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Letter from İzmir: Where to, Janus? 
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[Published in Italian as “Dové va, Giano? Lettera de Smirne” in Dialoghi Internazionali-Città 

nel Mondo, Milan, No: 6, pp. 8-13, December 2007] 

 

One hot and humid day in May 2007, hundreds of thousands of demonstrators converged 

around the square in İzmir, protesting the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) and 

promising to fight to protect the secular, unitary and modern bases of the Republic of Turkey 

against the impending and insidious threats, including reactionary Islamism and Kurdish 

separatism. The march was a continuation of the “Republican Demonstrations” that were 

organized by a coalition of secularist NGOs. The presence of almost a million protesters in 

these successive marches compelled numerous Turkish and European media commentators to 

argue that the “closet Islamist” AKP would significantly lose its electoral support (which 

stood at 34 percent in 2002 elections) and a new secularist civil societal movement was 

determined to keep Turkey squarely within the western-style modernism, a „civilizational‟ 

target set by the founder of the Republic, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1920s. 

 

Surprisingly, however, the general elections proved a landslide victory for the AKP which 

gathered around 47 percent of the vote, easily surpassing the combined shares of the staunchly 

secular Republican People‟s Party (CHP with 21 percent) and the right-wing Nationalist 

Action Party (MHP with 14 percent). One of the few provinces where the AKP trailed behind 

the CHP was İzmir, well known for its historical epithet as the “Gavur (infidel) İzmir” for its 

„mondaine,‟ non-traditional, liberal, relaxed and westernized air. In that particular sense, 

while secular İzmirians were quite shocked by the AKP‟s landslide, they continued to take 

pride in their status as a modern-westernized enclave à la Mustafa Kemal amid a sea of 

Anatolian religious and social conservatism and reactionary „Islamism‟ represented by the 

ruling party.  

 

Strolling around Kordon, İzmir‟s seaside promenade filled with elegant cafés and European 

brand stores, one indeed feels this sense of “uniqueness” represented by a laid-back modern 

lifestyle jealously guarded against “conservatism” of the headscarved Muslim women (who 

are usually far more visible in other Turkish towns and cities) and “crude backwardness” of 

impoverished Kurdish migrants. Also reading mayor Aziz Kocaoğlu‟s statements on how they 

try to make İzmir into a “global brand,”
1
 a “global city” in rivalry with Milan, among others, 

in the bid to host Expo 2015, one cannot help but thinking that this is indeed a westernized 

metropolis representing the advancements of the modern Kemalist revolution, now 

courageously navigating its way into the competitive jungles of global urban hierarchy.  

 

Looking more closely from an alternative angle, however, İzmir also emerges as an inward-

looking, defensively nationalist stronghold of orthodox Kemalism ferociously resisting 

Turkey‟s European Union accession process. For most İzmirians, the EU represents a final 

                                                 
1
 “İzmir: A Global Brand,” Turkish Daily News: İzmir Special, February 2007. Also accessible at URL: 

http://www.izmir.bel.tr/dailynews/february/1.html. İzmir‟s business community is also squarely behind this 

target. For various discussions on İzmir‟s Expo 2015 bid and its rivalry with Milan, see, URL: 

worldsfair2015.com. This source is particularly important since its various authors continously utter their 

concerns on how “İzmir is lagging behind Milan”.   

http://www.izmir.bel.tr/dailynews/february/1.html
http://www.worldsfair2015.com/
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blow to the Republican regime since it aims –by encouraging the AKP‟s legislative reforms- 

to transform Turkey into a “soft Islamic state” in line with an evil geopolitical plot (also 

supported by the USA) and promotes separatism by insisting on defending socio-cultural 

rights of Kurds and non-Muslim minorities
2
. In this sense, its numerous residents see İzmir as 

the last remaining fortress of the Turkish nation-state that is speedily falling prey to this dark 

global conspiracy with the help of internal enemies, be them “Islamists,” “Kurds,” and other 

“fifth columnists”. So, which İzmir are we now talking about? A globalizing, modern, 

western-oriented and liberal port city, or a parochial stronghold of secularist an authoritarian 

nationalism increasingly at odds with a globalizing and reformist country? Or is it both? 

Interestingly, this Mediterranean town has always had a „Janus-faced‟ character that partly 

explains its current standing. Let us then immerse ourselves into history and chart the town‟s 

colorful past in order to make more sense of today. 

 

According to archeologists, İzmir‟s human history dates back at least to the Lower Paleolithic 

age
3
. According to two prehistoric sites dating to the Neolithic age, approximately 8000 years 

ago, two settlements existed in İzmir, one closer to the –then- sea line and with a maritime 

character, the other more higher up and in relation with landlocked settlements in inner 

Anatolia
4
, interestingly determining its “dual” nature made up of external and internal 

orientations. While it was initially thought that the oldest name used for İzmir was Smyrna, 

some trade documents found at Kültepe-Kaneş near Kayseri at the beginning of the 2
nd

 

millennium B.C. refer to a western town entitled Tismurna
5
. Smyrna, in the age following the 

Hittite Empire, and with Ionian and Aiol migration became an important cultural centre, and 

was among the possible hometowns of Homer
6
. Following a decline, it again rose to 

prominence during the Hellenistic period, and was mentioned by Strabon as “the most 

beautiful Ionian city”. In the 2
nd

 Century B.C., it became part of the Roman Empire and later 

its environs became one of the refuges of the first Christians. During the Byzantine Empire, 

Arabs, Seljukians, Crusaders and Genovese attempted to invade the city and control the trade 

networks it possessed. One of the first Turkish maritime commanders Çaka Bey briefly 

conquered Symrna in 1076, and was finally conquered by Ottoman Turks in 1422. Its 

polyglot/multilingual character continued on through most of these historical periods. 

 

Its transformation into a major port between late 16
th

 through the early 19
th

 centuries could 

perhaps be explicated in terms of the long dialectic between the sea and land also addressed 

by Fernand Braudel‟s longue durée
7
. In 1726, a German traveler en route to Jerusalem 

                                                 
2
 Indeed, in 2002 elections, media magnate Cem Uzan‟s highly xenophobic and anti-EU Young Party (GP) 

received 17 percent of the vote while it fared only 7 percent in the national results. Similarly, the support for the 

army‟s April 2007 “memorandum” against the AKP government was significantly higher in İzmir compared 

with other provinces. 
3
 A. Ş. Kansu (1963) “Ege (İzmir) Paleolitiğine Ait İlk Not,” Belleten, Vol. 27, pp. 485-490.   

4
 A. Uhri (2000) Batı Anadolu Erken Tunç Çağı’nda Mutfak Kültürü Açısından Ocak ve Fırınlar, Master‟s 

Thesis, Ege University, pp. 13-15; A. Çilingiroğlu & E. Abay, (2005)“Ulucak Höyük Excavations: New 

Results”, Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry, Vol.5, Special Issue, pp. 8-9;  Z. Derin & A. Batmaz, 

(2004). “Bornova-Kemalpaşa (İzmir) Arkeolojik Envanteri 2003”, TÜBA KültürEnvanteri-Journal of Cultural 

Inventory/2, 2004, İstanbul, p. 78. 
5
 E. Bilgiç, (1951). “Die Ortsnamen der Kappadokischen Urkunden”, Archive für Orientforschung XV, (1945-

1951), p. 9. 
6
 E. Akurgal (1993). Eski Çağda Ege ve İzmir, Yaşar E. V. Yay. İzmir, p. 18. 

7
 B. Kolluoğlu-Kırlı (2007). “Cityscapes and Modernity: Smyrna Morphing into Izmir,” in A. Frangoudaki & Ç. 

Keyder (eds.) Ways to Modernity in Greece and Turkey: Encounters with Europe, 1850-1950, I.B. Tauris: 

London. Here, Kolluoğlu-Kırlı refers to Braudel‟s monumental work on the Mediterranean. See, F. Braudel 

(1972). Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, Harper & Row: New York.   
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described İzmir in its multi-denominational and social diversity with Turks, Greeks, Jews, 

Armenians and Latins (or “Levantines”) being the major players
8
. Accordingly, Smyrna‟s 

trade volume increased considerably in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 century, reaching a peak in the 19
th

 

century, a period marked by the economic restructuring of the Mediterranean economy under 

the British hegemony
9
. The Ottoman court aimed to politically better control this new 

importance by constituting an administrative centre in Smyrna in 1851
10

. By the end of the 

19
th 

century, Smyrna indeed became the “primate city” of the region
11

.  

 

In this period, Smyrna became one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the Empire, with the 

share of the non-Muslims rising to more than 60 percent
12

. Due to this non-Muslim 

domination as well as the city‟s increasing “westernization,” Smyrna was to be called “Gavur 

(infidel) İzmir” in the popular-conservative imagery. Indeed, this was dubbed by numerous 

European commentators, and most chiefly by a contributor to the Blackwood’s Magazine 

who, in 1847, wrote that “Smyrna has no earthly right to the title of a Turkish city, except the 

accident of its happening to be in Turkey”
13

. During this period, we can claim that the 

external orientation reached a peak, while its inward-looking, internal territorial attachments 

continued mainly through newly established railroads still owned and operated by foreign 

(French-Belgian) companies who also dominated the quay and port/maritime commercial 

establishments
14

.  

 

However, with the increasing influence of Turkish nationalism and especially following the 

Young Turk coup in 1908 which brought the reformist/nationalist Committee of Union and 

Progress to power, İzmir‟s fate started to change. While the tragedy of 1915 decreased the 

city‟s Armenian population, the major blow came with the Turco-Greek War between 1919 

and 1922. The occupation by the Greek forces in 1919 initiated a tragedy that took its toll on 

all its residents. Mustafa Kemal‟s nationalist movement centered in Ankara gained an 

impressive victory over the Greek forces which had to retreat from their inner Anatolian 

positions until their decisive defeat in September 1922 in İzmir. 

 

In mid-September, İzmir was scene to a huge human tragedy and exodus of the Greek 

residents, coupled with fires erupting in Levantine, Greek and Armenian quarters. While 

various nationalist narratives put the blame for the fires on one another, others argue for a 

lower class plundering of the wealthy neighborhoods amid a power vacuum. Notwithstanding 

the conflicting narratives, the Great İzmir Fire functioned as a tabula rasa for the new Turkish 

Republic. Indeed, “the destruction of the city through fire was an act of creation, an attempt to 

build places of (counter) memory, opening up a terrain upon which the new nation‟s imprint, 

its Muslim and Turkish identity, could be carved and its cosmopolitanism nationalized”
 15

. 
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 A.M. Müller (1726) Peregrinus in Jerusalem, Published in Turkish as İzmir 1726, (1998). Turkish translation 

by A. S. Sevim Uhri, Tepekule: İzmir. 
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Amsterdam, Cf. B. Kolluoğlu-Kırlı, ibid, p. 233 & 247. 
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 M. B. Kıray, ibid, pp. 25-59. 
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 B. Kolluoğlu-Kırlı (2005). “Forgetting the Symrna Fire,” History Workshop Journal, n. 60, p. 27. 
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This could be seen as the victory of inward-looking, defensive orientation of İzmir as a new 

fortress of nationalism and Turkish national identity and the defeat of its cosmopolitan 

orientation. Interestingly, however, while Turkification policies continued in political, 

economic and cultural spheres, the city retained its status as “Gavur İzmir,” wits its 

supposedly more libertarian, permissive and “mondaine” atmosphere. The sections destroyed 

by the fire were then to become grounds for Kültürpark (Culture Park) and İzmir International 

Fair, as an international exhibit for the advancements of modern Turkey. Extreme right wing 

and radical Islamist movements always remained comparatively weak in İzmir and the city 

was well known for its left wing and social democratic political orientation through the 1970s 

and 1990s.  

 

However, since the early 2000s, a strange type of nationalist-leftism (ulusalcılık) and extreme 

right wing Turkism
16

 gained root in İzmir, with outbursts of (so far non-violent) temper 

against Kurds and “Islamists”. Some of İzmirian secular nationalism could perhaps be loosely 

likened to Lega Lombarda/Lega Nord in its middle-class defensive attitudes and anti-EU, 

xenophobic stances. While İzmirian secular nationalism staunchly defend Turkish unitary 

state, it make it seem to want a national unity with no poor, uneducated, separatist Kurds 

around! Similarly, in its orthodox defense of Kemalist nationalism, it aims to rid the republic 

off the “insidious reactionary forces,” represented most chiefly by the “closet Islamist” AKP. 

While subscribing to Mustafa Kemal‟s notion of “reaching to the level of contemporary 

civilization,” most İzmirians refute EU as part of an evil plot.  

 

Yet, İzmir also attempts to be a global player, a candidate city to host Expo 2015. According 

to popular and business parlance and local government rhetoric, İzmir is the modern, 

westernized, and civilized face of Turkey. Let‟s leave off where we started: From the past 

until today, İzmir kept its Janus-face. This duality was also part of its success and richness. 

However, for the future, İzmir should perhaps try to reconcile its two faces. We know that 

Janus usually symbolize change and transformation, progression of past to the future, of one 

condition to another. Janus is also the deity of gates and doors, symbolizing a doorway 

between different spheres. If İzmir could embrace the idea of transformation and being a 

gateway, and thus defend secularism, democracy and diversity at once, it could indeed 

become a colorful and insightful global player. 
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 Even, a non-Muslim type of Turkism emerged in İzmir, styled under Buduncu circles, revering a lost Central 

Asian, “Aryan” past, reminiscent of the 1940s pro-Nazi Turkish nationalist organizations. Indeed, an 

organization entitled N.A.Z.İ (Nasyonal Aktivitede Zinde İnkışaf) had also been established in İzmir during the 

2nd World War.   


