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Abstract 
 

This paper attempts to open a critical discussion of Tekeli’s graduate course discussing active 

citizenship and participation in extension with the labor and work of young professionals (as 

architects/urban planners/urban designers) in our era of urban crisis. With this aim, the frag-

ments of a fictional scenario—which was the final task of the course—are analyzed within a 

twofold framework: First, the paper elaborates that there are both formal and non-formal agents 

playing roles in the production of urban space and knowledge of urban space. Not only a variety 

of formal institutions but also civil organizations and initiatives have emerged considerably 

since the 2010s in Turkey. Hence, the labor in the production of urban space is pluralized by 

diversified agents. Secondly, I point out that our generation has been witnessing an era of urban 

crisis with multiple dimensions such as urban resistance and repression, anti-participatory ag-

gressive production processes of urban space, exploitation of young professionals’ labor in par-

allel with unemployment, and the diminishing capacity of the profession. Through this twofold 

framework, I argue (and the fictional scenario accordingly ends in such a way) that young 

professionals could overcome the limits of the profession and generate new critical processes 

through prompting active citizenship and participation, including multiple actors of the pro-

duction of urban space. This is the potential of the experiences of the last decade that we have 

just passed. 
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Öz 
 

Bu makale aktif yurttaşlık ve katılımı genç meslek insanlarının (mimar/plancı/kentsel tasarım-

cıların) kentsel krizin yaşandığı geçtiğimiz on yıldaki emek ve iş ilişkileri üzerinden sorgulaya-

rak, İlhan Tekeli’nin lisansüstü dersinin eleştirel zeminini yeniden tartışmaya açmaktadır. Bu 

amaç doğrultusunda, dersin final ödevi olan kurgu bir kent senaryosu fragmanlara ayrılarak 

çift yönlü bir çerçeve ile irdelenmektedir. İlk olarak, kentsel mekân ve kentle ilgili bilginin hem 

formel hem de formel olmayan çoklu aktörler tarafından üretildiğine dikkat çekiyorum. Bu bağ-

lamda, kent üzerine çalışan sivil örgütlenmeler ve inisiyatiflerin bilhassa 2010’dan bu yana 

Türkiye’de önemli oranda arttığı gözlemine dayanarak; emeğin muhtelif aktörlerce çoğullaştı-

ğını söylemek mümkündür. İkincil olarak, genç meslek insanlarının bir kuşak olarak çok yönlü 

bir kentsel krizin içinden geçmekte olduğuna işaret ediyorum. Kentsel krizin kent mücadelesi 

ve baskısı, katılımcı olmayan agresif çevre üretim süreçleri, genç meslek insanlarının emeğinin 

sömürülmesi; buna paralel olarak işsizlik ve meslek kapasitesinin düşmesi gibi farklı boyutları 

mevcuttur. Bu çift yönlü çerçeve ile temel olarak, genç meslek insanlarının son on yılın nevi 

şahsına münhasır deneyimi üzerinden yeni eleştirel süreçler oluşturma kapasitesi olduğunu; 

ve bu kapasitenin sivil örgütlenmelerin formel karar mekanizmalarına eklemlenmesi ve yurt-

taşların süreçlere aktif katılımı üzerinden üretilebileceğini iddia etmekteyim. 
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Introduction: An Imaginary Scenario for An Inexistent City 

 

It was my second semester in the doctoral program when I decided to take 

courses from the urban planning department of the faculty of architecture. I 

was lucky to participate in the course entitled “New Tendencies in Planning 

Thought” conducted by Prof. Dr. İlhan Tekeli while he was still teaching at 

Middle East Technical University in fall 2015-2016. The main objective of the 

course was finding critical crossings of the city, active citizenship, and partic-

ipation. The graduate course was held around a round table where we, as 

participants of the course, dealt with the evolution of models of urban plan-

ning together with the evolution of planning theory. In each round table gath-

ering, we discussed current urban trajectories with the expansion of a rich 

literature.  

The course involved clearly defined tasks such as weekly readings, dis-

cussions, and collective conceptual mappings. At the beginning of the course, 

we were told that we would also complete a final assignment individually. 

As my classmates informed me, İlhan Tekeli’s final assignments were popu-

lar in being challenging, creative, and unusual. Therefore, we were awaiting 

the announcement of the final assignment with curiosity and excitement in 

the first weeks. A few weeks passed, and I noted Tekeli’s description of this 

assignment as follows: 

What if you were a young professional in an imaginary city; could you convince 

the Mayor for better local governance in the solution of an imaginary problem? Write 

a scenario. In the scenario, you are a young professional; you have recently started to 

work for the municipality of "a city." Define the city; it could be imaginary or real, or 

mixed. Define the problem you face. Try to convince the Mayor of "a new way of local 

governance" on a current urban planning problem. 

After the announcement, we started to ask Prof. Tekeli questions to clarify 

basic things about the assignment, such as the deadline or the format. Accord-

ing to Tekeli, these were unimportant details; he replied to each question by 

giving us flexibility in the format and deadline. “Whatever format you’d like. 

Dialogue, plain text, or any creative form you would like. Through this situation, 

discuss the contextualizations we have already discussed in the course.” Behind our 

simple questions, we were indeed turned upside down, being taken from the 

round table of the studio to an imaginary desk of a municipality. In this new 

critical ground, Tekeli was giving us a productive space of fiction in order to 
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question and challenge planning thought, urban problems, and, most im-

portantly, our labor and position as young professionals.  

Since I took Tekeli’s course, I’ve still been returning to those round table 

discussions and the scenario I wrote in Turkish titled “A possible scenario for 

an inexistent city.” I continue to see the impacts of this challenging assignment 

in my personal history while practicing the production of knowledge as a re-

searcher and the production of urban space as both a citizen and a practitioner 

since my graduation from the architecture faculty in 2009. In the last decade 

of urban crisis that we have just passed, we, as young professionals who grad-

uated from faculties of architecture and the built environment, have been tak-

ing roles in both controversial urban transformation processes and the newly 

emerging non-profit civil organizations and initiatives in Turkey. Within this 

context, this paper re-discusses the possibility of participating in the decision-

making processes of the city as an architect/urban planner/urban designer 

working in a formal and governmental position through fragments of this 

imaginary scenario. 

The paper is structured as a collage text, framing the fragments from the 

imaginary scenario with the literature on labor, work, and active participa-

tion. We did not have a chance to discuss the final assignment at the end of 

the semester. Hence, this paper attempts to discuss it with a twofold frame-

work by extending the major discussions of the course, active citizenship and 

participation, in the discussion of the labor of young professionals.  

In the scenario, an urban planner named Sevgi is employed by the munic-

ipality of her hometown just five years after graduation. Antalas, the fictional 

name of the fictional city, is a low-density city in terms of population, and a 

controversial urban transformation project is being conducted by the munic-

ipality. The problem with the urban transformation project is the social re-

sistance against the demolishment of a neighborhood named Vadi. Vadi is a 

popularly known neighborhood with a unique sociospatial and sociocultural 

identity. Sevgi persuades the Mayor, who is a dominating agent in the deci-

sion-making processes of the municipality, by interpreting the social re-

sistance and critical commitment of the Vadi neighborhood as the local value 

of the place. She suggests including civil organizations and initiatives that are 

against the project, claiming that those could be key agents to open decision-

making processes to the community actively.  

Following fragments of the scenario, the main claim is that there could be 

a possibility to participate in the production of urban space and lead partici-

patory processes through our critical experiences of the production of space 
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and knowledge of the last decade in Turkey. In spite of the precariousness of 

young professionals raised critically in terms of labor relations, our era could 

be input for rethinking the production of urban space beyond the limits of the 

profession and considering civil organizations and initiatives that pluralize 

the labor of the production of urban space by multiple actors. The crossing of 

the urban crisis of the last decade and our profession highlights this potential 

of promoting active citizenship and participation. 

 

Fragment 1: Formal and non-formal agents of production of urban space 

and pluralizing the labor 

 

Urban space is becoming a more controversial and complicated matter, while 

the density of population living in cities is drastically increasing within shift-

ing layers of economical-political and ecological-political trajectories (UN, 

2018). Attempting to develop tools to approach urban complexity, the pro-

duction of knowledge on urban space is conducted by a myriad of networks. 

On the one hand, disciplines are collaborating with each other, such as urban 

anthropology, history, sociology, planning, and architecture, in institutions 

such as universities, research institutes, professional chambers, and NGOs. 

On the other hand, there are non-institutional, non-formal networks such as 

non-profit civil society organizations and initiatives working at the local level 

and producing critical knowledge on urban trajectories. These multiple 

grounds are providing plurality in the production of urban space and 

knowledge on urban space, bringing multiple actors together. 

Within the preceding and subsequent consequences of the occupy-style 

protests that emerged in 2013, we (as citizens) have witnessed a rise in the 

establishment and activities of non-profit civil organizations and social initi-

atives, such as neighborhood collectivities, groups documenting the history 

of particular urban spaces, and artist collectives working on urban space and 

public art in Turkey. Those civil society organizations might not necessarily 

center the production of knowledge; however, they have taken an active role 

in the production of urban space. Since they gather in public space, they share 

their work outside of the sophisticated spheres of art galleries or institutions, 

prompting the participation of previously silenced and excluded citizens. We 

could claim that civil society organizations and initiatives have been search-

ing for alternative and communal ways of production of urban space, which 

has articulated to the production of knowledge in Turkey. Therefore, those 
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communities are creating social and political value in the context of a better 

communalized urban life. 

The occupy-style urban protests and increasing social participation in the 

production of urban space since the 2010s have raised a tendency of glorify-

ing “informal” modes of production of urban space. However, the glorifica-

tion of the informal might bring about the separation of government and civil 

society, putting them on opposite sides. The recent complexity of urban space 

and social trajectories reveals that there is not a solely binary relationship be-

tween government and society, where government is taken as a formal insti-

tution to order society and society is reproduced through the formations of 

government. Instead, there are emergent sociospatial relations between vari-

ous agents; therefore, “informal” is not directly the opposite of “formal” re-

ferring to a totalized understanding of urban agents, society, or government. 

Indeed, putting informal and formal in counter-positions in Turkey might be 

binding particular urban histories that exemplify that informal and formal 

urbanization have been shifting within each other in many different complex 

ways (Işık & Pınarcıoğlu, 2018, p. 50). Herein, I prefer to use “non-formal” 

instead of informal against the counter-positioning of informal/formal. Fur-

thermore, formal and non-formal agents of the production of urban space, 

too, might shift into each other and create capacity. In this context, to focus 

on the labor relations of young professionals who work on the built environ-

ment (the urban planner in the fictive scenario, architects/urban planners/ur-

ban designers under forty years old) in Turkey could open critical grounds 

for discussing the labor of young professionals as both a formal and non-formal 

agent in our era of urban crisis and unemployment.  

We architects/urban planners/urban designers, as young professionals 

who have graduated from architecture and built-environment faculties, have 

been active participants in and witnesses of the activities of such civil organi-

zations and initiatives in Turkey in the last ten years. Those civil organiza-

tions and initiatives are producing both the urban space and critical 

knowledge of urban space, opening an active ground for citizens. The emer-

gence of these groups is pluralizing the labor of the production of urban space 

and knowledge of urban space. However, we also might have a contradictory 

position working for formal institutions such as municipalities, the public sec-

tor, or private firms conducting urban transformation projects without any 

social concerns and without considering the participation of multiple agents 

in decision-making processes. We might be laboring without autonomy or 

authority, losing power in our work to shape the processes and products in 



 Gülşah Aykaç  

548        

the production of urban space. The main character in our scenario, the urban 

planner Sevgi, attempts to challenge her in-between position to affect deci-

sion-making processes in the municipality for which she works, questioning 

“active participation” at the local scale in her city. The fictional story starts 

with a depiction of a meeting room and other agents working for the munic-

ipality: 

The long silence in the room was cut by a knock on the door, and the tea server 

Mevlüt entered the room without waiting for our response. Mevlüt left three cups 

of tea on the meeting table, which is an over-scaled piece of furniture for the tiny 

room. The urban planning director, Aylin P., took the first tea on her side; Mayor 

Mehmet took the second, and the third one was for me as a young urban planner. 

I was respected for moving back to my hometown after graduation to supervise 

the New Antalas Urban Renewal Project of the municipality. We were waiting 

for the Mayor to go over the report we had submitted. Mayor Mehmet was a 

tough person, not open to critical dialogues or new ideas, and you could regularly 

encounter this strictly conservative personality in our city of 100,000 people. The 

urban planning director, Aylin P., on the other hand, was highly respected as 

being the wife of talented doctor Rıfat P. It was rumored that Rıfat P. was capable 

of diagnosing and treating many illnesses, that he had even performed brain sur-

gery in an urgent situation although he was just a primary care physician. Aylin 

P. had been trying to criticize the decision-making processes of the municipality. 

From time to time, she had been effective; however, my colleagues said: “She got 

tired, she has the aura of her upcoming retirement, and she gave up resisting 

against the Mayor’s strict way of directing the municipality.” However, there 

was increasing tension between the municipality and the residents since the New 

Antalas Project had reached a phase in which a particular neighborhood named 

Vadi was to be subjected to mass demolition, so finally the Mayor had assigned 

me as a supervisor for the project, to mediate between agents of the municipality 

and also between the municipality and the Vadi neighborhood community. Aylin 

says she believes that I could affect the decision-making process, and possibly 

more than me, she believes in my father’s close friendship with the Mayor. 

 

Fragment 2: The labor of architects/planners/urban designers in the era of 

urban crisis 

 

Although we, as young professionals, have witnessed both urban struggle 

and anti-participatory processes of urban transformation in the last era that 

we have just passed in Turkey, we rarely discuss our labor relations or work 



What if You Were a Young Professional? A Scenario on the Critical Grounds of İlhan Tekeli’s Course 
 

    549 

under transformation and its interconnection with the transformation of ur-

ban space. We have passed through an era of construction and destruction 

processes of contested urban projects, radical interventions to the urban fabric 

at the macro level, and the possibility of disasters that are expected to cause 

significant damages. In addition, we have witnessed the emergence and re-

pression of massive occupy-style protests claiming civil spatial rights, the 

boom and boost of the economy depending on the building sector, increasing 

numbers of workplace accidents resulting in the death of site-workers, and 

rising levels of unrecorded employment and unemployment-related crises in 

the building sector (Aykaç & Sert, 2018). There is a gap in terms of a research 

field investigating contemporary labor relations and the reproduction of the 

institution of our work, which is to say the institution of architecture/plan-

ning/urban design practices in Turkey.  

There is, indeed, rising academic interest in contemporary modes of labor 

relations and “immaterial labor” under the changing conditions of produc-

tion in the world since the 1970s (Kumar, 1989, p. 2-17). In this line, I would 

like to make reference to the main conceptualizations of labor and work by 

analyzing the meta-theoretical approach that Hannah Arendt elaborates 

in The Human Condition (1998). Concentrating on the experiences and pro-

cesses of work, Arendt interprets the Marxist conception of labor at the be-

ginning of the 1960s, which was accepted as a turnout in terms of globalizing 

production relations. The Marxist conception of labor has been influential in 

spatial research since the rise of industrialization in the mid-18th century. 

However, in the 1960s, there was a rising need to go beyond the abstract grasp 

of labor and question the emerging types of work in a globalizing world 

where technology was leading to the automatization and mechanization of 

labor (Sennet, 2008, p. 1-15), on the threshold of the rise of the neoliberal econ-

omy (Harvey, 2005, p. 1-5). 

Marx and Engels conceptualize labor basically as human effort shaping 

life, society, and nature, produced and reproduced through the processes of 

laboring. The main concern of Marxist philosophy is that the exploitation of 

labor depends on the reproduction of labor relations, through which all work 

is distributed. In this context, Marx rejects the divisions of labor, such as the 

divisions of immaterial/material or skilled/unskilled labor, in order to glorify 

all kinds of labor against exploitation. At this point, Marxist philosophy 

points out mainly exploitative work conditions among factory workers and 

manual workers, such as the lack of leisure, lack of autonomy, toil, and inse-

curity of workplaces. However, Arendt claims that this glorification of labor 
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might also mystify the transformed modes of labor relations, emerging power 

relations at work, different types of work, and the conception of work as an 

institution of labor relations in a changing world. Arendt offers a new theo-

retical frame, briefly stating that “laboring with body” including “laboring 

with the head (thinking)” and “working with the hands” are broad definitions 

of processes of life. Thus, Arendt distinguishes between labor and work, 

claiming that labor and work are interconnected activities; “the human con-

dition of labor is life, and the human condition of work is the world” (Arendt, 

1998, p. 6-8). 

Hannah Arendt deliberately scrutinizes these two concepts, labor and 

work, attempting to point out that the reproduction of labor relations and 

work has critical dimensions that we should focus on. The abstract grasp of 

labor is widely perceived as “working with the hands” or “manual labor,” 

and work is counted as employment or a job in our era. Departing from the 

opening of Hannah Arendt’s phenomenological standpoint, contemporary 

sociologist Krishan Kumar (1989) supports the claim that production pro-

cesses are becoming more and more dependent on “immaterial labor,” and 

therefore Arendt attempts to unfold the concept of work. Because there are 

new types of work and non-market types of work, the number of factory 

workers or manual laborers has decreased, and there is a rising unemploy-

ment crisis in the world. The phenomenon of “class” as both an economic and 

a social category has become a more complicated matter in our century within 

the complexity of urban modes of production (Kumar, 1989, p. 2-17).  

It is evident that there is an increasing sociospatial precariousness being 

shared unevenly by variant agents of production relations; hence, “class” is 

still an inherent part of labor relations and our urban life. Not only at the level 

of the workplace but also at the level of society, we practice “class” in different 

forms of labor relations. Based on the production of urban space, we, like all 

urban agents of production relations, as site workers and architects/plan-

ners/designers-workers, have a common problematic: the interconnected ex-

ploitation of human labor and exploitation of the environment. In this context, the 

group defined as white-collar, or in other words, professionals who could ob-

tain an education in order to gain an occupation, are subjected to this inter-

connected exploitation. Peggy Deamer (2015) scrutinizes immaterial labor in 

architecture by defining architecture as work and the architect as a worker. 

She emphasizes that we are a part of service work. While we “design,” for 

instance, a building project, we suffer from toil, lack of leisure, mechanization 

of our labor, and the impossibility of autonomy and authority to shape the 
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process and product (Deamer, 2015). These working conditions are captured 

as exploitative conditions of the “worker”; hence, we, the professionals con-

stituting the middle class, share the same ways of exploitation in architec-

ture/urban planning/urban design practices in our century. Furthermore, our 

work is divided into newly emerging areas associated with technological de-

velopment. There are new specialists and sub-fields in the built-environment 

disciplines, mostly concentrating on using technology as a tool in the produc-

tion process. The technology allows the labor to gain speed and yet be frag-

mented. Deamer (2015) pictures the parallel relations and the interconnection 

of the exploitation of multiple laborers in the production processes of the en-

vironment, white-collar or blue-collar, professionals or manual workers. The 

definition of “architect as worker” attempts not to bind the commonality of 

these exploitative processes among different agents (Deamer, 2015; Sargın, 

2017).  

From a broader perspective, Guy Standing ([2011] 2014) defines profes-

sionals not as middle class or white-collar but as a new mass class, the precar-

iat. Standing departs from the claim that the occupy movements were con-

ducted mainly by this mass group “who has a common predicament” and 

who “is expected to endure labor and work at a lower level than the schooling 

it typically acquires” (p. vi-vii). There is a need to reframe our “work” beyond 

profession and occupation, but as a “historically and socially constructed in-

stitution of labor relations” (quoted from Kumar’s definition of work, 1989, 

p. 4-5). Our work, then, is an institution reproduced by a “common predica-

ment,” increasing numbers of unemployed young people in the world since 

the 2008 economic crisis and the sudden rise and sharp fall of work capacity 

in Turkey in the last ten years. It is also an institution reproduced by munici-

pal regulations, urban political trajectories, interrelated exploitation of labor, 

and the environment. The parallel rise of the exploitation of labor/environ-

ment and urban activism shows that our work has gained more internal con-

tradictions. It is more visible than ever that our work has been exploited un-

der the forces of changing production relations at the global level, which also 

causes serious environmental issues.  

 

Fragment 3: Crossings of active citizenship and participation 

 

Despite the limits and contradictions of our work as formal work, the research 

agenda widely captured the rise of the urban activism of the 2010s through 

the lens of active citizenship, which is conducted by volunteer, non-formal 
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agents. Ayhan Kaya (2017) refers to the various conceptualizations of active 

citizenship in order to point out that these conceptualizations fit with what 

the multiple actors of occupy-style movements in Turkey experienced. Kaya 

underlines that active citizenship deepens an individual’s grasp of others’ 

lives and of living together. Hence, active citizenship produces a common 

sense of the production of space (Kaya, 2017, p. 4).  

In her seminal article, Camilla Stivers (1990) elaborates that from its an-

cient theorization by Aristotle to Hannah Arendt’s (1958) modern theoriza-

tions, active citizenship “draws on and develops the highest human capaci-

ties” and it “constitutes the good or virtuous of life” (p. 87). There could be 

different ways of manifesting active citizenship, such as the actions of civil 

organizations, initiatives, and grassroots movements, all of which implicitly 

become a core matter of the participation of multiple actors in the decision-

making processes of urban planning. Participation could be problematized as 

the search for the use of the knowledge and urban experiences of individuals 

to reach the insights of larger groups (Fitzgerald et al., 2016). At this point, 

Stivers (1990) argues that active citizenship “can be enacted in an agency set-

ting” through the inclusion of active citizens in administrative processes and 

by establishing interaction between citizens and administrators, or, in other 

words, between non-formal and formal agents (p. 86-105). 

What should be the agenda of our built-environment and urban-related 

work under these consequences after the 2010s? Active citizenship and par-

ticipation at this point bring two fragments of the scenario together: The first 

fragment unfolds the rising plurality of labor on the urban space that 

emerged within urban activism, and the following fragment unfolds the 

growing precariousness of the work of architects/urban planners/urban de-

signers. New planning thought underlines that new strategies such as ensur-

ing common sense, structuring horizontal relations, and mediating between 

formal and non-formal actors could be developed to prompt active citizen-

ship and participation in the decision-making processes (Tekeli, notes from 

“New Tendencies in Planning Thought” course, 2016; Tekeli, 2012a, 2012b, 

2018, 2019b). Our work has the capacity to search for these strategies for po-

sitioning as neither an authority nor a citizen, or neither a formal nor a non-

formal agent, but both.  

In the scenario, at this point, urban planner Sevgi attempts to persuade the 

Mayor to stop the New Antalas Project in its stage of demolishing the Vadi 

neighborhood and to redesign the renewal project processes together with 
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questioning for better local governance. Better local governance should con-

sider emerged active citizenship for the potential for active participation in 

the decision-making processes. According to the Mayor, it is not plausible to 

stop the process, because a shopping complex will be constructed in the Vadi 

neighborhood. The Mayor believes that this shopping complex project will 

turn the neighborhood into a new attraction center of the city with the help 

of economic investment from outsiders. However, Sevgi claims that better lo-

cal governance is only possible when the residents and their non-governmen-

tal organizations participate in the decision-making processes of the district 

municipality, which is the leading authority and structures its authority with-

out dialogue with the citizens. 

There is social value that emerged in Vadi with the collective and commu-

nal activities of insiders and outsiders of the neighborhood, making the 

neighborhood a special place for Antalas. This social value lies in the non-

profit civil organizations and initiatives including a neighborhood collective, 

a local newspaper initiative providing news and critiques about the urban 

daily life of Antalas, a public art initiative, a neighborhood garden initiative, 

a communal laundry center for those who do not have washing machines at 

home, and a book-sharing collective. These groups have been producing ac-

tive sociospatial dynamics since the 2010s. The participants are either resi-

dents living in the neighborhood or people living outside and gathering with 

Vadi residents in Vadi. Thus, the diverse community of these organizations 

is composed of not only a group of people living together in the neighbor-

hood but also citizens from other districts. As İlhan Tekeli points out (2019a), 

“community” and communal production of space could be established 

through not necessarily a shared place but rather common grounds such as 

the consensus that emerged about the Vadi neighborhood (Tekeli, 2019a, p. 

35). The common ground of the Vadi community resisting the urban trans-

formation project is the communal experience of urban activism in the mak-

ing of space. 

 Mayor: “Miss Sevgi, I read your report. Very well written, well done. But what 

are the values of Antalas? Does Vadi have a local urban value? It is the oldest 

neighborhood in the city, and the buildings are wearing down! All the residents 

coming to us, making difficulties in doing our job here, are from the Vadi neigh-

borhood! They have a newspaper, and they are writing against us. 

 Aylin: “Dear Mayor, I agree with you, but I suggest we listen to Sevgi elaborate 

on her report.” 
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 There was rising tension in the room. The Mayor was not opening grounds for 

dialogue. Aylin suddenly seemed less hopeful to me. The level of my discomfort 

was rising in the conversation; I was questioning why I was there, maybe I should 

not have come back to work for the municipality in Antalas! There was no com-

munication between the municipality and the Vadi community; the city council 

was selected by a group of people who would agree with the Mayor under any 

conditions. I felt like I could better fit a volunteer job at the Vadi newspaper. I 

forced myself to believe in my report, elaborating on the potential of Vadi against 

the proposal of the New Antalas Project that would lead to fragile conditions in 

Vadi, diminishing the emerged social urban activism. I thought that I should not 

give up and I needed to convince the Mayor. I took a sip from my second cup of 

tea. 

 “Dear Mayor,” I said, “better local governance could be designed through how 

we look at the ‘local’ urban values. The locality is a plurality of various agents 

under ongoing sociospatial change. We have social value, which is the emerged 

urban activism and emerged agents as participants of civil organizations and in-

itiatives in Vadi. This value belongs to all of the city, to Antalas. If we could take 

these civil organizations at the center of active citizenship at the local level and if 

we could prompt active participation by including these organizations as key 

stakeholders, we would take less risk. We could share the labor in the decision-

making processes, since we could establish a team. You would take less risk being 

the Mayor; you don't need to decide for yourself. We should organize a new elec-

tion for the city council, invite those groups to participate in the election, and 

then move the city council forward, searching for an inclusive, open, participa-

tory process. Dear Mayor, we will design active participation in the decision-

making processes for Antalas and we can start with rethinking the Vadi neigh-

borhood stage. You will be a trendy figure in the Vadi newspaper with a bold title: 

‘The Mayor invited Vadi to completely remake the New Antalas Urban Renewal 

Project’."  

 

Conclusion: The possibility of working together  

 

 After hearing about that title in the Vadi newspaper, the Mayor suddenly 

changed his tone and attitude. Aylin smiled and added some more good things 

about how a mayor could become a significant figure by listening to the commu-

nity and stopping a project for economic development in Turkey. Hence, I under-

stood that I was moving in the right direction. 
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 “Dear Mayor,” I said, “we will first invite a committee of specialists to develop 

participatory processes in local governance; that is the conclusion part of my re-

port. We will immediately declare that the project is stopped, we are working for 

better local governance, and the Vadi neighborhood will be part and parcel of the 

decision-making processes actively. Moreover, while we are thinking about the 

participation issue, I propose that we address some immediate problems of the 

neighborhood, such as the establishment of laundry centers, and besides, we can 

add a room to such centers, a room for making and drinking coffee and tea. These 

small steps supporting civil organizations might also help to change the negative 

bias of the community and all citizens about our municipality.” 

 We ended the meeting and I left the Mayor’s room with Aylin with hope and 

excitement for a better future. The only thing I was concentrating on was work-

ing more on the report. I was thinking of names from civil organizations of An-

talas and my teachers at the university to schedule initial meetings. I opened the 

door of my room without a feeling of estrangement from my work for the first 

time. I was about to close the door, but Mevlüt entered the room with me and 

gave me one more cup of Turkish tea with one sugar - that was how I used to 

drink tea: 

 Mevlüt: “Miss Sevgi, I’ve heard that you saved our houses in Vadi. Of course, I 

was already sure that our dear Mayor wouldn’t demolish our houses, but… 

Don’t hesitate if you want to eat something with tea; I can immediately make you 

a sandwich.” 

 Mevlüt’s thankful tea on my desk and the work I would do made me feel satisfied 

for the first time in a long time at the municipality, and I felt like we were working 

for the same thing, for a good life in our city, Antalas. 

 

Although İlhan Tekeli’s course enhanced our perspectives on active citi-

zenship and participation around the theory and history of planning, Tekeli 

directed the main problematics of the course to us, being young professionals, 

architects/urban planners/urban designers, by giving us a final challenging 

assignment that forced us to put ourselves in a fictional desk with a fictional 

municipality of a fictional city. Through this lens, we looked at our work and 

the labor processes of our generation, which is a generation of the era of urban 

crisis and resistance, processes of anti-participatory transformation projects, 

deep legal changes in planning specifically after the 2010s, rising unemploy-

ment for young workers and professionals, and the rising exploitation of our 

labor. Furthermore, we are a generation that has been actively participating 

in or witnessing the pluralization of labor in the production of urban space.  
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This paper has attempted to re-open the critical grounds of Tekeli’s grad-

uate course with a twofold framework. First, I pointed out that there is not a 

counter-position between non-formal and formal agents in the production of 

urban space. Rather, there are more intricate processes of the production of 

urban space and knowledge of urban space by a multitude of actors. In par-

ticular, non-profit civil organizations and initiatives that emerged after the 

2010s in Turkey have played a significant role in practicing active citizenship. 

The labor of architects/planners/urban designers is pluralized by these multi-

ple actors and the platforms they established. Second, I claimed that there has 

been an ongoing debate around the labor of professionals because of the 

growing crisis of exploitation of the labor of young architects/urban plan-

ners/urban designers, paralleling the deaths of construction-related workers, 

unemployment, and the diminishing capacity of our work in the world since 

2008. Through this twofold framework, I finally suggested that political and 

economic trajectories have led to negative effects among young professionals. 

However, at the same time, this might open ground for our generation to 

question the current conditions communally and critically in order to mediate 

between multiple actors such as active citizens and formal agents in order to 

lead participatory decision-making processes in urban planning. 

The challenging final assignment and İlhan Tekeli’s course as an entire 

process were strongly influential in this line of not alienating my labor and 

work. Tekeli’s course invited us, as active urban agents in the production of 

space and knowledge, to seek leading alternative processes. It opened crucial 

space with the implication that it is worthwhile to discuss young profession-

als’—our generation’s—labor and work. We are both formal and non-formal 

agents of production of urban space, witnessing urban resistance and repres-

sion in the last decade of urban crisis, while growing more and more precar-

ious under the political, economic, and ecological consequences at national 

and transnational scales. This situation has enabled us to reassess our citizen-

ship and the role of being architects/urban planners/urban designers strategi-

cally. 
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