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GENDERED NATURE AND URBAN CULTURE:  

THE DIALECTICS OF GATED DEVELOPMENTS IN IZMIR, TURKEY1 

 

Abstract: This paper adds to recent debates on the emergence of new forms of private 

gated developments in Turkey that are targeted specifically to upper middle-classes. In 

particular, it focusses on the rise of residential gated developments along the Izmir-Ceşme 

expressway to highlight how the dialectics between gender, nature and culture are reinforced 

in these places. Using the case study of three gated developments in this region, this paper 

suggests that their production is made possible through a series of dualisms between nature 

and culture, mobility and fixity, urban public life and gendered domesticity, urban modernity 

and rural parochialism, polluted city and healthy town. Through interviews with architects, 

developers, residents and with local authority officials in Urla town who sanction these 

developments, this paper argues that contradictions between different sets of dualisms form a 

central aspect of the processes through which these developments were designed, produced, 

marketed and inhabited. Taken collectively, these contradictions point broadly to the limits of 

gated communities in creating stable, adaptable and sustainable patterns of development in 

Turkey and the global south.  

Introduction 

Research and scholarship on gated communities in the Anglo-American context, have 

largely examined gated communities with respect to aestheticization, neoliberal urbanism, 

urban policy, belonging and citizenship (Atkinson and Flint 2004, Atkinson and Blandy 

2005, Coy and Pohler 2002, Grant and Mittelsteadt 2004, Jurgens and Gnad 2002). Much of 

this research is specific to the Anglo-American and Latin American contexts, where the focus 
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has been on the fear of urban crime (Low 2001, Caldiera 2000), exclusionary planning 

practices (Mycoo 2006), and social segregation (Alvarez-Rivadulla 2007, Roitman and 

Phelps 2011). More recently since King’s (2004) suggestion that gated developments as a 

built form moves along with globalisation, there has been an increased interest in the ways 

that such developments are manifesting across Asia (Breitung 2012, Falzon 2004, Pow 2007, 

Pow 2009, Pow and Kong 2007, Wu and Webber 2004), Africa (Durington 2006, Grant 

2005, Hook and Vrdoljak 2002, Jurgens and Gnad 2002, Landman 2007), Latin America 

(Alvarez-Rivadulla 2007, Coy 2006, Coy and Pohler 2002, De Duren 2006, Roitman and 

Phelps 2011) and the Middle-East (Coy 2008, Glasze and Alkhayyal 2002, Kuppinger 2004, 

Rosen and Razin 2009). Yet in this renewed interest in gated communities, the Turkish case 

has been understudied. Further, while these studies in the global south focus on neoliberal 

urbanisation (Rosen and Razin 2009), marketing of transnational lifestyles (Grant 2005), 

moral ordering of space (Pow 2007), and a localisation of the global (Kuppinger 2004), the 

Izmir case brings us to a previously understudied notion of the dualisms around ‘gendered 

nature’ in conceptualising, marketing and consuming gated developments. While it is 

emerging that unlike Anglo-American and Latin American cases, fear of crime does not 

feature centrally in the production of gated developments in Turkey (Genis 2007) the 

emergence of a range of dualisms around nature/culture, women/modernity, elite/parochial, 

town/city makes the Turkish case a significant topic of interest in this area. 

In this paper, I explore these dualisms through a focus on the notion of ‘gendered 

nature’ in Turkish gated communities, which are located close to Urla along the Izmir-Ceşme 

expressway. I follow the definition of gated communities as ‘walled or fenced housing 

developments, to which public access is restricted, characterised by legal agreements which 

tie the residents to a common code of conduct and (usually) collective responsibility for 

management’ (Atkinson and Blandy 2005: 178). Turkey is one of the significant sites where 
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gated communities have become a ‘key sign of economic and political power and a symbol 

for states making claims to modernity’ (King 2004). Although gated communities have 

existed in Turkey since the 1970s, they have mainly taken the form of apartment blocks, 

generally gated, each with their own administration responsible for the maintenance of its 

amenities, like gardens, parking lots, and sports facilities. Since the 1990s however, there has 

been a sharp transformation in the residential housing market in Turkey with the rise of 

suburban detached villas within gated communities, which earlier used to be within small-

scale plotted developments (Cinar et. al. 2006). The built form of the villa introduced in late 

nineteenth century as an European model, have now come to be associated with ‘the new 

republican elites – bureaucrats, professionals and the elites’ (King 2004: 113) leading to a 

‘villafication’ of the countryside in Turkey. While these villas were earlier referred to as 

‘country homes’ with Turkish-English composite names (such as Kemer-Country near 

Istanbul), the new villas since 1990s have gained the ‘site’ (Turkish for gated community) 

denomination in general usage. In this paper, I refer to this more recent typology as gated 

development. 

The villa has now come to dominate the aesthetics of gated developments in Turkey 

and is following similar characteristics of middle-class privilege, securitisation and exclusion 

as the Anglo-American gated communities (King 2004). Unlike much of the literature on 

Anglo-American and Latin American gated developments however, the Turkish counterpart 

is seen to be produced less from an ‘architecture of fear’ (Ellin 1997) and more from the new 

cultures of consumption facing upper middle-classes in Turkey (Cinar et. al. 2006). They 

have been shaped recently in a very different context of globalisation and transnationalism in 

its three largest cities – Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir (Ayata 2002, Datta and Yucel Young 

2007, Oncu 1997, Sonmez 2009). Istanbul and to a lesser extent Ankara as cities intimately 

linked to global connections, have been studied extensively for the rise of suburban gated 
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communities, yet the suburbanization of Izmir since the early 1990s has gone largely 

unnoticed.  The Izmir gated developments are different from their counterparts in the global 

south not just because of their typology as villas and their connection to the inherent 

consumerism of middle-classes, but because they reflect much of the contradictions in 

Turkish society around the position of middle-class women and their connections to nature 

and culture. They therefore allow us to examine the dualisms of class itself ‘as a moral 

signifier’ (Sayer 2005) of gendered nature and urban culture. Through interviews with 

architects, developers and realtors who produce and sell these private residential 

neighbourhoods, with residents who inhabit its spaces, and with local authority officials in 

Urla who sanction these developments, this paper suggests that the production of Izmir’s 

suburban gated developments is made possible through this series of constructed dualisms 

that highlight its limits in achieving long-term sustainable and equitable patterns of 

residential life in Turkey and in the global south.  

In the first section of this paper, I elaborate on two related sets of constructed 

dualisms – first between ‘modern’ Turkish women and rural landscapes and the resultant 

notion of gendered nature in these gated developments; and second between the ‘polluted’ 

city of Izmir and the ‘healthy’ town of Urla leading to the location of ‘culture’ within these 

gated developments.  In the second section, I then argue that these dualisms form a central 

aspect of the processes through which gated developments in the Izmir region were designed, 

produced, sold and inhabited.  

The dualisms of gated communities 

The now prolific scholarship on gated communities in Anglo-American contexts has 

focussed on the discourse of fear, violence and crime in the city (Atkinson and Flint 2004, 

Atkinson and Blandy 2005, Low 2001) which produce middle-class segregation and spatial 

defence against unwanted encounters. However, emerging literature on gated developments 



5 

across the global south highlight a much more complex process of its production and 

consumption and should not therefore be seen only as an Anglo-American import (Goix and 

Webster 2008, Webster et. al. 2006). King (2004) calls these ‘spaces of global cultures’ 

where particular social, political, economic and cultural forces shape the built forms of 

contemporary gated developments in the global south and reflect the dualisms inherent in 

their production and consumption in particular local contexts. In the case of Cairo for 

example, Kuppinger (2004) notes how they present many moments of ambivalence between 

policing people and controlling spaces. Pow (2007) notes how Chinese gated communities 

use the logics of moral order to organise space and territorial exclusion through the 

discourses of ‘civilised lifestyles’.  In Riyadh, while gated communities incorporate 

traditional architectural patterns, they offer spaces for the practice of western lifestyles 

(Glasze and Alkhayyal 2002). In South Africa on the other hand, Hook and Vrdoljak (2002) 

use the label ‘juxtaposed incompatibilities’ in presenting the dualisms between the ‘bucolic 

pastiche’ of architectural styles and the ‘rights’ to privilege associated with this. Genis (2007) 

highlights the most significant dualisms of the Turkish gated communities in that they 

propagate ‘anti-city’ but not necessarily ‘anti-urban’ lifestyles. Taken together these 

examples reflect the dualisms inherent in the recent trend of gated developments spreading 

across the global south. 

Bourdieu’s (1984) work on the notion of taste and distinction is a useful theoretical 

tool to understand these dualisms since it provides us with the analytics to make sense of how 

women become the site of binary classifications through which spatial exclusivity, nature and 

culture are associated with gated developments in Turkey. Bourdieu notes that taste can 

constitute a form of cultural capital for the protection of identities, distinctions and 

exclusions. In the case of the Izmir gated communities, cultural capital relates to particular 

forms of aestheticized ‘nature’ framed by the houses. The relative location of the cultural 
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elites in positions of power is what Bourdieu notes as determining the distinction and value 

associated with their social and cultural capital. For him, the powers of the elite are vested in 

forms of capital – economic, social, cultural and symbolic, the relative weightage given to 

each form of capital in different spaces and the specific combination of economic, social 

cultural and symbolic capital which allows the elites and middle-classes to accumulate and 

legitimise their power within these spaces. Bourdieu calls this the ‘habitus’ – ‘a system of 

schemes of production of practices and a system of perception and appreciation of practices’ 

(1989: 19). Habitus produces the ‘practices and representations which are available for 

classification, which are objectively differentiated’ (1989: 19) but in order to understand their 

social significance, one needs to know the codes to these classificatory systems. In other 

words, Bourdieu suggests that while taste is highly subjective and constructed, they are 

represented and perceived as if they were based on a system of objective criteria. Put this 

way, taste and ‘culture’ can be seen to overlap as discursive constructs and it is on this basis 

that the power and cultural distinction of the middle-classes are maintained in the gated 

communities.  

Yet as Sayer (2005) notes, Bourdieu does not explain why and how class positioning 

might become both a matter of pride and embarrassment. In other words, Sayer notes that 

class itself might become a form of ‘moral signifier’, which people use to distinguish 

themselves from other social groups. Sayer notes that class goes beyond its positioning 

through structural conditions and consumer practices. Class is also related to sentiments that 

are constructed through how people position themselves against what they value – which is 

critical to arguing for a moral hierarchy of class itself. Conceptualising class as a moral 

signifier alongside more structural notions of access to forms of capital through which the 

middle-classes distinguish themselves means that class can be seen in this case as constructed 

through a contradictory process of ‘lay morality’. Thus middle-classes might argue that their 
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class signifier is related to the concern for nature yet their privileged access to economic and 

social capital leads to a consumerist consumption of this very nature. In this case a 

combination of structural and moral signifiers of class produces a further dualism – a false 

morality of gendered empowerment and ‘bourgeois environmentalism’. 

There are two distinct but related dualisms that I focus on in this paper – first is the 

dualisms between nature and culture and the role of women within this; and second is the 

dualisms between the modern city and parochial town and the role of middle-classes in 

shaping them. Using Bourdieu’s (1989) words, I argue that these dualisms ‘function as 

distinct signs’. This means that social worlds of those living in these developments can be 

presented as a logical system of binaries which can then operate as signs of distinction.  But 

they also relate to the dualisms of middle-class morality in the ways that differentiated but 

universalised middle-class values relate to the positions of women, nature, culture and the 

modern city. In these developments thus binaries of working/middle-class, town/city, 

nature/culture and so on differentiate social groups ‘by the distinctions they make, between 

the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in the 

objective classifications is expressed’ (Bourdieu 1984: 6). Taking women as a site of 

construction of these binaries means gendering this system of classifications and binaries to 

make masculine/feminine binaries fall roughly in line with modern/parochial, city/town, 

nature/culture and so on. However, as I suggest in this paper, the Turkish case complicates 

the presentation of these binaries as simple masculine-culture/feminine-nature dualisms. 

Gendered constructions of nature/culture dualisms in suburban gated developments. 
It is now widely accepted among feminist scholars that nature/culture dualisms lay at 

the heart of Western society’s advances in areas of technology, modernity and rationality 

(Haraway 1990, Merchant 1989). This dualism served a number of purposes: first, it 

presumed nature as wild and uncontrolled which could only be tamed through the rationality 

of culture; second, this implied an inherent exploitation of nature which could be justified as 
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a consequence of culture, rationality and modernity; and finally, this dualism was gendered in 

that it tied women to a ‘natural’ order of things presumed to be related to their reproductive 

and domestic roles and therefore at a lower level to ‘culture’ (which was presumed to be 

masculine). Merchant (1989) goes further to argue that this nature/culture dualism served to 

simultaneously justify the control of both women and environment since the dawn of 

modernity. The gendered effects of the nature/culture dualisms manifested particularly 

strongly in the rise and growth of Anglo-American suburbia since the 19th century. Keulartz 

(1995) notes that this began with approaches to early town planning by figures like Patrick 

Geddes who proposed that the urbanisation of the countryside was at the cost of disturbing 

the ‘natural order’ between rural and urban and by extension between masculine and 

feminine roles. Subsequent conceptualisations of the ‘garden city’ by Geddes’ protégé Lewis 

Mumford was then presented as establishing and reinforcing the balance between ‘tamed’ 

nature and ‘modern’ culture. In the most compelling feminist critique of this dualism so far, 

Hayden (2002) argues how American suburban housing perpetuate Victorian stereotypes of 

the home as ‘woman’s place’ and the city as ‘man’s world’. While these critiques are useful 

in examining much of the Anglo-American scholarship on gated developments, the Turkish 

gated developments suggest a more contradictory conceptualisation of gendered nature which 

is related to the social, political and historical links between the specificities of Turkish 

women and nature.  

The making of the Turkish Republic is intimately linked to the empowerment of its 

women, which has particular consequences in gendering the nature/culture dualisms. During 

the making of the Turkish Republic under Ataturk in the 1930s, a radical restructuring of the 

legal system took place which changed earlier Sharia laws to a secular civil code – 

monogamy, equal rights under divorce, ownership of property, custody of children and full 

political representation (Kagitcibasi 1986). The aim of these reforms was to ‘modernize’ 
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Turkish society, with the role and position of women seen as central to this modernization. 

Modern Turkish women were expected to shed their veil, be educated, and be equal 

participants in the public sphere. This Republican discourse on women in Turkey had a 

prominent spatial and architectural component, in which modern architecture was associated 

with the image of the newly ‘liberated’ women both symbolically and literally (Bozdogan 

2001). Analysing the architecture of the new Turkish republic, Baydar (2002) notes that 

‘modern Turkish women’ and the ‘modern Turkish home’ both became part of the 

‘complicated and contradictory ways that constitute the seemingly coherent narratives of 

architectural and cultural modernisation in Turkey’. On the one hand, modern Turkish 

women were valorised as an antipode to the veiled Islamic women from the Ottoman Period. 

On the other hand, this image simultaneously served the mechanisms of paternalism which 

located modern Turkish women as nurturing domestic subjects whose rightful place was in 

the home. Baydar (2002) notes that structural, legal and institutional reforms brought a 

number of women into the public sphere but it did not fundamentally reorder the structures of 

power within the home and family. As Baydar concludes, the new Turkish Republic removed 

Islam but not paternalism from the public lives of women – as a consequence the modern 

Turkish home was simply reimagined as serving the new consumerist practices of modern 

Turkish women.  

This active participation of the Turkish home in the production of a new gendered 

realm in Turkey was related to the contradictory relationships between women and nature in 

Turkish society. If the modern Turkish woman was meant to be rational, secular, 

professional, educated and an equal participant in the public sphere, they were therefore 

perceived as disconnected from their ‘natural instincts’. In other words, if women entered the 

‘masculinist’ realm of the public sphere, they were seen to have become disconnected from 

their ‘natural’ qualities of nurturance and reproduction.  This had important consequences for 
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the highly urbanised upper- and middle-class women who gained the most from the Kemalist 

structural reforms and became increasingly visible in the public realm, but were perceived as 

those with little understanding or desire for ‘nature’. As I will argue in this paper, this 

perception led to particular marketing strategies directed at these women, in order to cultivate 

amongst them this desire for ‘nature’ associated with gated developments. This did not 

necessarily mean that the women who moved to these gated developments shared this 

perception. Rather, the notion of ‘gendered nature’ as constructed by the architects and 

developers stood in a fundamental contradiction with that constructed by the women 

themselves, in ways that reflected the gender contradictions prevalent in wider Turkish 

society. 

‘Culture’ and Distinction of Middle-classes 
The second set of dualisms that I address in this paper is around the class-based moral 

distinctions made between nature/culture and town/city. Social and cultural histories of the 

city shows that much before the rise of suburbia, there were particular imagined geographies 

that had to do with ‘nature’ and ‘countryside,’ which were tied to urban elite/aristocrat's 

perceptions of the city as a place of dirt, pollution and crime.  This class-bias in suburban 

gated developments is widely recognised among scholars, particularly around how 

contradictory constructions of nature and culture are inherent in elite flights from the city and 

in subsequent consolidation of spatial exclusion and privilege in suburban gated 

communities. Indeed, Duncan and Duncan (2004) note from their research in an elite New 

York suburb, how a landscape aesthetic of a pastoral rural village served to reinforce, justify 

and naturalise social distinctions on the basis of race and class. Similarly research in post-

socialist contexts shows how the lifestyles, values and consumption patterns in new gated 

developments are justified on aesthetic and environmental grounds, even when it induces 

wider environmental harm (Blinnikov et. al. 2006, Polanska 2010). This means that while the 

middle-classes might see the city as the site of crime, pollution, dirt and all sorts of social 
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evils, their move to the countryside is justified as being closer to ‘nature’ even though this 

move in itself is sustained through the depletion of natural resources (as a result of increased 

transport connections and the construction of gated developments). More recent studies of 

suburbia and gated communities also acknowledge the increased reliance and availability of 

private mobilities of the middle-classes that although environmentally harmful, nevertheless 

produce exclusionary private gated developments. Crucially they also refer to how access to 

the car has transformed contemporary urban and suburban spaces in a fundamental way, 

since it is now possible to cultivate and maintain urban lifestyles without necessarily living in 

the city. The car provides symbols of social status, freedom, modernity and so on, while it is 

also the single-most important cause of what Shiva (1997) would call the ‘plunder of nature’ 

and therefore contributes to the contradictions inherent in the production of contemporary 

gated developments.  

The recent academic interest and scholarship on the rise of new gated communities 

particularly in countries like India and China, is largely focussed on their relationship to 

middle-classes (King 2004). In India, middle-classes have been labelled as ‘omnivores’ 

(Gadgil and Guha 1995) whose consumerist and globalised lifestyles as well as western 

architectural references have led to the proliferation of exclusionary urban and suburban 

landscapes across the global south. It is only recently that scholars are raising questions about 

the conceptual limitations of seeing middle-classes as a homogeneous group associated with 

power and consumerism (Gupta 2000, Pandey 2009). Particularly with reference to India, 

where the middle-classes have risen to increased prominence since neoliberalisation on 1991, 

scholars ask how middle-class identity is intersected by other categories of gender, religion, 

ethnicity and so on, and whether focussing only upon middle-class consumerism might 

silence other more complex and paradoxical processes through which they relate to nature, 

culture and (sub)urbanisation. Thinking through middle-class identity as shaped by both 
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structural and moral processes (Sayer 2005) however allows us to better understand the 

ambiguities of class and the dualisms in its value systems. 

Although the recent call to explore the ambiguities of middle-class positioning is only 

just emerging, the literature on Turkish gated communities and the associated architectural 

form of a single-family home in cities like Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir is still very much 

embedded in the notion of a homogenous middle-class engaged in globalised consumerism 

(Candan and Kolluoglu 2008). Commenting on the suburban developments in Ankara, 

Turkey after 1990, Ayata describes the middle-classes as a ‘community of select and 

civilized people’ defined by what it excludes: ‘city life and its vulgar mix of the lower 

classes, the new rich and the Islamists.’ (2000: 30). Candan and Kolluoglu call this a ‘gating 

of the city’ through which places like Istanbul has experienced increasing pockets of new 

wealth located in exclusionary spaces of gated communities. The re-emergence of suburbia 

around Izmir in particular is said to have used the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ home as its central theme 

because of its reliance on ‘transnational economic relations, formation of new upper income 

groups, social polarization and changing consumption habits.’ (Sonmez 2009: 741).  

However, unlike Indian or Chinese middle-classes whose globalised consumerism 

have emerged largely during the states’ alignment with neoliberalism, Turkish middle-classes 

(particularly in Izmir) relate to globalisation through the radical moment of the making of the 

Turkish Republic in October 1923, when nearly 400,000 (Muslim) Turks from the Balkans 

and Aegean Islands moved into Anatolia and a majority settled in the Izmir region (in nearby 

villages and towns like Urla) (Arkon 1989, Karadag 2000). They thus identify themselves 

with a more complex geo-political history of Turkey seeing their personal identities as a 

combination of Greek, Balkan and Turkish heritage and their largely urbanised ‘culture’ as 

the rejection of conservative Islamic traditions embodied by the rural countryside. Izmir’s 

middle-classes also arose from a social and economic need for such a group as a result of the 
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emigration of earlier Ottoman middle-class minorities from the region (Cagaptay 2004). In 

Izmir, these ‘emergent Turks acquired businesses and distribution and licensing rights that 

foreign companies had previously granted to minorities’ (Karasapan 1986: 30) thus becoming 

one of the most educated and powerful social groups in the city.  The 1927 Law for the 

Encouragement of Industry in Turkey was a major stepping stone for this emerging class of 

industrialists in Izmir, who also began to see themselves as culturally elite. They frequented 

Izmir’s theatres, art scenes, cafes and participated in promoting cultural events in the city. 

Crucially they were largely a secular population, who in their construction of identity, 

belonging and citizenship aligned themselves more with Europe than with the Islamic world.  

These specific historical, cultural and political contexts of the making of Izmir’s 

middle-classes shows a greater need to understand the moral significance of middle-class 

positioning in the production of gated developments.  This is in line with recent calls to ‘tease 

out the local specificities of gated communities’ (Pow 2009) beyond its physical form and 

middle-class bias in order to understand better the combination of forces which produce and 

sustain its social and cultural landscapes. This concern is relevant in a Turkish context where 

its new middle-classes have aligned themselves with the state’s ongoing aspirations for 

European Union (EU) membership, yet seen a flattening of these aspirations by the rise of 

Islamist and Kurdish movements since the 1990s. Thus despite their move to the countryside, 

the middle-classes continue to identify themselves culturally as ‘urban’, since the 

town/village continues to be linked to parochialism and Islamist practices. Gender occupies a 

central role in these imaginations in terms of distancing themselves away from Islamist 

practices particularly those that are seen to imply control over women’s bodies. The Turkish 

middle classes in Izmir are well educated and secular; they see themselves as modern, 

cosmopolitan and hence highly ‘cultured’ – clearly a positionality from which they argue for 

women’s freedom and participation in the public realm, alongside a perception that this also 
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entails women’s disengagement from their ‘naturally ordained’ gender roles. Izmir’s middle-

classes therefore present a number of inherently contradictory positions to produce what 

many scholars call a ‘vernacularisation of class’ (Gupta 2000) in gated developments. It is 

from their contradictory moral positioning against gender, culture and nature that the 

production, consumption and marketing of Urla’s gated communities should be understood. 

Researching Izmir’s gated communities 

This research was part of a wider study into the emergence of new types of gated 

communities along the Izmir- Ceşme expressway since its construction in 1993. We were 

interested in questions of how the increased mobility made possible by the expressway 

reinforced privileges of class and transnational status in the making of the material, cultural, 

and symbolic geographies of these developments. They consisted of single-family, two-

storey houses with a swimming pool, which were built as gated communities housing upper 

middle-class families. We choose three of these gated developments for our study.  

Development A was a relatively small-scale gated community, designed, built and 

marketed by the architect who also lived there but had his office in Izmir. Most of the villas 

there were sold to his social contacts from Izmir. Each villa was of a different design, on very 

large plots (15 percent built-up area), had unrestricted view of the Aegean Sea, and was often 

built in consultation with potential owners. This development was also the closest to the 

expressway. Development B was a medium-scale gated community of 30 single family 

houses (in the first of two phases) whose architect was located in Izmir and whose developer 

was a well-known construction company based in Ankara. Development C was designed by a 

well-known Izmir architect and built by a housing association based in Izmir. This comprised 

217 identical single-family homes constructed on subdivisions (with 30 percent built-up 

area). Owners of these homes were members of the housing association. Many of them lived 

in Izmir and rented these out to NATO officials working in the nearby base in Izmir. This 
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development was also the furthest from the expressway (seven kilometres through uneven 

roads before reaching the expressway). All three of these developments were within the 

jurisdiction of Urla Municipality. 

The research method involved semi-structured interviews with the architects and 

developers who built these developments, the Urla municipality officials and the residents of 

these gated communities. The participants (architects and residents) were recruited through 

the social networks of the author’s Turkish friends and contacts and then snowballed to 

recruit new participants within these developments. The interviews were conducted mainly in 

Turkish, although the architects were all able to answer questions in English, frequently 

falling back on Turkish if they wanted to articulate more complex issues. The developers, 

realtors, Urla municipality officials and residents of the gated communities all spoke in 

Turkish. The host academic partner was able to provide on-site translations for the author and 

also conduct these interviews in the presence of the author, who often prompted for follow-up 

questions and clarifications. The interviews were translated and transcribed professionally at 

the end of the fieldwork. 

The production of Urla’s gated communities 

In the late 1980s there emerged an economic imperative to connect Izmir, the third 

largest city in Turkey to Ceşme, a historic port town at the end of the Izmir peninsula in the 

West through a high-speed auto expressway. Ceşme was important to Izmir’s middle- and 

upper-classes since many of them owned summer cottages there and would live there for a 

few months each year. These two cities were already connected by the existing national 

highway, but journey along the highway was slow. The high-speed expressway was meant to 

improve the economy of the region since Ceşme was an important tourist destination. The 

new expressway bypassed many of the small towns and villages which the national highway 

passed through but included Urla as one of the major towns along its route. Soon after the 
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expressway was completed in 1993 a large number of high-end gated developments or gated 

communities began to emerge around Urla. These immediately became desirable to Izmir’s 

middle-and upper-classes, many of who moved there soon afterwards.  

 

Figure 1: Hill slopes around Urla dotted with gated communities. Photo: Author. 

Brunn and Frantz (2005) note the importance of studying gated communities beyond 

their urban form and residential group to focus on the role of wider regulatory frameworks in 

producing and shaping their development particularly in understudied cities of Asia. Indeed 

differentiated local governance in India and China has seen the rise of ‘enclave urbanism’ 

(Breitung 2012, 278) in particular cities and urban peripheries. De Duren (2006) in particular 

explains in the case of Buenos Aires how the upgrade of the northern highway tripled the 

number of gated communities along its route.  Significant is his observation that their 

distribution was uneven, with the largest number concentrated in poorer municipalities who 

modified planning codes to lure developers.  

Using this rationale, one can see why Urla as a relatively ‘poorer’ municipality in the 

Izmir region became a ‘hotspot’ for the development of gated communities. In 1992, Urla 

municipality made a few amendments to their planning guidelines to capitalise on the 

development potential presented by the expressway. The Urla masterplan (put in effect in 

1995) permitted certain agricultural lands to have up to seven percent construction for a small 
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building, which was expected to house the necessary equipment and a small family who 

would work in the fields.  Unlike other masterplans in Turkey, there were no plan notes to 

limit or govern anything else with respect to these constructions.  Similar agricultural lands 

elsewhere were generally given only five percent permit, with plan notes that specified the 

minimum parcel size (in the case of the division of the land), maximum square meters and 

maximum height for a house within one parcel.  In the revised Urla plan (set in action in 

1995) only the minimum parcel size was given (3000sqm), which made it easier to build 

gated developments. These revisions facilitated architects to design houses much larger than 

the prescribed limits. As the architect of development C explained, 

The problem with the [development] was there were too many people so they had to 

design or build too many houses but status of the, well the [master] plan didn’t suit 

with the population that wanted to come there. But the Board of Governors had been 

engaged to the people so they were forced the law in a way. So this is why the roofs 

are tilted like this. Because according to the codes of the Mayorship in Urla, what you 

call it the place in the roof, the angle [pitch] of the roof, yeah at some places, the 

angle gets, you know, the roof gets very low, so these areas are not counted as the 

building area. So we had such roofs, I mean otherwise they couldn’t build the houses. 

[Architect, Development C, interviewed in English] 

Within Urla’s municipality borders, there are now 163 housing cooperatives that have 

constructed 5667 units (Sonmez 2009). While many of the housing cooperatives started their 

constructions in the 1980s in the peripheries of Urla, the number increased phenomenally 

from 1986 to 1995. The masterplan amendments facilitated these constructions since these 

were located within the Urla municipality. These gated developments were largely populated 

by Izmir’s urban middle-classes, who moved out of the city in search of ‘natural and 

healthier’ lifestyles.  
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Polluted Izmir and Healthy Urla 
The geographic and class-based seclusions of Izmir’s middle-classes are not new. In 

the 1950s, Izmir’s middle-classes lived largely in its upmarket areas in the highly desirable 

four-storey high-rise apartment buildings with views to the Izmir bay, while a majority of the 

low-income groups were located in Konak and its environs on the hills. Since the 1960s 

however the rise of gecekondus (squatter settlements) across the city has led to a perception 

of crime, dirt and pollution in the city. Along with rapid urbanisation in the 1960s and 

revisions in the 1972 masterplan which saw the increase in industrial developments in and 

around the city, Izmir with its squatter settlements, automobile traffic; the pollution of Izmir 

bay with ferries, industries and NATO airbase began to be seen increasingly by its middle-

classes as ‘dirty’.  

Izmir was also seen as dangerous with its frequent earthquakes and clayey soil on 

which the four-storey apartments of the middle-classes were built. There was a general fear 

that with their poor quality construction, these apartments would not survive another major 

earthquake. ‘Safer’ and healthier environments therefore became an important aspect of the 

generation of desire among the middle- and upper-classes to move outside Izmir. Many of 

them had owned summer homes in Ceşme, but this could not be a long-term arrangement 

because of the time it took to cover the distance between Izmir and Ceşme even along the 

expressway. The mushrooming of gated developments around Urla, which now took only 45 

minutes to reach from Izmir, made it possible for them to consider a more long-term move to 

a number of high-end gated communities around Urla.  

However, unlike most gated communities in Istanbul which are supported by social 

and cultural infrastructure (Candan and Kolluoglu 2008), these Urla developments were 

primarily residential, which meant that residents continued to maintain their social, cultural 

and economic ties with the city even after they left. This also meant demographic 

homogeneity –  residents mainly relocated from upmarket areas in Izmir, their familial status 
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as ‘empty-nesters’ (those who did not have children, or those whose children had left home) 

and their economic profile (belonging to  business or managerial professions) were the 

determining factor in being able to live in the developments around Urla.  

The attraction for Urla as a place to move to outside and away from Izmir was related 

to a number of binary dualisms. In comparison to Izmir, Urla was perceived as a healthy 

town, providing much needed respite from its pollution. This was based on a number of 

‘facts’. Urla was the first region in Turkey to develop a Local Agenda 21, in compliance with 

the agreements at the 1992 Rio Summit to promote sustainable development. Second, Urla 

was also the location of a number of ‘clean’ industries – grapes, raisins and a high olive oil 

and soap production. More recently, the greenhouses in Izmir had relocated to Urla, which 

increased the perception of Urla as the centre of agriculture and hence of bucolic and pastoral 

‘nature’.  

Recent scholarship on gated communities has suggested that we need to look beyond 

issues of urban segregation and middle-class lifestyles to the local politics of space and place 

that shape the exclusionary landscapes of gated developments (Falzon 2004, Pow 2007). Pow 

argues how ‘territoriality in Shanghai’s gated communities is invariably bound up in a moral 

distinction between the “urban(e)” and “rural” that revolves around the moral discourses on 

civilised modernity’ (2007, 1539). Similarly, the distinctions created between ‘polluted’ 

Izmir and ‘healthy’ Urla ‘reconfigured and depoliticised the defence of luxury and privileges’ 

(Pow 2007, 1539) to produce a social and material landscape of cultural and moral 

exclusivity within the gated developments.  

Now I see that because it’s rather expensive in the transportation wise. You have to 

use your car every day. 45 minutes of driving. Only people of middle class prefer to 

live. It’s independent of profession I think, but people of some culture who care for 



20 

the nature [my emphasis] I should say. And who have above middle income tax, 

middle income, they prefer. [Architect, Development C, interviewed in English] 

Thus the architect in Development C articulated a moral connection between ‘culture’ 

and ‘nature’, implying that appreciating or desiring to be close to ‘nature’ was a ‘cultured’ 

taste. ‘Nature’ was constructed through a reference to the more visual and aesthetic qualities 

of the landscape in which these gated communities were located. ‘Culture’ on the other hand 

referred to the capability to appreciate this aestheticized form of nature – something that was 

implied as vested within Izmir’s middle-classes, or those groups who could afford increased 

fuel costs incurred in relocating to Urla. This dualism between nature and culture was not 

mutually exclusive; rather was produced from a dialectics between aestheticized landscapes, 

private forms of mobility and middle-class values.  These dialectics also connected a number 

of binary distinctions constructed between – the ‘polluted’ city of Izmir and the provincialism 

of Urla, apartment living in the city and large villas in the rural countryside, urban and 

‘natural’ lifestyles.  

These dialectics were also possible through the dualisms of car ownership, where the 

car was seen as a form of social capital, yet its very ownership was premised upon a 

reduction in participants’ physical proximity to Izmir. As Urry (2002, 265) notes, ‘car-driving 

and its resultant socialities have become central to sustaining social capital across most 

societies across the globe.’ Actual and potential socio-spatial mobility or ‘motility’ 

(Kaufmann et. al. 2004) produced the car as central to an urban cosmopolitan citizenship that 

was physically distanciated from the city and yet socially/economically embedded in city life. 

Motility was also actively promoted in the publicity material of the gated developments. The 

actual and potential socio-spatial mobility afforded by the car emerged as a compelling motif 

for producing the desire for gated living among Izmir’s middle-classes. As well as being a 

sign of increased motility, statements like ‘Yesterday, we produced the living environments 
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for today.  Do you ask about tomorrow?’  (Figure 2) in the publicity materials presented the 

car as a potential route to accessing and acquiring ‘natural’ capital by proximity to the 

bucolic and pastoral landscapes of Urla. 

 
Figure 2: Marketing image in Development B that read: ‘Yesterday, we produced the living 

environments for today.  Do you ask about tomorrow?’ Photo: Author. 

The construction of binary dualisms was not just confined to those living in the gated 

developments. There was a discursive construction among Urla Municipality officers too 

about the moral geographies of urban/rural practices that largely excluded and bypassed 

Urla’s locals – both socially and economically. The construction of this binary moral order 

between urban middle-class / agricultural classes referred to the irony of locals losing their 

land and being socially excluded from the gated developments and yet being employed in 

service sector work in these gated developments as cleaners, gardeners and domestic help,.  
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The ones who are coming here are here for these reasons – Let me breathe the air of 

this place, drink its water, get my rest but via expressway let me be at my work place 

in 20 minutes. That is what he thinks and come here accordingly. There is no such 

thing as let me go to Urla, sit in one of the shops and talk with the people.  You 

cannot enter into their gated communities. You cannot even pass through the land.  I 

mean there is no dialogue with Urla. (Official, Urla Municipality) 

Locals in Urla labelled the gated developments as zengin geçekondulari or rich 

squatter settlements, referring to the ambiguous legal codes through which they had been 

made materially possible. There emerged therefore a discourse of the ‘rich squatters’ who 

had come to enjoy ‘nature’ in Urla without giving anything back. The moral binaries between 

urban/rural, city/town, middle-/agricultural-classes were then recast as the binaries between 

polluting/sustainable – as the urban middle-classes being the ‘real’ source of environmental 

damage to the ‘natural’ environment of Urla. 

What we are doing here – because, there is fertile land there.  You are destroying that 

land and placing concrete over it. … When they [residents of gated developments] are 

coming they are coming with everything – with their concrete, cement, asphalt, with 

the poisons from the products they are using.  It is not only about their arrival.  I 

mean, like an oil drop in the water it spreads in haste.  It is affecting many environs in 

a negative way and then the situation turns insolvable like the [pollution problems of 

the] bay of Izmir.  If it continues like this, we know where it is headed.  (Official, 

Urla Municipality, interviewed in Turkish). 

Thus while the dualisms of healthy and polluted, town and city, led to the rise of these 

gated developments, these were not simple labels, rather a much more complex process of 

negotiating between the real and imagined ‘dirt’ and dangers between city/countryside. 

Entangled within these dualisms were the contradictory constructions of ‘agricultural 
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buildings’ in the Urla masterplan and actually existing material homes of Izmir’s urban 

middle-classes as achieved through the manipulation of bureaucratic and legal definitions that 

guided development in the region.  

Generating gendered desires 
Bourdieu (1984) notes that ‘nothing is more distinctive, more distinguished, than the 

capacity to confer aesthetic status on objects that are banal or even ‘common’, or the ability 

to apply the principles of a ‘pure’ aesthetic to the most everyday choices of everyday life’. 

Architects, developers and realtors, all conferred heightened symbolic status to the villas in 

the gated communities. The houses, their proximity to the rural countryside and the financial 

capital invested in them, all symbolised ‘taste’ – this was a process of distinguishing the 

gated developments by conferring aesthetic and cultural capital to the most mundane of 

spaces in everyday life – the home.  

Significantly, the dialectical relations between the series of binaries were gendered 

through parallel constructions of modern Turkish women and ‘pastoral nature’. In our 

interviews with the architects, the recurrent discussion was how difficult it was to sell these 

villas to the target social group. This was particularly true of development A which was 

designed, built and marketed by the architect himself. This was because there was only a 

particular gendered stratum of Izmir society which could take the decision to move to these 

villas. As he elaborated, 

First of all, they should be rich. Plus their wives should desire such a living there and 

they should have a license and a car. If somebody’s wife doesn’t drive a car forget it. 

Forget it actually. I mean wives are very dominant in the decision. They should live 

there; they should want to live there; they should desire to live there. 

(Architect/developer/resident, Development A, interviewed in English) 

Wu (2005) notes that research on gated communities should go beyond the narrow 

focus on its morphology and architectural form to understanding the wider cultural and socio-
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political context of production.  Certainly, moving beyond the immediate built form and 

middle-class consumerism of the villa in these gated communities we are then able to see 

how Turkish women become critical to the use and exchange value of these homes. The 

architect particularly targeted middle-aged women whose children had left home since there 

were no schools or childcare for children nearby. More specifically, it was gendered mobility 

that made the gated communities possible, since men were seen to go to work everyday, but 

it were the wives who were seen as the ‘real’ residents. It was important then that these 

women had access to private transport in order to enjoy the social and cultural infrastructure 

(seen as absent in Urla) in Izmir and maintain their ‘urban’ lifestyles. It was imperative 

therefore to first convince these women to move to the gated developments. 

Although the husbands give them money, wives have say because they spend more 

time in the house and most of them are housewives. But also most of the time it’s the 

wives who resist coming to Urla. You know living in their comfortable apartment life 

in Izmir, where they can go to the barber shop, where they can go and visit their 

friends. It’s very difficult for them to come to suburbs. In Turkey, women are not very 

nature-oriented [my emphasis]. They much rather stay in the city where all their 

friends are. They prefer city life. (Architect/developer/resident, Development A, 

interviewed in English). 

Here emerges then the fundamental contradiction in the construction of gated 

developments. The architect’s perception of Turkish women as highly urbanised, who ‘prefer 

city-life’ and hence reject living close to ‘nature’, distances them from their ‘natural’ 

qualities of nurturing and home-making, and hence paradoxically connects them intimately to 

the modern Turkish home. The architect in situating middle class women within apartment 

blocks in the city also locates them squarely within a consumerist cosmopolitan/secular 
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ideology – going to the hairdressers, cafes and meeting friend which he sees as a 

contradiction with their ‘natural’ roles as housewives.  

This contradiction also challenges Sayer’s (2005) argument that class as a moral 

signifier is different from gender as identity. Sayer notes that it is possible to change one’s 

attitude towards gender equality but class works as a moral value system and hence harder to 

change. The narratives of the architects suggest class and gender are both intimately linked in 

the construction of middle-class Turkish women and their relationship to nature. This linkage 

is produced from the historical and structural advantages enjoyed by Izmir’s middle-classes 

and the resultant values which have become normalised and universalised as the basis of 

difference from those ‘other’ than themselves. 

How then was it possible to convince such women to move to Urla despite their 

assumed love of urban life? The literature on gated communities often offers a discourse of 

marketing that is produced by developers and geared towards middle-classes. Pow and Kong 

(2007) for example, highlights how developers have become savvy at combining the 

symbolic values of house and home in producing desires for these neighbourhoods. While the 

attractiveness of exclusive landscapes and middle-class lifestyles is a continuous marketing 

strategy, the Turkish developers also use a gendered strategy in attracting the ‘right’ clientele. 

Given that they see women as resistant to relocating to Urla, and their relative significance in 

household decision-making was largely accepted, the architects and developers often 

organised cocktail parties exclusively for the benefit of elite social groups in Izmir, who were 

selected on the basis of their marital and family status (as elaborated earlier) with the women 

in possession of a car. The women who came to these parties were then given information 

about the developments and handed brochures explaining the benefits of a ‘natural’ lifestyle. 

These parties turned out to be a success since most of the villas were sold through such 

efforts.  
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These efforts echo the observation made in the case of Cairo’s gated developments 

(Kuppinger 2004) where buyers were nowhere near as enthusiastic about moving as the 

developers were in promoting them. The efforts of the architect in development A to recruit 

through gendered strategies should also be understood in this context where women and their 

families were largely seen to resist relocating from the city and coming to Urla. In using this 

specific strategy, the architects in Bourdieu’s words, attempted to target groups who would 

understand how to exchange their social and cultural capital in the city for a perceived higher 

value capital in Urla.  

Nature and culture in Urla’s gated developments 
Bourdieu suggests that “taste classifies and it classifies the classifier” (1984: 6). 

Indeed the kind of amenities present in the gated developments were similar to most others in 

Turkey, yet in their particular combination with the architectural styles of the villas and 

relative symbolic power of the residents who moved here, they provided a way of 

distinguishing their residents from the wider urban ‘dirt’ of Izmir and the ‘provincialism’ of 

Urla. These binary differentiations sought to construct the gated developments as a valuable 

symbolic and cultural good and therefore its residents as those with refined taste and culture 

who could appreciate this value. The gated developments then became ‘a practical 

affirmation of an inevitable difference’ (Bourdieu 1984: 56), which provided ways to valorise 

the taste and culture and by extension the lifestyles of those who would live in them. 

Urla is an unlucky place.  While it could have been a much better place, due to 

politics and municipality, it did not develop.  Locals are little like this – not civilised. 

Its farmers in the market sell you things in high prices, they gossip. I do not like Urla-

ites. [Aysen, resident, interviewed in Turkish] 

Aysen reflects Bourdieu’s (1984) notions of distinction and taste by creating a binary 

differentiation between the ‘refined’ culture of the gated development residents, and the 

‘vulgar’ practices of the Urla residents. Her narrative implies a perception of Urla locals as 
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peasants, uneducated, Islamists and hence anti-cosmopolitan. The gated development 

residents on the other hand aligned themselves with the aspirations of Turkey to join the 

European Union (EU). They likened the Urla locals to Turkey’s neighbours – Iraq, Iran and 

Syria, countries they said were Islamic and therefore a threat to Europe. As another resident 

said how she felt after she moved in, ‘it is not only in terms of prices, but to choose this 

lifestyle you need to be cultured.  After having that cultural level, places like this can 

function.’ [my emphasis] (Interviewed in Turkish) 

This moral construction of themselves as ‘cultured’ was also a way of distinguishing 

themselves as a rational, secular and modern Turkish social group, identified by their 

inhabitation of globally recognisable suburban homes easily accessible from the city. The 

economic capital and lifestyle changes required for living in these gated communities gave 

value and meanings to different forms of (social, cultural or motility) capital available to the 

residents. One of the most important criteria, the morality of ‘culture’ became then a 

metaphor for distinguishing themselves from the working- and farming-classes amongst local 

Urla residents. ‘Culture’ acted as a moral signifier of their class status that underpinned their 

(reluctance towards) social interactions with the Urla locals. Participants thus distinguished 

themselves on the basis of moral differences from Urlai-ites who had the tendency to gossip, 

were uncivilised and so on. The moral qualities of culture seemingly embodied by those in 

the gated developments were normalised to stake claims to the moral character of their life 

and practices and hence to higher social positioning.  

How did the women reconcile their urban identities and lifestyles within this moral 

landscape? Most of the women continued to visit Izmir and meet their friends, shop and eat 

out during the day as they used to before. This was because unlike other gated communities 

in Istanbul or Ankara, the Urla gated developments were largely residential. In order to 

access groceries, clothes or any social/leisure activities, these women had to drive to Izmir. In 
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addition, the men who were still employed or retained their businesses in Izmir had to 

commute everyday in the rush hour traffic. Thus both men and women retained enduring 

links with Izmir even after moving out from the city. Maintaining these links however often 

came at certain personal costs.  

This place is really a radical decision. You should want this new lifestyle and you 

should be ready for it.  There are people who started to go to a psychiatrist after 

moving here, since they disturbed the order of their life.  In order to live here you 

need to own a car, and you need to be able to drive that car.  You should be ready for 

the traffic; you need to be a serious driver.  It is very important.  Your child needs to 

be either very small or should not live here—otherwise, he/she should have a car.  

These are all radical decisions. As a result it affects your life, positively or negatively.  

(Ahsen, resident, interviewed in Turkish) 

‘Urban social life has always entailed various mobilities but the car transforms this in 

a distinct combination of flexibility and coercion’ (Sheller and Urry 2000: 739). This 

observation by Sheller and Urry confirms the sense of simultaneous freedom of mobility and 

reliance upon the car that was expressed by almost all residents we interviewed. The car 

enabled them to live in the countryside in high-end luxurious homes, yet this freedom also 

entailed an increased reliance on the car – something that they were not used to from Izmir. 

Some residents noted that in a couple of years since they had moved in, they had changed 

two cars since the road to the expressway was very poorly maintained. They also noted that 

the traffic had increased since they moved in especially during the rush hour, and some were 

concerned that very soon it would take them as long to reach Izmir as it used to before the 

expressway was constructed. Unlike what Sheler and Urry suggest, this increased dependence 

on the car was not noted as coercion, rather as an inconvenience compensated by the 

proximity to ‘nature’.  
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Figure 3: Framed views of the Aegean Sea from the villa. Photo: Author. 

When it rains, you can see the rain, you can observe everything on the sea.  It gets 

cloudy but when the clouds leave, you can see places far, far away.  It is a different 

feeling with the sun, another with the rain.  Every season, every moment is different.  

Daylight is beautiful, the moonlight is beautiful.  Do you have this in the city?  You 

have nothing in the city! (Gulse, resident, interviewed in Turkish) 

As Bourdieu suggests, “in matters of taste, all determination is negation” (1984: 56). 

Similarly, the construction of the gated developments as desirable was based on 

differentiating and assigning value to nature and natural elements – moonlight, rain, sea, sun, 

daylight and so on, and hence by extension associating this with the cultural capital of those 

who lived in these developments. The value of this cultural capital was validated through a 

construction of tasteful and ‘natural lifestyle’ within the developments in contrast to the 



30 

vulgarity and filth of city living. ‘Natural lifestyles’ largely referred to a proximity to bucolic 

landscape which was largely consumed as an aestheticized product. Natural lifestyles 

therefore were not embodied; rather they were based on viewing and framing natural 

elements through the siting, landscaping and design of the villas. Significantly, his 

differentiation was made by the women, who unlike the perception of the architects, 

constructed their relationship to gated communities through this aestheticized ‘nature’.  

Fixing mobilities 

The reorientation of lifestyle that the gated developments demanded of its residents 

increasingly made their activities more confined to the private spaces of the home. While 

participants were engaged with the aesthetic and consumptive aspects of ‘nature’, this had a 

constraining impact on their bodily health. I have already mentioned that participants were 

more reliant on the car and hence spent more time confined within it along the expressway, 

but they were even more confined when it came to exercising their bodies.  

I miss walking. The land was very flat in Karşiyaka, but it is very hilly here.  I tried 

walking from [development] sign to the road below three or five times. When I 

reached home I was all purple.  My mom said this will not work so I bought an 

exercise machine. I walk on the treadmill now.   

Thus the move to the villa in many ways produced a total reorientation of their 

lifestyles, which was contradictory to the discourse of ‘natural lifestyles’ associated with the 

‘healthy town’ which was promoted by the architects and the residents themselves. The gated 

developments made them more reliant on the car, while offering the freedom to access the 

city with relative ease via the expressway. In other words, while the women claimed to being 

exposed to ‘nature’ and natural lifestyles, they were simultaneously constrained by the hilly 

terrain, long distances, general suburban nature of the gated communities and their location 
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within the countryside to lead similar urban lifestyles. This transformation of their mobilities 

was not just around everyday routines, but also around seasonal routines. 

I have already mentioned that most of those who moved into these gated communities 

had earlier owned both an apartment in Izmir and a summer house in Ceşme. They would live 

and work in Izmir all year, but during the summer they would take their families to their 

second homes in Ceşme for extended periods. The mobilities of Izmir’s middle-classes 

therefore had been largely seasonal between apartment living by the Izmir bay and summer 

house living by the Ceşme beach. The Urla gated developments changed this radically.  

We used to live in Izmir, my husband would come to the summer house during the 

weekend.  I would go back to the city with my husband on Monday – clean the house, 

cook, etc.  Then go back to the summer house not to leave my parents alone there!  

This was our summer!  Can you call that a holiday?  Now I am living in my summer 

place all year around! [Ozlem, interviewed in Turkish] 

The move to the gated communities therefore had ‘fixed’ the seasonal mobilities of its 

residents. Although residents maintained enduring relations with the city and with the beach, 

they did not feel the need to live in Izmir or Ceşme since Urla (as a place half way between 

the two) provided them with easy access to both. Most of the residents therefore had sold 

their second homes in Ceşme (and sometimes even the Izmir apartment) to pay for the villa in 

Urla. Second, the labelling of the villa as the ‘summer place’ served to reinforce the notion of 

living close to nature and natural settings – the place where one went for holidays – and 

hence a place of well-being. In other words, the villa in the gated development was now able 

to offer them the best of both worlds – easy access to the city while enjoying a ‘natural’ 

lifestyle away from the pollution and congestion of the city – and hence the maintenance of 

urban lifestyles without necessarily locating oneself in the city. This validated their cultural 
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capital, and sustained their marking as a ‘cultured’ group distinguished both from the city 

dwellers and Urla locals by their lifestyle and mobility choices. 

Conclusions 

In recent years, five interrelated factors are seen as key to the rise of gated 

communities – emergence of the middle classes; international demands for all-inclusive 

lifestyles within a residential neighbourhood; perceived benefits from living within these 

neighbourhoods; neo-liberalism and increasing private provision of services and 

infrastructure; and geopolitical instability and urban malaise (Kenna and Dunn 2009). The 

Turkish case however, illustrates that these factors are also gendered and therefore far more 

complexly interrelated. First because Izmir’s middle-classes, the main proponents of these 

gated developments cannot be so neatly related to the rise of neoliberalism, rather to a far 

more complex history of the making of Turkish republic and its relation to the binaries of 

Islamist/secular beliefs that are largely seen as parallel to rural/urban lifestyles in the region. 

Second, because the production and consumption of gated developments in the Izmir region 

relied upon a series of constructed binaries and contradictions between – nature and culture, 

modern and parochial, city and town, healthy and polluted, Turkish middle-class women and 

suburban lifestyles. These contradictions were built from the ways that high-speed 

expressways, legal ambiguities in masterplanning and desires for bucolic ‘nature’ overlapped 

in particular localised ways. And finally, because these contradictory constructions were 

simultaneously related to the value systems embodied in middle-class women and in the 

moral and subjective experiences of class in Izmir. They suggest that class and gender cannot 

be neatly separated, rather it were through their dialectical links and cleavages that the moral 

value of the gated developments as ‘Culture’ were sustained. While Sayer (2005) notes that 

class morality has a conventional character, the dualisms of the gated developments 
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generated through the intersections between class and gender suggest that they are far from 

conventional or universal. 

The gated developments in the Izmir region were also embedded in dialectical 

relationships between seemingly opposing conceptions of nature and culture, town and city, 

healthy and polluted and so on that served to simultaneously connect and separate them from 

Izmir and Urla. The meaning and value of one part of the binary could not be appreciated 

without reference to its counterpart, and this assignation of values to each part of the binary 

formed the basis of validating and reinforcing the ‘taste’, ‘culture’ and moral superiority of 

those who lived in these gated developments. Significantly this dialectical relationship 

between binary counterparts pointed to the social fault lines within the wider Izmir region 

and society. This was evident in the tensions that ran between the Urla locals (including 

municipality officials) and the residents of the gated developments. While the Urla locals 

made arguments on a moral high-ground of social exclusion and ecological harm inflicted 

upon by the  residents from gated developments, the residents themselves used discourses of 

‘Culture’ as a way of distinguishing themselves from the ‘vulgar’ practices and values of the 

locals.  

The Izmir case suggests how the production of gated developments is not just about 

political economics of the city and countryside, but also about social, cultural and gendered 

processes through which the dialectics between nature and culture are reframed. It suggests 

how nature itself is gendered in very different ways to westernised notions and how this 

‘gendered nature’ becomes central to the making and proliferation of this new form of 

suburban housing. Thus although these gated communities were similar to their counterparts 

in the Anglo-American context, yet in their conceptualisation and marketing they were 

modelled on gender roles that sought to reverse the perceived identity of middle class Turkish 

women as urbanised, secular, consumerist and hence separated from ‘nature’. Selling ‘nature’ 
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to women therefore became the most important strategy for the architects, developers and 

realtors. The women who lived in these gated communities however saw themselves as 

drawn by the nature offered in these gated communities, which was constructed through a 

visual and aesthetic relationship between the house and the landscape around them. Living in 

these houses produced a discourse of natural lifestyle which ironically was related to their 

location in Urla as a ‘healthier’ place with which they had little engagement. 

Taken together these binaries and the dialectics between them point to the wider fault 

lines in the very concept of sustainable development. In other words, the ways in which 

particular human-nature relationships are valorised within particular landscapes and built 

environments suggest how values embodied in certain forms of capital are presented as 

objective and final. A large part of this was related to the aesthetic capital of the gated 

developments and the mobility capital of car use, which when combined became objective 

and moral signifiers of middle-class ‘Culture’. The contradictory relationship to nature 

embodied by residents of the gated developments in which they argued for a caring for nature 

and yet this care came at tremendous costs to the natural environment and resources in the 

region spoke to some of the inherent contradictions of these forms of capital. The ways that 

these contradictions echoed the wider gendered divisions in society then further suggested 

how the nature/culture, masculine/feminine divides are ‘vernacularised’ in Turkish gated 

developments.  
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