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Abstract
During the recent refugee crisis and following the common statement-agreement between the European Union and Turkey
(18March 2016), more than half a million refugees have been trapped in Istanbul. Although the vast majority is living in re-
mote areas in the perimeter of the city, there is a remarkable exception in the central neighborhood of Tarlabaşı. Over the
decades, this area has become a shelter for newcomers from eastern Turkey and, recently, for thousands of refugees from
the Middle East and Africa. In this neighborhood, refugees with the support of local and international solidarity groups
establish communal houses, social centers, and collective kitchens, creating an example of commoning practices, mutual
help, and transnational togetherness in the urban core. At the same time, over the past few years, Tarlabaşı has been the
target of gentrification policies that aim to dislocate poor residents and refugees and to transform the area into a high-
income residential area and a tourist destination. Thus, ongoing urban conflict is taking place for the right to the center
of the city. This article follows the Lefebvrian concept of ‘the right to the city’ and Soja’s and Harvey’s notion of ‘spatial
justice,’ taking also into account the discussion on the spatialities of ‘urban commons’ and ‘enclosures.’ It combines spatial
analysis, participatory observation, and ethnographic research, and its main findings concern the refugees’ daily efforts
against social segregation and exclusion shaped by commoning practices for spatial justice, visibility, and the right to the
center of the city.
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1. Introduction

Istanbul is an emerging global city where frenetic rede-
velopment and gentrification projects have been taking
place over the last years. One of the most controver-
sial plans is the Tarlabaşı Renewal Project, which aims to
convert a very central neighborhood to a high-class area
with hotels, shopping centers, and luxurious apartments.
However, there is a remarkable delay due to the resis-
tance from the local community. Tarlabaşı is a unique
mosaic of people, from Romani, Kurdish, and Muslims
from eastern Turkey to members of the trans and gay
community, newcomers from Africa, and refugees from

the war zones of the Middle East who rent cheap rooms
in poor-quality houses or occupy abandoned buildings.
Concomitantly, a network of self-organized solidarity ini-
tiatives and community centers supports the residents
and organizes collective activities and anti-gentrification
struggles. Although there is extensive literature (Kuyucu
& Ünsal, 2010; Öz & Eder, 2018) on gentrification pro-
cesses in Istanbul, there are few studies that focus on the
articulation of gentrification with refugees’ commoning
practices which claim the right to the city and spatial jus-
tice in the case of the Tarlabaşı neighborhood. This arti-
cle aims to explore questions about the potentialities of
refugees to co-live and co-inhabit in the center of the city.
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This article is based on critical scholarship on gentri-
fication (Lees, 2012; Ley, 1996; Smith, 1999) and on the
works of Lefebvre (1968/1996), Soja (2010) and Harvey
(1973, 1996), which have aptly examined spatial inequal-
ities aswell as urban socialmovements andproposed the
powerful concepts of the right to the city and spatial jus-
tice. Also, for the research, the aforementioned notions
are linked to the discussion on urban commons and spa-
tial enclosures (An Architektur, 2010; Chatterton, 2010).
Although the concept of urban commons has become a
key concept for radical scholars and social movements,
except for a few studies (Trimikliniotis, Parsanoglou, &
Tsianos, 2015; Tsavdaroglou, 2018b), there is not an in-
depth effort to connect it with the refugees’ right to
the city and spatial justice. As such, the article takes
also into account the approach of autonomy of migra-
tion (De Genova, 2017; Papadopoulos & Tsianos, 2013)
to conceptualize the potentialities for agency and com-
moning activities of the newcomers. Thus, it aims to ex-
amine and analyze the ongoing gentrification project ver-
sus the refugees’ commoning practices in the contested
neighborhood of Tarlabaşı, through the conceptual tools
of the refugees’ right to the city and spatial justice.

The article is based on socio-spatial mapping and
ethnographic participatory research. Primarily, various
papers and surveys for the history of Tarlabaşı and the
ongoing renewal project were obtained and analyzed.
10 life stories and 30 open-ended interviews were also
carried out, as well as numerous informal conversations
with locals and refugees who are tenants or squatters
in the Tarlabaşı neighborhood of Istanbul. The fieldwork
took place for 15 months from summer 2018 to autumn
2019, during which I visited the neighborhood almost
daily, participated in local meetings in community cen-
ters, and collected data in gatherings in tea shops, cafes,
and restaurants, on the streets, in local markets, public
spaces and peoples’ homes. The research participants
were over 18 years old and mainly from Syria, Palestine,
Nigeria, Egypt, Morocco, Somalia, and Turkey. For confi-
dentiality reasons and to respect anonymity, the inter-
locutors’ names have been changed to pseudonyms.

The article has the following structure: The first sec-
tion examines the theoretical positions focusing on the
concepts of gentrification, the right to the center of the
city, spatial justice, and commoning practices. The fol-
lowing two sections present the gentrification project
in Tarlabaşı and the spatial commoning practices of the
newcomers. The final section gives some suggestions for
critical scholarship on the importance of refugees’ com-
moning practices that claim the right to the center of
the city.

2. Right to the Center of the City and Spatial Justice:
Gentrification vs. Commoning Practices

The so-called ‘gentrification’ of cities has been a dom-
inant neoliberal urban transformation strategy in re-
cent decades. From the early studies of the 1960s and

1970s, it became clear that the dislocation of certain so-
cial groups is the main goal of gentrification, and not
a side effect (Glass, 1964). More specifically, gentrifi-
cation is considered to have its roots in the so-called
‘revanchism,’ which according to Smith (1999, p. 98)
“blends revenge with reaction” and it is expressed as
a “vendetta against workers…immigrants and gays, peo-
ple of color…homeless people, squatters” (Smith, 1999,
p. 98), all of whom are accused of having “stolen” the
city, and especially the center of the city, “from a white
middle class that sees the city as its birthright” (Smith,
1999, p. 98). Thus, an orchestrated effort for the reappro-
priation of the city centers through massive gentrifica-
tion and urban renewal projects that combine economic
(Smith, 1999) and cultural (Ley, 1996) motives, started
initially in the USA, then in Western Europe and gradu-
ally across the globe. However, it should be noted that
gentrification is not a homogenous process and it may
take distinct forms in different ways in different places
(Lees, 2012; Luke&Kaika, 2019). Decolonial urban theory
especially has shown that gentrification “is not a simple
export of urban formations and developmental patterns
from global North to global South” (Jeffrey, McFarlane,
& Vasudevan, 2012, p. 1251). The article takes into con-
sideration the differentiating processes and responds to
the significant lack of studies on recent urban conflicts
between gentrification projects and refugees’ common-
ing practices in Istanbul.

Along with gentrification projects and against their
motives and policies, there are a plethora of urban social
movements that claim the right to the city and spatial
justice for all.

The concept of the right to the city was first devel-
oped in the work of Henri Lefebvre (1968/1996), who at
the end of the 1960s proposed that the right to the city
is expressed as “a superior form of rights: right to free-
dom, to individualization in socialization, to habitat and
to inhabit” (Lefebvre, 1968/1996, p. 173). Several schol-
ars have expanded the notion of the right to the city, for
instance, Purcell (2002, p. 100) argues that it is a call for
“urban politics of the inhabitant” and according to Dikeç
(2001, p .1789), “it is not simply the right of property
owners, in which case policies like zero tolerance might
have been legitimized…but of all who live in the city.”
Furthermore, it should be noted that Lefebvre put partic-
ular emphasis on the right to the center of the city. In his
words, the right to the city “would also cover the right
to the use of the center, a privileged place, instead of
being dispersed and stuck into ghettos (for workers, im-
migrants, the ‘marginal’)” (Lefebvre, 1968/1996, p. 34).
Building on the previous argument, Merrifield (2011) of-
fers a renewed conceptualization of the Lefebvrian right
to centrality that underlines how in times of urban ag-
glomerations and suburbanization, special consideration
should be given not to “a simple visiting right…no tourist
trip downmemory lane, gawking at a gentrified old town,
enjoying for the day a city you’ve been displaced from,
but a right to participate in life at the core, to be in

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 230–240 231



the heat of the action” (Merrifield, 2011, p. 475). This
argument is particularly useful in examining the con-
flict between the ongoing gentrification processes in the
Tarlabaşı neighborhood, which is a very central neighbor-
hood in Istanbul, and the potentialities of the refugees’
right to the center of the city in terms of participating in
urban social life and claiming spatial justice.

At this point, it is essential to briefly examine the im-
portance of the concept of spatial justice, which has a
long tradition in critical geography literature. Until the
‘90s, the discussion on spatial justice revolves between
scholars such as Davies (1968), who examined the condi-
tions of distribution, and as Harvey (1973), who focused
on the modalities of production and introduced the no-
tion of ‘territorial social justice.’ Harvey’s (1992, 1996)
approach on “the forms of oppression as sources of in-
justice,” (cited in Dikeç, 2001, p. 1786) based on Young’s
idea of the ‘unoppressive city’ that “must be open and
accessible to all,” (Young, 1990, p. 319) is a turning point
in the discussion of spatial justice. Later, Soja (2009), tak-
ing into account the previous considerations, suggests
that spatial justice primarily “involves the fair and equi-
table distribution in space of socially-valued resources
and the opportunities to use them.” An argument that
I will show later is linked to the concept of commons.
Moreover, Soja identifies that “the three most familiar
forces shaping locational and spatial discrimination are
class, race, and gender,” which are particularly relevant
to the examined neighborhood of Tarlabaşı, and finally
he highlights the crucial interweaving of the right to the
city and spatial justice for a “new spatial consciousness”
(Soja, 2010, p. 96).

The aforementioned concepts of the right to the
city and spatial justice could enrich the discussion on
commons and especially urban commoning practices.
According to several scholars (De Angelis, 2007; Hardt &
Negri, 2009; Tsavdaroglou, 2019), commons usually refer
to those collective social relations that maintain, resist
or claim material or immaterial territories outside of the
market-led or state-ledmanagement and are constituted
by the triad: common-pool resources, commoning, and
community. According to De Angelis (2007, p. 1), com-
mons “are necessarily created and sustained by ‘com-
munities’ i.e., by social networks of mutual aid, solidar-
ity, and practices of human exchange that are not re-
duced to themarket form.” These social practices and ac-
tivities of mutual care, reciprocity, support, and sharing
constitute the so-called commoning, a term that has re-
cently acquired increasing interest among radical schol-
arship. As Linebaugh (2010) argues, the common “as an
action it is thus best understood as a verb rather than as
a ‘common pool resource.”’ Particularly significant is that
the practices of commoning are directed againstmultiple
socio-spatial enclosures; thus, commoning always has a
spatial character as it aims to (re)shape, (re)invent, and
(re)produce egalitarian and unoppressive spaces of to-
getherness and coexistence. Consequently, here is the
social and spatial locus of the interconnection of urban

commons with the right to the city and spatial justice.
As Stavrides (An Architektur, 2010, p. 17) underlines, the
right to the city “can be produced through encounters
that make room for…new values, new dreams, new col-
lective experiences. And this is…a way to see commons
beyond the utilitarian horizon.” Furthermore, Chatterton
(2010) aims to combine commons with the concept of
spatial justice and argues that “the quest for greater spa-
tial justice…can be sharpened…through the use of the
‘common’ as both a political imaginary and vocabulary,
and also as a material aspiration and organising tool”
(Chatterton, 2010, p. 626). Consequently, urban com-
moning practices and experiences open potentialities for
reimagining and rediscovering solidarity and justice in ur-
ban spaces against themanifoldways of spatial injustices
and the prohibitions of access to the right to the city.

The abovementioned conceptualization of commons
can help to unpack the less-visible urban commoning
practices of refugees who claim their right to the city
and spatial justice. Usually, refugees are seen as people
in need of humanitarian assistance or targets of xeno-
phobia and racism. Thus, they are seen as victimized or
stigmatized and criminalized. However, in recent years,
several studies mainly from the so-called ‘autonomy of
migration’ approach (De Genova, 2017; Papadopoulos
& Tsianos, 2013) call for attention to the active agency
of the moving population who are trying to transcend
and cross themultiple physical and social borders. During
these crossings, refugees often develop networks of sol-
idarity, exercise sharing practices, and exchange knowl-
edge, activities that may acquire an urban character and
express claims to spatial justice and the right to the city
(Trimikliniotis et al., 2015; Tsavdaroglou, 2018b).

Thus, themain research question of this article is how
refugees’ urban commoning practices and relations can
contest gentrification policies to claim the right to the
city andmore accurately to the center of the city andmo-
bilize everyday spatial justice.

3. “Tarlabaşı Will Remain a Nostalgic Photo on Your
Mobile Phone”: Spatial Policies of Gentrification
and Injustice

Gentrification not only demolishes buildings but also
destroys people’s and city’s memories. Tarlabaşı will
remain a nostalgic photo on your mobile phone. It’s
like the photos we have on our mobile phones from
our home in Syria before the war and now it doesn’t
exist because it has been bombed. Now, Tarlabaşı, this
second home of ours will also be demolished. In Syria,
we may at some point be able to repatriate and re-
build our houses, but here it will be impossible to stay
in the future luxurious neighborhood. (Mohamed,
Syrian refugee, personal interview, 10 June 2019)

Istanbul has evolved in recent decades into a rapidly ex-
panding global city with a booming construction indus-
try, extensive renewal and gentrification projects, hun-
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dreds of gated communities, and impressive megapro-
jects (Aksoy, 2012; Erdi-Lelandais, 2013; Öz& Eder, 2018).
These practices are depicted by Lovering and Turkmen
(2011) as “bulldozer neoliberalism” and as Karaman
(2013, p. 716) underlines, they “have been used as a
tool of dispossession, expropriating residents and up-
rooting them from their social networks.” At the same
time, Istanbul is the city where more than half a million
refugees have arrived in the last six years from the war
zones of theMiddle East, Central Asia, andAfrica (Asylum
Information Database & European Council on Refugees
and Exiles, 2019). Most of the newcomers are living in
poor neighborhoods, deprived areas, and slums on the
outskirts of the city. However, the Tarlabaşı neighbor-
hood, a very central area where some thousands of new-
comers find shelter, is a remarkable exception. It is also
the place in Istanbul where one of the most ambitious
and controversial gentrification projects has taken place
in the last fifteen years.

Tarlabaşı is located in Beyoğlu district next to the
city’s commercial and tourist center, less than 200 me-
ters from the glitzy Istiklal street and the iconic Taksim
square. The area of Tarlabaşı was always a multinational
neighborhood, in which until the mid-twentieth century
the residents were mainly Orthodox Greeks, Armenians,
Jews, and Muslims. However, after the nationalistic vio-
lent pogroms of 1955, the area was abandoned by the
non-Muslims and re-inhabited during the three follow-
ing decades of Istanbul’s rapid industrialization by low-
income rural migrants from the Black Sea region and
central and eastern Turkey. Moreover, during the mili-
tary regime of the 1980s, many Kurds lost their land in
the conflicted areas of southeast Turkey and forced to
migrate to Istanbul to find jobs and settle (Islam, 2010;
Ünsal, 2015). Thus, many of them rented cheap apart-
ments in the Tarlabaşı neighborhood, as it is “very cen-
tral for accessing jobs” (Can, 2020, p. 142). Furthermore,
the Tarlabaşı neighborhood has been home “to many

Romani musicians and dancers who have taken advan-
tage of the cheap rent and proximity to Taksim, Istanbul’s
entertainment district” (Corry, 2013).

In the late 1980s, the design of the eight-lane
Tarlabaşı Boulevard (Figure 1) connecting Taksim
square with the Fatih peninsula, and separating “the
beauty and the beast” (Pinar, 2011)—that is, the poor
neighborhood—from the emerging commercial area of
Beyoğlu, was a turning point in the history of the neigh-
borhood. Indeed, the Boulevard functions as a physi-
cal and social border and especially in the night hours
when police patrol the road entrances to the Tarlabaşı
area. This is largely associated with the transformation
of the area south of Tarlabaşı Boulevard into the city’s
main tourist, entertainment, and commercial district.
While north of the Boulevard the impoverished enclave
of the Tarlabaşı neighborhood is located; an area that
provides a relatively safe place to unregistered and dis-
enfranchisedmigrants, sex workers, and the transgender
community. Sex workers and the transgender commu-
nity moved to Tarlabaşı after the massive gentrification
in the 1990s and 2000s in other parts of Beyoğlu, like
the Karaköy and Galata districts that closed and banned
most brothels in these areas.

During the last decades, Tarlabaşı Boulevard has be-
come a place for street sex work linked to precarious
and vulnerable conditions as sex workers are exposed to
greater violence from clients and police controls and the
threat of sexual exploitation networks. Concomitantly,
newcomer refugees from the war zones of the Middle
East and North Africa arrived in Tarlabaşı in mid-2000
and especially during the current refugee crisis. The vast
majority of Tarlabaşı residents are working in informal
and precarious jobs as sex workers, waste collectors-
rag pickers, peddlers, and street vendors, selling food
in the nearby tourist areas for very low pay (Can, 2020;
Türkün & Şen, 2009). Other employments linked to the
region’s residents include temporary labor in the textile

Figure 1. Tarlabaşı Boulevard separates the Tarlabaşı neighborhood from Taksim square and the Istiklal street area. Source:
Author.
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and stamping industry, in the construction sector, call
centers, and hair salons, as well as waiting and clean-
ing staff in restaurants, cafés, tea places, and night clubs,
while, as mentioned, most of the Romani people are
working as musicians and dancers (Corry, 2013; Kuyucu
& Ünsal, 2010; Talocci, 2011).

Since the initial construction of the Boulevard, the
residents of Tarlabaşı have struggled for their right to
the center of the city against the imposed spatial in-
justice and marginalization while authorities and main-
stream media stigmatize the area with negative attribu-
tions, such as “prostitution and drug dealers’ area” or
“the Bronx of Istanbul” (Sakizlioglu & Uitermark, 2014).
The territorial stigmatization is regimented by declaring
the neighborhood as a no-go area (Figure 2) and a dan-
gerous crime zone, a characteristic strategy with simi-
lar processes and effects across the globe that makes it
“easy for the authorities to justify special measures, de-
viating from both law and custom, which can have the
effect…of destabilizing and furthermarginalizing their oc-
cupants” (Wacquant, 2007, p. 69).

It becomes apparent that spatial injustice and enclo-
sure of the right to the center of the city has intensified
with the special measures introduced under the 2005
Law no. 5366 voted by the Turkish Parliament, which
transferred “extraordinary powers to local authorities to
declare urban renewal areas and to implement develop-
ment plans in run-down areas within historic heritage
sites” (Aksoy, 2012, p. 104). Law 5366 became popular
as the Tarlabaşı Law, as it was initially linked to the so-
called Tarlabaşı Renewal Project. The first phase of the
project concerns an area of around 20,000 squaremeters
with an explicit aim to “renew 278 buildings in 9 blocks
of the Tarlabaşı neighborhood” (Kuyucu & Ünsal, 2010)
and to transform them into luxurious residential build-
ings, offices, shopping malls, cafés, and hotels. The sec-
ond phase concerns 21 more blocks and with a final goal
of gentrifying the whole neighborhood. The project is ad-
vertised with slogans such as “Tarlabaşı will be a rose gar-

den in three years. Tarlabaşı is a poisoned princess and
we are healing her. Tarlabaşı will be a safe place” (Can,
2018). These advertisements cover the highmetal fences
that surround the area while a cleaning out agenda was
implemented with the first evictions in 2011.

Indicative are the words of Assala, a refugee woman
from Syria who had lived for three years in the neigh-
borhood until she received a visa to join her relatives
in Sweden:

Tarlabaşı is changing very fast, it is gentrified. In
my house, I have a window overlooking the neigh-
borhood, the poor people’s homes. However, two
months ago, a large hotel was built and unfortunately,
it destroyed my view. It is very annoying. So, I think
I am leaving at the right time, and in a little while,
Tarlabaşı as we knew it will be gone, it will be filled
with luxury hotels and apartments. It is already hap-
pening. (personal interview, 10 May 2019)

Real estate capital enters Tarlabaşı with the massive de-
molition of building blocks and the rebuilding of mod-
ern housing for high economic strata residents. These in-
stances of spatial injustice and prohibition of access to
the center of the city echoMerrifield’s (2011) description
that the global metamorphosis of the cities’ centers took
place as “a vicious process of dispossession…spitting [the
poor] out of the gentrifying center, forcing poor urban
old-timers and vulnerable newcomers to embrace each
other…out on assorted zones of social marginalization,
out on the global banlieue” (Merrifield, 2011, p. 474).
Indeed, the commodification and touristification of the
area have already started. Airbnb apartments and bou-
tique hotels have appeared in the perimeter of the neigh-
borhood. Moreover, the prohibition to the right to the
center and spatial injustice are produced along with gen-
der, ethnicity, cultural norms, and class lines (Öz & Eder,
2018). Characteristic are the words of Aisha, a Nigerian
transgender woman who has been living in Tarlabaşı for

Figure 2. Google Maps’ screenshot. The Tarlabaşı neighborhood is missing with no available street view.
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the last four years; she is also a member of the Istanbul
LGBTQ Solidarity Association: “For me, as a poor, black,
and transgender woman, it is a constant battle to sur-
vive in the center of Istanbul,” and as she stresses, with
the gentrification project “increased rent prices but also
police control, transphobia, violence against transgender
people and migrants, thus we face an uncertain and vul-
nerable future” (personal interview, 12 April 2019).

However, the threat of forced displacement and “the
pressure of the local municipality and the construction
company to sell the buildings or flats at very low prices”
(Can, 2013, p. 100) inspired a residents’ self-organized
association to defend their rights. Thus, although many
of the old residents have been displaced, local strug-
gles have prevented a radical change of the neighbor-
hood and the plan has been delayed for almost 15 years.
Thus, there is only one block of new luxurious buildings
being constructed at the moment across the Tarlabaşı
Boulevard. The backstreets are still inhabited by Kurdish
and Romani residents, transgender people, homosexu-
als, and newcomers fromAfrica and theMiddle East. This
social amalgamation and plural identity of the neighbor-
hood opens new possibilities of spatial commoning rela-
tions and the potentiality to reimagine the right to the
center of the city and spatial justice.

4. Refugees’ Spatial Commoning

I am living in Tarlabaşı the last two years and I would
say that for refugees, Tarlabaşı is a very good neigh-
borhood, it is right in the center of Istanbul, but it
still keeps the features of a neighborhood, people are
smiling at you in the street, the neighbors know each
other. Also, besides the Syrians, there aremany Kurds,
other Arabs from Palestine, Iraq, and Egypt, andmany
from Africa, all of them are very friendly. We are
all humans, with our difficulties, with our dreams,
with our different cultures, but we are all equal, we
are all humans. Maybe for a tourist when he or she
hears the word Tarlabaşı it means fear, but for me, it
means home, neighborhood, friends. (Karima, Syrian
refugee; personal interview, 21 June 2019)

Beyond and against the gentrification policies and the
mainstream stigmatization rhetoric of Tarlabaşı, there
is a plethora of less visible social relations, gatherings,
and gestures of daily commoning practices as well as
self-organized refugees’ and locals’ solidarity groups and
community centers that claim the right to the center of
the city and spatial justice.

Behind the facade of flashy new high buildings across
the Tarlabaşı Boulevard and the hydra of real estate
speculation, there is a hidden neighborhood of micro-
commons. Tarlabaşı is a labyrinth of narrow streets and
dilapidated buildings marked by a deafening absence of
state support and municipal social services. However, it
is the home of various marginalized communities and
a sanctuary for many newcomers-refugees from the

Middle East and Africa. According to novelist Ahmet
Ümit, Tarlabaşı over time “had taken refuge those who
had been chewed up and spit out [by life] and who strug-
gled to keep on their feet” (Ümit, 2014, p. 168). Indeed,
Fatima, a Syrian refugee woman who has been living the
last three years in the neighborhood highlights:

I remember the first months when we, the Syrians,
came to Tarlabaşı and everybody was trying to help
us, both immigrants from other countries and older
residents of the neighborhood, such as Kurds. They
gave us food, clothes, and the kids were all playing to-
gether. Especially if you look at the micro-society of
children, they will teach you a lot about how people
can communicate across the borders of their nation-
alities. (personal interview, 16 April 2019).

In the transnational micro-society of Tarlabaşı, social,
religious, racial, and even gender borders are negoti-
ated,modified, and troubled. For instance, a Kurdish lady
cooks and takes care of her disabled Syrian neighbor,
a transgender woman receives help from her Nigerian
neighbor to hack the electricity line, an Iraqi woman low-
ers a bucket from her window and her husband in the
street fills it up with groceries with the help of Romani
kids, a Syrian family uses the bath of their Turkish family
neighbors every week to have a shower, Romani musi-
cians offer impromptu music lessons to refugee kids in a
local coffee shop, while every evening during Ramadan a
big makeshift table is prepared on the street for the iftar-
dinner for the whole neighborhood. Alireza, an Iranian
refugee, says that “if a neighbor is very poor and can-
not afford to cook, the rest of the neighbors offer him
or her food, I don’t think that this could happen in neigh-
borhoods where only Turks are staying” (personal inter-
view, 21 March 2019). Also, Aisha, a Nigerian transgen-
der woman says that:

Tarlabaşı is the only haven for the transgender com-
munity in the center of Istanbul, and with the support
of an LGBT organization we have established a collec-
tive house to take care of homeless or sick transgen-
der people, Turkish andmigrants fromother countries
as well as older retired transgender people who are
not able to work. (personal interview, 12 April 2019)

Thus, these invisible commoning practices are essential
in the everyday life and survival of Tarlabaşı residents.
Although they are of different religions, ethnicities, lan-
guages, and cultural backgrounds they share a sense of
cohabitation and togetherness. In the words of Ali, a
Syrian refugee resident:

Tarlabaşı is a very poor neighborhood, but also a
friendly neighborhood, it remindsme of something of
the atmosphere and social life in Syria. I mean that in
Tarlabaşı the residents care about each other, there
are social relationships of care. Moreover, if anyone
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has a problem, the neighbors, no matter where they
are from, care about them or her and help or pro-
tect them, children from different countries also play
together, and often you can see women cooking to-
gether or washing their carpets together all along the
way in the streets. (personal interview, 8 May 2019)

Moreover, it is this environment of Tarlabaşı, created
daily by various peoples and cultures, which produces
an amalgamation of populations and provides a tol-
erant space for newcomers. In the words of Syrian
refugee Mustafa:

I have stayed in several neighborhoods outside of the
city center. Now I live in Tarlabaşı and I like it much
more here, because for me the most important differ-
ence between Tarlabaşı and other neighborhoods is
that there are not so many Syrians here, to be precise,
no national community dominates the neighborhood.
There are people from many different countries. So
here, there is not much social control exercised by a
community that I felt in other more national homoge-
nous neighborhoods. In Tarlabaşı there is much eth-
nic diversity, thus I feel freer, I prefer it. It is also next
to the city center, so I have more opportunities for
socialization and for getting to know the city better.
(personal interview, 11 December 2018)

However, neighborhood coexistence in Tarlabaşı some-
times involves tensions and conflicts that divide resi-
dents into different communities. It is not uncommon
that older residents, such as Turkish and Kurds, express
negative views towards the newcomers and this might
make refugees from Africa and the Middle East “keep-
ing…in the periphery” (Genç, 2017, p. 125). Romani and
transgender people are also occasionally victims of in-
ternal stigmatization. Similarly, political activists might
be treated as foreigners, while often there is a gap be-
tween the expectations ofmigrants and the support they
receive as their urgent daily needs cannot always be
covered by the solidarity activities of political groups
(Genç, 2017). However, “even though conflicts and ten-
sions did occur, people watched out for each other and
were careful not to let conflicts escalate” (Sakizlioglu &
Uitermark, 2014, p. 1373). Most importantly, beyond in-
ternal controversies, all residents recognize the gentrifi-
cation project and the increasing police control as the
most crucial problem in the neighborhood. While the
transgender community, which includes people of differ-
ent origins, has developed a secret slang called lubunca
to “communicate without police or clients understand-
ing what they say” (Dangerfield, 2015). It contains terms
fromother languages, includingArabic, Armenian, Greek,
and French, and “constantly evolves to remain secretive”
(Dangerfield, 2015).

It is important to emphasize here, that apart from
the daily micro-commoning practices and the occasional
instances of internal difficulties described, the residents

of Tarlabaşı many times collectively claim their right to
the city and spatial justice and organize or participate
in numerous protests. For instance, the death of Eylül
Cansın in 2015, a 24-year-old transgender sex-worker,
led to a social protest organized by the Tarlabaşı trans-
gender community against police brutality. Moreover,
the local transgender community, among them trans-
gender refugees, actively participates every year in the
gay pride march and in the international Women’s Day
marches of the 8th of March and 25th of November.
Equally important is the involvement of Tarlabaşı, mainly
Kurds and transgender residents, in the 2013 Gezi Park
protest (Potuoğlu-Cook, 2015; Tsavdaroglou, 2018a) and
the emblematic direct action of burning the gigantic ad-
vertisement banners of the Tarlabaşı renewal project on
the facades of the under-construction luxurious build-
ings across the Tarlabaşı Boulevard. Finally, one of the
most significant collective organizations between locals
and newcomers, property owners and renters to defend
their rights against the gentrification project, was the
establishment in 2008 of the Association for Solidarity
with Tarlabaşı Property Owners and Renters. The neigh-
borhood united beyond their differences against the
common threat, and the association “has successfully
mobilised almost all residents” (Kuyucu & Ünsal, 2010,
p. 1492) and “called upon the help of many activist
experts, including lawyers, journalists [and] planners”
(Sakizlioglu & Uitermark, 2014, p. 1377).

In the words of Tamara, a refugee Syrian womanwho
has lived for the last five years in the neighborhood:

We, refugees and locals, the residents of Tarlabaşı,
are against gentrification, the neighborhood has to
be preserved, there are so many memories, so many
daily stories of people who are poor, who are suf-
fering and have found shelter in Tarlabaşı. In a
few years, the neighborhood will be unrecognizable.
Many old buildings have already been vacated or de-
molished, and hotels are being built and tourists are
flocking close to Taksim Square. (personal interview,
8 May 2019)

Moreover, in addition to the above mobilizations, it
should be mentioned that the Tarlabaşı neighborhood
has a long tradition of collective action and solidarity
organization. Over the last decade, several refugee sol-
idarity groups and community centers have emerged in
the wider area of the neighborhood (Figure 3), and are
motivated by commoning practices in a self-managed
way. For instance, in the heart of the neighborhood, the
Tarlabaşı Community Center (2010) “tries to make equal
conditions in terms of the participation of city life for
people in Tarlabaşı” and “protecting people live in the
Tarlabaşı area who are excluded from social life and live
in poverty and deprivation of fundamental rights…and
raising awareness among Tarlabaşı inhabitants in terms
of violation of their rights.” Likewise, Mutfak, a self-
organizedmigrant solidarity kitchen, which has been run-

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 230–240 236



Figure 3. Positions of community centers and the Tarlabaşı renewal project. Source: Author.

ning since 2012, aims to build “a social center formed
by migrants themselves, as well as a space of interaction
where different struggleswould interact and have a prop-
agative quality” (Genç, 2017, p. 124).

Mutfak is formed by the Istanbul Migrant Solidarity
Network and organizes several activities that aim to “cre-
ate connections between disparate migrant groups, as
well as with members of the MSN [Migrant Solidarity
Network] and the residents of the neighborhood” (Genç,
2017, p. 124). These activities include collective music
events, children’s workshops, Turkish, Kurdish, Arabic,
German, French and English language courses, legal as-
sistance to refugees on their status and rights, support
to refugee children to enroll and attend public schools,
connect refugees and trade unions andplacing refugee is-
sues on trade union agenda, solidarity campaigns about
refugees’ working conditions. While the main activity is
the collective kitchen, it is not, as Mutfak collective’s
(2016) own statement describes:

Like any other kitchen. It has neither cooks nor cus-
tomers. Here, everybody is a cook and all the food is
shared. The kitchen belongs to the neighborhood and
everybody. Everyone is welcome. So come, bring your
ideas and let’s share our skills and solidarity.

Also, the Mutfak collective gives special emphasis to
non-monetary social relations, and as Genç, a member
of Mutfak explains: “The Kitchen was an experiment
where the monetary relations of daily life were prac-
tically abolished, interpersonal relations were formed
based on solidarity, and the voluntary reciprocity be-

tween migrants and non-migrants was a central theme”
(Genç, 2017, p. 124).

Another neighborhood initiative called Infial, an an-
archist social center describes itself as a common space
which “can be seen as a small step for supporting organi-
zation and mobilization to…a large spectrum of solidar-
ity: from anarchist, anti-capitalist, ecological solidarity
to animal liberation and queer solidarity.” (Infial, 2017)
Although Infial is not amigrant-based association, it aims
to establish an egalitarian and non-hierarchical collective
space that can forge social and political bonds between
political activists and the local community. Collective
cooking with neighbors, clothes that are donated and of-
fered, queer workshops and events, environmental and
working struggles, and actions against gentrification are
some of the practices that bring together political ac-
tivists and residents.

Finally, Ad.dar (‘The Home,’ in Arabic) is a volunteer-
based community center which supports Syrian and
Palestinian families to rebuild their lives. Currently,
Ad.dar (2019) organizes “activities and classes, as well
as various forms of practical, social, and emotional assis-
tance for children, families, and youths. Ad.dar is unique
in that the organization is…inclusive of all, completely re-
gardless of sect or creed. All are welcome.”

As it becomes apparent, all the collective practices of
solidarity and commoning described shape the transna-
tional community of Tarlabaşı daily and support the lo-
cal struggle of resistance against the transformation of
the neighborhood that causes the forced displacement
of the urban poor. At the same time, everyday practices
of mutual help, togetherness, and cohabitation produce
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a shared space of visibility, tolerance, and negotiation
among the different residents, which marks a common
basis for claiming their right to the city and spatial jus-
tice in the center of Istanbul.

5. Conclusion

The spatialities of commoning social bonds created daily
in the Tarlabaşı neighborhood are like the clotheslines be-
tween apartment windows that are hidden away from
the tourist’s gaze and that make up and sustain the new-
comers’ transnational community. Gentrification aims
to cut these symbolic rolling strings-links and prohibit
refugees and the urban poor from having access to the
center of the city. The socio-spatial conflict around who
has the right to live in Tarlabaşı neighborhood and thus
who has the right to inhabit the heart of Istanbul of-
fers an interesting case study to outline three main argu-
ments for social awareness on refugees’ spatial justice.

First, this research shows that the gentrification
project is like a process of invasion in Tarlabaşı that pro-
duces spatial injustice and deprives refugees of the right
to the center of the city in three ways. Primarily, it is
the physical enclosure of fencing, demolition of buildings,
and police control; secondly, it is the destruction of resi-
dents’ social relations through dislocation and touristifi-
cation of the area; and finally, it is the propaganda of neg-
ative stigmatization and criminalization of the marginal-
ized residents. All these aspects constitute a clear case
of spatial enclosures. However, gentrification policies do
not develop and follow a fixed procedure. In contrast,
they can be challenged and opposed. Indeed, the gen-
trification project has been delayed for almost 15 years
and the Tarlabaşı neighborhood, in the heart of Istanbul,
is still open to newcomers. This reminds us of Massey’s
famous position “for the space” (Massey, 2005), which
is always open to the possibilities of coexistence of mul-
tiplicity and heterogeneity, as she points out, space is
“always under construction…it is never finished; never
closed” (Massey, 2005, p. 9).

Second, the aforementioned concept of open space
could shed some light on the potentialities of refugees’
commoning practices to transform the Tarlabaşı neighbor-
hood to a possible common space. Openness means that
refugee residents of Tarlabaşı, together with solidarity
groups, can contest dominant urban taxonomies, resist
spatial enclosures, stigmatization, and unjustness and at
the same time open the center of the city bymaking their
rights visible and participating in urban social life. Thus,
commoning practices can potentially contest the domi-
nant stigmatization rhetoric (Kirkness, 2014; Wacquant,
2007), that taxonomizes such places as ‘ghettos,’ ‘the dark
side,’ or ‘black holes’ of cities (McFarlane, 2008). Against
these spatial “stereotypes…and well-worn cliché” (Roy,
2011, p. 225), refugees’ commoning practices in Tarlabaşı
correspond to what Roy (2011) suitably describes as “ter-
rain of habitation, livelihood, self-organization, and poli-
tics” (Roy, 2011, p. 223). They reflect practices of ‘every-

day’ and ‘silent’ resistance (Bayat, 2013), andmark places
where, in the words to Hardt and Negri (2009, p. 254),
“themultitude of the poor…invents strategies for survival,
finding shelter and producing forms of social life, con-
stantly discovering and creating resources of the common
through expansive circuits of encounter.’’

Third, taking into account the previous positions, I ar-
gue that the circuits of encounter, dynamic or silent re-
sistance and everyday networks of solidarity can oper-
ate as a catalyst for the mobilization and utilization of
the refugees’ right to the city and spatial justice.Without
overlooking the multiple internal difficulties, I argue that
the social relations of commoning help the neighbor-
hood community to strengthen a collective conscious-
ness and empower bonds of solidarity. As Chatterton
(2010, p. 628) reminds us, “as we seek spatial justice, we
mustn’t forget that we are commoners,” which means in
the case of refugees that emerging commoning values of
caring, sharing and mutual help are the catalyst to acti-
vate spatial justice and the right to the city towards an
“unoppressive city” as “openness to unassimilated oth-
erness” (Young, 1990, p. 319).
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