6.1, right). The termination of the original mod-
ernist project represented a breaking point that gave birth to neo-
Ottomanism: that is, the mimicry of classical Ottoman mosque architecture,
which emerges here as an architectural idiom in tune with right-wing
imaginaries.* The imperial era of the sixteenth century presented the per-
fect combination of nation and Islam, yet this image was nostalgic: it

*The dominant right-wing ideological current that contained Islamism was labelled
“nationalist conservatism” (Bora 2009). With the end of single-party rule and the rise of
Cold War geopolitics, the nationalist-conservative current successfully blended nationalist
and Islamist streams on the common ground of anti-communism. This ideological amalgam
merged opposition to radical modernism and secularism (as well as any strands of leftism)
while emphasising the need for a powerful state to defend national unity. The origins of this
current mainly lay in a circle of intellectuals representing conservative thought in opposition
to the radical modernisation efforts of the early republican years (Taskin 2007).
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longed for the golden age of the nation but with an awareness that the
moment had long gone.

Homi Bhabha (1994) defines mimicry as an attempt by the colonised
to imitate the colonisers, with a result that is “almost the same but not
quite”: mimicry constantly troubles the colonisers’ authority by minimis-
ing difference and simultaneously fails the colonised to fully assume the
identity of the coloniser. This definition of the concept may be usefully
applied to the case of neo-Ottoman mosque architecture in Turkey,
although what is at stake is not the relationship between a subject position
and the colonial Other that defines it, but one between a subject position
and a constitutive referent, which itself is a representation: that of the
sixteenth-century Ottoman Empire. The mimicking of classical Ottoman
mosque architecture reflects the desire to imitate the glory of the imperial
image. Yet, while replication is achieved visually, there is an essential failure
here. What makes classical Ottoman mosques historically monumental is
not their size but their innovative achievements in terms of construction
techniques. Contemporary reinforced concrete structures, imitating the
forms of the stone architecture of the sixteenth century, silently confirm
their inferiority in relation to the originals they are imitating.

After the modernist design for Kocatepe Mosque was abandoned, neo-
Ottoman mosque architecture, with few exceptions, became the paradigm
for the following decades. The professional community continued to pro-
test against the sixteenth-century imitations that cropped up, while a series
of right-wing governments continued to build monumental examples in
various cities throughout the 1980s and 1990s, with the mosques receiv-
ing approval from the majority of the public. The mimicry of the classical
Ottoman mosque was a trademark of a state ideology internalising Islam
within nationalism, which would even be used as an instrument of foreign
policy, particularly in the post-Soviet Turkic world.®

AN AMBIGUOUS START: IsLAMISM AND MOSQUE DESIGN

The AKP came to power in 2002, after a decade of Islamist rule in the
local administrations of major Turkish cities (Batuman 2013). Throughout
the 1990s, a pious bourgeoisie emerged that played an important role in
the AKP’s rise to power. The freedom enjoyed by religious groups in the
2000s also resulted in the recognition of the mosque as a signifier of

*For details, see Batuman (2018b, 24-26).
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distinction. The emergent devout patrons freely chose from diverse typol-
ogies for the mosques they sponsored, and mosque design outside archi-
tectural mimicry began to receive popular approval for the first time.
Within such plurality, the AKP had ambitions to build a monumental
mosque with ideological aspirations. The opportunity presented itself in
the form of the new Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet Isleri
Bagkanlig, Diyanet) campus outside the city centre of Ankara. An invited
competition was organised but not publicly announced early in 2007.

This was a time of turmoil when the AKP was struggling with the pres-
sure of the armed forces which would block the election of an Islamist
president with a memorandum in 2007. Although the AKP responded to
the military memorandum with early elections and derived another land-
slide victory, the mosque became the subject of dispute between the
Islamist government and the secularist establishment. Construction work
only started late in 2008 and even the name of the mosque reflected con-
flict: it was cynically referred to as the “VIP mosque” in secular media and
later named after Ahmet Hamdi Akseki, one of the prominent directors of
the Diyanet.

The Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque, which is among the largest in
Turkey with its 33-metre-wide dome, displays a modernist outlook
(Fig. 6.2). Similar to the unbuilt proposal for Kocatepe, it presents an
austere interpretation of the traditional Ottoman mosque, characterised
by the central dome, here structurally resting on four arches standing on
four pillars. Yet the massing creates an image wherein the dome is sitting
on top of another, rather flat, domical surface defining side galleries on
four sides. This symmetrical organisation is further emphasised by the four
corner minarets, as well as the climination of the traditional Ottoman
courtyard.®

The fact that the mosque’s design was determined through a restricted
competition shrouded in secrecy resulted in public uproar as construction
of the mosque began in 2008, most of which was ideologically based,
denouncing the building as an Islamic symbol that countered decades of
secular rule. Yet there were also internal tensions between the architect
and the client over the architectural features of the mosque. The designer
of the mosque, Salim Alp, was an experienced professional with 35 years
of practice. Although they accepted his modernist interpretation, Diyanet

°For an historically contextualised assessment of the mosque’s architecture, see
Ozaloglu (2017).
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Fig. 6.2 The Ahmet
Hamdi Akseki Mosque
inside the Diyanet
compound, designed by
Salim Alp. (Photograph
by author. Located along
the main road tying
Ankara to Eskisehir, the
mosque rises as a
landmark visible to
everyone approaching
the city from the western
suburbs)

officials demanded that the mosque also embody Ottoman and/or Seljuk
elements that would link it to traditional Turkish Islamic architecture. The
most radical dispute involved the fagade design. Using the problem of
extensive daylighting due to the transparency of the facades as an excuse,
the Diyanet officials asked the designer to produce different proposals for
the portal, which he did.

To the architect’s dismay, however, the Diyanet officials had also asked
the Diyanet’s construction office to design a radically different portal,
with a block that imitated historical Seljuk portals (Fig. 6.3). Both the
surface of this block and larger vertical strips added to the eastern and
western facades were decorated with Seljuk patterns. This addition was
made during the construction phase and the architect only learned about
it by observing the construction of the bulky concrete mass. Although he
demanded the elimination of this addition and threatened to take the offi-
cials to court, he was finally persuaded to accept the fait accompli.” With

7Interview with Salim Alp, 25 July 2017.
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Fig. 6.3 The Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque inside the Diyanet compound,
designed by Salim Alp: early stage and the actual building. Note the change in the
main entrance to the mosque. (Source: Salim Alp Mimarlik and author)

these additions, the modernist look of the mosque was hybridised, and the
design was presented to the public as “neoclassical”.

By 2010, preliminary construction of the Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque
was coming to an end, but the tension between the client and the architect
was intensifying as the architect witnessed continued interventions in his
design. As the time arrived to plan the interior design and detailing, this
tension reached the point of rupture. After Alp had already begun work-
ing on it, the client suddenly decided to postpone the design process.
Soon after, Diyanet removed the architect entirely from the project.

At this point, Diyanet (and the government by extension) had three
problems. The first two concerned the ongoing construction: it was neces-
sary to block the architect’s claims to its design and also find a new profes-
sional whose work could be tightly controlled by Diyanet. The third
problem was external to the construction and political in nature: the legiti-
macy of the monumental mosque in the public eye was still at a very low
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level. This was a serious problem due to the political situation in the coun-
try. The AKP was working hard to end the threat from the military by a
referendum, and was thus seeking to find allies among various political
agents ranging from liberals to Kurdish parties and Alevi organisations. An
important dimension of this tolerant attitude was respect for women’s
rights.®

A noteworthy outcome of hearing women’s voices was the recognition
of their demand to be involved in mosque organisation and the rituals they
sheltered, and their critique of the spatial organisation of women’s sec-
tions in the mosques, since the segregated spatial organisation of the
mosques has always been controlled by men. While women were wel-
come, women’s sections had generally been organised poorly and located
in basements or behind curtains, while neglect of women’s ablution spaces
was a particular discouragement to their mosque attendance. Yet the
1990s saw the rise of activism and scholarship agitating for gender equality
in Islam globally (Wadud 1992, 2006); in many countries the demand for
men and women to be able to perform prayer together and the possibility
of woman-led prayers came to the fore (Elewa and Silvers 2011; Bano and
Kalmbach 2011). Although there were parallel endeavours in Turkey in
the 1990s, female-led prayer, unlike in other parts of the Islamic world,
has never even been discussed. Nevertheless, women’s demands for equal
space inside the mosque gradually gained ground due, on the one hand,
to the increased social mobility of pious women, and, on the other, the
perception of women’s exclusion from the mosque space as discrimination
for the first time (Yilmaz 2015, 207-220).°

Here, there is an interesting overlap between women’s demands to par-
ticipate in the mosque as public space and Diyanet’s positive response to
it. The demand for transformation of mosques to welcome women’s par-
ticipation readily found an echo in Diyanet’s work to popularise mosque

8Despite the optimism of this period and the establishment of a Ministry of Women’s
Rights to adapt EU regulations, the AKP soon reverted to conservative defence of patriarchy
(Acar and Altunok 2013).

In response to criticisms from female Islamic intellectuals on the inadequacy of proper
spaces for women and the miserable conditions of the existing women’s sections, the Mufti
Office (a branch of Diyanet) in Istanbul launched a project to assess the state of the mosques
in Istanbul in terms of women-friendliness, which concluded that half of the approximately
3000 mosques in Istanbul were not suitable for the performance of women’s prayers (Erdemli
2013, 127).
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attendance, which, in turn, enabled women to step in as designers of
mosque space for the first time.

After a lengthy period, Diyanet awarded the interior design project of
the Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque to architect Sonay Ilbay. Although the
choice could not be reduced to the designer’s gender, it is plausible to say
that the Diyanet officials were pleased to be working with a female designer
despite her lack of expertise in mosque design.!® A female designer was in
tune with their ongoing projects promoting women’s participation in the
mosques. The job was to be supervised by the construction company,
which appointed art historians and acoustics experts as consultants, in
addition to artisans who were masters of traditional techniques of murals,
calligraphy, inlay, stained glass, and woodwork. Thus, the lack of expertise
on the part of the designer was offset by the involvement of the construc-
tion company in overseeing the process. This was also a mechanism to
guarantee both the quality and the dominance of traditional decorations.

Upon its inauguration, the mosque was widely publicised, and praised
as a synthesis of tradition and contemporary technology. Curiously, the
architecture of the building was almost always presented through its deco-
rations and interior design, to the extent that Alp’s name was virtually
never mentioned in the press coverages. Even the lengthy description of
the building on the website of the construction company mentions the
names of nine designers (and artisans) and eight consultants, but not the
architect. When President Abdullah Giil visited the mosque, it was a
female architect from the staff of the construction company who accom-
panied and briefed him on its architecture (Habertiirk, 26 April 2013).
The interior designer, on the other hand, was named and praised for her
work. In mainstream media, it was Ilbay who was interviewed about the
mosque, with emphasis placed on her gender (Aksam, 24 April 2013).
That is, although a non-traditional outlook was approved to realise such a
large mosque, the mosque itself was recognised only by its interior archi-
tecture, which displayed traditional decorative arts; the political dismissal
of the modernist outlook was concealed behind praise for the interior. The

9Tlbay had twenty years of experience in the construction unit of a public bank before
starting her own office. Her work in Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque led to new commissions
on mosque interiors in Turkey and abroad. Interview with Sonay Ilbay, 21 March 2017.

H<«Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Camii”, available online: http://enderinsaat.com/Icerik.
ASP?ID=1316 (accessed on 02 August 2016).
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gender of the architect was successfully instrumentalised both to side-line
Alp and to present the mosque in a sympathetic light to the secular public.

REPRESENTING IsLAMIST HEGEMONY: (RE)PRODUCING
NEO-OTTOMANISM

In the wake of the 2011 elections, the AKP was confident enough to pur-
sue its own political agenda without the need for reluctant alliances.
Although I will not go into the details of the political process, what is
significant for my discussion is that this confidence was illustrated in the
monumental mosque projects following one after another that ensued.
Here I discuss two particular examples built in Istanbul: the Mimar Sinan
Mosque in Atasehir and the Camlica Mosque. I use the former to illustrate
the shifting meaning of architectural mimicry under the Islamist govern-
ment and the latter to demonstrate the instrumentalisation of gender in
order to derive legitimacy for a controversial enterprise.

Designed by Hilmi Senalp, the Mimar Sinan Mosque in Atasehir was
the first grandiose neo-Ottoman example of the AKP era. With a 42-metre-
high dome and four 72-metre minarets, it was large enough to welcome
12,500 people to prayer (Fig. 6.4). While the structure reproduces the
image of an Ottoman mosque, its program follows a strategic incorpora-
tion of commerce into the complex, which contains conference and exhi-
bition halls, classrooms, shops, a library, and a two-storey car park.
Strikingly, all of these facilities are located underground, although there is
no shortage of land for construction. That is, although the mosque is
attached to shopping as the central function defining public space, it was
considered inappropriate to exhibit any sign of this, so as not to harm the
Ottoman look of the mosque. The underground floors are designed in
stark contrast to the mosque’s traditional image, fashioned as typical shop-
ping mall interiors. The complex also contains a VIP lounge, which stirred
debate at the time of the inauguration since a mosque, by definition,
implies the equality of congregating worshippers.

The mosque was built in twenty-two months for an estimated cost of
$US20 million (Haberturk 21 July 2012). Although the intention had
been to name it the “Anatolian Great Mosque”, this was changed on the
Prime Minister’s instruction to honour the sixteenth-century master. This
choice is not surprising since Sinan has had a mythical cultural status in the
political power of architecture: nationalistic nostalgia for a glorious
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Fig. 6.4 The Mimar Sinan Mosque designed by Hilmi $enalp. (Photograph by
Giilse Eraydin. Located in Atasehir, a rapidly growing district in the Anatolian part
of Istanbul, the mosque is situated at the north-western corner of'a large park sur-
rounded by two highways and a busy street. To the west of the park lies an upper-
class mixed-use compound of high-rise blocks. Thus, although it is huge in size,
the mosque is unavoidably dwarfed by the blocks towering over it)

imperial past represented by classical Ottoman architecture comprises one
of the origins of national(ist) architecture. Indeed, the dedicatory inscrip-
tion signed by the Prime Minister himself explained the significance of
“Sinan the master” as lying in his having demonstrated “the glorious face
of a nation and civilisation” with his works. Here, the curious expression
of “a nation and civilisation” is not a case of awkward translation; the
Turkish phrase itself refers not to the Turkish nation and Islamic civilisa-
tion as two separate entities but rather implies two qualities of one and the
same entity.

Putting this odd point aside to return to later and turning to the
mosque itself: according to Erdogan, it fulfilled a crucial need in the
Anatolian part of the city which lacked a “selatin mosque” (CNNTurk 20
July 2012). The choice of the word “selatin” was significant and very
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conscious as it is literally the plural form of “Sultan” and is used to define
mosques built by royal family members in the Ottoman era. Considering
that the Maltepe Mosque, built between 1988 and 2001, dominated the
skyline of the Anatolian side, it was clear that the Prime Minister was not
referring to the size of the mosque, but to its political symbolism signify-
ing Ottoman power.

Finally, among those who attended the inauguration ceremony, as well
as a group of ministers, the Prime Minister was accompanied by the
President of Gabon and the President of the Iraqi National Assembly.
While the former represented Turkey’s growing involvement in Africa
under the AKP, the latter embodied significance in terms of the ethno-
religious divisions within Middle Eastern politics. As the Sunni representa-
tive occupying the third most powerful position (after the Kurdish
President and the Shiite Prime Minister) within the delicate and at times
tense power relations in Iraq, the Speaker of the Parliament was a close ally
of Turkey. Thus the attendance of the foreign visitors was a political ges-
ture in tune with Erdogan’s victory speech on the night of the elections in
June 2011, when he hailed “all those in Baghdad, Cairo, Sarajevo, Baku,
Nicosia and all other friendly and brotherly peoples who turned their eyes
to Turkey” and stated that their victory was the victory of “the oppressed
and the aggrieved” across the Muslim world ( Héirriyet 13 June 2011).

These three issues present at the inauguration of the Mimar Sinan
Mosque—namely, the metonymic use of the (Turkish) nation and (Islamic)
civilisation; the reference to Ottoman rule symbolised by se/atin mosques;
and Prime Minister Erdogan’s political ambitions to be influential across
the Muslim world—define the operation of mimicry in the reversal by
neo-Ottoman mosques of the relation between the state and Islam. As
illustrated by Erdogan’s dedicatory inscription, the presentation of
Turkishness and Islam as qualities of the same entity is significantly differ-
ent from the republican definition of the nation which references a secular
and ethnically homogeneous body. The mullet is now envisaged through
self-othering: it is conceived as a majority which had been oppressed by
the elite minority throughout republican history. The AKP, thus, repre-
sented the miller and brought an end to their oppression. Within this
context, the neo-Ottoman mosque comes to represent, rather than Islam
(as a part) in the nation, the nation (as privileged representative) in Islam.

Here it is also worth considering the discourse of neo-Ottomanism
within architecture. Hilmi Senalp, the architect of the Mimar Sinan
Mosque, had already designed a number of neo-Ottoman mosques funded
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by the Turkish government in Tokyo (1993-2000), Ashgabat
(1992-1998), Yekaterinburg (2002), and Berlin (2004). He would con-
tinue to be the favoured designer for state-sponsored mosques under the
AKP. Therefore, Senalp’s views on mosque architecture are illustrative in
terms of neo-Ottomanism. Rejecting categories of “modern” and “con-
temporary” in mosque architecture, Senalp suggests that one cannot speak
of'a “modern” mosque as it is not possible to speak of a “modern Islam”,
arguing, “What we call modern is the continuation of someone else’s tra-
dition” (Senalp 2013, 180). According to him, the West, looking through
Orientalist lenses, has never accepted Islam as a “civilisation”. Hence,
Turkish-Islamic art and culture, in particular, have been viewed merely as
a local flavour in the Arabic-Persian context. According to him, “our civili-
sation, based on the Slejuk-Ottoman lineage” (emphasis added) was par-
ticularly regarded with hostility due to its “welcoming quality [of]
embracing other religions and civilisations without creating ‘others’ and
its essentially anti-colonial characteristics” (Senalp 2007, 76). Within this
context, the Turkish nation, which is “not a Hotanto or Zulu tribe” but a
nation that “produced awe-inspiring cultural examples for over 1000
years”, had a privileged position (Senalp 2007, 78). For Senalp, the
Ottoman architectural heritage “showed whom this land belonged to”
and thus contributed to the making of millet by generating “belonging”
in the present. Thus, the neo-Ottoman mosque is simultaneously a repre-
sentation of millet, while excluding those who fail to identify with it, and
a tool for the promotion of the privileged strand of Turkish Islam across
the globe.

On 29 May 2012, the 559th anniversary of the conquest of Istanbul,
Erdogan announced that a monumental mosque was to be built on
Camlica Hill, that would be “among the largest in the world and [...] vis-
ible from everywhere in the city” (Radikal 30 May 2012). This district is
closely associated with Erdogan himself, since his residence is located
there. Within two months an architectural competition was announced for
the design of the mosque and participants were given only forty days to
submit their proposals. The brief explicitly asked entrants to come up with
proposals “reflecting Ottoman-Turkish architectural style, connecting tra-
dition to the future and adding an original link to o culture’s chain of
tradition” (emphasis added) (Arkitera.com 23 July 2012). The competi-
tion was boycotted by the Chamber of Architects and prominent profes-
sionals, who questioned both the legitimacy of such a colossal mosque and
the reliability of the competition, whilst leading scholars declined to join
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the jury. The results of the competition further fuelled debate, since no
first prize was awarded while two projects were awarded the second prize.
One of the second-prize winners featured an Ottoman replica while the
other was a modernist scheme; the Prime Minister himself decided that
the former was to be executed.

The project was presented to the public as a competition won by two
young women. Moreover, the photographs accompanying the news arti-
cles showed the two women in their headscarves, which implicitly claimed
a success on the part of the pious Muslim women. Designed by Hayriye
Giil Totu and Bahar Mizrak, the chosen proposal is almost a copy of the
Sultan Ahmet Mosque (Fig. 6.5). To counter criticisms of copying an
existing mosque, the designers responded that this was not an issue of
imitation but of style, and style was a matter of choice. As they asserted,
“Some prefer a contemporary modern style and what we embrace is the
Turkish-Islamic style... You cannot question the style of a poet and ask,
‘why do you write epic poems?”” (Milliyet 16 November 2012). Defining
the dome, half-domes, minarets, and courtyard as essential elements in the
Turkish-Islamic tradition, the designers argued that every mosque is
inspired by another one. Thus, they claimed that their use of existing

Fig. 6.5 The Camlica Mosque, designed by Hayriye Giil Totu and Bahar Mizrak:
(Zeft) under construction with Erdogan’s posters surrounding the site in August
2016; (7ight) view from across the Bosphorus in January 2017. (Photographs by
author. The billboards, part of mobilisation efforts following the failed coup, read,
“Whatever they do, it is futile /There is [ This is] a divine judgement coming from
heaven”)
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mosques as a source was “not imitation or replication but inspiration
through the continuity of tradition”. Criticism of the size and unimagina-
tiveness of the mosque was also raised by Islamic intellectuals (Ciindioglu
2012, 3-12; Eygi 2012).

Interestingly, the designers sought to include original elements to dif-
ferentiate their work. In addition to the six minarets, resembling those of
the Sultan Ahmet Mosque, they proposed a seventh octagonal “time min-
aret” on top of the sadirvan (ablution fountain) in the centre of the court-
yard, which essentially was a clock tower. Furthermore, the central dome
in their proposal was unusually high, almost a full hemisphere above the
drum, which was a departure from the rather flat Ottoman mosque domes.

Erdogan asked for certain modifications to the project, in consultation
with a group of experts from Istanbul Technical University and Mimar
Sinan University, supervised by the Ministry of Environment and
Urbanism, and the outcome was proudly announced by the minister. The
revisions removed the seventh minaret, flattened the central dome to
resemble Ottoman domes, emphasised the entrance to the courtyard with
a Seljuk-style portal, and replaced the proposed canopies shaped like
reverse umbrellas bordering the terrace outside the courtyard with a tradi-
tional Ottoman portico (Arkitera.com 20 February 2013). That is, the
revisions made by “expert” men, tollowing the suggestions of the Prime
Minister, mainly aimed to make the mosque look more like classical
Ottoman examples. In its final version the mosque has a 72-metre-high
dome with a diameter of 34 metres and can accommodate 63,000 wor-
shippers. The whole complex covers a site of 57,500 square metres and
includes workshops, classrooms, a 1000-person conference hall, a
250-person meeting hall, a library, a museum, a 3500 square meter exhibi-
tion hall and a car park accommodating 3500 vchicles. The museum is
appropriately assigned to be a “Museum of Turkish-Islamic Art”. At this
size, the mosque is one of the largest in the world.

Once the competition and PR stage of the project was over and con-
struction had begun, the two female architects were removed from the
process and even their names were suppressed. Neither the web site
designed to provide information on the ongoing construction (www.
istanbulcami.com) nor occasional media coverage mentions either of them.

Nevertheless, the design process of the Camlica Mosque provided an
example to follow when the construction of large-scale mosques stirred
controversy. In several other cases female designers were similarly employed
to fend off criticism. For instance, the Ramazanoglu Mosque (2006-2014),


http://arkitera.com
http://www.istanbulcami.com
http://www.istanbulcami.com

6 CLAIMING THE NEO-OTTOMAN MOSQUE: ISLAMISM, GENDER... 171

another neo-Ottoman mosque built in Adana, was designed by four female
architects and advertised as “women-friendly”, claiming to respond to the
needs of women in its design (AljazeeraTurk, 9 August 2011).

CONCLUSION

The emergence of neo-Ottoman mosque architecture based on mimicry
of sixteenth-century examples that represent the zenith of Ottoman impe-
rial power was not an Islamist enterprise but rather one that aimed to
subsume Islam within nationalist conservatism. With the AKP’s rise to
power, however, this particular idiom has become operative in precisely
the opposite direction. Now it serves the absorption of nationalism, the
remoulding of the nation-state by the AKP’s Islamism, and the making of
millet, the Islamic nation.

However, regardless of its architectural form, mosque building has
always been perceived as an anti-secular enterprise in Turkey. While objec-
tions to large-scale mosques from the secularist public were readily nulli-
fied by the right-wing populisms of mainstream governments, they became
a tougher challenge for the Islamist government. Beginning with the
Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque, both the AKP and its opponents saw the
construction of such edifices as aggressive manoeuvres in an ongoing ide-
ological battle. Within the complicated power networks defining mosque
architecture, gender emerged as a suitable instrument with which to over-
whelm opposing positions on grounds of political correctness. In cases of
disputes between architects and their clients, as well as in order to suppress
ideological opposition to mosque building, female designers were invited
in to override professional conventions.

Although this chapter has only addressed the instrumentalisation of
women’s agency in Islamist politics, it is crucial to note that increasing
attention to gender, even in the course of power struggles among men and
their institutions, has also opened up possibilities for appropriation and
empowerment on the part of women. The mosque as a space of worship
embodies gender politics stemming from historically rooted traditions of
patriarchy. Yet it is crucial to understand the mosque as a site of struggle
over the use and meaning of religiosity in its relations to gender.
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