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Preface

Before I start writing a Thesis, a paper or an article, I am always trying to consider whether 

something similar is written or not. In case it is so, I am not discouraged, but on the 

contrary I am more than before motivated to contribute to that field, issue or problem from 

my own perspective.  

There are indeed a lot who have researched, written and in general devoted big parts of 

their life focusing on the Turkish and the Ottoman history. Istanbul, the most important 

city for the Ottoman Empire and the modern Turkish state has been in the centre of the 

academic interest as well. There are many reasons why this city has been examined from 

different angles on different matters, such as its historic and cultural background, its 

geographic and geopolitical importance and its financial and commercial role. However, 

one of the main characteristics of this metropolis is the former and the current existence of 

populations from different religious, cultural, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. I have 

found several guides, books, articles that refer to the multicultural character of Istanbul 

nevertheless, I would like to examine specific areas of the city where these populations 

mentioned above existed, how and why their presence has been alienated and what are the 

current problems they face.

Now, feeling more confident to start and to expose my findings, ideas and thoughts about 

the topic, I would like to thank some people who facilitated the writing of my Thesis, have 

been really helpful and inspired me a lot in order to complete my research. Firstly, I would 

like to express my gratefulness to my two supervisors, Professor Martin Tamcke from the 

the Department of Theology of Georg August University of Goettingen and Professor 

Adnan Bulent Baloglu, from the Departmant of Theology of Uppsala University, who both 

guided me with important feedback all these months, helped me regarding the 

methodology part and offered me necessary information concerning the bibliography.

Moreover, I would like to express my gratitude to my professors in Goettingen, Lars Klein 

and Marc Arwed Rutke and in Uppsala, Benjamin Martin, Harald Runblom and Matthew 

Kott, who inspired me and their classes provided me with material and data indispensable 

of writing a Thesis. I feel also the need to express my gratefulness to the General Consul of 

Greece in Istanbul, Mr. Nicolaos Matthioudakis and the Consuls Victor Maligkoudis and 

Athanasios Astrakas for the honor to accept my application for an internship at the General 
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Consulate of Greece in Istanbul. I would also like to thank Ms Eleni Moisaki-Valinda for 

the material she provided me with, Mr. Ioannis Paisios and Evangelia Achladi from the 

Sismanogleio Megaro for their important information regarding my Thesis and all of those 

who provided me with necessary information to answer my questions within the 

framework of my research.    

Last, but not least, I would like to thank my wife Carolina who supported me all this time, 

having to accompany me in Sweden, Turkey and Germany, my parents and my sister for 

their mental and financial support for the completion of my studies and my parents in law 

for their mental and not only support they provided me with while writing this thesis.
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1. Introduction

“Istanbul, the City of myth and history. City of the national hopes beautiful, dreamy kisses 
slothfully the lips of Europe and Asia. It is an autonomous city which does not belong to 
anyone. Only to the songs, and the legends in the fairy tales and memories of people who 
inhabited it and loved it passionately, gained it and lost it”1. 

An old Rum (Greek-speaking Christian Orthodox, born in Istanbul) woman had once told 

me in a friendly, informal conversation on Istanbul, that what makes this city special and 

unique, is not its beauty but the memories, the good and the bad of people who once lived 

there and were forced to leave for different reasons. What makes it precious and charming 

is the memory, the pain and the nostalgia. This is something people could realize as soon 

as they visit Istanbul and talk to the remaining minority populations who have faced 

bigotry, prejudice and persecution. Despite its natural beauty, the Bosporus, the panoramic 

views and the hills, the mosaic of smells, flavors and sounds, what makes this city really 

special in conjunction to these, are the stories of the presence there for centuries of people 

from different religious, cultural, linguistic and ethnic backgrounds2 who found themselves 

victims of the circumstance and were either deported, had lost their properties or stayed 

and managed to survive even at the times when the environment had become hostile.    

Historically the city was named in three different ways and hosted three major 

civilizations. As “Byzantium”, it became the capital of the declining Roman Empire, as 

“Constantinople” the capital of the Byzantine Empire and last as “Istanbul” it constituted 

for centuries the capital of the Ottoman Empire. With the proclamation of the Turkish 

Republic, Ankara became the capital of the modern state however, Istanbul maintained its 

significance. It always constituted the reference point of Turkey and the Balkans, while its 

strategic position gave to this metropolis a specific and vital geopolitical importance.

As mentioned above people from different cultural and religious backgrounds lived in 

Istanbul but during the 20th century, thousands had to abandon the city where they spent 

their childhood, went to school, raised their families and bought properties. They were 

either forced to leave Istanbul in the fear of the hatred and the turbulence between Turkey 

and their state of origin, or were deported due to the ethnic-cleansing policies the Kemalist 

                                                            
1 Sofia N. Sfyroera, Constantinople, City of History (Athens: Ελληνικά Γράμματα, 2006), 1. 
2 Kadir Topbas, foreword to The World Beneath Istanbul, by Ersin Kalkan (Istanbul: Kultur A.S, 2010), 6.
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regimes implemented at their struggle to develop and construct a Turkish national identity. 

There are of course though the people who stayed, and even if the circumstances were not 

in their favor, managed to survive and not to be excluded from the social net. 

Those people have kept alive the real meaning of this metropolis. It is the multicultural and 

cosmopolitan character and especially the religious pluralism and diversity which still 

manages somehow to survive and characterizes the city and life in it, making it unique and 

offering a perfect symbolism since Turkey and especially Istanbul has become a significant 

mediator between the West and the East. Even though the figures have been dramatically 

changed and decreased in the last fifty years, the city has retained some of its multicultural 

character, and still hosts some of the most important religious institutions.

This is the main theme of this thesis, the history, the problems and the panorama of the life 

in the multicultural Istanbul. It will be an overall view on the different areas where 

population from different religious and cultural backgrounds co-existed for years and have 

a great historic meaning. There are cases in which spaces which used to host people from 

different religions and sects are now facing decline, while others are promoted as perfect 

examples of multiculturalism and tolerance of religious diversity. The mahalles, as the 

neighborhoods in Turkish are called,3 that will be examined in this study are those of 

Fener, Balat, and Ortakoy from the European side and Kuzguncuk from the Asian one. 

In this era of the current economic growth for Turkey, Istanbul has become one of the main 

touristic destinations and as a municipality it had the honor to be appointed as the 

European Capital of Culture [ECOC] in 2010. The city can be in the centre of the public 

interest soon enough too, since it is one of the candidate host cities for the 2020 Olympiad. 

The candidacy and its file constitute probably the favorite to organize the Games and there 

are several projects that had started before 2010 when Istanbul was ECOC, which are still 

in process in order to promote the values the hosts would like to demonstrate. Istanbul was 

once the first city of a predominantly Muslim country to become the ECOC and probably 

could become the first one as well to host the Olympic Games offering a great symbolism 

for bridging the gap between the Western and the Eastern World. 

Despite the progress and the on-going projects however, there are still problems 

concerning the religious life in some areas of this huge metropolis and the relations 

                                                            
3 Amy Mills, “Streets of Memory: The Kuzguncuk Mahalle in Cultural Practice and Imagination” (PhD diss., 
University of Texas, 2004), 1.
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between the Turkish State and the religious institutions. This thesis will try to highlight the 

main events which led to the alienation and the shrinkage of the religious populations in 

Istanbul, to emphasize on the reasons why these events took place and how they affected 

the city’s life and the synthesis of the population. It will also present a report on the current 

situation, how religious diversity is applied in the city after the implementation of the 

ethnic-cleansing policies which followed the proclamation of the Turkish Republic. It will 

also mention current projects which promote the religious diversity and aim to restore, 

partly, the glory of the multicultural past. For that reason, and in order to offer a more 

representative sample not just one but different areas of great interest, as far as the 

religious diversity is concerned, will be examined. Last, but not least, findings will be 

provided surrounding the correlations between religious institutions and the State and how 

the projects that take place nowadays in Istanbul are trying to bridge the gap between them.

Before the deeper analysis of the aims of this thesis a few words should be written for the 

selection of the title and the reason why these words were utilized. To begin with, it is a 

fact that Istanbul is at the crossroads between West and the East. It also constitutes several 

smaller crossroads, such as the one between Christianity and Islam, Europe and Asia, and 

last between European Union [EU] and Turkey. Its geographic position in conjunction with 

its glorious multicultural past offer a perfect symbolism for the city and this is one of the 

main reasons why several important meetings and events preferably take place in the 

former capital of the Ottoman Empire than in the actual capital of the Turkish Republic, 

Ankara. It is also a fact that religious diversity existed and still survives in Istanbul even 

though the numbers of the non-Muslim minorities have been dramatically decreased in the 

last sixty years. Nowadays the presence of Greek-Orthodox, Jews and Armenians who 

constituted the city’s bourgeoisie4 and the three official minorities of the Turkish Republic 

according to the Lausanne Treaty5 may not number the figures of the past, however in 

some areas which will be examined below, their life and especially their religious 

application has been continually implemented. The words “religious tolerance” and “ethnic 

cleansing” have their own meaning and could create misjudgments and confusion. Firstly, 

religious tolerance in Istanbul is a phenomenon observed since the Ottoman era, when a 

religious empire based its long existence at the autonomy and the privileges it had provided 

with, the populations which were under its authority. We have though to bear in mind that 

                                                            
4 Ibid.3, at p. 14. 
5 M. Turkoz, “The Social Life of the State’s Fantasy: Memories and documents on Turkey’s 1934 Surname 
Law” (PhD diss., University of Pensylvania, 2004), 8. 
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referring to “tolerance” in the Ottoman Times, we do not define it according to the current 

terms and correlations, but in comparison to the European religious intransigence and 

tensions of the period that followed the Middle Ages,6 which led sometimes to the removal 

of religious groups (mostly Jews) from European states to the Ottoman Empire. As far as 

the term ethnic cleansing is concerned, it is used and is considered important for the history 

and the current presence of the religious minorities of Istanbul, since ethnic cleansing 

policies were implemented by the Modern Turkish Republic and affected the synthesis of 

the religious populations. Turkey was a state which was struggling to construct a national 

identity, and by using this kind of policies would manage to achieve homogeneity.7 Even 

though nationalism does not leave space for the survival of a multicultural environment, 

the ethnic cleansing policies Turkey implemented is a fact and were considered necessary 

from the Kemalist regime for the establishment of a coherent new state.   

The thesis aims to provide answers to several questions that were raised before and during 

the writing of it and the research however, despite the answers it aims to give and to the

field it aspires to contribute, the main goal for the writing of it is to bring into surface and 

to present to those who might not be familiar with the history of Istanbul and its minorities, 

the unique historical and cultural heritage of the city, how special might be proved for the 

promotion of values such as cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism and religious tolerance and  

how these could finally bridge the gap that hatred and wars created between people who 

used to share more than they had to separate. 

Why nationalism prevailed and how did its predominance affect the multicultural Istanbul? 

What is the current situation in the neighborhoods which used to or still host populations 

from different religious backgrounds, and how do the recent cultural initiatives aim to

bridge the gap that hatred and policies created?

There are indeed plenty of articles, PhD dissertations and in general literature focusing on 

Istanbul from a historical and cultural point of view, within the framework of several 

studies in the Turkish, History, Religious and the Cultural field. In addition, quite a few 

examine the life in certain neighborhoods with an intriguing historical and cultural 

significance. Nevertheless, there is a need for studies which link the recent cultural 

activities which take place in Istanbul, with the life and the problems of religious 

                                                            
6 Lisa Rosner and John Theibault, A short history of Europe. 1600-1815 search for a reasonable world (New 
York: M.E. Sharpe, 2000), 25. 
7 Erik J. Zurcher, Turkey. A Modern History (London: I.B Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2004), 24.
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minorities and religious institutions. And for this reason a research on how culture can 

benefit the restoration of the multicultural past and the religious tolerance within a 

historical framework of turbulence, unrest and nationalism could demonstrate why now 

cultural initiatives and activities are more than ever needed.  
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2. Methodology-Conceptual Approach-Chronology 

In this chapter the methodology of this study will be introduced and will be followed by a 

conceptual approach of the transition, Istanbul experienced from cosmopolitanism to 

multiculturalism and finally from multiculturalism to nationalism. Indispensible of this 

thesis is the historical background and a chronology, which will be provided in order to 

assist on the understanding of the historical framework that marked the religious diversity 

and minorities in Istanbul. 

2.1 Methodology 

The methodological part constitutes indeed one of the most crucial parts of a thesis and an 

explanation of the reasons why a certain methodology is used, is indispensable of a better 

understanding of the overall study. However, this thesis does not follow only one 

methodological approach since a mixed-method study is considered to provide the 

researcher with many design choices which involve a range of sequential and concurrent 

strategies. It is a combination of qualitative and quantitative findings with a specific

chronological sequence and both will be considered of the same importance.8

First, for the completion of this Thesis, primary and secondary sources have been used in 

conjunction with the writer’s empirical research as far as the four areas are concerned. 

Taken advantage of the professional track in Istanbul, I had the opportunity to visit in 

person, neighborhoods and areas which are examined, to talk to locals and have access to 

archives, newspapers and local communities. Regarding the secondary sources, literature 

and articles mostly from the fields of Turkology, sociology, culture and history have been 

used in order to reach conclusions and set the historical and conceptual background of the 

topic. The qualitative approach was used in order to answer the questions concerning the 

reasons how and why the synthesis of the population was alienated and the quantitative for 

the figures regarding the minority populations in the past and today.  

As explained above the aim of this thesis is to examine the life of religious minorities in 

Istanbul, the story behind them and how the current cultural initiatives could promote, once 
                                                            

8 Steven R. Teller, “Mixed- Methods, Research Methodologies,” The Qualitative Report 17, no. 1 (2012), 
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR17-1/terrell.pdf (accessed by 1st January 2012). 



13

again, the multicultural character of the city. The characterization “Religious” to the 

minorities of the modern Turkish Republic was agreed within the framework of the 

Lausanne Treaty in 1923 since non-Muslims minorities were mentioned and recognized,9 a 

subject for which we will discuss later. Their historical background and current life 

however is not only swayed by the religious matters and life in their communities but is 

directly correlated to the political and national development of their state. In Turkey and 

particularly in Istanbul the predominance of different doctrines and notions affected the 

transition from the Ottoman era to the Republic one. This is the reason why a conceptual 

approach through the description of nationalism, multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism is 

necessary for the study, since these theories marked the development of the historical facts 

in the last two centuries. Why did the transition from cosmopolitanism to nationalism 

occur and under which circumstances will be answered in the following chapters. 

Moreover, the importance of multiculturalism and how it contributes to a peaceful co-

existence of populations from different backgrounds will be briefly introduced. 

Following the conceptual approach of key terms and concepts, a historical background 

regarding the minorities in Turkey and in particular in Istanbul is essential. The 

methodology of periodization is considered to be necessary for the better understanding 

and interpretation of the past. For that reason this thesis has been divided to two main 

periods, the Ottoman and the Turkish one. In these parts several stats and figures will 

demonstrate in an appropriate manner the quantitative findings and will set the frame for 

the better understanding of the problem.

According to Erik Jan Zurcher, even though periodization might seem arbitrary based on 

the personal preferences of the historians, it constitutes an indispensable tool for the correct 

perception of historical facts through the division of history into parts with specific 

differences.10 The periods in which the historical background of this thesis consists of, are 

selected according to the writer’s insight on the historical milestone dates and facts which 

had a great impact on the life in Istanbul concerning its religious minorities. Related to the 

history of the modern Turkish Republic, the thesis offers a brief reference to the last 

centuries of the Ottoman era which was characterized by reforms, the European 

intervention to Ottoman matters and the constitutional reforms in conjunction with the rise 

                                                            
9 Mustafa Baysal, “National Minorities in the Turkish Law. Turkey’s contribution submitted on the occasion 
of the 10th Anniversary of the Constitutional Court of Andorra,” Tribunal Constitucional, 
http://www.tribunalconstitucional.ad/docs/10aniversari/K-TURKEY.pdf.     
10 Ibid. 7, at p. 43. 
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of nationalism11 within a rather cosmopolitan environment. Then, the history of the 

minorities in the Turkish era along with two major events will be presented.

The first period of the modern state, from 1923-1950, is designated by the Proclamation of 

the Turkish Republic, the predominance of Kemalism and nationalism, and the gradual 

transition from the single-party system to democracy. For the religious minorities of 

Istanbul this period was stigmatized by the imposition of the Capital Tax (Varlik Vergisi) 

in 1942. The second period from 1950-1960 is characterized by the power of the 

Democratic Party in a pluralistic political environment, the economic growth and the 

integration of Turkey in the Western Alliance. It is however the period in which atrocities 

on September 1955 (Septemvriana) spotted the life in Istanbul, and especially the Greek-

Orthodox community. The third time span from 1960 until nowadays, might seem long, 

however as far as the synthesis and the figures of the religious minorities are concerned, 

the alteration was mostly related to the Cyprus issue. In the course of this phase, three 

military coups (1960, 1971 and 1980) marked the Turkish Parliamentary Republic, while 

the mass labor migration to Europe of the 1960’s, the oil crisis in the 1970’s, the political 

and financial crisis and instability of the 1980’s, and last the financial crisis at the end of 

the 20th and at the beginning of the 20th century portray the period before the current 

economic growth.12 As we mentioned, during this period, the turbulence in Cyprus raised 

frequently several riots and demonstrations especially against the Greek-Orthodox 

community of the city, however those will not extensively analyzed since they are 

considered to have a central anti-Greek character in contrast to the Varlik Vergisi and the 

Septemvriana which were considered to have an anti-minority purpose. The Septemvriana 

riots targeted, mostly the Greek-Orthodox minority, however the Armenian and the Jewish 

communities suffered from this pogrom as well.   

As mentioned above, the minorities which will be examined are three religious and 

national groups, the Jews, the Greeks and the Armenians. The reasons why these are 

chosen are: a) their historic character and background, since they were enjoying a series of 

traditional and distinctive privileges within the framework of the Ottoman system of millet, 

b) the specific differentiation from the Turkish identity and population especially regarding 

                                                            
11 Ibid. 7, at p. 45. 
12 Ibid. 7, at p. 47-48. 
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culture, religion and language, c) their populations’ significance in the Turkish realm and 

d) their racial relationship with states outside the Turkish borders.13

In regard to the four areas which will be examined in this study, they will constitute four 

short case studies in a qualitative and empirical research. This chapter will also include the 

qualitative analysis of the quantitative findings which will be mentioned in the historical

background. Although at the starting point of this Thesis two areas were about to be 

analyzed, in the process of research I recognized the fact that two areas of a huge 

metropolis could not provide the reader with a representative sample, especially since the 

neighborhoods have not only similarities but also considerable differences. Extracts from 

interviews given by people from the minority population who have ties with these areas 

and have stories of the past to tell and current problems to mention will be included in 

order to assist us on imagining the life of the past in the multicultural areas, the extent of 

the tragedies that followed and the hope for the restoration of the past. Moreover, 

literature and articles from web travel guides have been used for the description of the 

areas in conjunction with my personal experience since I had the chance to visit them in 

person. 

The last, but one of the most important parts of the Thesis, before the conclusion, is 

devoted to the current cultural projects in which Istanbul has been participated and aims to 

host. The projects of “Istanbul 2010- ECOC” and “Istanbul 2020”, the achievements and 

the cultural importance of the events for the city will be mentioned in regards to the 

promotion of religious diversity and multiculturalism. Furthermore, facts have been 

included in order to estimate the participation and the inclusion or not of religious 

institutions in these events and how these could contribute to restore Istanbul’s pluralistic 

heritage. By examining the concept of the ECOC, we could reach some conclusions 

whether the organization in Istanbul was successful or not and if it emphasized on the 

religious and cultural originality of the city. Likewise, the candidacy for hosting the 

Olympic Games of 2020 will be introduced in order to detect references to the 

multicultural and symbolic character of Istanbul which would be the first city with a 

predominant Muslim population to host the Games.    

                                                            
13 George Dikaiakos and Stefanos Vallianatos, “The Kurdish Problem and the rest Ethnic Groups in Modern 
Turkey,” in Turkey Today. State, Society, Economy, Foreign Policy, Religion, ed. Thanos Veremis (Athens: 
Papazisi Editions, 1995), 404. 



16

At the conclusion, apart from the answers to the questions which were posed in the 

introduction, the Thesis will incorporate the findings to the overall discussion over the 

Turkish candidacy for integration into the European Union, an issue which still concerns 

Turkey and Europe already for more than fifty years. Human rights and culture are two 

factors which affect the integration process and are directly related to the religious freedom 

and the rights of the minorities in Istanbul.14

2.2 Conceptual Approach 

“ Gustave Flaubert, who visited Istanbul 102 years before my birth, was struck by the 
variety of life in its steeming streets. In one of his letters he predicted that in a century’s 
time it would be the capital of the world. The reverse came true: After the Ottoman Empire 
collapsed, the world almost forgot that Istanbul existed. The city into which I was born was 
poorer, shabbier, and more isolated that it had ever been before in its two-thousand-year 
history. For me it has always been a city of ruins and of-end-of empire melancholy.”15

The famous Turkish novelist and recipient of the Nobel Prize in Literature, Orhan Pamuk, 

describes in the above paragraph his sorrow for the metamorphosis of a city which used to 

be a world reference point, to a neglected land that had lost the glamour of its past. It is 

true that while in the Ottoman era and centuries before, Istanbul was the center of empires 

and target for presumptive conquerors, after the declaration of the Turkish Republic, the 

fate of this city was not analogous. It had might never lost its economic, commercial, 

historical and geopolitical importance because of its geographic position, however the rise 

of nationalism in which the national struggle and the Independence War was based on, 

transformed drastically the cosmopolitan and multicultural character of the city.16 The 

transition though from the one status to the other was not sudden and unwarranted, but 

occurred within a period of social unrest, ideological movements, turbulence, riots and a 

disastrous war which changed the life of the former Empire’s subjects.17In order to 

understand the inevitable transition from cosmopolitanism to multiculturalism and finally 

                                                            
14 Kerim Yildiz and Mark Muller, The European Union and Turkish accession. Human Rights and the Kurds 
(London: Pluto Press, 2008),1.
15 Orhan Pamuk, Istanbul. Memories and the City (New York: Vintage International, 2006), 6.
16 Jean-François Pérouse, “Istanbul depuis 1923 : la difficile entrée dans le XX siècle,’’ in Istanbul Histoire, 
Promenades, Anthologie & Dictionnaire, ed. Nicolas Monceau (Paris: Robert Laffont, 2010), 5. 
17 Ibid. 3, at p. 24. 
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to nationalism, and to discover if these notions could have been compatible, a conceptual 

approach of those theories is necessary.  

The term “cosmopolitanism” comes from the Greek word kosmos which means world, and 

the word polis, which is the city. A “cosmopolitan” thus means “a citizen of the world”. 

Like many other notions in political science, cosmopolitanism is an essentially contested 

concept and can have different levels of meaning to different people and at different times, 

originated from the Greek philosophical tradition of Stoicism and Kantian philosophy of 

the Enlightenment. The Western cosmopolitan tradition derives from the Kantian 

understanding of a polis extended around the globe and the exact meaning has been 

evolved reflecting to the political, economic, social and cultural interactions, however the 

essence of cosmopolitanism is the idea of moving beyond one’s own specific political, 

communal, territorial, cultural attachments to give allegiance to the wider human 

community. Vertovec and Cohen have identified six main ways of understanding 

cosmopolitanism. As a socio-cultural condition, a worldview, a political project to build 

transnational institutions, a political project based on the recognition of multiple identities, 

a mode of orientation to the world and a set of capabilities allowing to be adjusted to other 

people and cultures.18

As mentioned above there are several meanings and approaches of the term at the 

academic and philosophical field. In recent philosophical literature though, the most 

common invocations of the term “cosmopolitan” have been in the disputes over cultural 

cosmopolitanism which in the case of Istanbul was the prior to multiculturalism phase 

from which cosmopolitanism should be distinguished. Especially with disputes over 

multiculturalism in educational curricula and with resurgent nationalisms, cultural claims 

and counter-claims have received much attention.  The cosmopolitan position in both of 

these theories rejects attachments to parochial culture, encourages cultural diversity and 

denies a strong nationalism. A cosmopolitan recognizes rights to culture, respecting also 

the rights of minority cultures while rebuffing the right to unconditional national self-

                                                            
18 Anastasia Voronkova, “Are nationalism and cosmopolitanism compatible?,” e-International Relations, 01  
November 2006, http://www.e-ir.info/2010/11/25/are-nationalism-and-cosmopolitanism-compatible/, 
(accessed 25 November 2010). 
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determination19 whereas he secures that identities are fluid and not geographically or 

culturally restricted.20

There are three major factors which have been identified as the core of cosmopolitanism 

according to Held: a) individualism, in which the individual is the ultimate unit of concern 

and analysis, b) universalism, meaning that every person, irrespective of class, gender, 

race, religion is equally worthy of respect and recognition and c) generality, since the 

whole humanity and not just those sharing specific characteristics, is entitled to fair and 

impartial treatment.21  

There have been identified different types of cosmopolitanism, however in the case of 

Istanbul and its religious diversity the Cultural Cosmopolitanism was a prevailing reality. 

According to Held, cultural cosmopolitanism is not at loggerheads with national culture 

and surely it does not deny cultural difference, cultural diversity or the national tradition. 

He believes that cultural cosmopolitanism should be understood as the capacity to mediate 

between national cultures, alternative styles of life and communities of fate. Gadamer 

believes that it encompasses the possibility of dialogue with the traditions of others, 

expanding in that way one’s framework of meaning and prejudice.22  

There are three core requirements and factors for cultural cosmopolitanism. These are: a) 

the recognition of the increasing interconnectedness of political communities in diverse 

domains, b) the development of an understanding of “overlapping collective fortunes” that 

require collective solutions and c) the celebration of difference and diversity while learning 

how to view things from the point of view of others and mediate traditions.23  

Apart from the fact that cosmopolitanism has a multidimensional nature, it has also similar 

characteristics to other notions, such as multiculturalism. However it differs from 

multiculturalism in the fact that it is not limited by the frontiers of individual nation

                                                            
19 Pauline Kleingeld and Eric Brown, ‘‘Cosmopolitanism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,  
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/cosmopolitanism/, (accessed 28 November 2006). 
20 Ibid. 18. 
21 Ibid. 18. 
22 David Held, “Culture and Political Community: National, Global, and Cosmopolitan,” in Conceiving 
Cosmopolitanism: Theory, Context, Practice, ed. Steven Vertovec and Robin Cohen (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 48-58.
23 Ibid. 22, at p. 58. 
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states.24   Moreover, according to Delanty, multiculturalism is not such a complicated 

notion and it accepts the co-existence of difference25 within nation-states and boosts 

collective instead of individual identities. Cosmopolitanism also should be distinguished 

from nationalism which in the case of Turkey and the Ottoman Empire played the main 

role in the transformations at all levels. The main differences between cosmopolitanism 

and nationalism can be identified in cultural aspects.26

For many scholars the doctrine of nationalism was a product of the French Revolution and 

was invented in the 19th century.27 Even though the extreme forms of this doctrine existed 

on the 20th century with the expression of the extreme Italian Fascism and German Nazism, 

the original version of nationalism, inspired by the shockwaves of the French Revolution, 

appeared later in the Ottoman territories, especially in the Balkans and Anatolia, had a 

severe and decisive impact at the development of the historical facts and formed a new era 

in this turbulent region.   

For the supporters of nationalism, the general is denied and the importance of the specific 

is emphasized in order to provide ample justifications for the uniqueness of the nationalist 

movements. For nationalists, individuals are socially and culturally embedded subjects 

while the needs of the nation, dominates over individual needs and interests. The 

interesting view of Gellner marks the difference between cosmopolitanism, 

multiculturalism and nationalism demonstrating the reasons why these notions have been 

proved incompatible. To him, nationalism is not a sentiment expressed by nations which 

already exist but rather creates them. He also considers some conditions important for the 

formation of a national identity such as written vernacular, distinctive religion and 

territorial state. Moreover, he recognizes that the rise of nationalism can result to derivative 

or imitative forms, and in particular into the formation of nation-states.28    

For Held, the “nation to be” was not a large social and culture entity, but it was rather a 

“community of history and culture” occupying a specific territory, usually laying claim to a 
                                                            

24 Ibid. 18. 
25 Gerard Delanty. “The Idea of a Cosmopolitan Europe: On the Cultural Significance of Europeanization”, 
in International Review of Sociology, vol. 15, no. 3 (London: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2005), 
417.
26 Ibid. 18.
27 John Breuilly, introduction to Nations and Nationalism, by Ernest Gellner (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd., 2006), xix.
28 Ibid. 27.
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distinctive tradition of common rights and duties for its members. The basis for the 

development of the nations were “pre-modern” ethnic cores, whose memories, myths, 

symbols and values, shaped the culture and the boundaries of a nation. Its subjects’ identity 

would rely on uncovering and exploiting a community’s ethno-history, and on emphasizing 

the distinctiveness from other political and cultural values. He also argues that the fixed 

borders of a modern state have embraced a diversity of cultural, religious, linguistic and 

ethnic groups, the relationship of which with the state has been constituted a source of 

conflict.29  

Taking into consideration the above views and perceptions of these doctrines, it is quite 

reasonable the fact that cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism cannot be compatible with 

the theory and implementation of nationalism in the case of Turkey. Especially in Turkey, 

the historical background below will give an insight to the reasons why the predominance 

of nationalism was inevitable and how it affected the multicultural and cosmopolitan 

character of Istanbul. 

First, the transition from cosmopolitanism to multiculturalism was a consequence of the 

fall of the Ottoman Empire which was followed by the proclamation of the Turkish 

Republic. The co-existence and respect of difference was the case as it was at the era of 

cosmopolitanism, however, in 1923 there was the rise of a nation-state which would 

promote the construction of collective identities, a reality too different from the Ottoman 

period when a huge empire was providing its subjects several rights irrespective of race, 

religion and language. There are several examples which will be mentioned below that 

depict this view, such as the increasing political involvement of the Phanariots (Greeks 

officials from the area Fener of Istanbul) who had under their jurisdiction even diplomatic 

missions and representation. The transition from cosmopolitanism and specifically cultural 

cosmopolitanism to multiculturalism was marked by the territorial changes, the shrinkage 

of the Ottoman Empire and the rise of a new modern state, however within a period of a 

predominant nationalism. The multicultural environment unfortunately would be proved 

vulnerable to the increasing influence of the nationalist governments and their ethnic-

cleansing policies would decisively affect the rights and the life of the religious minorities 

in favor of the ethnic Turks. 

                                                            
29 Ibid. 22, at p. 50. 
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Moreover, the transition from cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism to nationalism was 

one of the main targets of the Kemalist regime. According to Elif Babul, the proclamation 

of the Turkish Republic was related to the effort of legalization of a new ideal which would 

be the identity of a new society that would rise from the ashes of the Ottoman one. In the 

centre of this new ideal, would exist the perception of citizenship as a commonly accepted 

status which opposed to the concept of ethnicity and religion, which were considered to be 

remnants of the Ottoman administrative system. In this regard, the concept of citizenship is 

considered to have been a reason why the Turkish Republic had a negative attitude and 

stance towards the Ottoman heritage which was emphasizing on ethnicity, religion and 

language.30 Nationalism aims to encourage citizens to define themselves within a 

framework of specific borders and respect towards values which foster national unity 

irrespective of one’s ethnic and cultural background while multiculturalism pursues 

minorities the right which might be considered divisive by the supporters of nationalism. It 

has been proved in the world history that rampant nationalism from a state has emerged 

minorities’ demands such as political autonomy. On the other hand, the debates on 

nationality, identity and citizenship polarize nationalists against minorities creating a 

division in which according to them priority should be given to the citizens originating 

from the predominant ethnicity, while multiculturalism and the rights of minorities within 

its framework are considered to be less important.31

In the case of Turkey, it will be proved below that the implementation of anti-minority 

policies from the Turkish State to the religious minorities would be unfortunately the case, 

tied to the history of turbulence especially in the Balkans and Anatolia. The research and 

the background of Turkey’s and Istanbul’s history reveal several factors which played a 

key role at the predominance of nationalism over cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism. 

2.3 Chronology (Historical Background)

The historical background of the transition from the Ottoman to the Turkish era is 

indispensable of any study concerning the religious minorities of Istanbul, since as 

                                                            
30 Elif Babul, “From Imvros to Gokceada. Tracing the History of an Island”, in Greek-Turkish Population 
Exchange. Aspects of an Ethnic Conflict, ed. Konstantinos Tsitselikis (Athens: Editions Kritiki, 2006), 347-
356.
31 Philip Sim, “Does Nationalism conflict with Multiculturalism? ”, suite 101, International Cultural Affairs, 
08 March 2010, http://suite101.com/article/does-nationalism-conflict-with-multiculturalism-a210829, 
(accessed 08 March 2010).  
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mentioned above, it had been crucial for the events that followed the proclamation of the 

Turkish Republic. For the better depiction and overall understanding of the events which 

took place in the city since the foundation of Constantinople until the sack from the 

Ottomans and since the Ottoman era until nowadays, some milestone dates will be given at 

the chronology below. There are some which are not directly related to the topic and the 

life of the religious minorities in Istanbul, the ethnic-cleansing policies or the reforms in 

favor of them however, there were incidents which indicate the framework within which 

the above cases should be examined. Moreover, in the chronology one can recognize 

several cases of conflicts which prepared the ground for the rise of nationalism that later 

became the reference point for the multicultural Istanbul. Last, some milestone dates 

concerning the Turkish candidacy for integration to the European Union have been 

included for a brief chronicle concerning the on-going process. The most important period 

though regarding the religious minorities, starts from 1923 and the declaration of the 

Republic, until 1974, when the last significant demonstration against the minorities took 

place in Istanbul.     

Chronology32

680-658 B.C: Foundation of Byzantium by Byzas, as a Greek city-state.

324-330 A.D: Foundation of Constantinople by Constantine.

356:                Constantinople becomes the capital of Eastern Rome.

392:                Christianity is accepted as the official religion.

1204-1261:     Sack of Constantinople by the Latin armies of the Fourth Crusade. 

1453:              Sultan Mehmed II conquers Constantinople.

1454-1481:     The Sultan repopulates the city with Armenians, Jews, Muslims and                             

                       Orthodox Christians and establishes a system of communal autonomy.

1454:              Sultan Mehmed recognizes the Patriarch of Constantinople leader of the 

                       Rum millet.  

1599:              The Ecumenical Patriarchate moves to Fener.

                                                            
32 I. R. Ors, “The last of the Cosmopolitans? Rum Polites of Istanbul in Athens: Exploring the identity of the 
city” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2006), 1-20. 



23

1683:              Failed siege of Vienna.

1774:              Treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca allows the involvement of Great Powers in the  

                        religious affairs of Ottoman Christians.

1821:               Greek War of Independence.

1830:               Greece recognized as an independent monarchical regime.

1839:               Tanzimat reforms, equal rights between Ottomans regardless of ethnic

                        or religious origin. Period of Ottoman reorganization and modernization.

1856:              Declaration of Islahat, extends the Tanzimat reforms, increased level of

                        involvement of non-Muslim communities in governmental posts.  

1876:               First Ottoman Constitution.

1878:               The Congress of Berlin grants further rights and privileges to non-Muslim                  

                        Ottomans. 

1908:               Second Ottoman constitutional monarchy (Mesrutiyet).

1912:                First Balkan War, waged by Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia and Montenegro 

                         against the Ottomans.

1914:               First World War breaks out. 

1915:               Classes and civil strife reign over Ottoman lands in parallel to the war with

                        the allies. Massacres of Armenians, Assyrians and Pontian Greeks.

1918:               End of World War I. Allied fleet enters Bosporus to occupy Istanbul, 

                        causing enthusiasm to the Greek, Rum population. 

1919:               Paris Peace Conference. Greek troops land in Smyrna, and advance. 

                        Beginning of the Turkish national struggle, to last for two years.

1920:               First Turkish National Assembly. Treaty of Sevres not ratified by Ankara, 

                        mass celebrations of Greeks in Istanbul. 

1922:               Turkish Liberation Forces capture the entire Asia Minor. Abolition of the 

                        Ottoman government and the Sultanate. 

1923:               Treaty of Lausanne. Forced exchange of populations between Greece and 
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                        Turkey. Declaration of the Turkish Republic. The Allies leave Istanbul.

1926:               Civil Code accepted in Turkey, along with secularism as principle. 

1928:               New Turkish Constitution eliminates stage religion.

1942:               Imposition of the anti-minority Capital Tax (Varlik Vergisi).33

1955:               Riots against the Greeks and other minorities in Istanbul (Septemvriana).34

1960:               Cyprus becomes an independent republic. 

1964:               Major civil strife and bloodshed in Cyprus.

1974:               Demonstrations against the Rum in Istanbul following the invasion of the 

                        Turkish Army in Cyprus. 

1983:               Declaration of the Northern Cypriot Republic of Cypriots.     

1999:                Major earthquake in Turkey. Greece lifts its veto over Turkey’s candidacy                                    

                        for E.U membership. 

2004:               Referenda on the Annan plan held simultaneously on both sides of Cyprus. 

                        Turkish side affirms while the Greek Cypriots reject the plan. 

2005:               Turkey starts accession talks with the EU. 

                                                            
33 Ayhan Aktar, “Tax me to the End of my Life!” (paper presented at the Conference  for the Season of 
Turkey in France in CERI, Paris, France, 25-27 March 2010). 
34 Dilek Guven, preface to 6-7 Eylul Olaylari. Cumhuriyet Donemi Azinlik Politikalari Baglaminda, by Dilek 
Guven (Istanbul: Tarih Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari, 2005), 6.   
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3. The Ottoman Empire and the religious populations

The Ottoman Empire constituted a political entity the power of which and its continuity 

was secured by a framework of religious ideology according to which the Sultan and the 

governmental class had as a duty the conservation of a “great tradition”, as trustees of a 

classic civilization that was based on Islamic texts. This tradition was actually crucial for 

distinguishing the identity of the Ottomans in an empire which consisted of subjects from 

several backgrounds. The fact that the Ottoman state was identified as Islamic, gave to 

religious institutions, and personnel the power and authority to play a key role not only as 

an advisory factor to the Sultans but even as an indispensable link for the implementation 

of the central policies.35  

The Ottoman period in the capital Istanbul, was characterized by tolerance and respect 

towards the city’s minorities, in comparison to the religious intolerance in Europe, and the 

coexistence of its inhabitants was quite peaceful independently of religion and culture. Of 

course there are cases which will be mentioned below in which extreme policies, atrocities 

and even murders of religious leaders had several times disturbed the tolerance of the 

city.36 It is a fact that the Ottomans did not aim to compel the entire Christian and Jewish 

population of the Empire to convert, since the administration of it was based on allowing 

Armenians, Jews and Orthodox Christians a great amount of autonomy. It was this 

communal autonomy that enabled most of non-Muslims to continue to live as Christians or 

Jews.37 At the chronology there are some dates mentioned which indicate the tolerance and 

the significant effect on the life of the Christian-Orthodox, Armenians and Jews such as the 

system of communal autonomy the Sultan implemented after the repopulation of the city 

and the Tanzimat reforms, in conjunction to international conventions, such as the Kucuk 

Kaynarca Treaty. 

                                                            
35 Ibid. 7, at p. 56. 
36 Ibid. 32, at p. 5. 
37 Marc David Baer, Honored by the Glory of Islam: The Ottoman State Non Muslims, and Conversion to 
Islam in Late Seventeenth-century Istanbul and Rumelia. Vol. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2001), 2-4. 
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3.1 The Ottoman Times of the religious tolerance

When the Ottomans conquered Constantinople in 1453, Fatih Sultan Mehmed a great 

warrior “thirsty” for global enforcement but tolerant and civilized as well38, had a new 

challenging task. He had to repopulate and transform the ruined after the war capital of the 

Byzantine Empire into the centre of the Ottoman Empire.39 In order to achieve both tasks 

he provided with several privileges religious leaders in exchange of theirs and their 

people’s loyalty. The Patriarch Gennadios was not only in charge of the religious matters 

but had an administrative, social and legal role concerning the Orthodox community which 

was called “Rum millet”.40 The collapse of Byzantium was accepted with enthusiasm by 

the Jews under its dominion, who had been relieved with the tolerance and respect towards 

religions and cultures which the rule of the Ottomans was offering. It has been reported 

that even the Sultan himself addressed a call to the Jews of the Byzantium and Europe who 

were subjected to persecution and deportations, letting them ascend to Istanbul under his 

protection, offering them the right to trade and possession.41 After the conquest of Mecca 

and Medina the Ottoman Empire entered a new era, and from a boundary state was 

reverted to an Islamic caliphate in which the Ottomans Sultans were not considering 

themselves anymore as protectors of the boarders but of the whole Muslim world.42 Islam 

was prevailing at the implementation of the governmental policies and a framework of 

institutions, bodies and departments were established for the better monitoring of the 

central policies in order to guarantee the respect towards the Islamic law and to avoid 

conflicts of interests between the Sultan and the religious law. The current study cannot 

focus in detail on the structure of the Ottoman administration, however, we should mention 

here that the main social classes of the Empire were the Military Officials, the Oulemas 

(teachers of the Islamic Law)43 and later the bureaucrats. The Saria was the ultimate law,

under which the Empire was run and its conservation was considered sacred and even the 

                                                            
38 Halil Inalcik, The Ottoman Empire. The Classical Age 1300-1600 (Athens: Alexandria Publications, 1995), 
58.
39 Suleyman Kirimtayif, Converted Byzantine Churches in Istanbul. Their transformation into Mosques and 
Masjids (Istanbul: Ege Yayinlari, 2001), 1. 
40 Ibid. 32, at p. 4. 
41 Peter Allister, “Blissful Years of the Jews in the Ottoman State”, The Fountain Magazine, no. 7, July-
September 1994,  http://www.fountainmagazine.com/Issue/detail/Blissful-Years-of-The-Jews-in-The-
Ottoman-State.   
42 Ibid. 38, at p. 66.  
43 Ibid. 7, at p. 33.  
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Sultans themselves were subjected to it44 something that indicates the significant position 

of religion in the Ottoman era.

In the next centuries after the conquest of Istanbul there were several cases in which the 

Ottoman central authority implemented and signed with the European Powers, treaties in 

favor of the religious minorities of the Empire. Those were signed within the framework of 

Peace resolutions between the Ottomans and the Europeans. The three main events which 

would increase and benefit the role of the religious minorities in the Ottoman Empire were 

a) the Treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca, b) the Tanzimat reforms and c) the Congress of Berlin. 

The Peace Treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca was signed between the Russians and the Ottomans 

in 1774 and marked the end of the war for the control of the north Black sea shores (1968-

1974). One of the terms of the Treaty was the right to the Russian Empire to protect one 

Church in Istanbul, a privilege that the Russians interpreted as the recognition of the right 

to protect the Greek-Orthodox Church in the whole Ottoman territory, something that the 

Christian subjects of the Empire took advantage of.45 The Tanzimat (reorganization)

reforms that commenced in 1839 and culminated in the Hatti-Humayun in 1856 

contributed to the development mostly of the Greek community’s prosperity during the 

second half of the 19th century. These reforms constituted a set of more modern policies 

inspired by European methods concerning economy and law policies, however, the most 

significant aspect was that these changes would benefit all subjects of the Sultan without 

exception, since the principle of equality was pronounced with a great emphasis. The 

elimination of discrimination in the traditional system of millet (religious communities) 

and a credible administrative system for the non-Muslim populations characterized the new 

reforms which unquestionably were in favor of the non-Muslim subjects, even though 

many of the decree’s favorable provisions remained inactive. The preamble of the decree 

was a characteristic introduction to the idea of patriotism which constituted a step toward 

the secular and western idea of nationality.46 In 1878, the Congress of Berlin granted with 

extra rights and privileges the Ottomans, non-Muslims.47 Apart from the loss of an 

extended territory of 1/3 of the Empire and 20% of the population, mostly in the Balkans, 

                                                            
44 Michael S. Grogan, “The Ottoman Empire: Shari’a- Military Alliance, 1512-1718” (Monterey Naval 
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45 Ibid. 7, at p. 64. 
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47 Ibid. 32, at p. 6. 



28

in Anatolia and Cyprus, the Congress of Berlin had political and economic consequences 

and constituted a tragedy for the Muslim Ottomans who had to migrate to the Ottoman 

land instead of living under the authority of Christians. It is estimated that only from 

Caucasus for example, the number of those who were deported or migrated reached the 

peak of 1.2 million.48  

As sovereign states like Greece, Serbia and Bulgaria were established and nationalism 

spread throughout the Empire’s territories in the late 19th century, intellectuals and 

statesmen sought formulas in order to preserve the Empire’s coherence. Ideologies such as 

Ottomanism, Islamism and Turkism competed for dominance and had played a decisive 

role in the formation and emerge of movements such as the one of Young Turks who with 

the Community for Union and Progress49 and the Constitutional Revolution in 1908 

managed to impose the restoration of the Constitution, an event that the Muslims and non-

Muslims in Istanbul and the rest of the Empire accepted with joy and mass celebrations. 

The first elections after 30 years constituted the main event of this period, and were 

marked by the election of members from non-Muslim and non-Turkish ethnicities, such as 

the Greek (23), the Armenian (12), the Jewish (5), the Arabs, the Slavs and the 

Albanians.50      

1923 was the year which marked the proclamation of the Turkish Republic, which rose on 

the debris of the defeated in World War I, Ottoman Empire, and was about to bring a new 

era and a new doctrine on which the new nation-state would rely its structure and 

coherence.51

3.2 Multi-religious districts in the Ottoman Istanbul 

As mentioned in the introduction, four different cases of multi-religious and multicultural 

districts will be examined in two parts. The first part will focus on the Ottoman period and 

the other part which will follow in the next chapters will refer to the situation of the 

districts in the Turkish era and after the implementation of ethnic cleansing policies. 
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Fener

Fener constituted the historical Greek neighborhood. Located in the south shore of Golden 

Horn, the famous mahalle took its name from the lighthouse (fener) that existed there in 

order to illumine the royal dock. Years before and after the conquest of Istanbul took place 

there, the establishment of the Greeks from Moria. Since 1601 it is the place where the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople has its throne and during the next centuries 

became synonymous to the Greek-Orthodox community of the city and the religious, 

ecclesiastical and cultural centre of the Greek presence and its continuation in Istanbul.52

Later and due to the Ottoman administration, it constituted a political midpoint, since the 

Phanariots were not only involved in the ecclesiastical matters concerning the Patriarchate 

but also played an important role as diplomats at the relations between the Empire and 

Foreign Powers and had the Turk’s gratitude for their skills, intelligence and erudition.53

Their stories begun when at the district of Fener moved progressively more and more 

important Greek families which showed a great interest for education and learning and 

gained significant positions in public services of the Ottoman State. Their wealth, fame and 

influence were crucial for the relations between the Ottoman state and the Greek-Orthodox 

population and the Ecumenical Patriarchate.54

As far as the synthesis of the population is concerned, after the conquest of Istanbul, the 

only reference exists in the Ottoman tax reports of the 16th century, according to which the 

area was divided in four different quarters. 195 Greek families were living in the district, 

many of them coming from Trabzon. Regarding the Greek population of Fener at the end of 

the 19th century and before the establishment of the Turkish Republic, only an 

approximation could help us reach some results concerning the predominant Greek 

community of the area. According to the census of 1885, in the area of Fatih, the wider area 

where Fener is located, there were 24.270 Greeks of an overall population of 114.545 

(21%), while according to parishes of the Archdiocese of Constantinople, based on 

statistical evidence collected by Greek Orthodox religious institutions, in 1907 in the area of 

Fener, were living 650 Greek families (220 unmarried members), while in another 

calculation, the total amount of Greeks reached the 10.000 citizens, a number which could 
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be much bigger if we consider the existence of Greek families in the other parishes of the 

wider area, that would raise the number to a peak of 25.000 citizens.55 Officials, artisans and 

small traders were the predominant groups of the population and they moved to the unique 

row houses of the district.56

Although the houses at that time were mostly constructed from wood, since the 18th century 

the famous stone houses of the Phanariots were constructed and gave to the district a distinct

architectural character. The exterior construction had nothing special according to the 

testimony of the English Thomas Hope, who described an “ugly pier”, roads “narrow and 

dirty”, houses which were giving the impression that “would collapse with age because they 

could not be repaired”. However, “this totally miserable ashen color and the outside 

appearance of the monotonous decay, which is the same without exception for all the 

palaces in Fener, were hiding a shine of the Anatolian magnificence.” In other words, the 

exterior appearance of the houses was only apparent, and the inner parts and their decoration 

would reveal the actual wealth of the district and its people.57

Fener constituted also the educational centre of the Greek community in Istanbul, since 

there important schools were established, such as the Great School of the Nation (Megali tou 

Genous Sxoli), the Yoakimion Parthenagogeion, and the Marasleio.58  

Fener, like Balat and other neighborhoods of Istanbul, suffered of fires,59 the destructions of 

which were severe since a lot of buildings were made of wood. However, the changes which 

were related to the decline of the neighborhood took place in the 19th century onwards when 

prominent families of Fener left the neighborhood and moved to the villages along the 

Bosporus, such as Tarabya, Kurucesme and Arnavutkoy.60

In the 19th century the projects of industrial modernization and the creation of a western type 

urban centre commenced in Fener, and the coastal zone of the district would become a 

location for the establishment of industrial facilities. Soon, the coast was also used for the 
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sheltering of storages and the residential area would be limited within the area behind the 

walls.61

Fener acquired obviously a significant religious importance centuries ago and especially 

after the establishment in the district of the Ecumenical Orthodox Patriarchate, and the 

majority of the temples built were Orthodox churches. 13 Orthodox churches were built 

since the Byzantine and the Ottoman Times in the wider area of Fener, and belong to the 

periphery of Fener and Golden Horn, however those which were located in the district of 

Fener were four: a) the Church of St. George, b) Church of the Dormition of the Virgin, 

Mouclion, (St. Mary of the Mongols), c) Church of St. George Antiphonitis, and d) Church 

of the Virgin Paramythia-“Vlach Saray”.62 We have though to bear in mind the fact that 

after the conquest of Constantinople, some churches in the area of Fatih were converted to 

mosques. The rest of the churches were located in the neighboring districts and areas such as 

Ayvansaray and Edirnekapi. The closest Armenian Church was located in Balat where the 

vast majority of Istanbul’s synagogues were, however in the district of Fener was built as 

well the most important Bulgarian church of the city, the Church of St. Stephan. 

Balat

“I entered the gate of Balat
where beauties sat on double mats,
I begged and begged to be taken in,
“Andee…Andee…Vamoz a Balat”.

Where to, where to, let us go to Balat.”63

The district of Balat which derives its name from the Greek word palati, which means 

“palace”, is located between Fener and Ayvansaray on the historical peninsula, 

encompassing the Golden Horn shoreline.64

Since the 16th century the district of Balat was characterized by the presence of Jews, who 

constituted the majority population of this multicultural neighborhood borders, upon the 
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district of Fener. It was one of the oldest and most important Jewish settlements where 

later Turks, Greeks, Armenians and other communities from various parts of the country 

also joined the Jewish community in the district. Jak Deleon refers to the testimony of 

Resad Ekrem Kocu who says that the crowded daily life of Balat was lively, gay, and full 

of activity and that “in Istanbul Balat meant the Jew and the Jew, Balat”.65

According to the author, “when one enters to Balat through its famous gate can view a 

mosaic of building architecture, buildings dating from the Byzantine times to the Ottoman 

era. Since in this district people from different religious backgrounds lived together, one 

can observe mosques, synagogues and churches standing side by side”. Jews were living in 

this old part of Istanbul already since the 15th century and several descriptions on the life in 

the neighborhood reveal good clothing and wealth66, while like the Phanariots from Fener, 

the Jews were used as well for diplomatic missions a fact that indicates their social status 

and increasing influence.67 The architecture in Balat was quite similar to the one used in 

Fener, since there were many stone houses and wooden buildings as well.68

Apart from its glorious Jewish heritage though, as mentioned above, Balat had a 

significant multi-religious background. In order to estimate its importance, a look into the 

numbers of the synagogues, churches, could provide us with information concerning the 

religious diversity the district has experienced through time. Before proceeding to the 

description of the area and its temples we should be aware of the fact that the borders 

between Balat and Fener are hard to be distinguished since the two neighborhoods are 

located side by side. This means that a temple which belongs to the neighborhood of Fener

could have been considered to be located in Balat, however, this is of minor importance.

In Balat, the area with the majority of Istanbul’s synagogues and community buildings,

there were 12 synagogues, however, some of them were located in the exterior Balat. The 

synagogues were the: 1) Ahrida, 2) Yanbol, 3) Kastorya, 4) Polyasan, 5) Sigri, 6) Eliau, 7) 

Cana, 8) Istipol, 9) Beth Yisrael, 10) Lonca, 11) Gerus Sefarad, and 12) Cibali. Ahrida

Synagogue constituted the most important of the area and one of the most significant 
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synagogues in Istanbul.69 Regarding the Armenian Churches, there is one Church in the 

district called the Holy Archangels Armenian Church (Surp Hiresdagabet) which dating 

from the 19th century replaced a Greek-Orthodox structure and it was given to the 

Armenian congregation by the Sultan in order to return a favor.70 In the district was also

built a Greek-Orthodox Church, despite the fact that there were plenty of Orthodox 

Churches in the bordering Fener, the Balat Taksiarkhes (Agia Strati) Church,71 while, as 

mentioned in the previous part, there were plenty of Greek-Orthodox churches in the areas 

surrounding these two districts such as Ayvansaray.    

In the 18th and the 19th centuries and especially after the decrease of the commercial 

activity in the Golden Horn due to the establishment of first state factories, the 

capitulations and the consecutive fires, the character of the district was significantly

altered.72 However, it remained a multicultural area and one of the most important Jewish 

settlements since according to testimonies in 1916, the population of Balat consisted of

around 20.000 Jewish residents, a few thousand Greeks and Armenians and a handful of 

Turks. There were 10 synagogues and more than 100 rabbis while the only hospital in the 

district was Jewish as were all its doctors as well.73  

Ortakoy

In the Byzantine times, the area was called “Aghios Fokas (Saint Fokas)” taking the name 

from the homonymous monastery that was located there and was destroyed after the 

conquest of Constantinople. It was named then “Ortakoy (Mesohori, Middle Village)” due 

to the fact that it was between the Rumeli Hisar fortress and the wider area of Istanbul.

According to Petrus Gyllius, the valley of the area and especially the gardens of the 

neighborhood were very fertile and the port of the village was popular.74 The 19th century 

marked the life in Ortakoy since the unimportant village which consisted mostly of a 
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population of fishermen, after the construction of the Dolmabahce and the Ciragan 

Palaces, was drastically developed while in the same period the population of the Orthodox 

residents was significantly increased.75

As far as the population of the area is concerned, until the 16th century the village was 

inhabited only by Christians, however, the synthesis of the population changed after the 

influx of Jews who were exiled from Spain, followed with the establishment of Ottomans 

too.76 According to Jeremie Celebi Kiomurtzian, the majority of Ortakoy’s residents in the 

17th century were Jews, there were communities of Rums and Armenians, while the 

Muslims were a few. Because of natural disasters and fires in other popular for the Jewish 

population districts, a considerable migration from other Jewish neighborhoods towards 

Ortakoy started in the 18th century. At the end of the 19th century there was already a 

Jewish school and several social and cultural Jewish associations.77 The Jewish population 

was increased in 1921 when many Jews migrated from Russia and settled in the village.78

The Greek community was well organized in the district as well. Indicative of the Greek 

presence in the village were the numbers of the students and the Greek schools. The Greek 

community of Ortakoy ran until 1905 under its jurisdiction a primary school of 110 

students, a school of 40 students and a girls’ school of 80 students, reaching a total of 230 

students.79

The village was characterized by its cosmopolitan character which managed to maintain 

until the 20th century and its religious diversity since there were Orthodox, Armenian and 

Jewish temples.80 The Surp Asdvadzadzin Armenian Church and the Surp Krirkor 

Lusavoric Catholic Church were the two Armenian Churches built in the area.81 Aghios 

Fokas (St. Fokas) and St. Dimitrios were the two Orthodox churches whereas in the Greek 

Orthodox cemetery was the small church of St. George. As far as the Jewish community is 

concerned, at the end of the 19th century there were two synagogues, the Etz A Hayim
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Synagogue and the Yeni Mahalle Synagogue. Moreover, in the area there were the Ortakoy

Cemetery, the Ulus Ashkenazi Cemetery and the Ulus Sepharad Cemetery which according

to the Jewish Community’s records is the most recent one and is estimated that it was 

opened in 1901.82

However, Ortakoy was not only famous of its cosmopolitan and multicultural past, but also 

because of the construction in the cape of the village, of the Neo-baroque style Grand 

Mecidiye mosque with its double minarets. It was constructed in 1853 by the imperial 

architects Balyan, and it was called the Grand Mecidiye because it was the second and the 

biggest mosque constructed by the order of the Sultan Abdulmecid.83 In contrast with the 

cases of Fener with the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Jewish Balat, it was a mosque that 

became the reference point of this multicultural district, in conjunction with the 

Dolmabahce and the Ciragan Palaces the construction of which marked the village and 

contributed to its development to a significant district.

Kuzguncuk

Kuzguncuk, a small neighborhood on the Asian shore of Bosporus, constituted once a 

mixed community of Greeks, Armenians and Jews where harmony and tolerance prevailed 

among its population. In its early history, it was possibly a Byzantine settlement connected 

to a monastery called Hermolaos Monastery. Concerning its name, it traces back to its old 

Greek name Kotsinitsa, or to the legend of Kuzgun baba,84 an important personage living 

in this area during the Sultan Mehmed II period.85

The early homes in the neighborhood were built around a creek that flowed into the sea.86

The houses were built on the hills around the water source, on steps, while there was a 

river crossing the village, the shores of which were for public and communal use.87

According to the travel narratives of Ghukas Inciciyan, Kuzguncuk was a mixed settlement 

of Greeks, Jews and Armenians, with an extremely small population if we take into 

                                                            
82 Ibid. 77. 
83 Ibid. 77. 
84 Ibid. 3, at p. 16-18. 
85 Sami Magriso, “The Kuzguncuk Neighborhood,” Judaica Tours, 
http://www.jewishtoursistanbul.com/kuzguncuk.html.
86 Ibid. 3, at p. 2. 
87 Ibid. 85. 



36

consideration Inciciyan’s testimony that “a large part of Kuzguncuk is a cemetery, and 

those buried there number more than the live inhabitants”.88 After 1492, the Jews who had 

been expelled from Spain settled as we saw in Balat and other neighborhoods, and in the 

16th century started to settle in the Bosporus region due to the need for new Jewish 

settlements as a result of the limited space and increasing populations that was observed in 

other areas. The Jewish community constituted once the majority in the area, however, in 

the next centuries the Armenian mostly and the Greek populations grew significantly.89

The population of the neighborhood grew in the 18th century, and followed a gradual 

increase in the next century along with Istanbul’s population, something which is portrayed 

as well by the proliferation of churches and synagogues during this period.90 The Armenian 

population mostly started to increase in the 19th century and it is estimated that in 1914 in 

the neighborhood were 70 Muslim, 250 Greek Orthodox, 1600 Armenians, 400 Jewish and 

4 foreigners,91 while in the district there were Jewish, Armenian and Greek schools.92

Since the 18th century citizens of great reputation started moving to Kuzguncuk,93 whereas 

in the 19th century the authorities settled in the district poor Jews from Ortakoy. There 

were two classes: the wealthy residents who lived in the waterside mansions and the poor 

who lived in the interior area. The occupations of the non-Muslims of Kuzguncuk differed. 

The Greeks excelled as owners of coffeehouses, as barbers and innkeepers, the Armenians 

were mostly jewelers and drapers, and the Jews worked as fishermen, greengrocers and 

were specialized in the sea transport.94

The religious diversity of Kuzguncuk designated the neighborhood’s character. The 

Armenian Surp Krikor Lusarovic Church was the only Armenian temple in the 

neighborhood, while the Jews had two cemeteries and the Beth Yaakov and Virane 

Synagogues. The Greek Orthodox churches were the Holy Trinity and the Ayios 

Panteleymon (7th century foundation), and in the neighborhood was as well a Greek 
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cemetery.95 Indicative of the religious tolerance of the area is the fact that the religious 

temples had been built in short distance from each other. 
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4. The Turkish Republic and the minorities

Minorities constitute indeed a quite sensitive and complex issue for the states, especially in 

cases when the state’s territorial integrity is questioned or when the main cultural identity, 

the political and social system and its international orientation is not respected. The 

complexity and the worries of this issue can be escalated and be more reasonable in case of 

irredentism from a neighbor state which targets the union (legally, the annexation) with the 

territory where the minority population exists. The cases of Kosovo, the Kurdish Problem, 

the Basques in Spain, Tsetsnia, Kashmir in India, are only a few which have been in the 

focus of international attention, while in the Balkans, there is not even one country that has 

not faced at least once during the 20th century the threat considering its territorial integrity 

from a neighbor state on the basis of ethnic affinity. However, there are plenty of cases in 

which the lack of loyalty in the state on behalf of the minorities is a result of policies that 

deal with the minority groups with contempt, prejudice and discrimination and in extreme 

cases with brutality. States are considered responsible for the conflict resolution since they 

possess the power and the political force and have the means to resolve these kinds of 

conflicts in a peaceful and effective way, dialogue and mutual understanding with the 

ethnic groups before the situation reaches the limits.96  

The above framework of the relationship between minorities and the State is identical to 

the case of Turkey, after 1923, and in particular of the minorities in Istanbul, where there 

are several differences between the predominant Turkish Identity and Culture and the 

minorities’ religion, way of life and bonds with their states of origin. In addition, the 

presence of irredentism in this case was crucial and was proven to be one of the main 

reasons for the abolishment of the former privileges and the later implementation of unfair 

and exterminatory ethnic cleansing policies. In order to understand why those policies 

found support by the mass and were implemented we have to distinguish six main reasons. 

Those were: a) the historical background which consisted of conflicts between Turkey and 

the states of origin, b) the existence of irredentism, c) the predominance of nationalism 

especially in urban centers, d) the lack of political stability and economic prosperity, e) the 
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significant cultural, religious and linguistic differences between the Turkish population and 

the minorities, f) the feeling of vengefulness for the policies against the Turkish minorities 

in other states and g) the Kemalist ideology and its secular character.             

As it is mentioned above, it is true that despite the fact that Istanbul was no longer a 

capital, it never abolished its central role concerning political, economic and cultural 

matters. The city never constituted a battlefield and did not face the consequences of the 

World War I and the War of Independence in Anatolia, like other metropolitan cities, e.g. 

Izmir (Smyrna). These reasons contributed to the stay of the religious minorities in Istanbul 

which were not directly threatened and affected by the obligatory population exchanges 

that were agreed at the Lausanne Treaty in 1923. However, for different causes that will be 

described below, the life of the minorities would be not enjoying the privileges of the 

Ottoman times, and would face the predominance of nationalism and several geopolitical 

conflicts which provided the Turkish Governments with the alibi of implementing ethnic-

cleansing policies. The policies were aiming at a wider Turkification, which started in the 

1920’s and 1930’s and targeted not only property and economic rights, but also non-

Turkish language and culture.97  

The historical background of the Ottoman Empire and its relations with the vassal states,

which especially during the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, was marked with 

conflicts, atrocities and wars that affected significantly the temperament of Turkish citizens 

towards the minorities, the Turkish State’s attitude towards them and the minorities’ 

feeling of not being secured in the modern Turkish Republic. The Balkan wars, the 

revolutions that arose in the Ottoman Empire, the First World War, the war in Anatolia and 

the Turkish War of Independence are a few examples which set this background of 

conflicts between the Turks and states which have ethnic groups within the Ottoman and 

later Turkish territory. In these wars the Ottoman Empire either under the leadership of the 

Sultans and later under the command of the Young Turks and Kemal Ataturk faced 

alliances and revolutions of states which were claiming the Ottoman territories and 

demanded firstly independence and afterwards the annexation of the lands which were 

under the Ottoman rule and in which they had several historical and not only interests.

The Greeks and the Armenians were the two ethnic groups which faced the consequences 

of this background directly. Especially, if we take into consideration the historical 
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chronicle above, we will realize that the Greek State after its independence was in a 

continuous conflict with the Ottoman Empire. Furthermore, the independence of the Greek 

State meant the first significant loss of territories for the Ottomans in the Balkans and the 

declaration of the Revolution and the war in general triggered several reactions from the 

Sultan against the Greek population and the Orthodox Church in Istanbul. Among the most 

known reactions to the outbreak of the Greek revolt was the execution of the Patriarch 

Grigorios E’ by hanging outside of the Patriarchate of Fener in 1821, on a Sunday when 

the Orthodox were celebrating their Easter (Pascha), while at the same year there were 

subsequent executions of leading Phanariots.98 Phanariots and the Patriarch were accused 

of supporting the unrest in Greece, the leadership of which at that time had a Phanariot 

Officer of the Russian Army, called Alexandros Ypsilantis.99 The first Balkan War and the 

alliance of Balkan States against the Ottoman Empire, in which Greece played a key role 

and the Greco-Turkish War which followed the end of World War I, set the historical 

background of conflicts between Greece and Turkey, with a direct impact on the Greek 

population of Istanbul. The Greco-Turkish war in Minor Asia, the Greek invasion and the 

Lausanne Treaty is considered to be the beginning of a new reality concerning the relations 

between the two states and the minorities.100   

The Armenians as well were affected by the historical conflicts which took place 

especially during the last twenty years of the 19th century and the first twenty of the 20th

century which maybe constitute the most tragic case. The turbulence between Armenians 

and Ottoman Empire was intensified when the Armenians attempted to improve their 

political and social lot.101 The Armenian nationalist and autonomist movement, which 

flourished at the second half of the 19th century, demanded an independent Armenian state 

after the suspension of the 1876 Constitution which proclaimed the equal treatment of all 

nationalities, by the Sultan Abdul Hamid II, in 1878. This evolution though, marked the 

starting point of a period of autocratic rule that lasted for thirty years and signed the 

predominance of Abdul Hamid’s “Panislamism”. Furthermore, the fact that as Armenian 

land was considered a territory in which there was coexistence of Muslim population and 

especially Kurdish, created the major conflict between the Armenians and the Turkish 
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state.102 The situation for the Armenians was worsened, accelerating the growth of the 

Armenian national consciousness and spread of revolutionary ideas, influenced as well 

from the American and German missionaries and schools which played an important role 

at the process of radicalization, transmitting nationalistic sentiments and ideology. At the 

book of Guenter Lewy “The Armenian Massacres in the Ottoman Turkey: a disputed 

genocide” the author refers to a testimony of Charles Elliot, a British diplomat who 

considers the Protestant missionaries a key factor for the radicalization of Armenians 

whose influx was combined with Western ideas and sentiments.103 It is proven once again 

like in the case of Greece and the Balkans in general that the influence of the ideologies 

which were developed in Western Europe and especially nationalism would change the 

correlations between the Ottoman Empire and the different ethnicities in it.

Gradually, the population of Armenians in Turkey faced the extermination from 

massacres, as a result, at the beginning of Abdul Hamid’s “Panislamism”, and then with 

the rally next to the Caliphate. The first massacres took place at the period 1894-1896 and 

the community was finally exterminated in the years 1915-1916, in the middle of the First 

World War.104 The history of these massacres still polarizes and is characterized by two 

distinct approaches in historiographies. The Armenian version which is also supported by a 

large number of Western scholars suggests that the Armenians were the innocent victims 

of an unprovoked act of genocide by the Ottoman Government, and the Turkish version 

supported by the Turkish Governments and a few historians, that the mass deportation of 

the Armenians was a necessary response to a full-scale Armenian rebellion and that the 

large number of deaths was caused by the famine and disease, or as a consequence of a 

civil war within a global war.105 This thesis cannot examine in detail the extent of the 

Armenian Problem, however it is a fact that the massacres and deportation of the 

Armenians from the Turkish soil constituted the most abominable crime against a minority 

in the Ottoman Empire since according to Erik Zurcher 1.500.000 (almost 10% of the total 

population) Armenians were living in the Empire,106 while in Justin Macarthy’s book 

“Muslims and Minorities. The Population of Ottoman Anatolia and the End of Empire” the 
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author estimates that the most possible number of the victims reached a peak of 600.000.107

The Armenian involvement in the First World War, the recruitment of the Armenian 

nationalists in the Russian Army and finally the loss of Ottoman territories by the Greek 

and the newly established Armenian State with the Treaty of Serves corroborated the 

rivalry between the Turks and the Armenians.108 In any case, the Armenian Problem and 

the controversy over the term “Genocide” remains active in the political agenda and the 

academic field.                   

Regarding the Jews, the relations between Turkey and Israel were mostly characterized by 

the cooperation between the two states and the only threat was the later increasing support 

of the Turkish left-wing to the Palestinians and in general the Arabic world.109

The existence of irredentism was another major factor which triggered the ethnic cleansing 

policies and the support by the mass. The war in Anatolia and the defeat of the Greek 

Army by the forces of Kemal Ataturk marked the end of a continuous irredentism, war and 

territorial annexation which tripled the size of the initial Greek State since the Revolution 

in 1821, and downsized the Ottoman state. Especially the conquest of Istanbul was 

considered to be the ultimate goal for the Greek Royal family, Governments and the 

supporters of the irredentist concept of “Megali Idea” which became a political doctrine 

according to which Istanbul would become Constantinople again and the unredeemed 

Greeks in Asia would be liberated.110 Several post-cards, maps and posters would depict 

the Greek territorial expansion and the ambition of liberating Istanbul, while the Greek 

invasion and its forwarding in Minor Asia to defeat Kemal Ataturk’s forces was followed 

by several attempts to occupy Istanbul and only the intense pressure of the Entente 

prevented any further action.111 After the landing of the Greek troops in Izmir and their 

advance through Western Asia Minor, the Rum Orthodox Churches of Istanbul published a 

declaration asking “Union with Greece”, while the Ecumenical Patriarchate cat 

communication with the Ottoman Porte and massive demonstrations took place in the 

capital with the crowd upholding Greek flags and pictures of the Greek Prime-Minister,

Venizelos.112 A very representative example provides the album for the celebration of 100 
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years for the Evritanians (originated from the Greek region Evritania) Fraternity of 

Istanbul, in 1920, which indicates as well the feeling of irredentism and prospect for a 

potential future Greek occupation of Istanbul, even paraphrasing songs from myths and 

legends about the sack of Constantinople in 1453.113      

The Armenian irredentism as well constituted an obstacle for the relations between Turkey 

and Armenia in regards to the Armenian minority as well. It is indicative the fact that the 

Armenian Constitution describes Eastern Turkey as “Western Armenia” and has never 

officially recognized and acknowledged its common borders with the Turkish State.114 The 

Turkish-Armenia relations are still affected by the Armenian irredentism even nowadays, 

especially for the case of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict with Azerbaijan,115 but also in 

the past decades concerning the minority status in Turkey which was considering 

Armenian irredentism as a threat for legitimizing future annexations from the Turkish 

Republic.116

The predominance of nationalism especially in the urban centers was the third main reason 

for the establishment of ethnic cleansing policies. The development of the cultural 

nationalism since 1908 by the Young Turks had familiarized the young generation of 

Turks with the notion of “Turkishness”, in other words the identity and the faith based on 

the Turkish nation. The Kemalist Republic brought into surface the new idea of “Turkey”

the land of Turks. According to Bernard Lewis, this idea was so new, that no word existed 

to express it and the first to use the term Turkiye were the Young Turks.117

Mustafa Kemal stated clearly that he was fighting for the people of Turkey and for not an 

abstract, unclear or wider entity outside the national borders.118 “…Within our national 

frontiers, to work for the real happiness and development of our nation and our country, 

relying above all on our strength for the preservation of our existence, to refrain from
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including our people to pursue deleterious aims and to expect from the civilized world 

human treatment and friendship based on reciprocity”.119

The victorious struggle during the War of Independence, on September 1922, significantly 

enhanced the power of Kemal Ataturk. He was considered to be the Halaskar Gazi (Savior 

and Conqueror) who managed to defeat Turkey’s enemies, to cancel the unfavorable 

Treaty of Sevres and to inflict new terms in the Lausanne Treaty in which Turkey would 

become a fully sovereign state. Consequently his manifest, ideas and doctrines before and 

after the War of Independence had been established as the core of the ideological and 

political framework of the new Turkish Republic and constituted the ideology of Kemalism

or Ataturkculuk which was developed gradually at the 1930’s. Nationalism was one of the 

main characteristics of the new Turkish ideology followed by the construction of national 

and historical myths that were used for the construction of a new national identity,120 and 

Istanbul as a former capital and multicultural environment could not remain unaffected. 

According to James Anderson city-based social forces often played key roles in the rise of 

nationalism and national states and especially in cases of ethno-nationally divided cities 

which were once capitals (such as Istanbul), highly politicized places and their “unfinished 

business” of nation- and state- building, reveal the continuing if partly hidden importance 

of cities for nationalism and vice-versa.121   

The lack of political stability and economic prosperity would several times trigger the 

ethnic-cleansing policies and sometimes turbulence and the riots against the minorities in 

Istanbul and mostly in 1955, in the case of Septemvriana and the atrocities against the 

Greek community, its enterprises, firms and churches that will be described in the 

following chapters. The events of 6-7 September 1955 took place within a framework of 

political instability which was caused by an authoritarian government and the loss of 

support from its former patronage in conjunction with economic policies which escalated 

the tensions in the Turkish society and led to the aggravation of the living standards122

unlike the economic growth the Greek community experienced. Taking into consideration 
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as well the fact that Jews, Armenians and Greeks constituted the city’s bourgeoisie123 one 

can apprehend why these groups became outcast in a city where the influx of immigrants 

and their living conditions would enlarge the social and economic gap. 

The Lausanne Treaty and the articles 38-44 had recognized several freedoms and rights to 

the members of the non-Muslim communities. Concerning the significant cultural, 

religious and linguistic differences between the Muslim Turks and the three minorities 

examined in this thesis, even though the constitutional framework would recognize 

equality irrespective of ethnic, racial, religious and linguistic characteristics, the ideology 

of Kemalism would prevail as a state dogma and would aim the ethnic and patriotic 

assimilation through the social, cultural and linguistic homogeneity. This policy, though,

would only focus on groups with even loose Turkish consciousness and would distinguish 

those with significant linguistic and cultural differences (Jews, Greeks and Armenians) 

from the Turkish “body” and for some would implement their obliteration.124

At the same time that the minorities in Istanbul were facing the nationalist and ethnic 

cleansing policies, the Muslim minority in Greece and of Turkish Cypriots in Cyprus 

suffered too the effects of fluctuation of Greek-Turkish relations. The population in Thrace 

where the Muslims of Turkish ethnicity live, had experienced the arbitrary occupation of 

their properties, the expropriation of their land without the right to compensation,125 and 

other discriminatory policies in the field of education and religion126 against the minority,

which were escalated in times of turbulence between Greece and Turkey. Moreover, the 

Greek-Cypriot prosecutions against the Turkish Cypriots in Cyprus was “the straw that 

broke the camel’s back” and showed in an emphatic way the Turkish determination for 

action against the Greek minority127 and the feeling of vengefulness which would prevail 

in the Turkish media and people, especially in the case of Septemvriana. 

Last, but not least, the predominance of Kemalism was accompanied with a secularization 

which was constitutionally defined,128 and constituted along with nationalism the two main 

characteristics of the new ideology. The new era after the proclamation of the Turkish 
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Republic was marked by secularism, not only regarding the separation of religion and 

state, but also because it signified the exclusion of religion from the public sphere and the 

establishment of an absolute state control over the left religious institutions,129 such as the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate of the Orthodox which faced constraint and oppression in 

violation of the Lausanne Treaty. The pressure under which the Ecumenical Patriarchate 

was found, was related as well with political crisis and turbulence between Greece and 

Turkey, and had a parallel connection to the ethnic cleansing policies the Turkish state 

implemented against the Greek Orthodox minority.130           

The above reasons facilitated the implementation of the ethnic cleansing policies and 

became the coup de grace vis-à-vis the religious diversity of the past. In the next chapters 

some of the most significant events that led to the shrinkage of the minority communities 

of Istanbul will be presented and a brief analysis of the multicultural areas that were 

described above will demonstrate the transition from tolerance to discrimination, and the 

current prospect for the partial restoration of the past. 

4.1 The Predominance of Nationalism and the ethnic cleansing policies

“There is no doubt that the prevailing feeling which was spread in all Istanbul’s 
environment the last 150 years (1850-2000) was unquestionably melancholy”. 131

It is a fact that after the end of the War of Independence and the proclamation of the 

Turkish Republic, emphasis was given to the construction of a Turkish identity which 

ideologically would be based on Turkification ignoring its religious diversity, the 

cosmopolitan and multilingual aspect of it. We have already examined the historical 

background concerning the policies, the events and the figures which characterized the 

history of religious minorities in Istanbul during the Ottoman era and before the 

proclamation of the Turkish Republic. The Ottoman time with the privileges, the treaties 

and the reforms in favor of cosmopolitanism, gave its position to a secular nationalism 

which transformed the multicultural Istanbul into the place where the process of 

Turkification was mostly implemented. The events which were described above showed 
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the reasons why Istanbul became a reference point for the minorities of the Empire and 

why later those faced the extinction from the policies of the Turkish State and the 

antagonism between the Muslim Turks and the non-Christian bourgeoisie. This image is 

portrayed as well at the descriptions above and below of some important mahalles, 

examples of the harmonic coexistence of the minorities and religious diversity some of 

which are now facing decline and have lost the charm of the past. A reference at the past 

and the current situation these neighborhoods are facing is essential for the better 

understanding of the changes in the areas and how these are connected to the policies and 

projects that have been implemented throughout the years. 

Prior to the portrayal of the districts after 1923 and the establishment of the Turkish 

Republic, an overall view with regard to the events that marked the life of the religious 

minorities of Istanbul since 1923 is indispensable of a better understanding of the current 

situation. The Varlik Vergisi and the atrocities in Septemvriana will be presented since 

these two events were proven crucial for the implementation of a general policy and the 

beginning of the engagement of the minorities to geopolitical issues.

Varlik Vergisi

According to the former financial supervisor Faik Okte, the Capital Tax (Varlig Vergisi)

constitutes “one of the most embarrassing events in the financial history of the Turkish 

Republic.”132 Financial and political reasons led to the implementation of a policy which 

was considered anti-minority and caused a tragedy among the minority communities in 

Turkey.133 The Capital Tax levy promulgated in 1942 and rightfully intended to tax profits 

earned from speculations and black market operations, however, it was implemented in a 

totally discriminatory manner against the minorities and especially the citizens of Jewish 

and Christian faith which consisted of the Jews, the Armenians and the Greeks.134 After the 

imposition of the Capital Tax, a committee of public servants would define in every 

Turkish county the amount of tax each tax-payer would be supposed to pay without the 

right to appeal. The law 4305/1942 was giving the authority to the tax-collectors to 

confiscate any kind of real estate or movable property in case the payment would not be 

                                                            
132 Faik Okte, The Tragedy of the Turkish Capital Tax (Kent: Institute for Political Research and Studies, 
1987), xvii. 
133 Ibid. 132, at p. 1. 
134 Rifat Bali, “Politics of Turcification during the Single Party Period,” in Turkey beyond Nationalism, ed. 
Hans Lukas-Kieser (London: I.B. Taurus, 2006), 10. 



48

done within a period of fifteen days. According to the law, responsible were considered as 

well the relatives or wives who were living at the same property with the tax-payer and in 

case of one month delay of the payment, this would mean exile to special labor camps, 

located in Central Minor Asia. The publication of the tax lists revealed that the Muslim 

population was obliged to pay a symbolic tax in contrast to the non-Muslim population,

who were assigned to pay the biggest part of this property tax. It was obvious that this tax 

was a result of racial division since the criteria for the tax estimation were ethnicity and 

religion. Another interesting testimony of the former financial supervisor of Istanbul’s 

county, Faik Okte shows that the tax-payers were distinguished to two categories, Muslims 

and non-Muslim Greeks, Armenians and Jews. Later, the category of the Muslim Donme

of Istanbul and Izmir was as well included, who were supposed to pay almost the double of 

the “original” Muslims. The foreigners had the same treatment with the Muslims however 

the Greeks and the Jews who were citizens of the Axis States were not enjoying that 

privilege. The fact that the Jews of the Axis States were excluded from this setting shows 

the German influence at the imposition of the Tax.135

Between 1943 and 1944, 1869 merchants, businessmen and in general members of the 

minority communities who could not afford the payment of the imposed tax were exiled to 

the labor camps while their property was confiscated.136 In the labor camp of Askale, 21 

died from the cold and the hardships, the 11 of whom were Greeks, and even though the 

conditions of life and work in these labor camps were even known among the diplomatic 

missions in Turkey, the World War II and the fear of a potential Turkish involvement in 

the side of the Axis, prevented a drastic British or American intervention.137

Finally, on December 1943 the non-paid taxes were cancelled and the exiled were set 

free.138 However, the economic catastrophe of the minorities in Istanbul and especially of 

the Greeks was irreparable since despite the fact that the Greek community consisted of 

around 100.000, the 0,5% of Turkey’s total population, the amount it had to pay reached a

peak of 20% of the total Varlik tax. Moreover, churches, hospitals and institutions were 

taxed as well, a fact that rather shows the extent of a project which was implemented for 

economic and political purposes as well. According to the Foreign Office, the imposition 
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of the tax targeted the Greek presence and aimed to eliminate the Greeks from the Turkish 

national life, regardless of the citizenship or nationality, something which can help us 

understand that the successor of Kemal Ataturk, Ismet Inonu, deviated from the Kemalist 

policy of approach between Turkey and Greece139 after the War of Independence, towards 

the Turkification, which has been already briefly analyzed above. 

The tables and the figures below demonstrate the extent of the tragedy for the minorities in 

Turkey and in Istanbul in particular:

Transfer of property through Capital Tax in Five Districts of Istanbul
(Between December 25, 1942 and June 30, 1943)
Beyoglu, Sisli, Eminönü, Fatih, Kadiköy, Adalar140

Sellers Value of  property sales           
(TL)

% of total     
sales         

No. of  units     
sold 

Average value       
per unit

Jews 4.404.820 39% 151 29.170

Armenians 3.275.747 29% 211 15.523

Greeks 1.370.440 12% 124 11.051

Minority Firms 1.100.375 10% 4 275.093

Foreigners 605.700 5% 27 22.433

Joint Owners 189.500 2% 2 94.750

Other Minorities 37.700 0,3% 7 5.385

Muslim Turks 92.642 0,8% 10 9.264

Muslim Company 1.025 0,01% 1 1.102

Total 11.077.949 100% 543 20.401
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Transfer of property through Capital Tax in Five Districts of Istanbul
(Between December 25, 1942 and June 30, 1943)
Beyoglu, Sisli, Eminönü, Fatih, Kadiköy, Adalar 141

Buyers Value of  property              
purchases (TL)

% of total     
purchases       

No. of  units     
purchased

Average value       
per unit

Muslim Turks 7.434.593 67,1% 450 16.521

Muslim Turkish   
Firms

65.500 0,6% 2 32.750

Sub-Total 67,7%

State-owned firms, 
National Banks,     
Insurance Companies

1.693.584 15,3% 23 73.634

Municipality and      
Pious Foundations

1.624.530 14,7% 11 147.684

Sub-Total 30%

Armenians 109.867 1% 24 4.577

Greeks 82.900 0,7% 20 4.145

Jews 66.975 0,6% 13 5.151

Total 11.077.949 100% 543 20.401

The Varlik Vergisi was considered to be the last but the most significant example of the de 

facto discrimination of the non-Muslims during the Single Party period, however it brought 

into surface again the negative legacy of the past policies (such as the recruitment of non-

Muslims in 1941) conflicts and wars.142 For the former Financial Supervisor of Istanbul, 

Faik Okte, the tax was a “black page” for the Modern Turkish Republic143 while the 

famous Turkish journalist, Leyla Umar in her autobiography refers to the event as the 

“biggest disgrace of Inonu period”.144

Septemvriana

After the imposition of the capital tax and the end of World War II, a period of stability 

and Greco-Turkish rapprochement contributed to the economic growth and prosperity of 
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the Greek community.145 The two states would cooperate in the political and military field 

since they would be included at the Truman Doctrine, at the Marshal plan and finally both 

were accepted in 1949 and in 1952 at the Council of Europe and NATO respectively. 

Moreover, the end of the Single Party period and the rise in the power of the Demokrat 

Parti created an ideal framework for the minority. In addition to the economic prosperity, 

the educational, cultural and communal development constituted the status of the Greek 

community in Istanbul. However, this period of prosperity and good vicinity was disturbed 

by the conflict over Cyprus in the middle of the 1950’s. The decision of Greece to refer to 

the United Nations for the Cyprus problem caused the British encouragement to the

Turkish Government to be involved. After the escalation of the crisis, the Turkish side 

brought into surface the minority issue, in order to take advantage of the Greek sensitivity 

over the Greek minority in Istanbul and the Ecumenical Patriarchate, and to acquire in this 

way an extra negotiating advantage. Since then, the Greek minority of Istanbul would 

become “hostage” of the Cyprus problem in the next decades.146      

Meanwhile, the economic growth from 1950 till 1953 started to face the decline in 1954. 

The economic growth dropped from 13% to 4% and the trade deficit in 1955 reached the 

peak of being eight times larger than in 1950. Despite the overwhelming victory of the 

Demokrat Parti and Adnan Menderes,147 the first Prime Minister in the Multi-Party era,148

in 1954, in the next few years the Government lost its supporters due to the deterioration of 

the living standards and the increasingly authoritarian policy. In order to divert the 

attention of the public opinion from the political and economic crisis to the national issues, 

the Government of Menderes brought into the political agenda the Cyprus problem and 

since then it will make every possible effort to ensure that Cyprus could become a national 

cause.149

When Cyprus comes to the forefront of the public opinion and the centre of the attention in 

1955, a nationalist campaign targets the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Rum community. 

The Turkish Press will play a central role in creating an environment in which the minority 

will be considered to be an “enemy within”. The Ecumenical Patriarchate was found under 
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pressure in order to limit the political activities of the Archbishop and first President of the 

Republic of Cyprus, Makarios, and to punish the clergy who according to the Press were 

helping the EOKA, a paramilitary nationalistic organization which became the “nightmare” 

of the Turkish Cypriot community in the island. Even the withdrawal of the Patriarchate 

was mentioned in the Press, which at that time would release articles which would 

compare the living conditions of the minorities in Istanbul and Western Thrace which had 

an inversely proportional development. Furthermore, political, student associations and the 

nationalist association “Kibris Turktur Cemiyeti [KTC]” (Cyprus is Turkish), had been 

organized and enhanced the tension over the Cyprus problem by escalating minor episodes 

against Rums. The KTC played a key role at the preparation and the implementation of the 

pogrom which followed and the fact that its foundation enjoyed the Government’s 

tolerance and support reveal the responsibility of the Turkish state for the extent of the 

catastrophe that was about to follow.150                

On 6 September 1955 and after a summer which was characterized by the political unrest 

over the Cyprus issue, an unexpected event shocked Istanbul and Turkey. At 13.00, the 

Turkish radio announced that a bomb attack had taken place the previous night in 

Thessaloniki, at the Turkish Consulate, at the house where Ataturk was born. Moreover, 

two afternoon copies of the newspaper Istanbul Ekspres, spread the news by using as front-

page, the picture of Kemal Ataturk and the information concerning the attack.151 Dilek 

Guven gives us the very interesting background behind the publication of the newspaper 

and the actual event that took place in the birthplace of Kemal Ataturk. It seems that the 

attack, which was considered to give the reason to the riots, was minor and was organized 

by the Turkish secret agency. Oktan Engin, a member of the Muslim minority of Thrace 

and law student in Thessaloniki, was the actor of the attack and despite the fact that 

adequate evidence would prove his guilt, and the involvement of the secret agencies, his 

trial was adjourned in 1956 under the pressures of the Turkish Government. He worked for 

the Turkish Secret Police and later he became Prefect of Nevsehir.152

After the dissemination of the news, later on the same day a public demonstration was 

organized in Taksim by various student associations, unions, and the KTC. Following the 
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demonstration, groups started stoning the windows of shops and businesses that belonged 

to non-Muslims153 in Istiklal Caddesi, the most vital commercial street of the city. Soon, 

the riots would extend to other areas of the city where communities of Rums were 

established. Shops, homes, churches, schools and even cemeteries would be sacked154 by 

clusters of people equipped with tools in the neighborhoods around Taksim such as 

Beyoglu, Kurtulus, Sisli, Nisantasi which were traditionally known as non-Muslim 

residential and business districts. In a similar manner riots and acts of violence took place 

in remote districts of the city such as Eminonu, Fatih, Eyup, Bakirkoy, Yesilkoy, Ortakoy, 

Arnavutkoy, Bebek in addition to the villages and quarters of the Asian side, such as Moda, 

Kadikoy, Kuzguncuk, Cengelkoy and on the Prince Islands.155 Demonstrations and riots 

took place in other important cities of Turkey such as Ankara and Izmir, while especially 

in the case of Izmir the events had clear anti-Greek characteristics.156 After the incidents,

martial law was declared in Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir, and three special military courts 

were established for the accountability. However, in these trials the participation of 

members of the Demokrat Parti and the secret police was ignored and despite the fact that 

KTC was accused, charges were not pressed against its members.157  

The police had orders not to intervene, and when the riots had an unpredictable escalation, 

it was too late for any action.158 The majority of the security forces and firefighters did not 

respond to calls to step in and protect the victims and remained passive. According to the 

German Consulate-General the passivity of the police forces was “the result of not an 

official order, but an instruction which principally made room for disregarding the events.”

Moreover, the fact that the spread of the violence occurred almost simultaneously, is

showing that there was a well-planned strategy. There are indications that the lootings were 

directed by leaders of groups who were providing the rioters with lists of targets. Also, 

testimonies prove that protesters had been moved from the suburbs of the city and the 

province while representatives of local organizations of the Demokrat Parti and trade 

unions were among the critical factors for the implementation of the pogrom, providing the 
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troublemakers with transportation and weapons such as crowbars, petrol, clubs etc.159 The 

transportation network consisted of private cars, commercial taxis, trucks, ferries and even 

military vehicles.160  

Shops were the primary target of the vandalisms. Initially, assailants destroyed the shop 

windows with stones, or opened the iron banisters with the help of welding machines or 

wire scissors. Then the possessions, the machinery, equipment and the goods inside the 

shop were destroyed either inside or outside, on the street.161 Indicative are the pictures of 

Istiklal Caddesi which were released after the riots and would demonstrate the precedent 

catastrophe. 

However, the riots of Septemvriana were also marked by the assaults on religious targets. 

The holy images, crosses, icons, and other sacred possessions would be destroyed, while in 

some cases whole churches were set on fire. In addition, Greek-Orthodox cemeteries in 

Sisli and Balikli were particularly damaged by assailants who not only tore down the 

epitaphs, but also took out the skeletons which were either burnt or broken.162

The records of the riots demonstrate emphatically the tragedy but also the anti-minority 

character of the events since assaults on Jewish and Armenian houses, shops and temples 

were as well reported. According to an official Turkish source that Dilek Guven invokes, 

4214 houses, 1004 workplaces, 73 churches, 1 synagogue, 2 monasteries, 26 schools, and 

5317 other establishments such as factories, hotels, pubs etc. were attacked. The American 

General Consulate of Istanbul reported that 59% of the attacked workplaces and 80% of 

damaged houses belonged to Greek-Orthodox, 17% of all assaulted workplaces and 9% of 

all damaged houses belonged to Armenians, while 3 out of 33 Armenian churches and 4 

out of the 22 Armenian schools were attacked. The same source indicates that 12% of all 

attacked workplaces and 3% of all destroyed houses belonged to Jewish residents. 

According to the sources of the Turkish authorities, during the eight-hour pogrom, 1000 

houses, 4348 shops and businesses, 110 restaurants and patisseries, 21 factories, 11 clinics, 

12 hotels, 18 bakeries, 97 pharmacies, 26 schools and 5 offices of the Greek community’s 
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associations were looted, while from the 82 Greek-Orthodox churches, 71 were severely 

damaged and 6 were destroyed.163        

As far as the number of the dead and injured is concerned, comparing to the dimensions of 

the events, the number is limited. Many scholars attribute this fact considering that the 

perpetrators were instructed to avoid causing corporeal injuries,164 something that is also 

proven by Greek sources as well.165 In some cases, some perpetrators were informing the 

inhabitants in a calming manner that they would only cause material damage,166 while, in 

this environment of terror, there were several testimonies according to which Turks helped 

Greeks to escape the attacks.167 However, it is estimated that 16 Greek expatriates died,168

among them personnel from the clergy who tried to save the churches from the vandalisms. 

In the household attacks, Greek women in particular were raped, with the actual number of 

victims to be unclear since it is assumed that many rape victims concealed what happened 

and avoided medical care.169

The compensations decided to be given to the victims were symbolic and from the 10 

million Turkish Liras which were authorized to be given for the damages of the churches, 

finally, only 6.5 million were disbursed for that reason.170 Foreign observers characterized 

the indemnities as insufficient, bureaucratic and late while the minorities regarded the 

payments not as a real compensation but as a gesture to please the public opinion.171

Indicative is the fact that the Prime Minister Menderes and the President Celal Bayar were 

later accused by the Military Court for accessory in damage of ownership as 

misdemeanor.172   

There are several views concerning the Septemvriana among scholars. Some believe that it 

was part of a series of measures that Ankara introduced targeting at the political, 

economical and ethnic homogenization of the Turkish society and by creating a Turkish 

bourgeoisie which would replace the former one that consisted of Greeks, Armenians and 
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Jews. Others consider the Cyprus issue important enough to have triggered the rise of 

nationalism and hatred towards the minorities and especially the Greek community as a 

vengeance, while there is a view that includes the Cyprus issue in the framework of the 

Greco-Turkish relations and that the events of 1955 were an internal political matter which 

stained the social profile of Turkey.173 It is a fact that the Septemvriana constituted an 

ethnic-cleansing action against the minorities of Istanbul, however we have to consider the 

historical importance of the Cyprus issue, something which will be proved as well later 

with the Turkish invasion in 1974. Another controversy occurs in regards to the character 

of the riots. There are those who mention the social character of the clash, emphasizing on 

the rioters who according to the descriptions were coming from the poor gecekodu (built in 

one night) neighborhoods, and many were ragged and bare-footed. For sure, there was a 

kind of social clash of two different classes, between the bourgeois of Pera and the Muslim 

county, however the fact that riots were expanded to the outskirts and suburbs of Istanbul 

where the social gap was not significant, shows the national dimension of the events.174      

After the imposition of the Capital Tax and riots in 1955, the ethnic-cleansing policies 

were implemented again in different occasions. In 1964, the escalation of the political and 

diplomatic conflict over Cyprus resulted to the deportation of 12.000 Greeks, holders of 

the Greek citizenship. With them 5.000 Greeks holders of the Turkish citizenship had to 

leave Turkey and meanwhile 100 businesses of Greek citizens with a capital of 

500.000.000 dollars were closed.175 Massive deportations for the last 500 Greek citizens of 

Istanbul followed in 1966 in conjunction with the kararname (decision) which pledged 

their properties. Soon, other measures would target on the religious and educational life of 

the community. The 410/16/26.3.1964 decision imposed the prohibition of entrance in 

Greek schools for the clergy and the organization of religious celebrations, while the 

decision 3385/15.9.1964 prohibited the use of Greek books or encyclopedias in these 

schools. The religious and national sentiments were those that were affected by these 

measures, and then the institutions and associations which were struggling to keep alive the 
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religious and national characteristics of the remaining population, were later taxed 5% of 

their profits.176

4.2 Multi-religious districts in Turkish Istanbul

We examined in the previous chapters the multi-religious districts of Istanbul in the 

Ottoman era. An overall view on the same neighborhoods after the implementation of the 

ethnic-cleansing policies will help us estimate the extent of the pogroms and the alteration 

they caused to the multicultural Istanbul.  

Fener

The first time I visited Istanbul, I had planned to visit the historical neighborhood which 

once constituted the cradle of the Greek community in Istanbul and that still constitutes the 

most significant worship for the Orthodox around the world. I was shocked when I was 

informed by Turkish friends that the place, where one of the most important religious 

institutions in the world is located, is dangerous for tourists, dirty and faces decline. These 

descriptions unfortunately demonstrate the situation nowadays in Fener.

Despite the fact that the decline of the district began in the second half of the 19th century, 

the Greek character of the neighborhood was abolished since 1923 due to the settlement of 

many Turkish refugees.177 The 960 Greek Orthodox families of Fener were reduced to 614 

in the 1950’s and if we estimate that every family consisted of 5 to 6 members, then the 

overall Greek Orthodox population numbered around 3.000-3.500 citizens,178 less than half 

of the estimated population living in the area in 1907 that we saw in the pre-Turkish 

period. Fener, as the location of the Greek Patriarchate and the Orthodox Church managed 

to preserve its identity as a Greek neighborhood only until 1960’s when the population 

structure started to change dramatically due to the influx of new inhabitants from the Black 
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Sea region who settled in the area in large numbers,179 and after the atrocities against the 

Greek population in the Septemvriana and the deportations that took place in the 1960’s.

As far as the Ecumenical Patriarchate is concerned, a fire in 1941 burned the wooden 

buildings and it took 36 years and a generous donation for the full reconstruction of the 

facilities,180 while in the meantime the Turkish authorities had denied license for the 

restoration of the destroyed parts.181 The Patriarchate was not attacked by the rioters in 

Septemvriana since the Turkish authorities aware of the extent of the events, took 

precautions and protected the facilities.182 Concerning the churches of the area, in 

comparison to the pre-Turkish era, only one, the Church of the Virgin Paramythia- “Vlach 

Saray” is not active nowadays, since it was wholly destroyed by a fire in 1970. The visitor 

who manages to penetrate the ruined area will realize that the level approach from the rear 

is no longer feasible because the neighborhood grocer has turned it into a storage space for 

wooden crates. Moreover, some of the churches around Fener, in the area of Fatih are in 

ruins today too.183

In the neighborhood which still constitutes the ultimate “worship” for the Greeks and the 

Christians, nowadays only a few non-Muslim remain,184 and just a few Greek Orthodox.

The precise delineation of Fener is quite impossible because it does not correspond with 

any administrative divisions of the Fatih Municipality where it belongs.185 Today Fener

looks like a dilapidated area and face the danger of total ruin. Some of the buildings are 

already in ruins and about 20% of the construction is in poor condition.186 Across the 

Yildirim Caddesi which until the beginning of the 20th century was mostly a Greek 

neighborhood, there were some of the most impressing and traditional Greek houses and 

mansions, dating from 17th and 18th century. Unfortunately their ruins nowadays, are 
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demonstrating as irrefutable evidence, a bygone wealth.187 The move of the naval industry 

from the Golden Horn to Tuzla was one of the reasons for the impoverishment188 in 

conjunction with the departure of the predominant non-Muslim population of the area, the 

Greeks, after the Septemvriana and the following deportations. The social and the 

economic condition of the inhabitants has been worsened along with the situation of the 

buildings and the district, since nowadays Fener is a neighborhood of low rents, poor 

population that is lacking the economic resources to carry out the necessary repair and 

maintenance of the architectural structures. Many residents have no access to even proper 

urban services while sanitary equipment and health services are lacking. Another problem 

of the district is the heavy seasonal rains which cause flooding.189

The educational level of the population in Fener is extremely low, since almost 1/5 of the 

women, according to 1998 and 2004 socio-economic surveys, are illiterate and many 

children drop out of school or attend only intermittently after the age of 12. One could 

easily understand the effect that had on the education of the area the fact that Marasleio

School and the Yoakimion Parthenagogeion are formally closed due to the lack of 

students.190      

Balat

We saw that Balat was one of the oldest and most important Jewish settlements from 

Byzantine times until the 1950’s. Until the middle of the 20th century the district of Balat 

was characterized by the presence of Jews, who constituted the majority population of this 

multicultural neighborhood borders upon the district of Fener.191 The alteration this area 

has experienced through time is quite relevant and analogous to the history and decline of 

Fener. Dirty streets and many buildings in ruins or in bad condition demonstrate the 

current situation in the district. 

The majority of the population in Balat consisted of Macedonian Jews and still in the 20th

century the district was vivid. In a research carried out in 1949, in Balat there were 41 
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grocers, 38 shoemakers, 30 coffee-houses, 21 green-grocers, 20 taverns, 20 tobacconists, 

18 cloth stores, 15 restaurants and food shops, 14 makes and sellers of stoves, 3 cinemas, 3 

photographers, 2 jewelers, 1 car repair shop, 8 bakeries, 5 candy shops, 10 tailors and 14 

butcher shops while in 1960 there were fifty rowboats registered. On the street which was 

uniting Balat and Fener there were 20 shops while nowadays none of them is left.192 The 

figures show the district was not only commercially vivid, but also well organized with a 

rational apportionment of services. 

Today Balat does not resemble at all the picturesque place it used to be. Having lost the 

most of its historical aspects it has eventually become a small quarter where vendors, 

dockers and small traders live. Although it is rare, one can possibly see an Ottoman house 

with bay windows and lattice-work screens, situated along the inner streets, paved with 

stones, some either fully or partly restored, and other abandoned to meet their own fates. 

We have though to bear in mind that apart from the policies that led to the decline of 

Balat’s significance, the area suffered from plenty of fires in the past centuries193, and the 

earthquake of 1894 which affected not only the district but whole Istanbul. Moreover, the 

social structure of Balat underwent several changes. The wealthiest section of the Jewish 

inhabitants left the district and moved to Galata where nowadays the major synagogues, 

the Chief Rabbinate and other Jewish institutions are located.194 Also, the 1942 Capital Tax 

was one of the main reasons for the relocation of the Jewish community and the shrinkage 

of its population195 while the establishment of the state of Israel was followed by the 

emigration of the ¼ of the neighborhood population to the new state, and as a result the 

Jewish population was reduced to a minority in the most significant Jewish settlement in 

Istanbul. As in the case of other districts that are examined in this study, the new wave of 

immigrants from the Black Sea region was established in Balat and the heavy influx of 

working class newcomers who were attracted by Istanbul’s job prospects and the district’s 

low rent, marked the transformation of the urban structure of the once significant and 

multicultural neighborhood.196 In this quarter of the Golden Horn as Jak Deleon describes, 

a completely different lifestyle has emerged, having nothing to do with the past splendour 

with the Balat houses from which Istanbul old songs in many different languages and the 
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sound of lutes were once heard. All these are nowadays, relics of the past.197 Very 

interesting and representative of the neighborhood’s setting is the testimony of Orhan 

Pamuk, at his book “Istanbul: Memories and the City” in which he describes Balat’s old 

houses which reminded him “a theatrical stand and the Greek and Jewish neighborhoods 

which at his time affected by poverty and migration have acquired a strange texture”.198   

Unfortunately, today only two of the twelve synagogues are active, Ahrida and Yanbol. In 

the district there were also the Alliance Israelite Jewish School, a Funeral Home, a 

slaughterhouse and a Jewish Hospital which is the only that remains still active as a public 

hospital with the name Balat hospital.199 The article “Ahrida: 500 years of Faith” which 

was published in 1992 sheds more light on the synagogue’s history and its restoration and 

renovation which took place in the same year. On the contrary, another important 

synagogue, the Cana Synagogue which was built during the Byzantine times, was closed 

in 1950, while another important place with fame not only because of its Jewish heritage, 

the Estipol Synagogue, is in ruins today.200        

Ortakoy

Ortakoy remained a cosmopolitan area until the 20th century and the figures concerning its 

population demonstrate this fact. In 1936, the Jewish community numbered 700 

families,201 among a total population of 16000. Today the Jewish presence is diminished 

due to the moving to other districts of Istanbul or due to the migration,202 mostly to Israel.

According to Ecumenical Patriarchate’s sources, 156 Greek families were living in 

Ortakoy in 1949.203 The personal archive of Christoforos Christidis shows that in 1955,

180 Greek families were living in Ortakoy204, however, the community would be 

demographically decreased in the later years due to the residents’ movement to more 
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central communities of the city after the riots of 1955 and due to the anti-minority policies 

the Turkish state implemented within the period of turbulence between Greece and Turkey 

over the Cyprus problem.205

As far as the religious life is concerned, fires in the 20th century destroyed several times 

churches and synagogues of the district which were rebuilt. However, Ortakoy managed to 

preserve its multicultural and tolerant character and still reveals the tolerance that occurred 

in the past for cultures and religions. Indicative is the fact that in less than fifty square 

meters there are two synagogues, a church and a mosque.206There are claims however, that 

an Armenian cemetery existed in the area and was turned into a military base.207 Jewish, 

Armenian and Greek associations still exist in the district and have cooperated for several 

projects with the local authorities.208  

The lack of students because of the ethnic-cleansing policies that were followed mostly in 

the period since 1940 until 1974, led to the shrinkage of the Greek population and the 

closing of the only Greek Primary school of the area. Nevertheless, in Ortakoy there are 

still a Jewish209 and an Armenian school.210 The case of the Greek school caused a debate 

recently since it was confiscated by the Ortakoy Metropolitan Municipality in 1985, was 

renovated and was used by the EU Ministry in Istanbul. However, recently, the Turkey’s 

Directorate General for Foundations which oversees the minority foundations, decided to 

return the building to the Greek community.211  

Ortakoy maybe constitutes the best example of multiculturalism in Istanbul, even 

nowadays. It is a socially and commercially developed centre of this metropolis and differs 

from the cases of Fener and Balat which face decline. It has been integrated in the urban 

nest as a suburb of the city while it has acquired a symbolic significance since the 
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Bosporus Bridge that starts from this district, unites Europe and Asia.212 The mosque and 

the area surround it have become one of Istanbul’s main destinations for tourists and locals

since there are bars, restaurants, coffee and nargile places. Various boutiques, art shops, 

open air stands with artists selling their artifacts and students selling their books, bring 

together a colorful mixture of people at all hours of the day and night,213 while the 

construction of the Bosporus Bridge gave to this district a perfect symbolism since along 

with the two continents, Ortakoy bridges cultures, religions and people.     

Kuzguncuk

“There used to be Turks, Greeks, Armenians, and Jews. On Sundays everyone would walk 
side by side on Icadiye street. It was very pleasant. They were all one, all being 
Kuzguncuklu. There are a mosque and church next to each other in Kuzguncuk…We saw 
troubles… They (the non-Muslims) were quality people… We had a football team and 
played football together. The team was mixed Jewish and Armenian, but because there 
were many more Greeks, they made up their own team. Kuzguncuk changed a lot. No one 
is left. It was a mosaic, but not one beautiful thing remained.”214

As in the other cases above, the minorities were forced to leave Kuzguncuk and Istanbul in 

response to the frightening political climate and atrocities between the 1940’s and the 

1960’s, while during the same period, the rural-urban migration from Anatolian villages 

created a cultural shift in this old neighborhood. Remaining Greeks, Armenians and Jews 

moved to new areas of Istanbul, while nowadays in Kuzguncuk very few non-Muslims 

remain and the most of the inhabitants are connected to the Black Sea migrant community 

which began to arrive in the late 1930’s.215

At the beginning of 1930’s the population of Kuzguncuk numbered approximately 4000 

people, 90% of which consisted of the minorities. The Varlik Vergisi and the foundation of 

Israel altered the synthesis of the population especially concerning the Jews who according 

to testimonies, numbered around 3000-4000 people,216 a number though, which probably is 

considered to be extravagant. In the Septemvriana, Kuzguncuk was among the areas where 

minority populations were targeted and attacked, however in comparison to nearby 
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mahalles, the neighborhood suffered less damage. There are also cases in which the 

Turkish citizens of the neighborhood tried to stop the troublemakers who arrived in the 

area on a boat. Despite the fact that the neighborhood was relatively less destroyed than 

other districts of Istanbul, the residents were terrified and many would leave Kuzguncuk

afterwards.217 Nowadays, the Jewish (in 1992 there were only 20 Jewish families, while 

today there are only 3 Jewish houses left)218, and Greek families, resident in the district, 

number merely a handful, while there is almost no Kuzguncuk Armenian community left

(Amy Mills identified 3 Armenian people left in the neighborhood).219Obviously, there are 

no minority schools in the district since the last closed at the end of the 19th and at the first 

years of the 20th century.220        

The churches and synagogues were attacked during the 1955 riots however the damages 

were not that significant. Today, the temples are mostly maintained by people who live in 

other neighborhoods and return to Kuzguncuk to attend the weekend services and maintain 

the buildings. The old Jewish cemetery is the only religious site that does not exist 

anymore since squatter settlements were built there by the new migrants,221 while the two 

mosques that were built in the 20th century in the district set a perfect example of religious 

diversity since the temples are located really close the one to the other.  

Although Kuzguncuk failed to maintain its multicultural environment and heritage, its 

valley location and the lack of boundaries with neighboring residential areas, have helped 

the district to preserve its historic fabric. Today Kuzguncuk’s historic landscape is also 

famous because it has been used as the setting of television shows, films and commercials. 

The old Greek and Jewish houses are being rebuilt by Muslim artists, engineers and 

intellectuals, and these well-preserved buildings in conjunction with their colors contribute 

to a picturesque landscape which has become a touristic attraction.222  
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5. Rehabilitation of Multiculturalism

The transition from the Ottoman era to the Turkish Republic was accompanied with a 

transition from cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism to nationalism. The victims of this 

evolution were the minorities which were used and targeted by the Turkish state for 

political and economical purposes that were analyzed above. The figures concerning the 

minority populations in Istanbul, and Turkey in general, are daunting. 

In 1906, one in five people in the territory of Turkey were non-Muslim, while by 1927 the 

number dropped to one in forty. The census of 1932 indicates that 445.850 of the total of 

689.850 inhabitants of Istanbul were identified as Turk, 243.000 as minorities and 65.335 

as foreigners. After the implementation of the Varlik Vergisi and the foundation of Israel 

38.000 Jews left Turkey, while, after the Septemvriana and the deportations in the 1960’s, 

around 40.000 Greeks left Istanbul. Some sources argue that the population of Greeks in 

Istanbul was decreased from 120.000 to 3.000 after these policies, while others indicate 

that the Greek population declined from 100.000 in 1923 to 5.000 in 1988 and by the 

1990’s, approximately 2.500 Greeks constituted the Greek community in the city.223 The 

Armenian community is by far the biggest one of the three non-Muslim minorities of 

Istanbul and today consists of 50.000 people.224 The Jewish community also manages to 

have a significant number still in Istanbul, and consists of 20.000-25.000 members.225

According to these figures, the overall non-Muslim population of Istanbul nowadays does 

not reach the 100.000 people, in a city the population of which is estimated to 16 million 

people at least.  

The importance of multiculturalism and religious diversity however has not been neglected 

in the recent years by the Turkish Governments, associations, institutions and intellectuals. 

An on-going promotion of the values of Istanbul’s multicultural importance and heritage 

through projects and initiatives has been emerged, aiming at the promotion of the city’s 

multicultural past and heritage. Moreover, religious diversity is among the values that these 
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initiatives and projects are emphasizing on, and indicative of this, was the trailer that was 

launched by the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality in 2006, in which Istanbul was 

presented as the city which hosts religions and religious institutions, and there were images 

of religious personnel opening the doors of their institutions to welcome the visitors.226

Activities for the restoration of Istanbul’s past takes place as well in the four districts that 

we examined above. However, the extent of these activities is not the same in all cases, 

while, in some of them more importance is given either to the sustainability of the 

buildings, to the restoration of the multicultural past or to the economic development of the 

area. In Fener and Balat, the “Rehabilitation of Fener and Balat Districts Programme” 

aimed to achieve: the restoration of the houses, social rehabilitation, renovation of the 

historical Balat Market and establishment of a waste management strategy. The project

was a joint programme of EU and Fatih Municipality and it was carried out between 2003

and 2007 along with the cooperation of other institutions such as UNESCO227which has 

designated these districts along with the historic peninsula as UNESCO World Heritage 

Site.228 It managed to change partly the image of the neighborhood with different activities 

and achievements,229 nevertheless, the programme was accused of gentrification that led to 

the increase at the prices of the rents.230 In addition, it is quite important to mention the fact 

that, at the reports, the mission and the activities of the programme, there is a limited 

reference to the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Fener and the Jewish heritage of Balat, 

showing that in the case of this area, the target was not the restoration and promotion of the 

multicultural past, but the sustainability of the area and the preservation of its historical 

significance.

Ortakoy established the most successful project in comparison to other former 

multicultural districts. It was launched in 1989 when the local administration of Ortakoy

initiated a project to rehabilitate and re-design the square and its environs. The project was 

developed through extensive dialogue with the local population, businessmen, students, 
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artists, university staff, urban planners and last but not least, religious leaders. The result 

had been a stunning success since it contributed to the enhancement of the area’s image 

without disturbing the existing historical texture.231 In the case of Kuzguncuk, there was a 

gentrification process for the revitalization of the neighborhood. About 100 houses were 

restored with public participation. In the 1980’s, the village became an area much sought 

among the educated Turkish middle classes, poets, artists, architects and musicians. 

Moreover, the media representation of Kuzguncuk, increased the district’s popularity in the 

1990’s and contributed to the development of the nostalgia of the old multicultural 

Kuzguncuk.232

5.1 Istanbul 2010- European Capital of Culture

“For centuries, Istanbul served as the capital of many cities which today are capitals in 
their own right. Such a long experience enabled Istanbul to design a sui generis concept of 
cosmopolitanism. This design protected not just those who lived in a specific territory but 
also the identities of scattered populations who did not even share a common 
language…But Istanbul has retained its vibrant legacy. Istanbul which found the formula 
for a perfect harmony and which once brought different “others” together, now wants to 
perform this role in culture and arts. Istanbul believes that the arts provide a unique 
opportunity to unite people from diverse and contrasting backgrounds and perspectives in 
harmony and mutual understanding. And Istanbul as an ECOC can serve as a showcase of 
living together”.233

The above statement was made by the Chairman of the Executive Committee of Istanbul’s 

bid for the title of the ECOC in 2010. The uniqueness of Istanbul concerning the concept 

of cosmopolitanism was proved indeed one of the main advantages of Istanbul’s 

candidacy234 even though the historical events invalidate this view above since 

cosmopolitanism was not powerful enough to protect effectively the minority populations 

of the city, nor it could prevent the predominance of nationalism. We cannot really claim 

that harmony was the case in Istanbul, however, tolerance and respect of diversity would 

be a reference point of the past. 
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Before the brief analysis of Istanbul’s bid and projects over religious diversity and 

multiculturalism as a ECOC, a few words should be written for the meaning and aims of 

this project, in order to evaluate the case of Istanbul and to see whether as a host city met 

the expectations of the programme or not. 

It is said that the initial idea for the ECOC originated from a conversation between the 

former Greek and French Ministers of Culture, Melina Mercouri and Jacques Lang. 

Mercouri supported this idea and finally on June 1985, the ECOC project was launched by

the Resolution of the EU Culture Ministers with the aim of helping to bring the people of 

Europe closer together.235 The current decision on the ECOC, 1622/2006/EC, refers to 

three main objectives: a) to stress the richness and diversity of European cultures, b) to 

stress the features they share and c) to foster a mutual understanding between EU

citizens.236 The right of non-members of the EU to host the programme was recognized in 

2000 for the celebration of the new millennium and according to the Article 4 of the 

Decision No. 1419/1999/EC of the Council of Europe and the European Parliament. Since 

then, the title “ECOC” was given simultaneously to more than just one city and the cities 

of the EU Candidate countries, and Istanbul could become the first Turkish city to apply 

for the programme.237

Multiculturalism, European Dimension, multilingualism, identity, international cooperation 

and perspective, cultural heritage and history are some of the most important 

characteristics, notions and values the former ECOC promoted and emphasized on. 

Additionally, concerning the success of the Programme, main factors are considered the:238

- Internationalism: attracting as many visitors as possible and enhancing the international 

dialogue,
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- Participation: collaboration of different public sectors, the public gets involved in the 

process before and during the year of the programme with projects, ideas, meetings and 

employment, 

- Creativity: impressive, creative and expressive projects which will attract the interest 

and the attention of the public from different sectors, and

- Urban Quality: rehabilitation and transformation of historical urban quarters and 

buildings.239

Istanbul’s bid was supported by cultural operators, NGOs, the Metropolitan Municipality 

of Istanbul and the Turkish Government. Although the city has a rich cultural heritage, 

importance was given to modern and contemporary culture reflecting the diversity of 

cultures and ethnic groups in Istanbul. Specifically the objectives of the project were to: a) 

generate transformative energy and building capacity, b) restore cultural and industrial 

heritage, c) address the urban and cultural dimensions of citizenship, and d) function as a 

bridge connecting Europe to its East. An executive body, the “Istanbul 2010 ECOC

Agency” was set up to implement the programme, enjoying strong political and financial 

commitment of the Turkish Government in conjunction with a significant degree of 

autonomy. Whilst the agency was successful in implementing a very extensive cultural 

programme and marketing campaign, features of the governance arrangements were 

proved problematic and led to the overall impact of ECOC being less than anticipated. 

Increasing control over the ECOC programme, the conventional governmental procedures 

for funding, the discouragement of co-ordination across different strands of activity and the 

absence of a clear artistic vision were among the problems that the administrative and 

artistic staff experienced at the implementation of the project.240

Regarding religious diversity, it was underscored by the ECOC programme and activities 

along with Istanbul’s cultural heritage and history. The exhibition “Legendary Istanbul: 

8.000 Years of a Capital” recounted the history of the city, exhibiting important objects 

such as Byzantine icons, gospels written in Arabic and dictionaries written in Hebrew. In 

addition, a planetarium-like projection showed how colorful domes inside existing 

structures like churches and mosques, reflect the commonalities than the divisions among 
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faith. The promotion of religious diversity was also evidenced at the documentary “Three 

days in Istanbul,” which portrayed religious ceremonies performed by Muslims, Jews and 

Christians highlighting the similarities, aiming according to the Istanbul 2010 ECOC 

website to “reveal Istanbul’s codes embracing fraternity of all religious communities that 

have been living together in great peace and happiness since 1453”.241 The representation 

of religious diversity was a fact during the implementation of 2010 ECOC programme in 

Istanbul, however, it was limited if we consider its historical and cultural importance to the 

city, something which was depicted as well in findings before the implementation of the 

programme that showed that, according to the local views, religion was one of the main 

factors of the city’s cultural dimension.242 Multiculturalism, tolerance and cultural diversity 

were those among the values that Istanbul 2010 promoted through an assortment of 

cultural projects which were presenting the cultures of Istanbul’s Jewish, Greek and 

Armenian amongst others. The “Hand in Hand with Love” art festival brought together 

young people and children from the majority Muslim community and the minority 

Armenian, Greek and Jewish communities to take part in several cultural activities, while 

the “Istanbul 2010 course” project introduced a new elective course at 8 Universities of 

Istanbul aiming to make young people aware of the diversity of cultures within their 

city.243        

5.2 Istanbul 2020- Candidate Host city of the 2020 Summer Olympics

“Istanbul 2020- Bridge Together”244

This is the slogan Istanbul chose for the 2020 Olympic bid, highlighting in this way the 

unique geographic location of the city, straddling Europe and Asia.245 As Turkey’s Youth 

and Sports Minister said and it was claimed above, “Istanbul is a bridge between East and 
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.aspx?pageID=238&nID=43588 (accessed 25 March 2013). 
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West, between Europe and Asia, between civilizations, cultures and beliefs. With its 

10.000 year-history, it is the most important bridge between different civilizations.”246

Turkey has already a great tradition and experience in organizing some of the most popular 

sport events, especially in the last thirteen years. After the honor to become the ECOC, 

now Istanbul faces another great challenge. The city constitutes the favorite for hosting the 

Olympic Games of 2020, an event which apart from the sport importance, will set Istanbul 

in the center of international attention once again and will provide the city with multiple 

profits. 

The increasing interest since the 1990’s for hosting mega-sports events was the case for 

cities which had certain prosperities in social and spatial terms and Istanbul was among 

them. After four unsuccessful bids, it is once again a candidate to host the Olympic Games, 

having many chances since the city now meets the city-selection criteria (transport, 

security, accommodation, sport venues etc.) which have been defined by the International 

Olympic Committee.247 Several sport events have been already hosted in Istanbul however 

the organization of the Summer Olympics would constitute for sure the greatest experience 

for the city and the best promotion of Turkey worldwide.

The organizational committee promotes the values which have distinguished Istanbul from 

other metropolis, such as culture and religion. In the official webpage of the Organization, 

it is mentioned that this is the city “where two worlds are unified in the most positive of its 

ways, at once brilliantly energetic and harmonious. Istanbul is not just a cosmopolitan city. 

It is a truly international city where the vast array of races, religions, histories and cultures 

coexist and combine in a spirit of harmony and tolerance.”248 In this case too, we realize 

that religious diversity and tolerance are promoted as two of the main factors which 

characterize Istanbul’s pluralism and despite the fact that the current situation does not 

depict the above claim about a harmonious coexistence, in comparison to other states, it is 

used to justify the slogan “Bridge Together”.

                                                            
246 Ibid. 245. 
247 Sertac Erten, “Capability of Hosting Mega-Sports Events: Case of Istanbul and its Bidsfor the Olympic Games,” 
in The Economics and Management of Mega Athletic Events. Olympic Games, Professional Sports and other 
Essays, ed. Gregory T. Papanikos (Athens: Athens Institute for Education and Research, 2004), 32.  
248 Istanbul 2020 Candidate City, “The History of Istanbul,” Istanbul 2020 Candidate City, 
http://www.istanbul2020.com.tr/#cityIstanbul.  
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The fact that Istanbul was considered to be one of the favorites to organize the Olympics in 

2020 had raised expectations and hopes to the Turks that the time for Turkey to host the 

Games was closer than ever to become a reality. However, the recent social unrest and 

riots in Istanbul have caused skepticism on how the city can still claim to host the Games 

despite the submission of ambitious bid to the International Olympic Committee. This was 

depicted as well to a statement of the Mayor, Kadir Topbas a few days after the outburst of 

the demonstrations.249 However, still Istanbul constitutes the favorite to organize the 

Games and even though we cannot really reach conclusion concerning the importance 

religious diversity and multiculturalism will have in case Istanbul is appointed to host the 

Games, the city’s bid has included the aim to “bridge together” people and nations with 

significant differences, setting the framework for the promotion of values which enhance 

tolerance and boost diversity and respect.

                                                            
249 Hurriyet Daily News, “Mayor asks after clashes how Istanbul can claim to host the 2020 Olympics,” 
Hurriyet Daily News, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/mayor-asks-after-clashes-how-istanbul-can-claim-
to-host-the-2020-olympics.aspx?pageID=238&nID=48027&NewsCatID=341 (accessed 1 June 2013). 
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6. Conclusions

Istanbul constitutes indeed a unique city, with a rich religious, cultural and historical 

heritage. It used to be a place where multiculturalism, tolerance and respect would prevail 

over ethnic, religious and cultural differences that were characterizing its population. The 

harmonious in comparison to other places in Europe, coexistence of people from different 

religious, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds would last for centuries, however, the spread 

of nationalism would be the crucial factor for the end of this mutual understanding and 

respect. We saw that the there were plenty of reasons why the establishment of the Turkish 

Republic was based on the political doctrine of nationalism, and we also explained which 

were the reasons that affected the central policies, led to the implementation of ethnic 

cleansings and altered the synthesis of the city’s populations. 

The extreme shrinkage of the non-Muslim minorities since the establishment of the 

Turkish Republic until mostly the 1960’s was not though a phenomenon observed only in 

Istanbul, since other metropolis of the Arabic world, important ports, and multicultural 

cities, lost their multicultural charm, such as Beirut, Alexandria and others. The most 

striking fact, that differentiates Istanbul from other significant or less metropolis, is the fact 

that multiculturalism in Istanbul is tied more than anywhere else with the religious 

diversity. Indicative is the fact that all the multicultural districts that were described above, 

were having as a reference point a temple, a religious institution or the existence of 

churches and mosques in a very short distance. Only Jerusalem could be set as a more 

representative and significant example of religious diversity, however the city in Israel

cannot be considered to be a metropolis nor it has today the financial and geopolitical 

importance of the Turkish city. 

The current situation of the districts examined in this thesis, reveal the extent of the tragedy 

that followed the ethnic-cleansing and anti-minority policies. Nevertheless, the current 

initiatives for the restoration of the historical past and heritage in Fener and Balat, the 

multicultural environment in Ortakoy, and the picturesque and hospitable neighborhood of 

Kuzguncuk set the framework for a potential partial revival of the multicultural and 

pluralistic past. It is a fact that in the projects which were presented in the last part, the 



74

main goal is the awareness of Istanbul’s multicultural heritage, rather than the creation of a 

multicultural environment. Religious diversity is underscored, however, the participation 

and the engagement of religious leaders are limited, and only in the case of Ortakoy and 

Istanbul ECOC 2010, there was a significant involvement of religious groups and 

institutions. The fact that Ortakoy has developed successfully the multicultural importance 

of the area, with certain touristic, economic and social benefits, shows, that the 

engagement of the religious institutions and leaders, is the most reliable way of uniting 

Istanbul’s populations. Moreover, the approach between the local authorities and the 

religious leaders is necessary and effective, since the religious are the most important 

representative of Istanbul’s minorities, nowadays. 

Through the approach with local minority communities, former multicultural areas and 

municipalities could be benefited as well. Buildings, such as former schools, which belong 

to the local communities and have not been used due to the lack of students, could 

contribute to the development of the educational level, especially in under-developed 

districts, such as Fener and Balat. In order for this to be achieved, a mutual understanding 

and negotiation over several historical differences between minority communities and the 

Turkish state should be established. The relations between people of different cultures and 

civilizations is a matter which will be always on the political agenda and nowadays still 

constitute a key issue on how to meet various challenges of world politics. The dialogue 

between these people appears to be still the most effective means to build a peaceful 

coexistence in the new multicultural global order. In this time, it more than ever necessary,

a durable, positive, productive and without prejudice dialogue between political 

institutions, international organizations, academic institutions, political scientists and 

scholars who have been already engaged in these issues of vital importance.250  

Another important factor is the external influence of international organizations and 

institutions over minority rights. It is true that the implementation of the tolerant policies in 

the Ottoman era, was resulted from the pressure of European powers to the Sultans, and 

had enhanced the multiculturalism and the religious diversity in the Empire and most 

significantly in Istanbul. However, external factors as well ignored and sometimes even 

supported the implementation of the ethnic-cleansing policies for geopolitical reasons, 

especially in the cases of the Varlik Vergisi in 1942, and of Septemvriana in 1955. 

                                                            
250 Ekmelledin Ihsanoglu, et al., The West and Islam: Towards a dialogue (Istanbul: IRCICA Research 
Centre for Islamic History, Art and Culture, 1999), 1. 
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Cultural activities and initiatives, such as the ones presented above, can change the 

correlations. Despite Istanbul’s cultural heritage, it is only in the last decade that the city 

has truly developed a vibrant modern and contemporary cultural scene.251 The experience 

of hosting cultural events and the prospect of hosting sport events, demonstrates maybe the 

most active culturally period in the history of the Turkish Republic. 

The political evolution of last years in Turkey, especially after the rise at the power on 

November 2002, of the party which represents the political Islam, the AKP, the social and 

political movements that the country presents since 1998 onwards, when the road to 

Europe seemed to open, the conflicts and the alliances of traditional military or political 

leadership concerning matters which have been considered as national, and last but not 

least the strong feeling that something is changing in Ataturk’s Turkey make obvious more 

than ever the fact that probably Turkey is experiencing the most important era after the 

Kemalist times. It is significant that these changes have once again opened the path to one 

of the Kemalist principles, the Westernization which has been interpreted as the effort for a 

full integration of Turkey to the European Union. The paradox that one can observe in this 

case is that one of Ataturk’s arrows, Westernization is a target for a policy which tries to 

release Turkey from the ties with the Kemalist theory. We cannot really focus on that issue 

with an in depth analysis however, we should bear it in mind in order to realize the 

difficulty and the complexity of the modernization towards European Union and West.252

Although the case of Turkey is considered to be complicated and consists of several 

paradoxes, the current situation concerning the relations between Turkey and the states of 

origin of Istanbul’s minorities offer the needed background and framework for the 

establishment of a fruitful dialogue over the minority issues and a chance for both parts to 

correct the mistakes of the past. The fact that Turkey has not been involved in any major 

conflict with Greece, Armenia or Israel for many years shows that the momentum is 

unique for a process which could eventually create what even nowadays might seem 

arbitrary or unrealistic, a relation of mutual understanding and trust over minority issues.

Tolerance was once replaced by nationalism and unfair ethnic-cleansing policies which 

marked the life of the minorities however, today, Turkey has a unique chance to correct the 

mistakes of the past and reestablish a framework of tolerance which might give the 

                                                            
251 Ibid. 240, at p. vi. 
252 Sia Anagnostopoulou, Turkish Modernization. Islam and Turkish Cypriots in the convoluted path of Kemalism
(Athens: Bibliorama, 2004), 16.
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dynamic for a future partial restoration of multiculturalism in Turkey, and in particular in 

the most symbolic city for the promotion of the values it represents, Istanbul.   
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