
210 görülür. Sıklıkla kullanılan terimler ve 
eski sözcükler için zaman zaman me-
tin içinde açıklamalar vardır ve kitabın 
sonunda bir lügatçe yer alır. 

Hacimli ve bol görselli olan kitabın 
tasarımı okuyucu için göz okşayıcıdır. 
Metin içinde referans verilen resimle-
rin yerleşimi metinle görselin birlikte 
algılanmasına olumlu katkı yapar. Ka-
talog kısmında ise her eserin olmasa 
bile büyük çoğunluğunun birden fazla 
görseli ve imza, mühür gibi kayıtlarıyla 
tezhip ya da diğer sanatsal niteliklerinin 
ayrıntılı resimleri yer alır. Bu açıdan ki-
tap doyurucu bir görsel içeriğe sahiptir. 

Zeren Tanındı giriş metninde, SHM 
koleksiyonundaki ayrıntılarıyla ince-
lediği eserlerin pek çoğunun ayrı ayrı 
monografik çalışmalara konu olabile-
ceklerini vurgular. Zira koleksiyonda-
ki kimi eserler dönemin seçkinlerinin 
ince zevklerine, sanatçı-hami ilişkileri-
ne, sanatlı kitap kültürünün aydınlan-
masına katkıda bulunacak değerdedir. 
Titiz bir çalışma ile ele alınan Yazıda 

Âhenk ve Renk: Sadberk Hanım Mü-
zesi Koleksiyonundan Sanatlı Kitaplar, 
Belgeler ve Hüsn-i Hatlar, hüsn-i hatta 
ilişkin zengin içeriği, ilk kez yayımla-
nan eserlerle ilgili tanıtımları ve farklı 
disiplinlerden araştırmacılara sağladığı 
veri açısından özgün ve çok katmanlı 
bir kitaptır. Öne çıkan örneklerin ve 
sanatçılarının değeri, koleksiyonun pek 
çok nadide ve biricik eserden oluşması, 
koleksiyonerin zevkinin ve bilgisinin 
de göstergesi olarak görülebilir. Yazıda 
Âhenk ve Renk, sanatlı kitap biriktirme 
geleneği ve kültürünün, üçüncü kuşak 
taşıyıcıları aracılığıyla günümüze ulaş-
tırdıkları eserleri daha ayrıntılı tanıma-
ya olanak verir. 
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What is urban activism good for? 
How should we understand, concep-
tualize, and study it? What is “urban” 
in urban activism? What makes it a 
distinctly political enterprise? These 
are some of the basic questions that 
have been occupying urban theory and 
social movement scholarship since 
Manuel Castells’ seminal work, The 
Urban Question.1 Together with Henri  
Lefebvre, Castells  was one of the first 
to discover the potential of urban 
space for mobilizing grievances in an 
effective and political way. While Cas-
tells’ interest in urban question has 
subsided later on, the unique role of 
urban space in shaping and represent-
ing social contract has continued to 
fascinate scholars. This interest took 

a particular upsurge in the past dec-
ade as urban occupations, revolt, and 
uprisings have become commonplace 
across the world from 2010 onward.2 

Concentrating on the period leading 
up to the coup of 1980 and its imme-
diate aftermath, the urban activism 
that Christopher Houston narrates in 
Istanbul, City of the Fearless belongs to 
a different era, one in which urban ac-
tivism in fact was neither seen as nec-
essarily urban nor named as activism, 
certainly not in Turkey. Yet by framing 
the popular left-wing mobilization—
and right-wing counterinsurgency—of 
the 1970s as a form of urban activism, 
Houston’s book is a bold invitation. It 
certainly yields successful results in un-
derstanding not only the timeframe it 
chooses to examine but also the making 
of modern Istanbul, as well as urban 
activism. As such, Istanbul, City of the 
Fearless provides an illuminating per-
spective to the often forgotten building 
blocks of the city: everyday politics and 
political violence of the 1970s. 

Houston’s book is a phenomenological 
take on political mobilization, violence, 
and memory, prioritizing the voices 

and reckonings of activists themselves. 
Rather than a remote and top-down 
analysis, the book centers around the 
very actors and subjects of that vio-
lence, asking directly to more than fifty 
informants, veteran political militants 
of 1970s’ Istanbul, how they remem-
bered the city, made sense of the polit-
ical mobilization of the time, and how 
they were involved. As such, the book 
differs in methods and perspective 
from the conventional accounts of the 
coup of 1980, one of the defining events 
of modern Turkish history. While the 
official narrative suggests the military 
intervention was almost an inevitable 
outcome of the street violence of rival 
political groups, Houston unpacks the 
logic and inner workings of violence. 
Houston’s phenomenological anthro-
pology helps him immensely in this 
endeavor as the emphasis on human 
intentionality and embodied experi-
ences really illuminates the era, details 
of which are invisible due to prejudice 
and stigma or over-romanticization.     

The spatial focus of Istanbul, City of 
the Fearless is what makes the book a 
unique contribution to the field. Hous- 
ton takes the political role of space 



211seriously, both in symbolic and literal 
senses. The book not only examines 
which political faction was strong in 
what neighborhood, but also traces 
the impact of political mobilization on 
how the city has developed and how its 
residents have experienced it. While 
the former details are widely circulated 
among Istanbulites as urban legends, 
the latter originally weaves together 
Istanbul’s urban experience with its 
grassroots politics. Engaging with a 
number of theorists of space, includ-
ing Lefebvre, de Certeau, and Tschu-
mi, Houston conceptualizes what is 
easily brushed over as street violence 
between the opposing left and right 
(sometimes left and left) factions as a 
spatial politics. As such, political vio-
lence cedes to be an exception that was 
dealt with once and for all by a military 
intervention; it is understood as part 
and parcel of the city’s social and spa-
tial history. While doing so, Houston 
refrains from equating spatial politics 
with the activities of the organized po-
litical groups; he also recognizes the 
autonomy of urban migrants who by 
choice (or willy-nilly) cooperated with 
them, although the research is limited 
to the activists’ perspectives.

Istanbul, City of the Fearless is organized 
across eight chapters. Following two 
introductory chapters in which Hous-
ton lays out the theoretical and meth-
odological underpinnings of the study 
(including the focus on space and use 
of phenomenology), the third chapter 
reviews the top-down urban planning 
policies of the republican era until the 
mid-1970s (including attempts towards 
de-Ottomanization and Turkification 
of Istanbul), which Houston criticizes as 
“violence of architecture” (p. 5). Chapters 
4 and 5 are where Houston makes the 
best use of his ethnographic data by de-
picting in rich detail how political activ-
ism shaped the urban land and sound-
scape of Istanbul in the 1970s. With its 
focus on the factory–council–squatter 
nexus, I found chapter 5 particularly in-
triguing and easily assignable to urban 
studies and social movements classes. 
Chapter 6 lays out, for the first time 
for many English-language readers, the 
competing ideologies and political strat-
egies of revolutionary left factions (also 
the anti-communist, right-wing move-
ments) in Turkey in the 1970s. Chapter 
7 focuses on the coup of 1980 and its 
aftermath and traces the impact of the 

military intervention not simply over 
the political and institutional realm, 
but also in urban bodies, places, and 
communities. The book concludes with 
chapter 8, in which Houston revisits the 
potentials opened up by phenomenolo-
gy for the study of political violence in 
Istanbul. In this chapter Houston also 
follows his informants in present time 
and discusses how they today wrestle 
with the memory of the 1970s and the 
burden of the coup.

Despite these accomplishments, there 
are certain aspects of the book that are 
prone to criticism. The first point of 
critique is relatively minor. Despite its 
emphasis on space and place, it is unfor-
tunate that Istanbul, City of the Fearless 
does not make much use of visuals and 
maps to give the reader a better sense 
of the city and the physical distribution 
of forces that shaped it throughout the 
1970s. The book only includes three fig-
ures, two of which are hand drawings 
by the author. While I appreciate the 
fieldwork feel of them, it is hard to say 
that they help the reader in any way. 
Since the book leads the reader through 
the many neighborhoods, streets, and 
squares of one city, the lack of car-
tographic visuals is a missed opportu-
nity for Istanbul, City of the Fearless. 

My second point of critique is more 
substantial. While Istanbul, City of the 
Fearless is a historical inquiry into the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, it should 
also be noted that, in some ways, it is 
influenced by the time in which it was 
researched and written. Those who ob-
serve Turkish politics closely can easily 
detect that dominant discourses of the 
early 2010s that often find their way 
into the narrative of the book. The way 
the book identifies the role of the mil-
itary and bureaucracy in Turkish poli-
tics, as well as Kemalism as the source 
of authoritarianism and chauvinism, 
seems to borrow much from the he-
gemonic narrative of the first decade 
of the Justice and Development Party’s 
(AKP) reign. For example, the trial of 
the 1980 coup plotters, which turned 
out to be a mere carrot to motivate the 
left to support the government-backed 
2010 referendum for constitutional 
amendment, is largely treated in a pos-
itive light. The damage and schism the 
referendum created within revolution-
ary left politics is not elaborated on.3 
This is perhaps understandable as the 

focus of the book is not the political cli-
mate of the early 2010s, but rather how 
the 1970s are remembered by a group 
of urban activists. However, memory 
often tells as much about today as it 
does about the past. In this case, this is 
valid for the researcher, as well. Readers 
of Istanbul, City of the Fearless in 2020’s 
Turkey, where public institutions are 
completely dominated and the social 
and political realm utterly suppressed 
by the AKP, may raise their eyebrows to 
some of the book’s insights and lack of 
reckoning with the democratic back-
sliding under a civilian government.

The urban problems of Istanbul and the 
social mobilization that they instigate 
has been a popular theme for social sci-
entists working on Turkey for a while 
now. Yet, the existing literature is cap-
tivated by the Gezi moment—perhaps 
understandably so—and its accounts 
often fail to go beyond contemporary 
matters and debates. Istanbul, City of 
the Fearless provides a fresh perspective 
in this regard. In an eloquent way, it 
reminds us of the historical layers of Is-
tanbul’s social and spatial development 
and suggests that urban activism may 
not be entirely a brand new enterprise. 
What is the legacy of the urban activism 
of the 1970s for current urban struggles 
in Istanbul? How does the spatial poli-
tics of the past reverberate in contem-
porary Istanbul? These are some of the 
intriguing questions that Istanbul, City 
of the Fearless poses to Istanbul studies. 
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