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1 . 1  URBAN ACTIVISM IN ISTANBUL

Imagine a city characterized by the radicalization en masse of students, workers, 
and professional associations. Imagine as a core aspect of struggle their inventive 
fabrication of a suite of urban spatial tactics, including militant confrontation over 
control and use of the city’s public spaces, shantytowns, educational institutions, 
and sites of production. Sounds and fury, fierceness and fearlessness. Picture a bat-
tle for resources, as well as for less quantifiable social goods: rights, authority, and 
senses of place. Consider one spatial outcome of this mobilization—a city tenu-
ously segregated on left/right and on left/left divisions in nearly all arenas of public 
social interaction, from universities and high schools to coffee houses, factories, 
streets, and suburbs. Even the police are fractured into political groups, with one 
or another of the factions dominant in neighborhood stations. Over time, escalat-
ing industrial action by trade unions, and increasing violence in the city’s edge 
suburbs change activists’ perceptions of urban place. Here is a city precariously 
balanced between rival political forces and poised between different possible 
futures, even as its inhabitants charge into urban confrontation and polarization.

Imagine a military insurrection. Total curfew. Flights in and out of the country 
suspended, a ban on theater and cultural activities, schools and universities shut 
down. Removing books from library shelves that the new regime might find suspi-
cious. “Wanted” posters pasted at ferry terminals, civil police watching for suspicious 
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Bu şehirde ölmek yeni birşey değil elbet
Sanki yaşamak daha büyük bir marifet!

(Ha, to die in this city brings no new thrill,  
Living is a much finer skill!)

—can yücel (2005), “Yesenin’den Intihar Pusulası Moskova’dan”
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responses. Whole suburbs targeted for “special treatment.” Mass arrests and torture, 
random identity checks in public places, the sudden cutting of roads by police and 
the searching of buses, assaults on the houses of activists, summary executions. Mar-
tial law turning the city into another country. “It was as if time stood still,” said Ömer 
(Türkiye İsçi Partisi, or Workers Party of Turkey)1 Imagine for hundreds of thousands 
of people fear of arrest seeping into consciousness, a fear of torture, and of telling 
under torture when they had a rendezvous or where they had last visited an organiza-
tion house. Picture body habits changing overnight, in anticipation of future regula-
tions of the junta. Shaving your head in order to stay at the university (Vassaf 2011: 5). 
“I didn’t go out much in those years,” said one activist.

The city is Istanbul in the years 1974–1983. For militants,2 what is it like to dwell 
there? How do they transform its places and mood, and respond to others’ remak-
ing of its affective atmospheres and spaces? What of the urban environment itself, 
synesthetically known by the “whole body sensing and moving” (Casey 1996: 18): 
how does it sound, feel, smell, and appear? And what of the decades since then, 
forgetting and remembering it, your activism and its small part in the making of 
the city’s chaos? Snatch of a song, rhythm of a chanted slogan, anniversary of the 
death of a comrade, son, or friend. Each live on in the museum of the mind, in the 
pains of the body, in the affect exuded by objects and photos, and in the intersub-
jective imagination of daughters and sons who listen to your stories.

Istanbul, City of the Fearless is a study of urban activism in those years, ruptured by 
the 1980 military coup d’état—12 Eylül (12 September) in the political vernacular—
that brought a decade-long, fragmented social struggle to a bloody close and  
instituted nearly three years of martial law. Military dogma has it that the coup’s pre-
cipitating cause was the “terrorist” actions of urban militants and the anarchical state 
of the city. In response the junta’s new dispensation instituted in the authoritarian 
1982 Constitution was designed to prevent their recrudescence in the politics of the 
present ever after. The third military intervention in Turkey’s Republican history, 12 
Eylül led to the replacement of the liberal 1961 Constitution by one demonstrably less 
democratic. Loyalty to the ideology of Atatürk was declared the sole guiding principle 
of the Turkish state and society, with no protection afforded “to thoughts or opinions 
contrary to . . . the nationalism, principles, reforms and modernism of Atatürk” 
(Constitution of the Turkish Republic 1982). Civil society associations and political 
parties alike had to show allegiance to these defining characteristics or face prosecu-
tion by the Constitutional Court.

1. I have changed the names of activists, but not the political faction they belonged too, nor their 
gender. The first time I mention the name of a political group or faction I translate it into English. 
Thereafter I use the Turkish abbreviation. See the list of names of political organizations.

2. I use activist, militant, and partisan interchangeably in this book to refer to the active members 
of different political factions.
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Today the institutions of military tutelage remain in place, from the National 
Security Council to the Higher Education Council, despite the pressure for consti-
tutional change that has partially characterized Turkish politics over the last decade 
and a half. As much as in the bodies and memories of a generation, 12 Eylül endures 
in such political instruments, conditioning contemporary Turkish social life, rea-
son enough to learn more about the period that gave it birth. Its ongoing influence 
in politics means that this book is simultaneously an anthropological study of the 
recent past and of the present, of how two significant urban events—the spatial 
activism of revolutionary movements in the 1970s, and the 1980 coup d’état—not 
only transformed Istanbul in those years but also exerted their force and influence 
into the future, becoming sources of novel spatial arrangements, new social divi-
sions, and of inhabitants’ altered perceptions and memories of the city.

In the years immediately before the 1980 military coup Istanbul was experi-
enced as a city in crisis, described by activists as “electric,” “chaotic,” or “strained.” 
For Ertuğrul, it was “tense, like a family used to violence and waiting for it to hap-
pen” (Devrimci Yol [hereafter Dev-Yol, Revolutionary Path/Way]). Others remem-
bered its sounds as raucous and threatening. Activists’ perception of the partisan, 
fragmented, and unstable qualities of the city reflects a period in which their own 
actions inflicted a radical contingency upon its spatial organization and order of 
places. Conventions of engagement, movement, and relationship, partially fos-
tered by material arrangements, were replaced by an uncertainty about the “spatial 
economy” of places (Lefebvre 1991: 56). For Istanbul’s strongly ideological activists, 
the stress of the city meant sense and sensibility became acutely attuned to the 
semiotics of different political fractions, to the behavior of groups of people and to 
political signs encoded in the urban environment. A rapidly accumulating (and 
changing) spatial knowledge about when to move around the city, where not to go, 
how to sit in the coffeehouse, and who to avoid became a potentially life-and-
death practice of urban living.3 Recognizing the political alignment of others as 
communicated through their bodies was critical. Paying attention to the acoustic 
cues resounding in public space—say to the singing of certain songs on the ferry 
by a group of people—might save one from a beating.

Activists’ embodied sensory experience of the city, their changing urban knowl-
edge and emerging sense of place were intimately related to political practices of 
organizing, mobilizing and agitating. Perceptions of Istanbul derived from activ-
ists’ purposive attitude toward the city, oriented by the “task” of revolution. Walls 
were noticed for the possibilities they afforded posters and graffiti, reverberant 
streets for the cascading of sonic amplification. Squares were assessed for the con-
catenating choreography of gestures and slogans, the time between train stations 

3. According to Zürcher (1995) in the year before the coup up to twenty people a day were slain in 
urban conflict.
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for the shaping of a “shock” speech. Yet because activists were dispersed among 
rival groups, the affordances furnished by the urban environment were sometimes 
formally divided up between groups and sometimes fought over, adding affective 
registers of amity and enmity to their experiences of the city. Differences between 
leftist groups concerning Turkey’s situation spilled over into conflict between frac-
tions, contributing to militants’ feelings of living in an intensely stressed and mer-
ciless city.

In brief, in the second half of the 1970s the activists of the socialist factions and 
the cadres of the ultranationalists together sought both to control and to remake 
the city, in the process changing radically the experiences and practices of place-
making for their own members and for the rest of the city’s inhabitants. Their 
combat in, with, and over the city, their taking possession of its public spaces and 
institutions through occupying force, and their attempted creation of politically 
autonomous zones of self-governance in the city’s deprived shanty-towns were sig-
nificant strategies in their appropriation, occupation, and transformation of space. 
The description and analysis of activists’ experiences connect to other matters that 
I discuss in this book. These include the city’s political geography and its key sites 
of conflict and mobilization; violence as both spatial practice and generator of 
urban space; militants’ perceptions of political fractions and of political ideologies; 
the junta’s post-coup strategies for urban pacification; contrasts in the socio- 
material structure and spatial organization of Istanbul before and after the coup; 
and the significance of activist practices and the coup for understanding the neo-
liberal “globalization” of Istanbul in the decades after.

Spatial Politics
Although this book’s first concern is the perception of urban activists in Istanbul, the 
larger context of their experience of the city involves their participation in spatial 
politics, an under-theorized subject for these critical years. By spatial politics here I 
mean the generation and transformation of space–both symbolic and physical–by a 
range of social actors, including legal and illegal organizations, the State, the junta, 
businesses and property developers, private builders, urban designers, and ordinary 
residents. I use it to include political factions’ appropriation and transformation of 
the city’s expanding buildings, streets, and institutions, as well as their gaining con-
trol of an area and defending and changing it in conformity with, in disregard of, or 
in opposition to the intentions of its authorities, builders, or other factions. The 
junta, as “architects” of the coup, pursued spatial politics too, intentionally orches-
trating the sound, appearance, and uses of the city.

On both a more concrete and macro level, the spatial politics of earlier eras  
in urban Turkey have been well studied, most thoroughly in Sibel Bozdoğan’s 
(2001) work on the architectural culture, design, and buildings of the Republican 
state in the single-party period (1923–1950). Although the new monumental and 
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modernist architecture that Bozdoğan analyzes in 1930s Ankara was only patchily 
present in Istanbul, it too was transformed in those very same years. In it the pri-
mary endeavor of Turkey’s first Kemalists was not to construct or reassemble 
Istanbul’s built environment but to disassemble its population, their nationalist 
program targeting Greeks, Armenians, and Jews for expulsion from the city while 
Turkifying its economy (Aktar 2000). The result was de-peopled places and dis-
placed people (see chapter 3).

Urban planning, too, has continually remade Istanbul over the Republican 
period, first in the work of famed urbanist Henri Prost, author of the master plan 
for the city in 1937 and its chief planner between the years 1936–1951 (Pilsel and 
Pinon 2010), and then in the substantial transformation of Istanbul by the Demo-
crat Party in the years 1950–1960, led by Prime Minister Adnan Menderes. Murat 
Gül’s The Making of Modern Istanbul (2009) focuses on the urban development of 
the city in the 1950s, including the chiseling out of its major thoroughfares— 
for example Aksaray Caddesi, Beşiktaş Meydanı, Vatan, and Millet Caddeleri or 
Tarlabaşı Bulvarı—that still give the older parts of the city much of their skeletal 
form. Yet his book has the same bias as Bozdoğan’s, concentrating on the emerging 
structure of the city—what Gül calls its morphology—and not on its inhabitants in 
relation to it.

Compelling as both these analyses are, they are circumscribed by their focus  
of study, concerned as they are for only half of what Bernard Tschumi (1994) has 
described as the “violence of architecture.” By this Tschumi means not only the 
“violence” inflicted upon inhabitants by the material and symbolic arrangements 
of architecture and urban structure, but also a second dimension: users’ “violence” 
against places themselves in their transformation—temporary or permanent, 
authorized or transgressive—of the built environment. For Tschumi, the violence 
of architecture is not just a metaphor, given the reality of certain sites that destroy 
emotional and bodily integrity—for example, in the spatialized brutality of prisons 
and of their soul-shredding sonic design (see chapter 7), or the construction of 
buildings over and out of the ruins of others.

Yet as metaphor, too, the violence of architecture captures the intensity of rela-
tions between buildings-spaces and their users: the ever-present reciprocal and fric-
tional confrontation in which buildings qualify actions, just as actions qualify 
buildings (Tschumi 1994: 122). The metaphor can be expanded as well, illuminating 
how buildings redefine, diminish, and highlight other buildings, and how users’ 
actions impinge upon—rub up against—the actions of other users. Once we include 
both the planned and unplanned sonic/heard, olfactory/smelt, and textured/felt 
dimensions of the built environment in our analysis, the tracing of users’ violent 
engagement with Istanbul’s assemblages of urban space and with each other 
becomes a task in which the multisensory nature of the city and of the human body 
need to be taken into account.
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My focus on activists’ social construction of space in Istanbul is not, then, in the 
main concerned with the political intentions embedded in planning interventions 
and architectural sites in the city, as many recent studies on the built environments 
of Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir have been (Holod and Evin 1984, Yeşilkaya 1999, 
Kolluoğlu-Kırlı 2002, Çelik 2007, Bertram 2008). Nor does it concentrate on the 
city’s spatial formation as generated by the social relations of the capitalist mode of 
production (e.g., Keyder 1999), although I do write about both of these processes 
in chapter 3. Rather, it foregrounds the second dimension of the violence of archi-
tecture, in an attempt to bring the vital social movements of the late 1970s, the 
activists of the leftist factions and the cadres of the ultranationalists, into relation-
ship with the historically evolving spatial organization and built environments of 
the city. Together they changed radically the experience of inhabiting Istanbul, 
both for their own partisans and for any politically neutral public.

1 .2  ISTANBUL 1974–1983

Why arrow in on the period 1974–1983? Is there not artificiality in bracketing off 
these years from the influence of earlier social processes and events that bequeathed 
to activists already-instituted imaginaries, heroes, political practices, and urban 
environments, even as they sought to create insurgent social-historical habits and 
arrangements? Despite this risk, 1974 seems to herald the emergence of a city qual-
itatively different from the Istanbul of the early 1970s. The coalition cobbled 
together by Süleyman Demirel to form Milliyetçi Cephe, the first “Nationalist 
Front” government in April 1975, included the “fascist” Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi 
(MHP [Nationalist Movement Party]), which was given two ministries despite 
having won only three seats in the five-hundred-member parliament.4 (In the 1977 
election the MHP polled 7 percent of the votes and increased their seats in parlia-
ment to seventeen.) Ministers enabled the “infiltration” and “pillaging” of state 
institutions by their own party members, as well as turning a blind eye to the 
organized “Turkist” violence that began to characterize urban places. Less than  
a year earlier, in July 1974, an amnesty extended to political activists by the  
short-lived Ecevit coalition government released thousands of leftist intellectuals, 
trade unionists, student leaders, and journalists imprisoned after the March 12, 
1971, military intervention and declaration of martial law (including the poet  
Can Yücel).

4. There is an issue with the nomenclature used by protagonists to describe combatants in the 
political struggle in these years. Fascist is the word used by leftist groups to describe the commandos 
they were confronted by. The rightists called themselves “idealists,” inspired by the ideals (ülküler) or 
principles of Turkism. Similarly, the Ülkücü labeled all leftist groups “communists,” despite profound 
differences between them.
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The Istanbul many returned to had changed. For example, according to Hüseyin 
(TKP, Turkish Communist Party) until the early 1970s “Istanbul ferries and train 
were divided into two sections, first and second class. But even if you had the 
money you couldn’t enter first class unless you were known. Ecevit abolished this 
in 1973.” The most liberal constitution in the Republic’s history (in 1961) had legal-
ized the establishment of class-based parties, and by 1965 the Workers Party of 
Turkey had emerged as an electoral force. Its internal fragmenting in the late 1960s, 
and then its being closed down after the 1971 intervention for (among other things) 
its recognition of Kurdish rights at its fourth congress in 1970, boosted the appeal 
of more revolutionary ideologies, and by the mid-1970s a host of radical socialist, 
communist and anti-imperialist groups were active in the city. These legal and 
illegal leftist parties and organizations sought to mobilize the inhabitants of the 
workers’ suburbs on the edges of a rapidly expanding Istanbul, and all over the city 
their university and even high-school youth groups were active in educating stu-
dents in their analyses of Turkey’s retarded social development. At the same time, 
labor militancy was growing among workers in state industries and in large private 
factory plants, with membership in unions fractured between two major rival con-
federations, DİSK (Confederation of Revolutionary Trade Unions) and Türk-İş 
(Confederation of Turkish Trade Unions). That same 1961 constitution (and then 
more fully Ecevit government policy in 1974) had given unions the right to educate 
workers upon the signing of a collective agreement; paid leave was funded by the 
employer. These privileges encouraged union activities, and by 1979 more than  
one million workers were organized in unions, the majority of them in Istanbul 
(Mello 2010).

A broad and eclectic range of civil society associations, parties, and organiza-
tions had also organized to oppose the Demirel coalition. According to Faik 
(Aydınlık [Enlightenment]), “When I came out of prison in 1974, I was surprised 
by the strength of the leftist groups. They were everywhere and very lively.” They 
had also become more factionalized: “The new TKP began to organize in 1973/4 as 
well, and had become influential. They gained control of DİSK. After the mid-70s 
the left groups divided into two fronts [cephe], Maoists and the Soviet aligned 
groups.” Of course, an active and heavily factionalized radical leftist movement 
generated its own opposition, not only in employers’ federations or in right-wing 
political parties vying for parliamentary domination, but also in the form of a 
para-military anti-communist organization, known as the “idealists” (ülkücüler), 
whose intention was to combat, violently or otherwise, the influence of the left 
(Çağlar 1990).

Another momentous event happened in late 1974: the first killing of a student 
since 1971. “I even remember his name,” said Ömer (Birikim journal), “it was Şahin 
Aydın. He was stabbed to death by fascists outside a dispensary on Barbaros Boule-
vard.” Around this time guns, too, became a feature of activist life: “All groups began 
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to be armed after 1975–76, because of the violent anti-union attacks,” said Erdoğan 
(Dev-Yol). Thus, activists encountered a new experience of urban life—the visceral 
phenomenon of violence. The bloodshed at the May Day rally of 1977 confirmed a 
new level of political polarization and provocation had been reached:

I left Halk Kurtuluş [HK: Peoples Liberation] a few days before 1 May 1977, because I 
could see what they were planning to do, and I thought it was opening everything up 
to provocation. They were going to march into Taksim Square with guns, hoping for 
a fight [to avenge a death]. There was a story that someone from TKP had killed a 
member of HK, and that it was time to take revenge. The TKP and DİSK had already 
declared that they wouldn’t let Maoist groups enter the square, as they were claiming 
the workers’ day for themselves. The TKP did not object to Devrimci Yol cadres 
entering the square. The Dev-Yol militants stayed in front of the Hotel . . . and as they 
entered someone fired, and then automatic gunfire opened up from Etap Oteli and 
the waterworks building. (Salih, Kurtuluş [Liberation])

What makes 1983 the end of an era? Post 12 Eylül, the violent pacification of  
the city continued throughout the years of martial law (see chapter 7). Although 
the 1982 military constitution structured its working processes, the return to 
restricted parliamentary authority with the election of Turgut Özal as prime min-
ister in November 1983 signified the cessation of the direct rule of the military 
junta. Indirect rule was assured through the operation of the new constitution. 
Kenan Evren remained president of the Republic. Despite this, civilian govern-
ment facilitated the faint beginnings of a new experience of the city for its cowed 
and shocked inhabitants. For activists, too, politics began to take on different 
dimensions:

It is clear that the feminist movement [and human rights] began in 1985 because it 
was almost the only legal way of doing politics. Thus, the first political march after  
12 Eylül was a women’s march from Kadıköy Yoğurtçu Park to Kadıköy Square. 
Before the march we went out at night to write about the protest and to put slogans 
on the wall. We went out late as a group, very made-up [çok süslenmiştik]. It was a 
cold, snowy night, and we caught a taxi from one place to another. The slogan was: 
“Women exist” [“Kadınlar vardır”]. Unlike the 70s, men could join in the march but 
only if they stayed silent and marched at the back (Berrin, HK).

Similarly, according to Filiz, the leftist organization Kurtuluş decided in 1985 that 
if two people with the same experience were to apply for the same position, the 
woman should be preferred.

In sum, the years 1974–1983 may be construed as constituting a distinct period 
for the city, characterized first by the fearlessness of mass urban mobilization and 
then by the fear of mass urban pacification, both of which marked indelibly, in 
their reckoning with Istanbul, a generation of activists. The years are punctured  
by the military coup in 1980 that initiated in the city an unprecedented phase of 
state terror.
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Inhabiting Istanbul
How can we gain a preliminary sense of the finer contours of urban living in Istan-
bul in those years? Certainly the daily newspapers, although politically partisan, 
illuminate and extend political science and political economy perspectives, facili-
tating our imagining of the existential affect of the city, of how it was felt/perceived 
and spoken about, and thus known by its inhabitants. Even details of concrete if 
apparently random acts of Istanbul’s inhabitants reveal something about the inter-
subjective relations in which they dwelt—for example, the stealing and cooking of 
a süs köpeği (small house dog) by two youths because they were hungry (Tercü-
man, 2 October 1977, p. 5); or the unintended death of a three-year-old girl in 
Gültepe, killed on her balcony in a fight between two groups by either an “acciden-
tal” bullet (kaza kurşun in Cumhuriyet, 11 October), or a “traitor” bullet (hain 
kurşun in Tercüman, published on the same day).

In 1977 the school term in Istanbul opened with a severe shortage of textbooks 
and teachers. At one school of fifteen hundred students, packed into a place 
designed for seven hundred, the students felt it more useful to play football than to 
sit in classrooms with no teachers (Cumhuriyet, 16 October 1977, p. 7). In the same 
year, electricity cuts became a feature of daily life; two hours each day rolling out 
in turn over every district of the city (although never between 12:00 and 1:00 p.m., 
or on Sundays) (Cumhuriyet, 21 October 1977). Price rises of basic goods in Sep-
tember 1977 brought severe hardship for Istanbul’s poorer inhabitants, and rising 
school expenses meant that some families sent their children back to the village; 
many said that they could eat meat only during Bayram holidays. Cumhuriyet  
(16 October) published the “yoklar listesi” (list of missing goods) reporting which 
things were unavailable and where—salt in Malatya and Bursa; tüpgaz in Bingöl; 
mazot in Bitlis; cement in Mardin; wood in Adıyaman.

The list of price rises helps us understand a political campaign announced in 
Devrimci Yol newspaper on 24 October, bringing Dev-Yol’s supposedly “anarchistic” 
and “extremist” actions into logical relations with the broader urban condition. 
“Faşist zülme ve pahalılığa karşı direniş kampanyası’ açtığını bildirmiştir.” (We 
declare the opening of a resistance campaign against fascist oppression and infla-
tion.) As part of the campaign, a meeting at Sultanahmet Square involved ten demo-
cratic organizations protesting against the price hikes. Participants included Halkın 
Kurtuluşu (People’s Liberation), YDGD (Patriotic Revolutionary Youth Associa-
tion), İleri Müzik-İş Sendikası (Union of Progressive Music Workers), Perde ve 
Sahne Sanatçıları Sendikası (Union of Curtain and Theatre Artists), İleri Maden-İş 
(Progressive Mine Workers), Halk Ozanları (People’s Poets/Minstrels), Kültür 
Derneği (Culture Association), Yurtsever Devrimci Giyim İşçilleri (Patriotic Revo-
lutionary Textile Workers), Fatih Halk Bilimleri Derneği (Fatih People’s Science 
Association), Kartal İşçi Derneği (Kartal Worker’s Association), and Gençlik Birliği 
(Youth Confederation). A group of women and children from Ümraniye’s “1 Mayıs” 
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suburb marched at the front of protesters, carrying posters saying: “There is no 
water, electricity or school in our gecekondu” (Cumhuriyet, 24 October 1977, p.5).

1 . 3  HISTORIO GR APHY OF THE 1970s

There are further reasons, too, for excising and examining these years. For one, over 
the last three decades there has been little detailed study about urban social move-
ments and the broader practices and perceptions of activists and politically ori-
ented civil society in Istanbul in the second half of the 1970s. Similarly, the lived 
experiences of activists and the mood of the city during three years of martial law 
(1980–1983) have rarely been described, nor in that new context have the changed 
spatial and social relations of its inhabitants. Jenny White notes the existence of a 
“mass amnesia” about the period, so much so that after 1980 “the violence that had 
characterized the preceding decade was effaced from public consciousness. No one 
wished to discuss it, even once the danger of arrest had receded” (White 2002: 41). 
Indeed, for the period of military dictatorship most political science accounts have 
focused on the generals’ managed return of government to restricted “civilian rule” 
as well as on the process of the drafting of a new Constitution, and have been 
unwilling or uninterested in writing about the perceptions and fate of activists.

This absence of research and lack of public knowledge is even more striking 
when we consider a subdued yet central understanding of Istanbul that has insinu-
ated itself into the minds of its inhabitants and intellectuals alike: the 1980 military 
coup marks the great dividing line between the present “globalized” city and what 
is felt to be a foreign country of the past. For many analysts the 1980 coup d’état 
and its instituting of the Third Republic ushered in a new era in Turkish politics, a 
period characterized by the eclipse of previously dominant leftist movements and 
ideologies, and the emergence of an identity struggle between Islamists and secu-
larists, as well as between pro-Kurdish movements and a bloody-minded State, all 
in the context of a newly liberalized, consumer-oriented and globalizing economy 
(e.g., see Houston 2001). Accordingly, most social science investigation of any par-
ticular contemporary urban phenomenon places its origin in the short durée of 
post-coup time.5 More than ever, Istanbul is a polarized and crowded mega-city  
of inferior apartments, monuments, shopping malls, five-star hotels, and luxury 
housing developments. Studies of Istanbul’s urban reconfiguration since 1980 have 

5. Let me give two examples, each from the volume Orienting Istanbul: Cultural Capital of Europe 
(2010). Çağlar Keyder begins his narrative with a single paragraph on peasant modernization through 
urban migration to Istanbul in the 1960s and 70s, before proclaiming how “all this changed when 
Istanbul, in common with other globalizing cities of the Third World after the 1980s, experienced the 
shock of rapid integration into transnational markets and witnessed the emergence of a new axis of 
stratification” (2010: 26). Göktürk, Soysal and Türeli’s introduction ignores the 1970s while claiming 
that “a new phase of urban restructuring begins with economic liberalization in the 1980s” (2010: 3).
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focused on a vast range of subjects, from the rise of gated communities on its 
urban fringes (Geniş 2007) to studies of gentrification in the older suburbs (Ergun 
2004); from exploration of the commodification of its public spaces (Öz and Eder 
2012) to investigation of the influence on its secular politics of transnational 
organizations and of the supra-state project of the EU (Gökarıksel and Mitchell 
2005); from tracking of the city’s financial extension beyond Turkey itself (Sassen 
2009) to analysis of new forms of social exclusion for the most recent generation 
of rural or Kurdish migrants to the city (Keyder 2005, Secor 2004). In each of them 
the coup indexes a formulaic baseline from which the trends of the present might 
be imagined, measured, and assessed.

Yet despite this widely held local knowledge concerning the defining signifi-
cance of 12 Eylül as a threshold to a new global city, little research over the last three 
decades has focused directly on Istanbul and its activists in the critical years imme-
diately before and after the coup. At worst, in some accounts 12 Eylül is barely men-
tioned, by-passed in the breathless rush to come to terms with neoliberal and global 
Istanbul. Sassen’s article about Istanbul (2009) is a case in point. According to her 
paradigmatic sense of the term, Istanbul is now a “global city,” identified by chang-
ing sets of numbers that measure its flows of money, people, and ideas. But in her 
analysis there are no national causes, actors, opponents, or makers of its “globaliza-
tion,” nor is there a discussion of the city’s actual history apart from that alluded to 
in the title, its “history” as a place of “eternal intersection.”

Why? Why this local (ac)knowledge(ment) that the military coup in 1980 is the 
crucial event in the long-term reengineering of the city, alongside an apparently 
effaced intellectual curiosity and public memory about what it was like to live, 
organize, agitate, mobilize, and suffer in Istanbul at that time?

One possibility is that the years constitute a collective trauma in the lives of 
many who lived through them, their excesses perceptually overwhelming and 
therefore difficult to comprehend. In his introduction to The Making of Modern 
Turkey Feroz Ahmad notes in a single terse paragraph on the 1970s that “political 
violence and terrorism, which have yet to be adequately explained, made the  
lives of most Turks unbearable” (1993: 13). Similarly, in her recent book Muslim 
Nationalism and the New Turks, Jenny White summarizes the decade in three brief 
paragraphs, relating how “violence and ideological extremism were inescapable.” 
She finishes by recounting her relieved escape from the situation: “Having lived 
through three years of street violence in Ankara, where I was studying at Hac-
ettepe University, I pocketed my master’s degree and left the country in 1978” 
(2013: 34, 35).

Reflections upon my fieldwork and interviews with ex-activists add something 
critical to Ahmad and White’s brief “outsider” comments on urban life. True, mil-
itants’ accounts of activism in the years before 12 Eylül document their participa-
tion in acts of violent militancy, in what Samim described as their “ ‘liquidation’ of 
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the felt validity of the revolutionary experience of others” (1981: 84). Yet unlike the 
characters in novels described by Irzık (2010) in her analysis of 1971 coup d’état 
fiction, who are invariably depicted as persecuted by the State despite their inno-
cence, the activists interviewed for this research did not protest that their victimi-
zation as leftists was mutually incompatible with the experiential realities of 
engaging in democratic and sometimes revolutionary action, including their own 
acts of violence. Indeed, the interviews revealed something different—the capacity 
of ex-activists not just to remember their status as combatants in a civil war or as 
victims of horrifying human rights abuses post coup but also to acknowledge their 
own flawed agency as political actors.

Perhaps differences in accounts of those years disclose not only insider or out-
sider perspectives but also contrary existential perceptions? Ahmad and White’s 
brief comments express a discomforting experience of passivity in the face of the 
actions and activities of others. By contrast, activists recollect their own sense of 
social efficacy extended against the friction of other actors. Activism by definition 
is a mode of embodied agency, and activists felt and hoped that they were remak-
ing the world. Three years of martial law in Istanbul re-tuned the mood of resi-
dents in the city, enacting a perception of helplessness, and traumatizing activists 
and residents alike in the name of Atatürk.

Justifying the Coup d’État
There is more involved in this public and intellectual disengagement from the 
critical years before and after the coup, alongside any guilt, anger, or fear felt by 
militants or Istanbul’s inhabitants about what they did or about what was done to 
them. The minimal comprehension of that period and the lack of public memory 
about it are demonstrated in the near complete absence of any officially sanctioned 
visual monuments to its most striking events. There is one moving, albeit unoffi-
cial, memorial to Metin Yüksel in the courtyard of Fatih mosque, leading member 
of the Muslim youth group Akıncılar, who in 1979 was murdered by MHP com-
mandos after attending Friday prayers. His fallen body shape is etched into the 
paving stones of the mosque courtyard where he was slain. Prayers are still held 
there annually in his memory. The lack of sites of memory testifies to a suppression 
of militants’ voices and perceptions and to an ongoing project by Turkish state 
institutions to obscure or depreciate the full gamut of acivists’ political and social 
activities.

Most active in this project is the Turkish Armed Forces, which attributes 
responsibility for the military intervention to the collective anarchism, terrorism, 
and class separatism of the militants themselves. In his speech broadcast on State 
TV and Radio on the morning of the coup, General Kenan Evren drew attention 
to the “perverted ideologies” that made some people sing the “Internationale” in 
place of the Turkish national anthem. It is plausible to suggest that denigrating the 
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activists of those years comprised a key policy through which the Turkish military 
legitimized its preeminent role in post-coup politics. This campaign also ensured 
the immunity from prosecution of the military personnel responsible for the gross 
human rights abuses carried out as a matter of regime policy after the coup. It was 
only thirty years after the intervention, with the junta leaders nearly all deceased, 
that the Turkish parliament abrogated the constitutional clause granting coup 
leaders amnesty from prosecution (see chapter 8). At the time of writing, tens of 
civil court cases have been launched against military personnel. The outcomes of 
these are uncertain.

In brief, a dominant discourse invokes the increasingly violent polity in the 
years before the coup as its very justification, binding for better or worse militants 
and coup-makers to each other. That narrative positions the activists of the late 
1970s as the city’s fulcrum generation, negatively but causally linked to the restruc-
turing of Istanbul and of Turkey itself. Activists themselves live with that status, 
rejecting the implication that they deserved their arrest and torture while reflect-
ing upon the failure of their struggle to transform urban society.6 Indeed my inter-
views with ex-activists reveal how in retrospect they are intensely critical of the 
faults and shortcomings of their own groups and factions in the years before the 
coup (see chapters 2, 4, and 5), a critique, in short, of themselves, as well as an 
imagining of their own partial responsibility for the present flawed development 
and state of the city. This sober self-examination informs many ex-activists’ identi-
ties and practices in the present.

Reference above to a “dominant” discourse suggests that it is insufficient to say 
that the 1970s have not been written about or analyzed. More precisely, it is the 
complex and varied modes of activism, including consideration of the diverse 
practices, motivations, experiences, intentions, and ethics of militants in the urban 
environment that have been simplified or ignored. By contrast, there is a large  
literature listing and explaining the context of events leading up to the coup. The 
best-disseminated account has been the discourse of the junta, broadcast (for 
years) after the coup in censored media space. Book chapters in general histories 
of “modern Turkey,” often referencing the picture of the 1970s sketched out by the 
junta, comprise a second literature, while work oriented to dependency and world-
systems theory is a third, analyzing the struggle over the political economy as a 
significant reason for social conflict.

The junta’s narrative justifying the intervention was repetitive and clear, con-
sistently made in speeches or interviews given by members of the National Secu-
rity Council in the months after the coup and published in the strictly controlled 

6. See the title Bizim çocuklar yapamadı (Our children couldn’t do it) (Mavioğlu 2008), which in 
retelling the story of 12 Eylül and its aftermath echoes the reported words of the American consul in 
Ankara to the State Department on the night of the coup: “Our boys have done it.”
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press. It included the following claims: the armed forces are a disinterested institu-
tion sitting above the grubby affairs of politicians, political parties, and partisan 
civil society, called upon to act for the benefit of the neutral citizens who are dis-
advantaged by the politicization of state services; indeed the intervention was an 
obligation forced upon the military as a result of the conditions of its existence, 
given the duty bestowed upon it by Atatürk to protect and guard the Turkish 
Republic; it had warned the government and the opposition numerous times to get 
their house in order, but they had refused to act to solve the biggest “regime crisis” 
in the history of the Republic; the country was in peril on a number of fronts, par-
ticularly from the politicians’ inability or refusal to protect the constitutional and 
democratic institutions of the state and regime; further, a grave threat was posed 
by the actions of inside and outside powers who armed, brainwashed, and released 
militants into the environment, leading to anarchy, terror, and separatism, and to 
the needless deaths of twenty or more young people each day.

Single chapters in general political histories of modern Turkey comprise a sec-
ond literature describing the 1970s (see for example Zürcher 1995; Ahmad 1993, 
2003; Pope and Pope 1997; Davison 1998; Howard 2001; Kalaycıoğlu 2005; Akşin 
2007; Waldman and Calışkan 2017; Ter-Matevosyan 2019). Although they usefully 
chronologize an incredible array of events—elections, coalitions, prime ministers, 
galloping inflation, price-hikes for food and oil, balance-of-payment deficits, 
Cyprus tensions, strikes, acts of violence and assassination, notorious massacres—
in the main these chapters lack, paradoxically, both theoretical analysis and 
description of actors’ concrete experience and perspectives.

Further, the narrative of the junta influences much of their analysis. In more 
than a few accounts, society is described as threatened by anarchy; activists are 
reduced to “terrorists” and “extremists” fighting in the streets; and politicians are 
criticized as incompetent, naive, or frivolous (Gunter 1989, Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 124), 
and the military—far from being presented as turning a blind eye to or even spon-
soring certain perpetrators of urban violence—is portrayed as forced to disinter-
estedly intervene in society to resolve a social and political crisis for which (it is 
implied) it had no responsibility in generating, in order to restore the tenets of the 
Atatürk Cumhuriyeti (Atatürk Republic). To give just one example: in his intro-
duction to Ersin Kalaycıoğlu’s Turkish Dynamics (2005) Barry Rubin writes, “At 
times, extremists of left and right fought in the streets. As a result, the military—
which saw itself as the guardian of Atatürk virtues—repeatedly had to intervene. 
Yet if the system’s problem was the sporadic coups, its strength was that each one 
returned the country to a democratic system” (2005: xii). Clearly, the military con-
stitution of 1982 did not return Turkey to a democratic system, at least in any nor-
mative sense of the word. Further, in some writings, activist violence is condemned 
even as the violent imposition of non-violence for “civil” society is condoned (see 
Gunter 1989 for an egregious justification of torture, while citing the military 
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regime’s own publications after the coup as his chief source of information about 
“terrorist” events). In some of these accounts the coup is presented as enacting a 
necessary depoliticization of Turkish society rather than as simultaneously institut-
ing a new political-economic model in its place. For example, in his chapter “The 
Troubled Years 1967–1987” in Turkey: A Short History (1998: 199), Roderic Davison 
repeats approvingly the military’s argument that the 1982 constitution restricted 
the scope of democratic rights to prevent their abuse by those who sought to 
undermine democratic rights.

More interestingly, certain writers’ assumptions about modernization, includ-
ing a willingness to populate the binary categories of modernity and tradition  
with secularists and Islamists (e.g., Kalaycıoğlu 2012: 173), translate as a refusal to 
acknowledge one occluded but central dimension of the 1970s leftist-rightist ideo-
logical struggle: its character as an intra-Ataturkist dispute organized for many 
rightists and leftists around key Kemalist terms of nationalism/Turkism and anti-
imperialism/independence respectively. Accordingly, the threat of “Islamic funda-
mentalism,” and more specifically a rally held in Konya by the MSP (Milli Selamet 
Partisi [National Salvation Party) a week before the coup is often cited as another 
legitimate reason for 12 Eylül (see Zürcher 1995, Gunter 1989, Ahmed 2003).7

Last, in some chapters “Kurdish separatism”—not ethnic Turkish chauvinism—
is mentioned as a threatening tendency in south-east Turkey, and presented as a 
lawful concern in inciting military intervention (see Davison 1998, Howard 2001, 
Gunter 1989). In his memoirs, Kenan Evren himself claimed that there were eight 
“separatist” (bölücü) organizations operating in the southeast of Turkey before the 
coup (in Pope and Pope 1997). In such explanations there is little acknowledgment 
of the oppressive long-term project of assimilation directed toward Kurds by the 
Kemalist state, immediately reinforced by the junta’s banning of Kurdish after the 
coup. Nor is the notorious and extreme violence meted out to Kurdish inmates in 
Diyarbakır Prison after 12 Eylül much spoken about (see Odabaşı 1991), or the jun-
ta’s reorganization in 1981 of Turkish nationalist outlets like the Turkish Historical 
Society and the Directorate-General of Intelligence and Research, aimed at produc-
ing propaganda about ethnic minorities (see chapter 7).

By contrast, for scholars versed in dependency theory and the world-systems 
school, the crisis of state-led import-substituting industrialization (ISI) in the 1970s 
determined conditions for conflict over the mode of capital accumulation and its 
distribution (see for example Gülalp 1997, Keyder 1993). An exemplary study in this 
vein is Çağlar Keyder’s State and Class in Turkey (1987), which provides both a mac-
roeconomic autopsy of the systemic failure of ISI in the 1970s and an account of its 
conditioning of political developments, including fragile and fragmented coalition 

7. Kenan Evren specifically mentioned the Konya rally in his address to the press, September 16 
1980, citing it as an example of the dangerous publicization of “reactionary” beliefs (2000: 23).


