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I arrived in Ankara for the first time in late 1993 to begin my training as a student 
of architecture. Incidentally, the Islamist takeover of the capital’s local adminis-
tration occurred after only a few months. Thus, I observed and experienced the 
gradual transformations in the city as a first-hand witness. On the one hand, I was 
observing the destructive interventions in the built environment of the republican 
capital, which I was being taught to appreciate in architecture school. On the 
other hand, I was experiencing the loss of locales and practices of leisure in the 
city center, which were vital for my existence there as a young student. I remem-
ber pondering upon my displeasure with the municipality’s policies: to what extent 
were these interventions an outcome of its Islamist character?

After years of living in Ankara and then elsewhere, I arrived in the capital 
once again in 2009. The same mayor was (and still is!) in office after winning 
successive elections. This time I was a scholar of urban studies and a junior faculty 
teaching urban design. Alongside my affiliation with the university, I took office 
in the Chamber of Architects, with which I had been actively involved since I was 
a student. The Chamber has a history of opposition to mega-projects (such as the 
Bosphorus Bridge) and collaboration with squatter movements, which made it an 
influential actor in urban politics to this day. It was also the subject of my doctoral 
study.

The fist ideas of this book began to develop in my mind during my four-year 
experience as a member of the Executive Board of the Chamber’s Ankara Branch. 
I was in constant contact on the one hand with architects whose relation to the 
Chamber was primarily professional. Through them, I observed the expansion of 
Islamist networks and their growing influence on business connections across the 
construction sector. On the other hand, I saw grassroots organizations and even indi-
viduals seeking help from the Chamber in their local struggles to defend their neigh-
borhoods or urban commons threatened by the municipality’s development plans.
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During this time, what fascinated me most was the disparity between the 
growing grassroots mobilizations against Islamist local administrations and the 
persistence of the activist architects in perceiving political opposition primarily in 
terms of the defense of secularism. The former had almost nothing to do with Isla-
mism and was about state-led gentrification in varying scales. The latter, surpris-
ingly, could not dissociate itself from the prevailing middle-class contempt towards 
Islamists, which obscured the actual processes of urban politics they deployed. 
Hence, the problem for me was to grasp the relation between Islamist politics 
and the built environment in its complexity. I was convinced that this relation con-
cerned both political economy (of urban space) and cultural politics (of Islam/ism); 
yet it could not be reduced to either. What began with articles analyzing particular 
cases eventually evolved into this book.

Some parts of the book have been published previously. The discussion on 
architectural mimicry in neo-Ottoman mosques appeared in “Architectural Mim-
icry and Politics of Mosque Building: Negotiating Islam and Nation in Turkey” (The 
Journal of Architecture 21 [2016]: 321–347). Some parts of the section on North 
Ankara appeared in “Minarets without Mosques: Limits to the Urban Politics of 
Neoliberal Islamism” in Urban Studies 50 [2013]: 1095–1111. An early version of 
the comparison between Başakşehir and North Ankara developments was pre-
sented at the SAH Annual Conference in 2016 and is forthcoming in “Neoliberal 
Islamism and the Cultural Politics of Housing in Turkey” in Kılınç, K. and Ghar-
ipour, M. (eds.) Social Housing in the Middle East: Architecture, Urban Devel-
opment and Transnational Modernity by Indiana University Press. In Chapter 4, 
I used sections from “The Political Encampment and the Architecture of Public 
Space: TEKEL Resistance in Ankara” (International Journal of Islamic Architecture 
2/1 [2013]: 77–100) and “Everywhere is Taksim: The Politics of Public Space from 
Nation-building to Neoliberal Islamism and Beyond” (Journal of Urban History 
41/5 [2015]: 881–907).

Throughout the process, I have benefitted from intellectual exchanges with 
friends and colleagues, some of whom have read and commented on the drafts 
of the chapters. I am grateful to Kaan Ağartan, Elvan Altan, Utku Balaban, Ali 
Ekber Doğan, Feyzan Erkip, Neşe Gurallar, Berin Gür, Abidin Kusno, and Barış 
Ünlü. Güven Arif Sargın has been a supporter since my undergraduate years at 
METU and also contributed to this book with his valuable comments. Ayşe Çavdar 
generously shared her dissertation with me and made suggestions through our 
exchanges; Neşe Gurallar and Esin Boyacıoğlu were kind enough to share their 
unpublished material. I am thankful to Gülse Eraydın for her assistance in gather-
ing material and producing some of the visuals. I thank Mehmer Özer, Çetin Gürer, 
Yücel Demirer, Konca Şaher, Moira Bernardoni, Beyza Onur and Defne Batuman 
for sharing their photographs with me. I am also grateful to the board mem-
bers and the staff of the Ankara Branch of Chamber of Architects, with some of 
whom I worked together during my term, for their companionship and help in my 
research. Among them, I shall particularly mention Tezcan Karakuş Candan, who 
was always helpful whenever I needed assistance.



Preface j

xiii h

I am also grateful to the Architext series editors Tony King and Tom Markus, 
whose insightful early critiques – along with three anonymous reviewers – helped 
a lot in shaping my framework for the book. But I shall thank Tony King once 
more, for he has been an unofficial mentor during and after my graduate study 
at SUNY Binghamton.

Bilkent University is a great place to teach but also has been a safe haven 
to write the book. Although this might sound meaningless to many readers, the 
peace of mind the university has provided its faculty was invaluable within Turkey’s 
current turmoil seriously debilitating the intellectual capacity of scholars. I have 
to confess that at times I felt guilty for being in an institution that has rigorously 
managed to sustain its quality of being a “university.”

Finally, I am indebted to Dilvin, who has always been the greatest support in 
my life with her patience and love; and to Defne, who was a source of inspiration 
along the way and has proved that parenting is a “full-time joy.”

Bülent Batuman
Ankara

September 2017 
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The relationship between Islam and politics has always been controversial; yet, 
it has possibly never been as controversial as it is at the current moment. The 
twenty-first century witnessed a growing interest (and anxiety for the large part 
of the Western world) regarding Islam and its political influence beginning with 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. This attentiveness was advanced with 
the uprisings of 2011, which shook the Middle East and North Africa. The initial 
optimism created by these uprisings was soon replaced by a new surge of anxiety. 
Civil wars triggered waves of refugees who were met with hostility in most of the 
Western world as witnessed by the election results showing the rise of right-wing 
populism in Europe as well as the US. These fears were further fueled with the rise 
of transnational terrorist networks and especially the emergence of ISIS claiming 
to be the transnational caliphate of Sunni Islam.

This book aims to analyze the relationship between Islam and the built envi-
ronment as an attempt to shed light on a particular facet of the link between 
politics and Islam. The relationship between Islam and the built environment first 
emerged as a research topic in the early nineteenth century, as Orientalist schol-
arship examined Islamic architecture and Muslim cities. The stereotypical image 
of the Islamic city as an unchanging (and inferior) social environment was only 
challenged in the late twentieth century with the rise of postcolonial critique fol-
lowing the seminal work of Edward Said (1979). After that, longstanding and for-
mulaic representations that overlooked the variations presented by the cities in the 
Islamic world were overturned in the critical works of scholars such as Janet Abu-
Lughod (1987), Timothy Mitchell (1988), and Nezar AlSayyad (1991). Through 
these works, the prevailing view based on the dichotomy between the traditional 
and the modern was mostly abandoned. Today, the study of the relation between 
Islam and the built environment presents us with a different research question in a 
world where the visibility – and the political influence – of Islam has considerably 

Chapter 1: Introduction
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increased. Now, it is necessary to consider the role of Islamism rather than Islam in 
shaping – and in return being shaped by – the built environment.

The gradual rise of Islamism as a political force can be traced back to the 
1960s. The end of that decade witnessed the decline of secular nationalist gov-
ernments in the postcolonial world and the rise of what would later be called 
the “Islamic revival.” The disappointment of the Arab-Israeli War in 1967, disillu-
sionment with nationalist governments, and the suppression of left-wing move-
ments within the Cold War context led to the rise of Islam both as an oppositional 
movement and an instrument for right-wing governments (Mandaville 2014: 
64–120). Later, after the Cold War, Islam would emerge as a political force across 
the Muslim world in the face of the increasing influence of neoliberalism. With 
the dismantling of welfare mechanisms, Islamic networks of solidarity began to be 
more influential than ever and generated a gradual expansion of religion at the 
level of everyday life (Bayat 2007). Besides this bottom-up impetus, major cities 
of the Muslim world have emerged under conditions of globalization as symbols 
as well as developmental apparatuses for their countries. They are now identified, 
to varying degrees, with their plural ethnicities, modernities, and Islams. Thus, the 
cities of the Islamic world are increasingly becoming fragmented, with religios-
ity influencing spaces in diverse ways. AlSayyad (2011) has defined the product 
of such fragmentation as the “fundamentalist city,” one that comprises “frag-
mented landscapes made up of spaces of exception.” Within this context, he has 
proposed focusing on the relationship between “Islamic religiosity, the practice of 
Islamic piety, and urban social and spatial processes” (AlSayyad 2015: 23).

In tune with AlSayyad’s proposal, the book focuses on a particular case, that 
of Turkey; a secular republic which has been ruled by a democratically elected, 
pro-Islamic government for more than fourteen years. Following its first electoral 
success in 2002, the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) attracted much 
attention and was pointed at by many as an illustration of the compatibility of 
Islam and liberal values such as freedom, democracy, and individual choice. Here, 
I shall point out that this book is not about how to define the Turkish case in 
political science terms. It is rather about the role of the built environment and the 
urban realm as major mediums in the making of an Islamist rule that sustained 
successive electoral victories. The main argument of the book is that the AKP has 
built its hegemony particularly through its success in urban politics and the new 
kind of Islamic urbanism it generated. The urban realm opened up new channels 
between the state and the urban society, which the Turkish Islamists successfully 
used in maintaining their political influence. It is even possible to say that the AKP 
itself was the product of this new urbanism initiated by the Islamists’ performance 
in local administrations throughout the 1990s.

These new channels refute the simple explanations of the AKP’s success as 
either an illustration of a paradigmatic coexistence of “secular state and Islamic 
society” or the idea that this is merely a neoliberal conservative party instru-
mentalizing Islam. I argue that the reign of the AKP in Turkey was a process of 
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hegemony-building in the face of constant threat from the secularist establish-
ment, which has to be understood as a nation-(re)building project. This project, 
on the one hand, has defined itself as the antithesis of the secular nation-building 
of the early republican period (roughly corresponding to the period between the 
two World Wars) and sought to redefine the nation in Islamic terms. On the other 
hand, Islamic nation-building under the AKP appropriated much of the tropes 
defined by its adversary.1

The AKP’s definition of “nation” departs equally from the rejection of 
nation(alism) by traditional Islamists in favor of a global ummah and its secular 
conception by the Turkish nation-state. It presents Turkishness and Islam as qual-
ities of the same entity, which is significantly different than the republican defini-
tion referring to a secular and ethnically homogeneous body. While the Kemalist 
state invented the term “ulus” in the 1930s to define the secular nation, the 
ideologues of the AKP use “millet,” a term of Arabic origin which was used to 
denote religious communities in the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman millet system 
allowed for limited autonomy for the non-Muslim communities to conduct their 
internal affairs. The term assumed the meaning of “nation” in the nineteenth 
century; emergent nationalisms of ethnic groups within the Empire drew essence 
from their religious-communal experience in the millet system (Karpat 2002: 611). 
It has been used in the twentieth century, especially by conservative intellectuals, 
as a reaction to linguistic Turkification; yet, the reference to millet by the AKP is 
significantly different. The millet is now envisaged through self-Othering; a major-
ity which had been oppressed by the elite minority throughout republican history. 
Defining this approach as “Muslim nationalism,” White (2014: 188) points out 
the global implications of this postimperial vision based on Ottoman past: “For 
Muslim nationalists, the emblematic founding moment for the Turkish nation is 
a moment of conquest [of Constantinople], and their image of the future is of 
regional Turkish-led economic and political unions, not an Islamic umma in which 
Turkey will take equal place beside other Muslim nations.”

The AKP has expanded its hegemonic control through a constant struggle 
with the secular establishment, represented by the military and the state bureau-
cracy. It has strengthened its position through the zealous fulfillment of neoliberal 
market demands and an urban welfare system utilizing Islamic social networks 
and municipalities. In this way, the AKP’s new Islamism has emerged as an original 
synthesis, blending economic neoliberalism and political Islam. In its battle with 
the status quo, the AKP and its leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan have utilized Islam as 
a populist reference, reimagining the (Islamic) nation as struggling for emancipa-
tion from an oppressive power (the state elite) that had imposed secularism as a 
form of colonial subjugation.

The key to the AKP’s success owed very much to the party’s ideological  
flexibility – no doubt a contingent feature resulting from the constant threat of the 
military in the early years – which successfully facilitated negotiations and hybrid-
izations. The party succeeded in simultaneously representing the Islamist cause 
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and getting along with the state; consolidating the conservative right-wing elec-
toral base and expanding Kurdish freedoms (at least until 2015). What allowed 
the AKP to do these seemingly irreconcilable things was its success in facilitating 
negotiations resulting in hybrid forms around two main themes. The first of these 
was the promotion of a new national identity negotiating nation and Islam; and 
the other was a negotiation between Islam as dissent and its deployment for 
social control by the state. The urban realm – with its social milieu and the political 
economy of its physical production – provided venues for these negotiations and 
their hybrid forms.

Within this framework, the book sets to explore the Turkish Islamists’ 
quest in nation-building through the spatial strategies it has deployed and the 
urban forms it has produced. An important aspect of this inquiry is to look at 
this nation-building process not as a pre-conceived scheme executed smoothly, 
but rather one shaped through struggles among multiple agents. This process 
was one of urbanization from the beginning; it witnessed not only a new phase 
in the urban development of Turkish cities but also the gradual urbanization of 
political action for both Islamists and their opponents. In this regard, new Islamist 
nation-building in Turkey has been a contingent process with diverse dynamics. 
The book discusses these dynamics in the urban realm with particular attention 
to class and gender.

The relationship between built environment and politics is a complex one 
which cannot be reduced to the instrumentalization of the former for the opera-
tions of the latter. In brief terms, the book rests on two basic premises. The first of 
these is to conceive of the built environment as constitutive of the social. Depart-
ing from this point, it sets to uncover the spatial making of politics. The second 
one is the specificity of the urban. Demands, challenges, and struggles embedded 
within the city and defined by spatial forms and scales require careful analysis of 
interplays between the spatial and the social. Based on these two propositions, 
the book investigates different components of the politics of built environment. 
Of the four chapters comprising the main body, two deal with architecture, which 
is a particularly powerful milieu for representing – real or manufactured – history. 
The other two focus on the urban: its transformations and those it has triggered 
through the recent political processes that took place in Turkey.

The general approach developed here can be deployed for the study of 
other cases where Islam – and religion for that matter – is not a dominant factor. 
Nevertheless, the relevance of the book’s general framework for the politics of 
built environment at large should not lead us to miss the specificities of Islam and 
Islamism as political dynamics. Even though architectural and urban forms of Isla-
mist politics cannot be essentialized as distinct from other ideological formations, 
they are nonetheless defined by particularities resulting from the cultural power 
of Islam in the societies it predominates. Moreover, it would be a methodologi-
cal error to essentialize Islam and Islamism as well; they have to be studied with 
regard to the specificities of the society under scrutiny. Hence, the place of Islam 
requires contextual definition.
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NEW ISLAMISM(S): SOME NOTES ON TERMINOLOGY

Islamism as political power has to be understood not as the manifestation of a reli-
gious power unchanged in time but as a contemporary ideology compatible with 
historical circumstances. Throughout the book, I use the term “Islamism” inter-
changeably with “political Islam” to refer to a political ideology. In this respect, it 
is different from Islam as a religion and its “Islamic” cultural manifestations. Some 
scholars have argued that the rise of Islamic groups to power necessarily ends up 
in their moderation and that, in the case of Turkey, the Islamic movement ceased 
to be Islamist as the result of a compromise with the secularist state (Yavuz 2009: 
5–13). Rather than essentializing the relation between Islamic movements and the 
state in the form of an inevitable moderation, I propose to consider the particular 
forms of interaction between Islamist politics and the historical dynamics that give 
way to the Islamists’ rise to power. Viewed in this way, the establishment of a gov-
ernment by Islamist cadres does not necessarily end up in either the existence of 
an (hidden or overt) agenda to transform the state structure into a theocratic one 
or the total abandonment of Islamist political views. The issue is rather the mutual 
influence between state and society mediated through social and cultural forms 
defined with reference to Islam.

There is an ongoing debate among scholars of political science on how to 
define the Islamist politics of the recent decades. The debate began with the decline 
of groups seeking an Islamist revolution to establish a theocratic state. This pro-
cess was famously defined as “the failure of political Islam” by Olivier Roy (1994). 
Accordingly, the Islamist cause was being incorporated into pluralistic political sys-
tems. This observation soon gave way to a new interpretation, emphasizing not 
failure but success of a new form of Islamism. Here, a new type of Islamist groups 
pursuing new political strategies came to the fore. Among various terms used for 
these groups abandoning revolutionary strategies and choosing to participate in 
existing political systems were “new Islamists” (Baker 2003), “moderate Islamists” 
(Hamzawy 2005), “Muslim democrats” (á la European Christian democrats) (Nasr 
2005), and recently “neo-Islamists” (Wright 2012). The new condition defined by 
the decline of traditional (militant) Islamism was labeled “post-Islamism” within 
the political science literature (Schulze 2000; Kepel 2000; Roy 2004).

It was Asef Bayat (1996) who for the first time used the term  “post-Islamism” 
to define this trend that abandoned the idea to seize and transform the state 
and was rather content with Islamization of everyday life. He later expanded the 
definition of the term to refer to a project that was “neither anti-Islamic nor sec-
ular.” It rather represented “an endeavor to fuse religiosity and rights, faith and 
freedom, Islam and liberty” (Bayat 2007: 11). According to him, Turkey’s AKP 
was a prime example of post-Islamism as a project (2007: 189). The significance 
of Bayat’s work, in contrast to the rather totalizing approach of political science 
scholars, was his sociological empiricism scrutinizing the grassroots performances 
of (post-)Islamism in Egypt and post-revolutionary Iran in their relation to everyday 
life (Bayat 1997, 2007).



Introduction j

6 h

The Arab revolts of 2011 significantly affected the debates on post-Islamism: 
the term itself gained wide currency.2 For Bayat (2011), for instance, the uprisings 
were “post-Islamist revolutions.” For those looking at the uprisings optimistically 
and using the term “post-Islamism” with a progressive connotation, the events 
supported the post-Islamism thesis and its optimism regarding the incorporation 
of Islam within democratic systems and plurality (Bayat 2013a). However, with the 
defeat of the revolutionary thrust with civil wars in Libya and Syria and especially 
the failure of the Ikhwan-ul Muslimin (Muslim Brotherhood – MB) in Egypt to 
maintain a pluralistic support in the face of Egyptian status quo, Salafist move-
ments began to gain ground. These groups ranged from those rejecting politics 
altogether to those participating in elections to pursue their fundamentalist agen-
das and to the Jihadist ones seeking global struggle (Wiktorowicz 2006; Marks 
2013). While the rise of these groups problematized the post-Islamism thesis, its 
proponents argued that Salafism was either irrelevant (Roy 2012) or an insig-
nificant exception (Bayat 2013b). Nevertheless, their growth casts serious doubt 
regarding the optimism of the post-Islamism thesis (AlSayyad 2015: 23).

Therefore, although I mostly agree with the main characteristics defined by 
theorists of post-Islamism, I choose to use the rather loose term “new-Islamism” 
to define the AKP’s political performance.3 My choice relies first on the idea that 
even if there are indeed new conditions defining (post-)Islamism(s), it is crucial to 
underline that these movements cannot be subsumed into a universal project valid 
in all societies. Rather, these conditions frame societies whose paths of develop-
ment are contingent on political struggles (Holdo 2017). Second, I believe that 
the Turkish Islamists have not moved beyond (as implied with the prefix “post-”) 
something (Islamism), although they definitely invented a new form of it. Various 
authors have emphasized a characteristic feature of post- or new Islamism as the 
emphasis on the nation rather than the global conception of ummah. This has 
been a key element in the AKP’s nation-building project, which is intrinsically con-
nected to the historical dynamics of Islamism’s relation to the general right-wing 
conservatism in Turkey. But what is also important are the transnational networks 
within which the new Islamist political performances emerge. That is, these move-
ments are inevitably caught up within these networks, which make them interna-
tional even if they do not seek global agendas of Islamic cause. Thus, although the 
book focuses on the particular case of Turkey, I aim to scrutinize the transnational 
networks of Islam which have influenced the AKP and its policies.

Another problem with the post-Islamist research agenda is its interest in 
bottom-up dynamics, which implicitly rests on a separation of state and civil soci-
ety and the idea that the movements under discussion have given up their claims 
for the former and only focus on the latter. I believe what is also crucial is the 
role of state in the production of social and cultural (and of course, spatial) forms 
of Islamism. It is a methodological error to reduce Islamism to an oppositional 
force contesting nation-states from within the civil society. Under conditions of 
globalization, the relation between states and Islam has become overdetermined, 
rendering the dichotomy of top-down versus bottom-up versions of political 
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Islam irrelevant. States still tend to use Islam as a component of national identity 
and a tool for social harmony; yet they are also cautious of radical versions of 
Islamism that could become a channel for social discontent. Nonetheless, these 
policies generate Islamization. Similarly, while moderate Islamist movements that 
use legal channels are uncomfortable with the absorption of their oppositional 
impetus within the status quo, they are fond of noting their growing influence. 
A typical case in this respect is the post-Soviet republics that have undertaken 
nation-building since the 1990s. While some of these states are having problems 
in achieving political stability, those that have managed to integrate with the world 
market – such as Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, and (to a lesser extent) Turkmenistan – 
have used Islam as an important component of their national identities. And these 
states, which claim to be more secular than the AKP’s Turkey, has been a source of 
inspiration for the latter’s Islamic nation-building.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF POLITICAL ISLAM IN TURKEY

The Turkish Republic was established in 1923 in the wake of the traumatic col-
lapse of the Ottoman Empire leaving behind dislocated ethnic populations seek-
ing refuge within the new nation-states. Thus, the young nation-state of Turkey 
was to cope with both the trauma of losses and the task of modernization and 
nation-building. In this context, the republican ethos was built on a foundational 
disavowal of the Ottoman past, particularly its Islamic identity (Zürcher 2007: 
166–205). The Ottoman Empire was conceived as the embodiment of backward-
ness representing everything that had to be overcome in order to “catch up with” 
Western modernity. The national identity was invented with reference to a distant 
Turkish history preceding the Ottomans. Yet, when it was necessary, Ottoman 
references were also put to use with an emphasis on Turkishness downplaying 
Islam (Danforth 2014).

Under these conditions, Islamism did not emerge as an autonomous force 
until the late 1960s. Rather it negotiated its way within the larger current of right-
wing conservatism (labeled nationalist-conservative), which relied on the instru-
mentalization of religion under conditions of the Cold War and against the rising 
left-wing militancy in the 1960s. This was particularly the case in the wake of the 
military coup in 1980, which suppressed the left-wing opposition in the country. 
The negotiations between Islamic incentives and the state utilizing them for social 
control soon broke down with the increasing depravation caused by neoliberal 
restructuring of the economy. With the end of the Cold War, Islam had already 
begun to assume a global role as a populist response to neoliberalism. In tune with 
this global trend, in the absence of left-wing movements, Islamism emerged for 
the first time as an independent political force in Turkey.

The initial success of the Islamist Welfare Party (RP) was the winning of the 
municipalities of a number of cities including Istanbul and Ankara in 1994, which 
they have controlled since. The performance of the RP municipalities not only 
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consolidated the party’s voting base but created new political venues and new 
political cadres that would establish the AKP after the banning of the RP and its 
successor Felicity Party (FP). Among these cadres was Erdoğan, the popular mayor 
of Istanbul who was sentenced to four-months of jail time and more importantly 
a life-long political ban in 1998 for citing a poem.4 The ban was later lifted with a 
change in the law, and it became possible for him to run for Parliament. He was 
named prime minister in early 2003 and later elected president in 2014.

The AKP’s reign, especially in the early years, was scene for a fierce struggle 
between the party and the secularist establishment. The conflict escalated in the 
2007 presidential elections when the military intervened with a memorandum to 
prevent the election of an Islamist president. The government responded with 
early elections and won a clear victory, which was followed by the election of 
Abdullah Gül, formerly the minister of state and the second man of the party, to 
the presidency.

In its struggle with the establishment, the AKP cooperated with religious 
groups. The most significant example of this mutual relationship was the one with 
the Gülen movement, the largest among Turkish Islamist groups with international 
network and influences. Unlike other Islamic groups, the Gülen movement saw 
itself an equal partner of the AKP since it provided well-educated cadres which 
were vital to take over the bureaucracy (Özdalga 2000; Turam 2007; Hendrick 
2013). The cooperation between the two parties turned into a deadly clash after 
2013 and led to a failed military coup on 15 July 2016, in which Gülenist officers 
played an important role. While it is hard to tell the extent of the Gülenist orga-
nization within the military and their exact role in the putsch, what is significant 
is the AKP’s collaboration with the religious groups, which was conditional to 
the control of the former over the latter. This strained relationship between the 
expanding power of the Islamist government and the faith-based organizations 
has been an important dynamic of the process of Islamic nation-building in Turkey.

The final blow to the status quo was the referendum in 2010, which was 
also the peak of the collaboration between the AKP and the Gülen movement. 
The constitutional amendments reorganized the judiciary system and subjected 
it to government control. This, in return, resulted in the concentration of exces-
sive power in the hands of the government, particularly Erdoğan himself. What 
followed was a rapid escalation of political tension in the country that erupted 
around the renewal of an urban commons, the Gezi Park in Istanbul in 2013.

The Gezi protests marked a turning point in the history of the AKP. The 
violent repression of the protests rapidly extended to the institutionalization of 
state oppression with new legislation toward reinforcing a police state. The use of 
social media was restricted; the laws related to the operations of the police and 
the intelligence units were revised for their utilization by the government; and the 
judiciary bureaucracy was reorganized to put it under government control. These 
measures were further tightened after the corruption allegations based on leaked 
tapes in December 2013. And finally the failed putsch in July 2016 provided the 
pretext for mass arrests and purges in bureaucracy, judiciary, and the academe. 
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Here, a valid question would be the relationship between the authoritarian politics 
of the AKP after 2013: is this proof of the essential incompatibility of Islamism 
with democracy? I will return to this question in the epilogue.

Various studies have addressed the political success of Turkish Islamists in 
terms of their grassroots mobilizations (White 2002; Doğan 2007; Eligür 2010; 
Doğan 2016), in terms of the political economy of Turkey under the Islamists (Tuğal 
2009; Akça et al. 2014; Buğra and Savaşkan 2014), or in relation to the question 
of democracy and its compatibility with political Islam (Arat 2005; Turam 2007; 
Yavuz 2009; Hale and Özbudun 2010; Turam 2012; White 2014). An important 
body of work has also addressed issues of everyday life and culture within the 
process of the rise of political Islam in Turkey (Saktanber 2002; White 2002; Çınar 
2005; Özyürek 2006; Turam 2015; Yılmaz 2015). In addition, there has emerged 
a considerable literature on urban politics and especially the political economy of 
urban renewal and grassroots mobilizations against such projects (Uysal 2012; 
Balaban 2012; Çavuşoğlu and Strutz 2014; Karaman 2014; Lelandalis 2014; Ünsal 
2015; Islam and Sakızlıoğlu 2015; Sönmez 2015). Despite this growing body of 
work on urban issues, very few studies have scrutinized the relationship between 
Islamist politics and the built environment (Sargın 2004; Batuman 2013; Erman 
2016). That is, what this growing literature has failed to adequately address is 
the role of urban space and its production in the AKP’s economic and cultural 
politics. This book argues that the production of space has created interfaces for 
the materialization – in architectural and urban form – of new Islamism in Turkey. 
Urban renewal was made operational as means for rapid capital accumulation, 
which was imperative in the rise of a pious bourgeoisie supporting the AKP. Mean-
while, architecture was deployed as a political instrument in the service of nation-
(re)building with reference to Islam and the global promotion of this new national 
identity.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The book explores four major themes: mosque architecture, housing, pub-
lic space, and public architecture. Chapter 2 focuses on mosque building. The 
mosque in Islamic societies represents the materialization of religion in the public 
sphere; moreover, the twentieth century witnessed the rise of the mosque as a 
national symbol, especially in the postcolonial Islamic world after 1945. It became 
an important instrument in representing nationhood and symbolizing the place of 
religion within the nation. Under the AKP, the mosque – and particularly the mim-
icry of classical Ottoman mosques – emerged both as a symbol with which one 
might identify domestically (Islam-in-nation) and as a commodity to export to the 
Muslim world in order to represent Turkish Islam as a globally relevant character-
istic (nation-in-Islam). Moreover, the AKP has promoted mosques as social spaces, 
building considerable numbers of new ones and expanding their architectural pro-
grams with new social and cultural functions.
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Chapter 3 examines the topic of housing to scrutinize the Islamization of 
everyday life in Turkish cities and the key role of urban renewal in the production 
of urban space. Mass Housing Administration of Turkey (TOKI), which had merely 
produced 43,000 housing units between its foundation in 1984 and 2003, pro-
duced 600,000 units in the following ten years. While large-scale housing projects 
are common enterprises, especially in the developing world, a crucial aspect of the 
Turkish case has been the attempts at Islamic community building through these 
projects. While squatter populations were disciplined in new housing compounds, 
Islamic gated communities have also emerged, first as retreats for the growing 
pious bourgeoisie and later as manifestations of a new lifestyle.

Chapter 4 analyzes the urban character of new Islamist nation-building and 
investigates its political limits through the conflict over public space. The chapter 
defines the social transformations that occurred under the AKP as an urban revo-
lution through which politics has assumed urban forms and the very definition of 
“urban” has changed. Here, particular attention is given to the emergent lines of 
opposition to new Islamism illustrating the limits to its hegemony. The chapter argues 
that all of these lines of opposition were channeled into the public space – the urban 
form par excellence – in the case of the Gezi protests of 2013. Thus, I define Gezi as 
the revolution of the urban; an outcome of the urban revolution of new Islamism. 
Comparing the protests with the earlier TEKEL Resistance, which was a precursor 
with the workers’ protest camp in downtown Ankara in 2010, as well as the con-
temporaneous global wave of revolt, the chapter scrutinizes the spatial performances 
and architectures of protest that reproduced public spaces and created new venues 
in urban politics. It closes with the aftereffects of Gezi, especially its influence on the 
AKP’s mobilization of its supporters in the wake of the attempted coup in 2016.

Chapter 5 focuses on public architecture under the AKP, which culminated 
in the controversial Presidential Compound, built in the capital city of Ankara. In 
an attempt to invent a neoclassical style of “Ottoman-Seljuk architecture,” the 
government has tried to promote this style in public buildings as a representation 
of new Islamist national identity. The chapter investigates the sources of inspira-
tion for this evolving style ranging from Ottoman Revivalism of the early twentieth 
century to the contemporary experiments in nation-building in the Turkic republics 
of post-Soviet Central Asia. Thus, it is shown that the search for new Islamist archi-
tecture was simultaneously local – making use of history – and global – learning 
from other nation-building processes. The new Presidential Compound, which 
signified a synthesis for the “Ottoman-Seljuk” style, also represented a performa-
tive act to reconfigure the spatial order of state structure within the capital. And 
as such, it has been the stage of political performances for the growing patrimo-
nialism surrounding President Erdoğan. A detailed analysis of the compound ends 
with a discussion on an overlooked aspect of public architecture: the representa-
tional power of public buildings does not automatically generate identification 
and can well be contested by the people who are expected to identify with the 
architectural representations of the nation, which has been the case with the 
compound.
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NOTES

1 For spatial tropes of secular nation-building in early republican Turkey, see Bozdoğan 
(2001) and Kezer (2015).

2 For recent reviews on post-Islamism debates, see Gomez Garcia (2012), Chamki (2014), 
Mandaville (2014: 369–299), Gökarıksel and Secor (2017), and Holdo (2017).

3 “New-Islamism” has also been used to denote the adaptation of the traditional Isla-
mists within the political turmoil they suddenly faced in 2011 (Roy 2012).

4 “The minarets are our bayonets, the domes our helmets/ The mosques our barracks 
and the faithful our army.” It was these verses that had cost Erdoğan the ban from 
politics.
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Buğra, A. and O. Savaşkan. (2014) New Capitalism in Turkey: The Relationship Between 
Politics, Religion and Business, Northampton: Edward Elgar Publishing.
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The mosque in contemporary Islamic societies represents the materialization of 

religion in the public sphere. It gives material form to religious discourse through 

architecture, making use of meanings accumulated in particular built forms 

throughout centuries. But the mosque is also a social site generating as well as 

controlling the mobilization of collective practices. As a space of not only prayer 

but also socialization, the mosque serves as a means of maintaining sense of com-

munity and the spatio-practical production of identities built on shared religion. 

While the mosque had been the symbol of power and authority of individual 

rulers in earlier periods, the twentieth century witnessed its rise as a national 

symbol, especially in the postcolonial Islamic world in the postwar era. It became 

an important instrument in representing nationhood and symbolizing the place of 

religion within the nation’s definition. Moreover, mosque architecture has gained 

a transnational character in the past two decades, with meanings and identi-

ties moving along international links carried through design, technology, patron-

age, as well as political power represented by governments seeking international 

influence.

This chapter focuses on the role of mosque architecture in the AKP’s Isla-

mist nation-building project. But this discussion should be situated within the 

long period of crisis of representation in Turkey marked by a continuous strug-

gle between the nation-state and Islam to absorb each other. For a good part 

of the twentieth century, the major strategy for architecture to ease the tension 

between these two forces was mimicry. Architectural mimicry of classical Otto-

man mosque form prevailed throughout the century despite the hostility of the 

nation-state towards the Ottoman past. This particular idiom produced distinct 

ideological meanings within different political contexts. While it served for the 

absorption of Islam(ism) by the nation-state through its assimilation under a larger 

rubric of “nationalist-conservatism” as a local strain of anti-communism during 

Chapter 2: Politics of mosque building

Negotiating Islam and nation
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the Cold War, it has recently become operational for the exact opposite. Now it 
serves the absorption of nationalism and the remolding of the nation-state by the 
AKP’s Islamism and the making of the Islamic nation – millet. While mosque archi-
tecture presents one of the architectural manifestations of millet, it presents the 
only architectural instrument in the outward dissemination of the new national 
identity utilizing the global currency of Islam beyond the conventional limits of the 
nation. What is at stake here is the export of a transnational Turkish Islam, which is 
spread through mosques funded by the Turkish government and sometimes built 
by Turkish companies.

Following an introduction providing a brief sketch on the politics of mosque 
building within the global context and a discussion on architectural mimicry to 
provide a conceptual framework for the subsequent discussions, the chapter will 
comprise three parts. The first will focus on the politics of mosque building in repub-
lican Turkey and the operation of architectural mimicry with reference to the clas-
sical Ottoman mosque form. Here, the emergence of mimicry will be defined as a 
negotiation between the state and Islam on the shared ground of anti-communism 
within the Cold War context. In the second part, I will discuss the period under the 
AKP marking the end of the Cold War consensus and the search for a new archi-
tectural form for Islam. As I will show, after a period of exploration, the Islamists 
turned to the neo-Ottoman mosque form to update it with a new ideological con-
tent, signifying this time, the Islamist takeover of the state and its representational 
vocabulary. I will define the particular form mimicry has produced under Islamism as 
ideological simulacrum. Finally, in the third part, I will look at the mosque as a spa-
tial instrument in the making of Islamic millet within the domestic political context.

MOSQUE AS NATIONAL SYMBOL: POLITICIZING HISTORY

The postwar moment coincided with the high prestige of international modern-
ism in architecture. Hence, modernist architecture was deployed as a means of 
nation-building across the postcolonial world. Mosque architecture was also highly 
influenced by this trend. Newly established nation-states in Islamic countries uti-
lized modernist mosque architecture as a symbol of nationhood incorporating 
Islam as part of the national identity. Major examples of this trend were the Masjid 
Istiqlal in Jakarta, for which a competition was held in 1955, and Masjid Negara 
in Kuala Lumpur, which was designed in 1957. What we find in these examples is 
the representation of Islam as an identity that is subsumed as a component within 
the local framework of the nation. In Masjid Istiqlal, a white-washed concrete 
dome replaces the traditional tiered roof working simultaneously as a pan-Islamic 
sign and an example of modernist simplicity (Kusno 2003). In Masjid Negara, the 
roof is achieved with a folded plate in the form of a parasol referring to the tra-
ditional emblem of Malay royalty, while climatic requirements are fulfilled with 
verandahs raised on stilts combining elements of vernacular residential architec-
ture with modernist principles (Ismail and Mohd Rasdi 2010).
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The following decade saw the continuation of the same trend with the 
examples in the Capitol Complex in Dhaka designed by Louis Kahn in 1962 and 
the King Faisal Mosque in Islamabad, which was a competition won by the Turk-
ish architect Vedat Dalokay. In the design process of Kahn’s Capitol Complex, the 
architect’s proposal of a 3,000-square-meter mosque with four minarets later gave 
way to a smaller prayer hall illustrating the contested place of Islam in relation to 
national identity (Vale 2008: 295–311). Dalokay’s winning design for Islamabad, 
meanwhile, represents a modernist interpretation of the traditional central dome 
of Ottoman mosque architecture in the form of a folded plate directly situated 
on the ground together with four corner minarets. It is also an early example of 
transnational connections in the making of a national mosque with the Saudi king 
as its patron (Rizvi 2015: 89–93). These modernist mosques were built as symbols 
of optimism regarding modernist nation-building in Islamic societies; modernist 
interpretations of traditional mosque forms were embraced by both secular mod-
ernist states such as Egypt and Indonesia and Islamic modernist ones such as 
Malaysia and Pakistan in the 1950s and 1960s.1

However, the end of the 1960s witnessed the decline of secular nationalist 
governments and the rise of “Islamic revival” (Mandaville 2014: 64–120). It is 
striking to see that mosque architecture also distanced itself from modernism and 
turned to searching for identities in specific cultural contexts. In the Islamic post-
colonial world, the mosque as a national symbol was stylized with reference to 
imagined pre-colonial identities. Here it is crucial to note that even such attempts 
to arrive at essential references for the nation was not free of colonial mediation, 
for colonial architecture has always been highly influential in the emergence of a 
nationalist imagination (Kusno 2012). Nevertheless, as seen in the examples of the 
King Abdullah Mosque in Amman (1982–1989), King Hassan II Mosque in Casa-
blanca (1986–1993), and the University of Indonesia Mosque in Depak (1987), 
historicism as a representational strategy served for experimenting with varying 
combinations of nationalist essentialism and the representation of Islam within it.

In this regard, in the 1980s, many of the governments in the Islamic world 
(Turkey being among them) undertook mosque building as an ideological state 
enterprise. For instance, King Hassan II refocused the Moroccan Ministry of Public 
Works towards religious projects, the most ambitious of which was the monu-
mental mosque in his name, replicating several twelfth-century religious prece-
dents to evoke Morocco’s past and legitimize monarchy (Elleh 2002; Roberson 
2014). Similarly, the Saudi government initiated a “Mosques Project” targeting a 
“contemporary traditional mosque architecture,” while also undertaking global 
sponsorship of mosques to disseminate Salafism (Rizvi 2015: 23). The project was 
run by the Ministry of Pilgrimage and Endowments; major mosques within the 
project were designed by Abdel-Wahed El-Wakil, who turned to load-bearing 
brick construction as a local reference (El-Wakil 1989). Suharto’s New Order 
regime in Indonesia also initiated a program for building mosques with the hand 
of a new foundation (Yayasan Amal Bhakti Muslim Pancasila) established in 1982. 
The foundation built around 1,000 mosques (labeled “Masjid Pencasila”) until 
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2009, all of which reproduced the same architectural form with the trademark 
three-tiered roof, inspired by the Demak Mosque in Central Java dating back to 
the fifteenth century (Zuhri 2013: 296–297). While the traditional form was repro-
duced as a blueprint, the apexes of the roofs were adorned by the Arabic epigraph 
for Allah situated within a pentagram representing pancasila (five principles of 
Indonesian state ideology). This was an incorporation of a sign of global Islam 
within a national form for mosque architecture (O’Neil 1993; Kusno 2003).

Examples of such essentialism can also be observed in Sadat’s Egypt, Maha-
thir’s Malaysia, and Zia-ul-Hak’s Pakistan. In these Islamic countries, the states 
gradually increased the influence of Islam as a cultural means to promote the 
dominance of “Islam in nation.” Such strategy towards Islamic nation-building 
found its reflection in state-sponsored mosques assuming traditional forms and 
features. In cases such as Kuwait, Oman, Jordan, and Morocco, where dynastic 
continuity was at stake, this approach was already dominant, even if there were 
cases of modernist mosques sponsored by private patrons.

The historicist turn in mosque architecture was also reinforced with the 
rising trends in postmodernism emphasizing familiarity and identity in the face of 
the abstract formalism of high modernism. With the end of the Cold War and the 
intensification of global interconnectedness, the rise of Islam as a global factor 
led to a qualitative change in the role of historicism in mosque architecture. The 
new millennium witnessed the free circulation of local architectural features and 
the emergence of transnational combinations. Very early examples of this trend 
were the Sultan Salahuddin Abdul Aziz Mosque in Shah Alam, Selangor (1988) 
and the Jumeriah Mosque built in Dubai in 1979. While the former appropriates 
the Ottoman central dome and reproduces its corner minarets, the latter has clear 
references to medieval Mamluk architecture. However, the transnational move is 
always a challenge and a process of appropriation and adaptation (Rizvi 2015). 
For instance, while the Shah Alam Mosque refers to Istanbul’s Blue Mosque with 
its blue-clad dome, the Ottoman predecessor – Sultan Ahmet Mosque – is called 
“Blue Mosque” only for its tiles in the interior. Nevertheless, the imaginary con-
nection to the Middle East here contributes to the creation of a catalog of mosque 
architecture that is freely borrowed and appropriated in various contexts. As a 
result, the transnational mobility of styles and architectural features has moved 
beyond single references in the past two decades. For instance, the Sheikh Zayed 
Grand Mosque Center in Abu Dhabi freely juxtaposes eighth-century Umayyad 
architecture with seventeenth-century Mughal architecture, producing what Rizvi 
(2015: 175–183) defines as “cosmopolitan aesthetics” in mosque architecture. In 
a similar fashion, the Putra Mosque (1999) in Putrajaya, the new federal capital 
of Malaysia, displays architectural features borrowed from diverse sources such as 
Egypt, Turkey, Iran, Morocco, and Iraq with a claim for Malaysia to be the contem-
porary center of Islamic civilization (Ismail and Mohd Rasdi 2010; Moser 2012).

I define the transnational circulation of traditional architectural features 
and their eclectic compositions in mosque architecture as re-Orientalism, which 
supports the idea that there is one whole entity called Islam and affirms its 
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construction as the “other” in the Western gaze.2 In this regard, the so-called 
Islamic revivalism found its architectural expression in re-Orientalism, which total-
ized mosque architecture within its endless combinations of historical fragments.

If we remember the definition of new Islamism I have forwarded in Chap-
ter 1, what is crucial is the end of the Cold War, which witnessed the instru-
mentalization of Islam toward the repression of (particularly left-wing) social 
movements. Under conditions of globalization, which also for a number of rea-
sons corresponded to the rise of Islam as a bottom-up political force in the face 
of impoverishment caused by neoliberalization, the relation between states and 
Islam in Islamic countries became overdetermined. While governments continue 
using Islam as a component of national identity and a tool for social harmony, they 
are cautious of cihadist movements that could become a channel for social discon-
tent. Similarly, although moderate Islamists enjoy their growing impact, they are 
troubled by the eradication of their oppositional impetus.

Cases of post-Soviet nation-building illustrate this tension, since Islam was 
deployed as an important component of national identities. For instance, while 
for Kazakhstan Islam serves as the marker of distinction differentiating Kazakhs 
from the Russian minority in the country, in Azerbaijan there is a delicate balance 
between the Sunni and Shiite populations embodying political risks due to the 
existence of neighboring Iran. In all the post-Soviet countries with dominantly 
Muslim populations, state-sponsored mosques have been built as early as the first 
half of the 1990s. Especially with wealth accumulated due to natural resources 
(oil and gas), these early mosques were overshadowed by much larger and lav-
ishly decorated ones in the 2000s. In Astana, the new capital of Kazakhstan, the 
capitol mall contains two large mosques. The Nur-Astana Mosque (2008), which 
was the largest one in the country at the time of its inauguration, was a gift from 
the Emir of Qatar. It was later surpassed by Hazrat Sultan Mosque built in 2012. 
The earliest mosques in Baku and Ashgabat, the capitals of Azerbaijan and Turk-
menistan, were built by the Turkish government in the 1990s. While both of these 
neo-Ottoman mosques were in the city centers, the recently built much larger 
ones commemorating the deceased founding fathers of both countries (Heydar 
Mosque [2012] in Baku and the Gypjak Mosque [2004] outside Ashgabat) are 
located outside the centers, illustrating the uneasy relation between the state and 
Islam in these countries.

Here a crucial difference is worth discussion. Some Islamic states such as 
Saudi Arabia, Iran, UAE, and Qatar have deployed mosque architecture as a means 
of spreading Islam and simultaneously promoting their national identities. More-
over, some of the nation-states claiming their respective nations to be origins 
of Islamic representations export particular architectural forms along with insti-
tutionalized influences. Here, Turkey also enters the picture with its ambitious 
export of neo-Ottoman mosques in various cities from Tokyo and Johannesburg 
to Berlin and Washington DC. Others, however, embraced such forms to create 
combinations of architectural forms as global references to Islam. Parallel to the 
increasing role of transnational connections in architectural production and the 
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tendency toward “branding” nations and cities, these trends became all the more 
visible (Rizvi 2015).

As for architectural form, most of the states seeking incorporation of Islam 
with the national identity freely utilize available architectural styles from various 
periods and geographies. In cases such as Indonesia and Malaysia as well as the 
post-Soviet republics, the governments negotiate their ideological demands in 
mosque architecture and economic expectations in city-branding with interna-
tional architectural firms. The same thing occurs in Qatar and UAE with the addi-
tional ideological concern to promote Islam globally. Saudi Arabia, for instance, 
deploys a flexible architectural strategy in disseminating Salafism adapting 
mosque design to the local setting (Rizvi 2015: 69–105). In this context of plu-
ralistic representations of Islam rendering historical and geographical boundaries 
irrelevant in mosque architecture, it is curious to see that the classical Ottoman 
mosque form of the sixteenth century has prevailed in Turkey throughout the 
twentieth century and even became a global brand in the twenty-first. To analyze 
the prevailing stylistic preference of neo-Ottomanism in Turkey, it is necessary to 
begin with a discussion on how to conceptualize the reproduction of this histor-
ical form.

POLITICS OF ARCHITECTURAL MIMICRY

Mimicry was an important component of colonial architecture. The use of already 
existing architectural idioms within colonial encounters has been scrutinized by 
scholars since the late 1980s (Rabinow 1989; Wright 1991; Crinson 1996; Crinson 
2003). The colonizers often visually reproduced traditional architectures of the 
colonized, at times to display power (particularly in the World Fairs) and at times 
to inflict assimilation in the colonies (Mitchell 1988). Sometimes Western archi-
tectural forms were imposed on the colonies as nationalist signifiers to maintain 
an imperial image in the eyes of both the colonizers and the colonized (Metcalf 
1989; Fuller 2007). The need to uphold identification by colonial subjects with a 
colonial power led to the operation of architectural mimicry as a domain of nego-
tiation and hybridization. Homi Bhabha (1994) has famously discussed mimicry as 
an ambivalent relationship between the colonizer and the colonized. Accordingly, 
the act of mimicking the colonizer is simultaneously a disciplinary colonial practice 
and one that “discloses the ambivalence of colonial discourse and disrupts its 
authority” (Bhabha 1994: 126). I find Bhabha’s definition of the concept useful 
for the case of mosque architecture in Turkey, where what is at stake is not the 
relationship between a subject position and the colonial Other that defines it, 
but one between a subject position and a constitutive referent, which itself is a 
representation – that of the sixteenth-century Ottoman Empire. Moreover, there 
are significant differences in the deployment of neo-Ottoman mimicry within two 
different historical periods: first, the postwar moment and the rise of the Cold 
War; and second, the current new Islamist moment.
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Before going into the discussion of mosque architecture in Turkey, it is 
crucial to emphasize that the mimicry of sixteenth century Ottoman mosques in 
the republican era did not involve the exact replication of particular grandiose 
mosques. Bianca Bosker (2013) has recently discussed architectural mimicry in 
contemporary China, where actual buildings of the Western world are imitated 
to the detail. Bosker argues that this is an attempt at symbolically conquering 
the West’s past and present and also relates it with Chinese culture that values 
“good copy.” In the context of mosque architecture, Abu Dhabi provides a sim-
ilar case where famous mosques from across the Islamic world are duplicated to 
define the city as a new center of global Islam gathering identifiable architectural 
forms within a single location (El-Amrousi and Biln 2013). In the case of Ottoman 
mosque replicas, however, it is not particular mosques but a general idea of a 
classical Ottoman mosque that is imitated. It is never the exact replica of one 
mosque but rather an image produced with components of different examples; 
i.e., the plan scheme of one particular mosque and the number of minarets of 
another, etc. This allows for a major difference with exact replication: the prod-
uct of mimicry is not perceived as imitated but authentic. However, the claim to 
authenticity through mimicry is a complicated issue. Although the intention is 
to repeat the original, mimicry continually produces “its slippage, its excess, its 
difference” (Bhabha 1994: 122–123). The outcome is “almost the same, but not 
quite”; which Bhabha defines as the ambivalence of mimicry.

THE PRIMAL ENCOUNTER: KOCATEPE MOSQUE

The radical secularism of the single-party regime that lasted until the end of WWII 
resulted in the strict control of the religious domain by the state. One of the first 
measures taken by the young nation-state was the establishment of the Director-
ate of Religious Affairs (hereafter Diyanet) in 1924 to control all religious activity 
in the country, including the administration of the existing 12,500 mosques (Kara-
man 2008: 286). Within this context, mosque building was merely a response to 
communal needs. The mosques built in this period were relatively small in size and 
no major examples were executed. They were built by builders who followed local 
traditions in the provinces and taking example by the existing Ottoman mosques 
in the larger cities. Mosque architecture was not a part of the cultural manifesta-
tions of nation-building throughout the early republican years, which made Turkey 
an exceptional case among the nation-states established in countries with Islamic 
populations. This, in return resulted in the lack of a debate on the iconography of 
the mosque until the 1950s. That is, although Ottoman mosque architecture was 
the source of reference, this was not mimicry as conscious imitation but continuity 
of building traditions.

The Democrat Party (DP), which came to power in 1950, aimed to recon-
cile with the Islamic identity of the country. Although Islamic ideas re-flourished 
under the Democrats, Islamism was still not allowed to emerge as an independent 
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political force and instead found its way into the encompassing ideological current 
labeled as “nationalist-conservatism” (Bora 2009). The origins of this current were 
mainly a circle of intellectuals representing conservative thought against the radi-
cal modernization efforts of the early republican years (Taşkın 2007).

With the end of the single party rule and the rise of Cold War geopol-
itics, the nationalist-conservative current successfully blended nationalist and 
Islamist streams on the common ground of anti-communism. This ideological 
amalgam merged opposition to radical modernism and secularism (as well as any 
strands of leftism) while emphasizing the necessity of a powerful state to defend 
national unity. Hence, it was instrumental in expanding state hegemony while 
presenting itself as an oppositional discourse. In this context, political Islam never 
positioned itself in direct confrontation with the state, but rather it negotiated 
its demands through the nationalist-conservative agenda. The  sixteenth-century 
Ottoman Empire at the zenith of its power was the prime referent for the 
 nationalist-conservative imagination, representing the golden age of nation and 
Islam.

Although the Democrat Party was a successor of the republicans in terms 
of secular modernization, they did not hesitate to utilize the mosque as a symbol 
of national identity. Thus, they proposed one in Yenişehir, the modern district of 
Ankara associated with republican modernization housing the Government Quarter 
as its centerpiece (Batuman 2009; Cengizkan 2010). Building a mosque here was a 
political gesture. Located on a hilltop across from Atatürk’s Mausoleum, the mosque 
was realized under the patronage of the prime minister, Adnan Menderes (Milliyet 
15.02.1957). The modernist design of the mosque, which was presented by the 
government with pride, was quite controversial for conservative circles (Figure 2.1). 
Achieved through an architectural competition won by Vedat Dalokay and Nejat 
Tekelioğlu, the proposed scheme followed the traditional mosque layout in its cen-
tral dome, minarets, and physical organization. Yet, its innovative structure made 
up of a thin concrete shell defined the main prayer hall as a unified space flooded 
with light from all sides. The corners where the shell touched the ground were 
marked with four slender minarets, referring to Ottoman monumental mosques; 
yet their abstracted forms, resembling rockets, were perceived as quite alien.3

The modernist interpretation of Kocatepe Mosque was in tune with the 
international trends of the postwar years, where the newly established nation-
states in Islamic countries deployed similar approaches. Curiously, whilst these 
modernist mosques were being built as symbols of optimism regarding mod-
ernist nation-building in Islamic societies, the Kocatepe project was criticized 
by  nationalist-conservative circles. Although these criticisms were not raised 
vociferously against the DP government, they gained impetus after the coup 
in 1960. Perceived as a state project representing the reconciliation of Islam 
and national identity in the 1950s, the mosque assumed a new representation 
after the coup. Now, it was identified with the military intervention within the 
 nationalist-conservative imagination and understood as yet another symbol of rad-
ical modernism. Whilst the mosque had already become an ideological signifier, 
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its architecture was assuming an ideological content for the first time. Its minarets 
were likened to space rockets and construction was delayed (Milliyet 19.01.1965). 
Finally the project was abandoned and its foundations were destroyed in 1966. 
A new project, which was a colossal Ottoman replica, mostly imitating the Şe-
hzade Mosque in Istanbul, was approved in 1967 after a speedy competition and 
its construction was begun. Not only the style but also the size of the mosque was 
dramatically changed to house ten times as many people (Figure 2.2) (As 2006).

The termination of the modernist project for Kocatepe Mosque was a shock 
for the architectural community in Turkey (Bozdoğan and Akcan 2012: 197–200). 
Moreover, it was a decisive moment, giving birth to neo-Ottomanism – the mim-
icry of classical Ottoman mosque architecture. This primal encounter with the 
modernist mosque resulted in the ideological recognition of architecture; from 
this point onwards the symbolism of the mosque was not only about its location in 

Figure 2.1
Unbuilt project for 
Kocatepe Mosque, 
designed by Vedat 
Dalokay and Nejat 
Tekelioğlu
Source: Vedat 
Dalokay Archive.
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the city but also its architecture. The mimicry of Ottoman classicism emerges here 
as an architectural idiom of nationalist conservatism negotiated with the state. As 
I have discussed previously, the imperial image of the sixteenth century presented 
the perfect combination of nation and Islam, fitting well with the representation 
of the powerful state. For the nationalist-conservative imagination, this image 
was nostalgic: it longed for the golden age of the nation but with an awareness 
that the moment had long gone. Thus, nostalgia is a discursive effect of architec-
tural mimicry; it reflects awareness regarding its failure as a representation. If we 
remember Bhabha’s definition of mimicry as the colonized’s attempt to imitate the 
colonial, the result is “almost the same but not quite”: mimicry constantly troubles 
the colonizer’s authority by minimizing its difference and simultaneously fails the 
colonized’s capacity for fully assuming the identity of the colonizer. In a similar 
fashion, what is at stake in the case of mimicking classical Ottoman mosque archi-
tecture is the desire of the nationalist-conservative subject to imitate the glory of 
the imperial image. Although replication is achieved visually, there is an essential 
failure here. What makes the classical Ottoman mosques historically monumental 
is not their size but their innovative achievements in terms of construction tech-
niques. The reinforced concrete structures imitating the forms of stone architec-
ture of the sixteenth century, silently confirms their inferiority in relation to the 
originals they are imitating.

Nevertheless, the question to ask here is why mimicking the Ottoman 
mosque instead of inventing some other architectural idiom? To answer this 
question, we should remember the global scene regarding mosque architecture 
gradually moving toward historicism, parallel to the Islamic revival in the 1970s. 

Figure 2.2
Kocatepe Mosque 
dominating the skyline 
of Ankara
Photograph by author.


