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Cool Istanbul— 

Urban Enclosures and Resistances 

Preface 

DERYA ÖZKAN 

 

 

 

This volume is based on a conference that took place November 7-8, 2013, 

at SALT Galata in Istanbul. The conference was organized in relation to the 

research project “Changing Imaginations of Istanbul. From Oriental to the 

Cool City.” This currently ongoing project is funded by the DFG’s1 Emmy 

Noether Program, and hosted by the Institute of European Ethnology at 

Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich. 

The book is composed of two parts. Part I focuses on coolness in rela-

tion to value and labor. In Chapter 1, I lay out the coordinates for the dis-

cussion on the genealogy of the rubric cool Istanbul. I discuss it in relation 

to earlier imaginations of the city, to the production of space in the post-

fordist metropolis, and last but not the least, to the history of the concept of 

cool. In Chapter 2, Aras Özgün explores the concept of cool from the per-

spective of political economy. Comparing it with Immanuel’s Kant’s con-

ception of the sublime as an aesthetic category that transcends normative 

beauty, Özgün explores the ways in which cool functions as a substitute for 

the sublime in the contemporary global culture industry. Özgün draws on 

the use and exchange value of cool in the context of the post-fordist subju-

gation of difference to capitalist economy as a source of value. Özgün 

                                                             

1   DFG or Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft is the German Research Founda-

tion. 
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contextualizes his discussion by referring to Michel Foucault’s analysis of 

the rise of neoliberal governmentality, and the consequences of that in re-

fashioning the privileged status of cultural and artistic production. 

Chapter 3 focuses on labor in cool Istanbul, and is the outcome of the 

two conference panels we initially called “Working Cool Working Poor.” 

Aslı Odman’s chapter is based on the narratives by Ayşe Berna Uçarol, 

Burcu Barakacı, Duygu Semiz, Fikriye Akgül, Melis Tantan, Mustafa 

Adnan Akyol, Zeycan Elarslan, as well as Odman herself. All are residents 

of, and workers in, Istanbul. The chapter discusses the impact of the labor 

regimes in the city on the lives of worker subjects. With an emphasis on 

how bodies suffer from work, Odman synthesizes the eight workers’ ac-

counts in order to compare the working conditions and subjectivities of 

white and blue collar workers, and as a means to identifying their possible 

commonalities and differences. 

Part II is devoted to analyses of visual imaginations of cool Istanbul. In 

Chapter 4, Özlem Köksal offers an analysis of how the cool city is pro-

duced in film by comparing Fatih Akın’s Crossing the Bridge with Wim 

Wender’s Lisbon Story. Köksal explores the different ways these two films 

were used to market each respective city, regardless of the intentions of 

their directors. Köksal’s analysis of city films is followed by İpek Türeli’s 

discussion on Ara Güler’s black-and-white photographs of Istanbul from 

the 1950s. In Chapter 5, Türeli investigates how media generated memories 

of a city’s past are used to produce collective understandings of the present. 

The aesthetics of black-and-white photography as a representational mode, 

its valorization for producing nostalgia, its reception and appropriation in 

the form of “monochrome memories,” are the foci of Türeli’s investigation. 

Türeli delineates the ways Güler’s black-and-white photographs of Istanbul 

have been instrumental not only in reconstructing the city’s past, but also in 

imagining its future. 

Finally, Berrin Yanıkkaya’s chapter focuses on the coolness of a female 

protagonist in a television series. In Chapter 6, Yanıkkaya explains how the 

representation of Istanbul in The Lost City parallels that of the representa-

tion of the female character Aysel as complex and multilayered. By refer-

ring to feminist literature on the representation of women in visual media, 

Yanıkkaya shows how the female character Aysel challenges the repertoire 

of stereotypical female characters in popular media. Yanıkkaya argues that 
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Aysel embodies the ultimate cool female, as someone who resists hege-

monic narratives about sex work, poverty, and otherness in the city. 

 

* 

 

The realization of this conference and the publication of this book would 

not have been possible without the time and effort of the following persons. 

Above all, I would like to thank the members of the DFG Emmy Noether 

research group, Aslı Duru, Till Schmidt, Vildan Seçkiner and Yeliz 

Soytemel for their diligent work in organizing the workshop, and for their 

continued support and collaboration while preparing this book for publica-

tion. Meriç Öner and Deniz Tezucan from SALT made the conference 

organization flawless with their input as engaged facilitators. I also would 

like to thank all the other staff members of SALT Galata, not only for lend-

ing a helping hand whenever we had a problem, but also for attending the 

conference sessions entitled “Working Cool Working Poor.” 

Special thanks go to Till Schmidt for assisting me in editing this book 

with his patience and precision. Together we had to make hard decisions at 

multiple turning points, always working against the clock. We had to face 

the challenge of deadlines, to mediate between the publisher and the au-

thors, to spend hours thinking how to deal with last-minute dropouts. 

Thanks also to Monica Gonzalez-Marquez, our proofreader, for her careful 

work. Last but not the least, my warm thanks go to the authors of this book, 

who meticulously collaborated with us in editing the chapters. 

I very much hope that this book will, in some small way, affect its read-

ers’ thoughts, ways of seeing and doing, and the ways in which they look at 

imaginations of Istanbul and other cities. 

 

Derya Özkan, 24 July 2014, Munich 
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From the Black Atlantic to Cool Istanbul 

Why does Coolness matter? 

DERYA ÖZKAN 

 

 

 

The departure points for this chapter, as well as for this volume, can be 

found in my doctoral research.1 My goal was to try to make sense of Istan-

bul’s everyday spaces, and the ways they were misused by the inhabitants 

of the city. I focused on the roles people’s everyday place-making practices 

played in the broader production of social space in the city. To understand 

the political dynamics of misused spaces, I looked closely at the perfor-

mances of misuse, as well as on the ways these practices were imagined. I 

found out that they had little legitimacy in the eyes of people at large, and 

with a media who preferred to speak a socio-normative language about 

social spaces and life in the city in an effort to conform with the imagined 

status quo. 

The performers were explaining their acts in terms of need and catego-

rizing them as survival strategies. They were themselves not able to con-

ceive of the possibility of misuses being legitimate spatial acts. Normative 

ideas about what is right and what is wrong were dominating their imagina-

tion of their own acts of misuse, and how they made sense of them. Every-

day place-making practices also did not receive much affirmation from 

formally qualified space producers such as architects. Furthermore, govern-

                                                             

1   Özkan, Derya (2008), “The Misuse Value of Space: Spatial Practices and the 

Production of Space in Istanbul,” (Ph.D. diss., University of Rochester). My 

dissertation is accessible at the following permanent link: http://hdl.-

handle.net/1802/6201 (accessed 3 July 2014). 
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ing authorities that strived to give order to city spaces, and to keep urban 

social life under control, interpreted acts of misuse as a threat to the imag-

ined normative urban order. 

While inquiring about the imaginations of practices of spatial misuse, I 

came to understand that there was an emerging reimagining of the city of 

Istanbul under the rubric “cool Istanbul.” Cool Istanbul seemed to be an 

inclusive body of discourse, giving new value to the older imaginations of 

the city. It was flexible enough to unite in its own texture the by then out-

dated characterizations of Istanbul as an oriental city and as a third world 

city, along with that of a global city.2 It had a positive rather than a nega-

tive, an affirmative rather than a criticizing tone. This suggested a change in 

discourses on Istanbul, which have long been shaped by the long shadow of 

global geopolitics. The production of space in Istanbul, as well as that of its 

imaginations, was inevitably impacted by the hierarchies global power 

relations have historically affected. 

The international edition of Newsweek magazine, published the 29th of 

August, 2005,3 provided evidence for the argument I was in the process of 

developing. The cover story read: “Cool Istanbul. Europe’s Hippest City. 

Might Not Need Europe After All.”4 The cover photo is a collage in which 

two human figures, one male and one female, are dancing, possibly in a 

nightclub. The female figure is dressed in a way that vaguely suggests belly 

dancing, presented as an erotic subject, although not stereotypically orien-

tal. The male figure, on the other hand, does not express much masculinity 

in a “straight” sense; his sexuality makes rather ambiguous erotic sugges-

tions. His shiny satin shirt and pants, along with his necklace, are less mas-

culine than feminine, or suggest at least a new kind of feminized masculini-

ty, or of metro-sexuality, well suited to the imagination of a cool Istanbul 

that celebrates hybridity as described in the magazine’s text. 

The Newsweek story enabled me to articulate my questions. What does 

it mean for a city to be cool? What makes Istanbul a cool city? What kinds 

                                                             

2   For an overview of this periodization and of how I understand these imagina-

tions, see Özkan, Derya (2012), “Şark Şehrinden ‘Cool’ Istanbul’a. Değişen 

Istanbul Tahayyülleri,” Birikim 277, pp. 76-83. 

3   Matthews, Owen and Rana Foroohar (2005), “Turkish delight,” Newsweek 

Aug. 29, pp. 31-35. 

4   Ibid. 
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of urban characteristics count as cool in the case of Istanbul? What does 

that mean in relation to the production of social space in the city in the 

post-fordist era of neoliberal governmentality in Istanbul? These were the 

initial questions that eventually led to a new research project intended to 

investigate what makes cool Istanbul, how and why cool Istanbul, and why 

now. I wanted to analyze the imaginations of cool Istanbul in relation to the 

material context in which it was emerging. What did the imagination of 

cool Istanbul have to do with the materially changing Istanbul increasingly 

shaped by large-scale urban transformation projects, and by gentrification? 

What was included in, and excluded from, the imagination of the cool city? 

What was the politics of this selective inclusiveness, blind to some, yet 

highly alert to other urban characteristics? 

 

 

NEGATIVE EARLIER STEREOTYPES,  
POSITIVE COOL CITY 
 

One of the most salient features of the imagined cool Istanbul was a posi-

tive approach, highlighting and celebrating the city’s existing urban cultural 

resources. As the Newsweek story outlined, the lure of the city was said to 

be based on its own “cultural voice growing from within,”5 the city’s redis-

covery of its own identity. As the cover emphasized, this identity was not 

necessarily predominantly European. In other words, Istanbul’s coolness 

did not hinge on the level of Europeanness it had achieved, but on its intrin-

sic diversity and cosmopolitanism. 

This emphasis differed considerably from imaginations of Istanbul as an 

oriental city, where it was described based on its uncanny difference from 

European cities. It was also different from Istanbul imagined as a third world 

city, where it was evaluated in terms of its shortcomings, i.e. inadequate 

urban infrastructure, qualities that counted as evidence of underdevelopment 

with respect to European cities. The human, cultural, social resources that the 

city had been accumulating over thousands of years were positively valued as 

potential economic capital in the cool city imagination. Currently available 

yet unexploited resources, the common wealth of the city, were to be cele-

brated for their power to make a cool Istanbul materialize. 

                                                             

5   Ibid. 
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In this process, freely available cultural features of contemporary urban 

life that suited to the cool Istanbul imagination were selectively but liberal-

ly highlighted and made into objects of fascination. Both materially and 

immaterially, this helped define the city and shape its new imagination. 

Among the potentially exploitable resources was also recent urban social 

history, elements of which were decontextualized and depoliticized in the 

same process. What I call “gecekondu chic” elsewhere6  is a very good 

example of this transformation, in which the history of informal housing in 

Istanbul was translated into a digestable narrative via mechanisms of objec-

tification, aestheticization and commodification. 

Colonialist narratives had defined Istanbul as an oriental city, and de-

velopmentalist narratives ascribed to it the geopolitical role of the third 

world city. The new cool Istanbul imagination opposes while at the same 

time paradoxically crowns these earlier stereotypes, ways of seeing, and 

thinking. Seen from the cool Istanbul perspective, neither orientalist nor 

developmentalist narratives hold any longer: Istanbul does not have to 

“Europeanize” to be qualified as a cool city. The coolness of Istanbul is still 

predicated upon the city’s “difference;” however, this time “difference” is 

celebrated as a positive value and not as a lack. Here there is a qualitative 

change. Difference, along with diversity, is a value of global currency, as in 

other areas of urban and cultural production in the era of post-fordism. 

Inclusion overruns exclusion. The embrace of difference comes first, only 

followed later, when and where it is necessary, by exclusionary strategies to 

control the population. The emphasis shifts from hegemonic top-down 

sovereignty to subject-driven governmentality. 

For instance, the belly dancer is a figure formerly used to suggest orien-

talism, yet has been rediscovered as an element of urban cultural heritage 

worth celebrating, so long as it is integrated into a global vocabulary. It is 

now common to come across belly dancers as part of experimental music 

                                                             

6   A short article based on this work has been published: Özkan, Derya (2014), 

“Informal settlements and urban poverty as cultural commodity,” dérive. 

Zeitschrift für Stadforschung 56, pp. 43-46 (also available at: http://www. 

eurozine.com/articles/2014-07-11-ozkan-en.html, accessed 30 July 2014). For 

an earlier Turkish version, see Özkan, Derya (2012), “Gecekondu Chic? 

Kültürel meta olarak enformel şehir ve kent yoksulluğu,” Birikim 280-281, pp. 

155-160. 
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performances in trendy jazz bars in Istanbul, such as Babylon.7 When re-

contextualized, belly dancing no longer suggests a negative sense of orien-

talism; it becomes one among many “authentic” colors of the city, pro-

cessed and made into one of the many cultural highlights of a cool Istanbul. 

A similar example would be kebabs. When they first began to be inte-

grated in the cuisine of Istanbul, they were not welcome by the city’s elite. 

They were imagined as unwanted, crude elements of 20th century Istanbul 

and its population. They were imagined as brought by migrants coming 

from eastern provinces and contaminating the otherwise refined Istanbul 

cuisine with their impure, un-urbane cultures. Later, kebabs were promoted 

to the status of a specialist cuisine, produced and consumed in the expen-

sive upper class restaurants of the city. And thus, they were contained and 

embraced by bourgeois Istanbulites. 

In the framework of cool Istanbul, kebab acquires another value that 

takes it beyond its bourgeois domestication. According to the writers of the 

Istanbul Eats blog, the distinctive kebab is to be found in the city’s “culi-

nary backstreets.”8 That is, if you are looking for good, authentic kebabs, 

they recommend you go to small, unknown restaurants in shady parts of the 

city, rather than the upscale chains located in fancy neighborhoods such as 

Develi in Etiler or Namlı in Levent, places where the urban elite embraced 

and appropriated the kebab.9 

This is a new regime of imagination that renders belly dancing, kebab 

and gecekondu cool by placing them in new contexts. These urban cultural 

traits are cool only when they are recontextualized and reframed, not in 

their conflict-full historical, cultural and political materiality but as reduced 

to consumable cultural commodities. This process affects immediate imag-

es and thoughts in the minds of people, often in ways that never actually 

                                                             

7   The Istanbul based band Baba Zula has done this multiple times in Babylon. 

See: http://www.babazula.com/ (accessed 3 July 2014). 

8   Istanbul Eats: A Serious Eaters’ Guide to the City is a blog run by Ansel 

Mullins and Yigal Schleifer (http://Istanbuleats.com/, accessed 3 July 2014). 

They have also published a food guidebook with the same title: Mullins, Ansel 

and Yigal Schleifer (2010), Istanbul Eats: Exploring the Culinary Backstreets, 

Istanbul: Boyut Publishing. 

9   Kozanoğlu, Can. (1992), Cilâlı imaj devri: 1980’lerden 90’lara Türkiye ve 

starları, Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları. 
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touch the bitter and difficult sides of the story, i.e. all the bodily suffering 

urban poverty brings with it in the case of lives in the gecekondu. 

Examples of this kind of new imaginative framing can also be found in 

contemporary art, in which gecekondu is celebrated for the spontaneous, 

informal and flexible characteristics of its spatial production. However, the 

material production of the gecekondu is often not touched upon. Artworks 

featuring or commenting on gecekondu mostly positively emphasize what 

makes the gecekondu an exciting piece of space, often for the resourceful-

ness of its creators. These works do not simultaneously dwell upon the 

political economy of the gecekondu or what in material terms facilitates 

that spontaneity, informality and flexibility. The question of the social costs 

incurred to have a gecekondu come into being is largely ignored in cases of 

aestheticized gecekondu imaginations.10 

Another similar example is the recently partially evacuated Tarlabaşı 

neighborhood, which became cool only at the moment of its destruction. As 

Begüm Özden Fırat discussed,11 the evacuated and destroyed social space 

of the neighborhood, materially the living space of Istanbul’s non-Muslim 

populations in the nineteenth century, and then of poor migrants coming 

from rural areas in the twentieth, now all evicted for urban redevelopment, 

became the subject of what Fırat called a “pornographic gaze,” as it came to 

constitute a decorative background to street arts festivals. After the neigh-

borhood Sulukule went through a violent urban transformation and attract-

ed wide international attention, Tarlabaşı became one of the most popular 

destinations in Istanbul for artists. They not only instrumentalized their art 

to help resist violent top-down urban transformation projects, but they also 

used these lived social spaces as stages in which to locate their artistic 

performances.  

Before I move on, let me pose another series of questions: What does 

this historically specific shift in the imaginations of Istanbul suggest? What 

does it mean when difference, diversity, imperfection, urban chaos, infor-

mality, flexibility and spontaneity of a city are uncritically celebrated? Can 

we say that cool Istanbul is the post-fordist embrace of the formerly de-

                                                             

10   Özkan (2014), “Informal settlements.” 

11   Özden Fırat, Begüm (2012), “Tarlabaşı’nda sanat: Yıkıma dek görülebilir!” 

Bir+Bir 18. The text can be retrieved online at: http://birdirbir.org/tarlabasinda 

-sanat-yikima-dek-gorulebilir/ (accessed 3 July 2014). 
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nounced qualities of the city? Is cool a paradigm for cultural production in 

post-fordist urban society? Furthermore, is cool a paradigm for the social 

production of life in post-fordism? Is it a paradigm for the material produc-

tion of the post-fordist city, in which cultural production takes on an in-

creasingly more hegemonic role in urban economy? 

 

 

COOL ISTANBUL— 
NEW ENCLOSURES IN THE POST-FORDIST CITY 
 

Before I engage in the questions that I posed above, I would like to clarify 

how I conceptualize the relationship between the material production of the 

city’s spaces, and the production of their imaginations. The imagination of 

a city is not subordinate to its material production. That is, it is more than a 

symptom of something more substantial than itself. Imaginations of cities 

are socially produced, and this social production is integral to cities’ mate-

rial production. A better way of conceiving this relationship is to see it as a 

field of constantly changing and back-and-forth moving encounters, ex-

changes and effects. Not only does the city produce imaginations, imagina-

tions also produce the city. 

Who then are the actors of these productions? What roles do they play 

in producing the city and in producing its imaginations? Newsweek high-

lighted that the coolness of Istanbul was produced from within, and not 

imposed from without. Newsweek makes it clear that Istanbul’s coolness 

originates from its own culture. Istanbul is said to have the power to redis-

cover its voice and revitalize it. It is worth noting that the metaphor used 

here for culture, namely “the cultural voice growing from within,” is an 

organic one. It is meant to conceptualize the city as a body that recreates 

itself anew. It is as if an organic entity were in the process of “becoming.”12 

                                                             

12   “Becoming” has been used as a qualifier for Istanbul and other places fre-

quently within the last ten years. One reason might be the popularization of the 

idea of spaces and places as constantly changing social formations. In the case 

of Istanbul, there were two significant exhibitions of this sort: “Becoming a 

Place,” 2001, Proje 4L, Istanbul, and “Becoming Istanbul,” 2008, DAM, 

Frankfurt (Main). A book was published for the former exhibition: Açıkkol, 

Özge (Ed.) (2001), Becoming a Place/Yerleşmek, Istanbul: Proje 4L-Istanbul 
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Istanbul in this period becomes a city defined with respect to notions of 

incompletion and imperfection,13 all seen in a positive light. What is so 

special here about the becoming status of Istanbul? 

In relation to both the human subject and the city, coolness can be 

thought of as self-fashioning. The self in a post-fordist regime of govern-

ment is constantly becoming. The established order of things demands that 

the subject continuously make and improve itself, make the best of human 

capital, be productive and efficient in a way that is less stable than dynam-

ic. Post-fordism demands a high level of self-confidence from its subjects. 

This regime requires its subjects to catch up with the constantly changing 

and simultaneously expanding requirements of post-fordist social produc-

tion. Selves are life projects.14 One is forced to become an entrepreneur of 

oneself. In this sense, I ask, is cool the social ontology of post-fordism? 

In the case of cool Istanbul, cool is a paradigm for urban cultural pro-

duction, one that is marked by non-conformity, resistance to the main-

stream, dissent and risk. Cool cultural production strives for superiority 

                                                                                                                          

Museum of Contemporary Art. The latter was originally a project by the Gar-

anti Gallery, exhibited later in 2011 at SALT Beyoğlu, Istanbul, and then 

translocated to the web as a database accessible online: http://database. 

becomingIstanbul.org/ (accessed 18 June 2014). A book was also published 

accompanying the Becoming Istanbul exhibition: Derviş, Pelin; Tanju, Bülent 

and Uğur Tanyeli (Ed.s) (2008), Becoming Istanbul. An Encyclopedia, Istan-

bul: Garanti Gallery. 

13   “Imperfection” was the theme of the first Istanbul Design Biennial in 2012, 

proposed by Deyan Sudjic, a member of the Biennial advisory board, and di-

rector of the Design Museum, London. See: http://Istanbuldesignbiennial.iksv. 

org/about/biennial-theme/ (accessed 18 June 2014). Another example that fits 

this trend was an exhibition entitled “Ability to face the uncertain,” which was 

a collaborative project that took place in the form of several exhibitions along 

Serdar-ı Ekrem Caddesi in Galata from 5 to 15 July 2010. For the poster of 

the exhibition, which is worth seeing, go to: http://v3.arkitera.com/e3561-

belirsizlikleri-gogusleyebilme-becerisi.html (accessed 18 June 2014). 

14   See the cover of the magazine Spiegel Wissen, the title of which is “Projekt: 

Ich. Neue Strategien für ein besseres Leben“ (Project: I. New strategies for a 

better life): http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/spiegelwissen/index-2013-3.html 

(accessed 18 June 2014).  
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over mainstream cultural production by capitalizing on differences rather 

than evening them out, by successful risk-taking. In this sense, I ask, is 

coolness a new paradigm for aesthetic judgment in post-fordism? Is it per-

haps a new sublime?15 

The cool may also be considered as a paradigm for the post-fordist pro-

duction of social life. In the case of the cool city, it is social life in the city 

that makes it cool. In the case of Istanbul, this takes the form of embracing 

the anomalous elements of that life. It is a transformative enfolding of the 

once risky and challenging urban elements (people, places, etc.) that were 

formerly considered almost not worth caring for, or stigmatized for being 

irregular and deviant with regard to desired urban social norms. 

The Tarlabaşı neighborhood mentioned earlier is a case in point. Before 

the cool hype set in, the neighborhood was for a long time seen as a no-go 

area, where Roma and Kurdish immigrant communities lived together, 

although not necessarily without conflict. It was declared a declining 

neighborhood with poor physical and social living conditions. Tarlabaşı 

was associated with crime, drugs, etc., and stigmatized as a dangerous area. 

Once enclosed by the cool city imagination, Tarlabaşı became a cool 

place to use as a background for street arts festivals, a popular hang-out for 

Erasmus students, inspiration for artists, an urban field to learn from for 

researchers, and a place of engagement for urban activists. The question is, 

how and why does a neighborhood, subjected to a violent urban transfor-

mation project that evicts poor people from their homes and forces them to 

move to the outskirts of the city, become a point of attraction, in particular 

to an educated urban elite, either visiting or living in Istanbul. 

In keeping with the Tarlabaşı example, can we understand the cool city 

as an enclosure of commonly produced urban cultural wealth? What makes 

cool urban cultures? Isn’t it the urban cultural resources and everyday life 

practices readily available in the city that are enclosed as the cool city? In 

this sense, isn’t the cool city commonly produced urban social life, later 

branded by city marketing professionals, instrumentalized and deployed to 

promote the city? Moreover, what happens under conditions of this kind of 

enclosure? What is the impact of the enclosure of urban cultural common 

resources on the urban economy, if not to boost it for capitalist profit? Most 

                                                             

15   For a discussion of the concept of cool in relation to the concept of the sub-

lime, see the chapter in this volume by Aras Özgün. 
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importantly, what is the impact of city marketing on the lives of the multi-

tude,16 exploited and repressed in diverse ways with respect to class, gender 

and race? 

To find clues to answer these questions, or rather, to refine and sharpen 

these questions, and to highlight their urgency, Aslı Duru17 and I led a 

series of focus group discussions in the “beautiful summer” of 2013 in 

Istanbul -- marked by the remarkably cool Gezi resistance. Our major aim 

was to understand what people living in the city associated with cool Istan-

bul, what cool Istanbul meant to them, whether or not it meant anything at 

all. We asked them questions about what they considered cool urban spatial 

practices in Istanbul.18 

I would like to emphasize here an important research shift our focus 

group discussions with the inhabitants of Istanbul affected. This was an 

irrevocable shift of focus from consumption-based to use-based accounts, 

related to needs and desires. Although focus group participants also repro-

duced the commercial and consumption-based Newsweek-like discourses at 

times, there was a clear need and a strongly use-related desire for cool 

spaces and practices. The participants’ focus was very realistic: it was more 

centered on accessible, rehabilitating practices than abstract and intangible 

ones. 

In summary, the point of departure for thinking was less immaterial 

than material for them. It was about a need to rehabilitate from the ills of a 

city shaped by neoliberal urban policies that were increasingly restricting 

the urban inhabitants’ lives, and narrowing down their lifeworlds. They 

could not move easily in the city, go from one place to the other without 

spending hours in traffic, for instance. It was a desire to open up that life-

world to accessible, affordable yet pleasurable experiences. For the focus 

group participants, everyday/ordinary escapes from the constraints imposed 

                                                             

16   Hardt, Michael and Antonio Negri (2004), Multitude: War and Democracy in 

the Age of Empire, New York: The Penguin Press. 

17   Aslı Duru has been a Postdoctoral Research Fellow since 2012 in the DFG 

Emmy Noether research project that led to this volume. 

18   I am currently working on an article tentatively entitled “Cool Istanbul: City as 

Common Wealth, Space of Entrapment and Rehabilitation.” In this text, I ana-

lyze our focus group findings in detail. 
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upon their lives by the political economy of the cool city counted as cool 

practices.  

It is in this sense that I would like to reclaim cool spaces and practices 

in the city and discuss them in relation to the concept of everyday re-

sistance. I refer to acts of passive resistance in everyday life, practices that 

are neither necessarily nor explicitly intended as resistance. It involves 

moments of taking a silent yet non-conformist stand in everyday situations, 

inventing ways to deal with repressive conditions. It is not so much about 

fighting it out as it is about disobedience and refusal to conform to acts of 

enclosure. 19  It may be relatively invisible to the eyes of an onlooker, 

whereas it might be vital to those who create ways of living within the 

given social landscape. Cool resistance operates at the level of small ges-

tures, instead of grand, ground-breaking acts. It is not a comprehensive 

social revolution. Rather, it is geared towards creating tiny little singular 

cracks in the status quo, sometimes only on the surface, others going 

through capillary vessels deep into the flesh of the urban fabric. 

 

 

THE GENEALOGY OF THE CONCEPT OF COOL 
 

The cool attitude has to do with maintaining dignity. It is a protective shield 

covering the self momentarily against the repressive blows of social life. 

The subject secures itself with coolness as a weapon against all that in 

social life which would threaten the self’s composure. Performing a cool 

attitude is a constant fight not to lose composure as a subject. Coolness 

                                                             

19   The non-conformism I discuss here is akin to what Asef Bayat defines as “the 

silent encroachment of the ordinary” in his studies on poor people’s tactics of 

everyday resistance in Iran. See Bayat, Asef (1997), Street Politics: Poor Peo-

ple’s Movements in Iran, New York: Columbia University Press; Bayat 

(1997), “Un-Civil Society: The Politics of the Informal People,” Third World 

Quarterly 18 (1), pp. 53-72; Bayat (2010), Life as Politics. How Ordinary 

People Change the Middle East, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press. 

Also relevant to this discussion are the following: Scott, James (1987), Weap-

ons of the Weak. Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance, Yale University 

Press; and de Certeau, Michel (1984), The Practice of Everyday Life, Berke-

ley: University of California Press. 
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means a calm audaciousness, a state of keeping one’s fearlessness under 

control for the sake of dignified survival. It is not at all a coincidence that 

there are idioms in the English language such as “keep one’s cool” (keep 

one’s nerves under control, stay calm), “lose one’s cool” (lose one’s tem-

per, become suddenly angry) “to blow one’s cool” (lose one’s composure, 

to become frantic).20 

The etymology of the word cool takes us to the history of the Atlantic 

slave trade, to “the black Atlantic.”21 In his studies of African art, Robert 

Farris Thompson traced the origins of the word to Africa, where it has been 

used in thirty five languages, as an all-emcompasing positive attribute 

combining composure, silence, vitality, healing and social purification, as a 

basic metaphor of moral aesthetic accomplishment.22 According to Thomp-

son, the concept of cool stands somewhere between the sacred and the 

profane in African cultures, being transferred from there to America during 

the slave trade chapter in capitalism, and thus acquiring its modern mean-

ings.23 

Thompson analyzes the meanings of coolness in African languages and 

cultures, as well as in African art, in extensive detail. He emphasizes that it 

refers to a high degree of self-control, a moderation in coldness, calmness 

in times of stress. A West African definition is “to reveal no emotion in 

situations where excitement and sentimentality are acceptable, to act as 

though one’s mind were in another world.”24 It involves fulfilling difficult 

                                                             

20   Merriam-Webster online dictionary (www.merriam-webster.com). See also the 

entries in the online Etymology Dictionary (http://www.etymonline.com/) and 

Urban Dictionary (www.urbandictionary.com). (accessed 3 July 2014) 

21   Gilroy, Paul (1993), The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Conscious-

ness, Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

22   Thompson, Robert Farris (1973), “An Aesthetic of the Cool,” African Art 7 

(1), pp. 41-91. Thompson’s writings on the concept of cool were compiled and 

(re)published in one volume in 2011: Thompson, Robert Farris, Aesthetic of 

the Cool. Afro-Atlantic Art and Music, New York City: Periscope Publishing. 

In his book Cool Capitalism, Jim McGuigan draws on Thompson’s study from 

the 1970s (2009, London: Pluto Press: p.1). 

23   An analysis of the modern history of cool can be found in: Pountain, Dick and 

David Robins (2000), Cool Rules: Anatomy of an Attitude, London: Reaktion. 

24   Thompson (1973), “An Aesthetic of the Cool,” p.16-17. 
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tasks with an air of ease and silent disdain. In other words, can we say that 

coolness means prefering the unacceptable to the acceptable? Does it imply 

a kind of non-conformism? A silent non-conformity that despises the situa-

tion and keeps calmly thinking that “another world is possible”? 

Thompson continues to explain that the mask of coolness is worn not 

only in times of stress but also of pleasure. “Cooling one’s heart” helps 

achieve the restoration of tranquility. African definitions of mystical or 

metaphorical “coolness” involve discretion, healing, rebirth and purity, but 

they are not necessarily similar to Western notions of icy determination.25 

Coolness ceases pain, brings serenity. Being cool makes one as placid “as 

the surface of the water.”26 The terms “cool mouth” (enun tutu) in Yoruba 

language and “cool tongue” (kanua kahoro) in Kikuyu language both sug-

gest an intelligent withholding of speech for the purpose of higher delibera-

tion. Coolness in this sense functions as “the mask of the mind.”27 

Thompson shows, in his analysis of African figural sculpture, that cool-

ness involves not only the mind but instead a body that includes the mind, 

blending its muscular force with mental respectability, demonstrating one’s 

bold character, rendering the physical body politically powerful.28 He traces 

the genealogy of the concept of cool to the sculpted heads of kings and 

gods from the ninth to the fifteenth centuries. In those faces marked by 

serenity, “certainty and calm from the past is transferred to the present as a 

phenomenon of mirrored order;” they reflect a transition “from this world 

to the next.”29 

Despite appearing ahistorical or too speculative, the mystical side of 

African “coolness” is reminiscent of Newsweek’s imagination of cool Is-

tanbul, whose coolness emerges from its own “cultural voice growing from 

within,” or from the city’s rediscovery of its own identity. Just as African 

sculpted heads of kings and gods are supposed to represent continuity with 

the past, Istanbul’s coolness is thought to originate in its very own cultural 

accumulation over centuries, from the power and self-confidence the ex-

imperial city regains to rediscover its own resources and become revital-

                                                             

25   Ibid. 

26   Ibid, p.18. 

27   Ibid. 

28   Ibid. 

29   Ibid, p.19. 
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ized. The mysticism of ninth to fifteenth century African culture finds a 

peculiar counterpart in the post-fordist mystification of a city’s economic 

and cultural revitalization. 

Another similar characteristic of Western African mystic coolness and 

Istanbul’s coolness as a city can be found in the emphasis on the claim that 

coolness cannot be inherited but can only be achieved. The social ontology 

of Western African culture, as explained by Thompson, is strikingly similar 

to that of the contemporary subject in the case of cool Istanbul, a reminder 

of the post-fordist embrace of cultural capital, as discussed above in terms 

of the self-fashioning of the human subject. The self in West African cul-

ture, as well as in post-fordist regime of government, has to make the best 

of its past and activate its human capital. It has to fashion itself to catch up 

with the constantly changing and simultaneously expanding requirements 

of social life.  

In the context of the Atlantic slave trade, coolness was the description 

of an attitude of silent contempt, a resentful silence, that slaves used in the 

face of enslavement and their inability to rise against it, as the cost of pro-

test would have been too high. It is in this sense that the cool attitude corre-

sponds to resistance, to the ability to stay calm and dignified under condi-

tions of repression. Coolness then helps to reinforce subjects striving to 

remain unperturbed by the consequences of restrictive social conditions, or 

the repressive city. Coolness enables the subject to overcome the sorrow 

created by repression. Coolness indicates not only the ability to produce an 

affect but also the power to be affected, and more importantly, to deal with 

affect. In this sense, it is not only healing but also empowering and liberat-

ing, as it moves one towards joy.30 

When looking into the history of popular culture in the twentieth centu-

ry, one can put a finger on the changing meanings of cool. The history of 

African-American jazz music and culture31 follows the Atlantic slave trade 

                                                             

30   This formulation is inspired by Spinoza, who describes how the body acquires 

joy, and how this empowers the body once it is affected by something that af-

firms it. See Deleuze, Gilles (2006 [1978]), Spinoza Üzerine Onbir Ders, 

translated and compiled by Ulus Baker, Istanbul: Kabalcı Yayınevi. 

31   I am completing this text in my office at Oettingenstrasse 67, in a building 

located near the English Garden in Munich. Now hosting several institutes of 

Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich, this building was used by Radio 
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as a context for coolness in the United States. Cool was part of the slang 

language used by rebellious bebop musicians, and was later taken up by the 

dominant white culture and integrated into popular everyday language in 

the US. In the essay entitled “The White Negro. Superficial Reflections on 

the Hipster,” Norman Mailer wrote about young white people in the 1920s, 

30s and 40s in the US, who liked jazz music and adopted black culture.32 

For Mailer, cool was an attribute of the hipster. 

I agree with Dick Pountain and David Robins that, compared to hipster, 

cool is a concept that has a grasp on a wider landscape of affect and a long-

er history, and that it could also be attributed to objects, not just people.33 In 

Cool Rules. Anatomy of an Attitude, Pountain and Robins show how the 

cool attitude, which originally expressed resistance to subjugation, was first 

transformed into a new kind of passive resistance to the work ethic through 

personal style, then expropriated by the mass media and advertising indus-

tries of the 1980s and 90s, and used to seduce young consumers. Pountain 

                                                                                                                          

Free Europe after the Second World War. Beginning in 1951, many well-

known African-American jazz artists, such as Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Arm-

strong, and Dizzy Gillespie were guests in radio programs. Radio Free Europe, 

founded by the US state department and monitored by the CIA, aimed to fight 

communism by broadcasting news and features from Munich to countries be-

hind the Iron Curtain during the Cold war. RFE used the building on Oettin-

genstrasse in Munich until 1995, when its headquarters was moved to Prague. 

This is just a short note on how this concrete place connects to what I am writ-

ing about. For more on Radio Free Europe, see Radio Free Europe/Radio 

Liberty website: http://www.rferl.org/info/history/133.html (accessed 3 July 

2014). The archive of the radio is today located at the Hoover Institution Ar-

chives at Stanford University: http://www.hoover.org/library-archives (ac-

cessed 3 July 2014). There is an ongoing archival project in which the archival 

material is digitized and made available to researchers: Radio Free Europe 

Project: http://hoorferl.stanford.edu/RFE/index.php (accessed 3 July 2014). 

See also the website of the experimental project Radio Free Europe Reloaded, 

realized in situ in 2013/4 at Oettingenstrasse. (http://rferl.info/, accessed 3 July 

2014). 

32   See Mailer, Norman (1957), “The White Negro. Superficial Reflections on the 

Hipster,” Dissent. A Quarterly of Politics and Culture (Fall). 

33   Pountain and Robins (2000): Cool rules, p.41. 
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and Robbins identify three major characteristics of the contemporary cool 

attitude, namely narcissism, ironic detachment and hedonism. 34  Ironic 

detachment was a major element of the cool attitude of the black slave, 

making it possible for her to maintain a protective cool persona.35 Hedon-

ism appeared as a distinctive characteristic reflecting one’s own gratifica-

tion. The hippies in particular, and the 1960s countercultures and dissident 

social movements in general, strived to liberate themselves from the ills of 

mass society through the power of hedonism. Narcissism, on the other 

hand, functioned as a healthy celebration of the self. 

As Thomas Frank outlines in The Conquest of Cool, the cool opposi-

tional youth cultures of the 1960s were co-opted by the mainstream cultures 

of the 1990s, creating a cool attitude politically domesticated and contained 

by capitalism.36 Frank analyzes the ways in which the rebellious elements 

in the 1960s social movements were translated into one of the major build-

ing blocks of business culture in the United States in the 1990s, how corpo-

rations revolutionized their management practices by making (mis)use of 

and normalizing rebel ideologies. This manifested as a rejection of the 

1950s status quo, exemplified by mass production and consumption, thus 

paving the way for non-conformity to become one of the major elements of 

mainstream culture. The cool of the 1990s is thus the non-conformist, nar-

cissistic subject of corporate business, which would later find expression in 

the post-fordist subject, culture and aesthetics. 

In his book Cool Capitalism, Jim McGuigan dwells on the role of cool 

in translating disaffection into acceptance and compliance, and thus in 

helping to legitimize capitalism.37 In McGuigan’s terminology, cool capi-

talism is “the marriage of counter-culture and corporate business.”38  In 

other words, capitalism responds to criticism by stealing the weapons of 

those who oppose it; it incorporates dissent into its own institutions. On the 

other hand, Ulla Haselstein and Irmela Hijiya-Kirschnereit define cool as a 

                                                             

34   Ibid. 

35   Ibid, p.27. 

36   Frank, Thomas (1997), The Conquest of Cool:Business Culture, Countercul-

ture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

37   McGuigan (2009), Cool Capitalism. 

38   Ibid, p. 7. 
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metaphorical term for affect control.39 Emphasizing that there are distinct 

cultural traditions of affect control, Haselstein and Hijiya-Kirschnereit 

dwell on the gendered, ethnicized instances of the cool in America and 

Japan, as well as explore the Stoic and Roman, “antique” cools. Richard 

Majors and Janet Mancini also explore the cool from the perspective of 

ethnicity and gender in their book Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black Man-

hood in America, discussing its predominantly male character in African-

American cultures.40 Peter Stearns, on the other hand, studies coolness as 

part of his larger project “The History of the Emotions in America” in his 

American Cool: Constructing a Twentieth-Century Emotional Style, and 

argues that coolness in the 20th century replaced 19th century sentimental-

ism.41 

I take the cool attitude as both an expression of a desire for liberation, 

and an attempt to produce distinction despite (or in response to) repres-

sion.42 In other words, taking up coolness is a silent expression of the desire 

for liberation, by means of which the subject is produced. Coolness is an 

integral part of the formation of the subject that immanently resists repres-

sion. I understand distinction as more ontological than sociological. Dis-

tinction makes sense to me only in relation to the social production of the 

                                                             

39   Haselstein, Ulla and Imela Hijiya-Kirschnereit (2013), “Introduction,” in The 

Cultural Career of Coolness. Discourses and Practices of Affect Control in 

European Antiquity, the United States, and Japan, ed. Ulla Haselstein et al., 

New York: Lexington Books. 

40   Majors, Richard and Janet Mancini Billson (1992), Cool Pose: The Dilemmas 

of Black Manhood in America, New York: Lexington Books. 

41   Stearns, Peter N. (1994), American Cool Constructing a Twentieth Century 

Emotional Style, New York: New York University Press. 

42   The concept of distinction I use here refers to Bourdieu, although I also criti-

cize his interpretation of this concept. Bourdieu takes distinction to belong ex-

clusively to and be produced by the upper classes. Bourdieu’s approach is 

blind to the versions of distinction produced elsewhere by other people, by 

other means, and in not so easily predictable ways. Jacques Ranciere develops 

a good criticism of Bourdieu’s concept of distinction. See Bourdieu, Pierre 

(1984), Distinction: A SocialCcritique of the Judgement of Taste, Cambridge, 

Mass: Harvard University Press; Rancière, Jacques (2004), The Philosopher 

and His Poor, Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 
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subject, or to le dispositif as Foucault theorizes it, that is, not only as a 

habitus-carrying being but also as a potentially habitus-challenging becom-

ing.43 

The cool attitude, then, has to do with the habitus from which the sub-

ject is molded; however, the same subject also has the capacity to mold that 

habitus into something beyond it, to the extent that the habitus becomes 

unrecognizable, from one moment to the other, in a flash, as Walter Benja-

min would describe it. For Benjamin, the dialectical relation between the 

past and the present is not that one casts its light on the other. For him, it is 

the constellation formed “wherein what has been comes together in a flash 

with the now” that points to a revolutionary moment in history.44 The way I 

understand the moment the subject takes on a cool attitude is similar to the 

flash that Benjamin describes. 

It is in this sense that I would like to rethink and reclaim the concept of 

cool with an emphasis on the body’s capacity to become and to overcome. 

This is not necessarily in the form of a resistance that poses itself against 

the establishment and fights against it, nor in the form of an opposition to 

the mainstream aspects of social life for the sake of sociological distinction. 

It does not necessarily generate material or immaterial currency. It is nei-

ther an activist’s resistance nor the rebellious popular cultures of the 1990s. 

I am talking instead about a politicized and embodied meaning of the cool. 

I propose a change in the way we see the resistance act in keeping cool, not 

in the direction of ressentiment but in the form of a constantly becoming 

life-affirming bodily practice. 

 

 

                                                             

43   Bourdieu takes habitus as an overwhelming determinant of the social being, 

while disregarding the subject-driven disturbances that constantly threaten its 

consistency (see: Bourdieu, Pierre [1977], Outline of a Theory of Practice, 

New York: Cambridge University Press). The line of Foucauldian-Deleuzian 

thinking offers useful tools to developing criticisms of Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus. See the 1977 interview with Foucault: “The Confession of the Flesh,” 

in Space, Knowledge and Power Foucault and Geography, ed. Jeremy W. 

Crampton and Stuart Elden, Aldershot: Ashgate. 

44   Benjamin, Walter (1999), The Arcades Project, Cambridge, Mass: Belknap 

Press, p. 463. 
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COOL GEZI 
 

Gezi resistance in Istanbul in the summer of 2013 was a remarkable exam-

ple of the kind of politicized and embodied coolness I talk about. Contrary 

to accounts that declared that Gezi was the end of cool Istanbul, I argue that 

Gezi was exceedingly cool.45 On the 1st of June, 2013, masses of people 

flowed through the Bosporus bridge from the Asian to the European side of 

Istanbul. The same evening, the first public gathering in Munich in support 

of the Gezi resistance took place at Odeonsplatz. I went to this meeting 

carrying a hand-made corrugated cardboard sign that read “this is cool 

Istanbul.” Not much attention was paid to my sign in that politically agitat-

ed atmosphere, but in the following days and weeks I was frequently asked 

what had happened to “my cool Istanbul.” My answer was “cool Istanbul 

exploded.” 

It was the resistance immanent in the social bodies that made Gezi cool. 

In other words, in the Gezi resistance, cool Istanbul was produced inside 

and from below, through a lived and living coolness on the ground. Gezi 

moved coolness beyond mainstream commercial accounts of cool Istanbul, 

the images produced by international media and catered to tourists. Cool 

Istanbul found its material form in the social body made up of the bodies of 

the multitude in Gezi Park, where it was so cool not to have to pay for 

anything that one needed, from water to cigarettes to food. 

Gezi resistance produced extremely creative and powerful images in a 

very short time. Images of people with gas masks, of bodies confronting 

police shields immediately became iconized locally, and popularized glob-

ally, mainly thanks to their extensive circulation in social media. Not sur-

prisingly, this imagery could not escape immediate enclosures. Gas masks 

became cool. Symbols of the Gezi resistance were quickly included in the 

cool Istanbul imagination.46 

                                                             

45   Mutlu, Yetkin (2014), “The end of Cool Istanbul,” Qantara, 31 January 2014: 

http://en.qantara.de/content/culture-in-turkey-before-and-after-gezi-the-end-of-

cool-Istanbul (accessed 24 June 2014). 

46   An example of this (from below) is the following blog entry: Ciarmello, Chris-

tine, “Cool Istanbul and my Tear Gas hangover” (http://www.cciarm.com/ 

random-rantings/Istanbul-smells-like-tear-gas, accessed 24 June 2014). 
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In the case of Gezi, via the creative production of social life, images, 

ideas, humor, and most importantly of resistance, we had an affirmative 

political moment in which the cool took on new meanings, more complicat-

ed than those intended predominantly for capitalist profit and/or conformist 

ends, forms that had been already covered extensively by Newsweek and 

similar outlets. The Gezi resistance shook and disturbed everything it 

touched, including our research project. As the members of a research 

group working on Istanbul, we began to rethink the framework in which we 

had been discussing the concept of cool in relation to the city of Istanbul. It 

changed our research foci and directions. “Çapulcuyuz ama havamız yer-

inde” (we are looters but we are cool) was one of the unforgettable mottos 

that characterized the coolness of the Gezi park occupation and its crea-

tors.47 

 

 

EVERYDAY COOL, LIFE ITSELF 
 

A cool political explosion like Gezi does not happen every day. However, 

practices of cool resistance are abundant everywhere, at any time. This is 

not to idealize coolness or resistance but to suggest looking at cool Istanbul 

from the perspective of material, embodied, everyday resistance. There is 

no guarantee that coolness will always turn into a liberating resistance. 

There are also ressentiments, negative ontologies, which often do not allow 

for much creativity. In fact, in the ordinary goings-on of everyday life, 

there is a lot of room to fall into the trap of moments of ressentiment as a 

protective shield whenever it isn’t possible to mitigate repression materially 

and/or immaterially. Coolness includes those moments as well. The ques-

tion is how to develop an awareness of everyday acts, how to transform 

everyday practices and channel them towards more liberating ones. I am 

                                                             

47   During the Gezi protests, prime minister Tayyip Erdoğan used the word “ça-

pulcu” (looter) to denounce the protestors. The term was quickly appropriated 

by the protestors as an affirmative description of themselves. It was also 

adopted by other languages, i.e. transformed into “chapulling” in English or 

“chapullieren” in German, to mean fighting for one’s rights. Thanks to Vildan 

Seçkiner who brought the scarf with the motto “Çapulcuyuz ama havamız yer-

inde” (we are looters but we are cool) from Istanbul. 
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very much aware that there is no shortcut answer to this question. I guess it 

is all in there, in one’s own life, in the form of acts, re-acts and counter-

acts. I suppose it is in the very gist of life itself. 

 




