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Argumentation of choice 
of the studio 

My decision in choosing the Borders & Territories studio is 
based on the freedom within this studio, where you can 
conduct research based on your own interest in a topic. 
But to question everything at the same time. In this way 
the B&T studio gives the space to do deep research into 
this theme, to take a strong position in contemporary 
architecture. Almost no vision or idea seems too crazy, 
which results in experimental architecture. This freedom, 
but also the precision in expressing ideas, research and 
design using different methods (drawings, models, maps, 
etc.) gave me an interesting challenge, because this 
method sometimes lies outside my own comfort zone. 
 

 

Graduation project  
Title of the graduation 
project 
 

Modernization of a City of Migrants  

Goal  
Location: Istanbul, Turkey - Tarlabaşı   
The posed problem,  The focus of this thesis is on the phenomenon of the 

informal settlement and its informal economy. The 
location of the graduation project called Tarlabaşı is an 
informal settlement in the middle of the city center of 
Istanbul. The neighborhood has been a shelter for the 
poor, refugees and minorities for generations. The district 
functions as its own hidden and self-regulating world. 
This has created an informal economy that is inextricably 
linked to the rest of Istanbul, such as the waste/recycling 
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industry. It cannot exist without the informal branch of 
waste pickers, who are responsible for 80% of recycling 
in Turkey. The unique district of Tarlabaşı is seen as bad 
and criminal by the authoritarian neoliberal city planners. 
Therefore, the neighborhood has already been hit by 
gentrification processes, ignoring the unique 
characteristics and social roots of this neighborhood. 
Urban renewal or gentrification or however you want to 
name it, is seen as a necessary tool to erase certain parts 
of social and physical identities created in the last 50 
years via programs of demolition and resettlement. 
Residents are evicted or given unfair compensation to 
leave their homes or workplaces. As a result, the 
gentrification processes result in a displacement of the 
poor, driving them away from the city center and their 
informal work. In 2009, at least one million residents in 
Istanbul were under threat of forced eviction due to the 
Urban Transformation Project. The unique charasteristics, 
such as creativity, flexibility, intrinsic value and self-
regulation are ignored by the top-down view of 
modernization, leading to generic neighborhoods without 
economic flexibility and with social segregation, but also 
resulting in a further decline of informal settlements. 
 

research questions and  This thesis aims to take a critical look at the current 
neoliberalist modernization processes of urban areas 
around the world through the case of Istanbul. Urban 
informality is receiving more and more attention in the 
literature, but there is still a lot of uncertainty about how 
we can deal with this phenomenon in urban design and 
architecture. That is why the following questions are 
central to this thesis: 
 
Research-oriented questions: 
What is the impact of neoliberal modernization on the 
informal settlements in Istanbul and how can the 
modernization of the informal settlement be planned in 
an inclusive way? 
 
In which way do the innerworkings of Tarlabaşı's informal 
practices contribute to a larger system? 
 
How is the informal economy of Tarlabaşı spatially 
expressed? 
 
Design-oriented questions: 
How can architecture advocate self-regularity? 
 



How can using techniques of informal practices 
contribute to architectural design? 
 
In which way can architecture contribute in creating 
awareness in the importance and strengths of informality 
and address that formality and informality are linked in a 
dynamic, interrelated and complex system? 
 

design assignment in 
which these result.  

The design location of this thesis will focus on the 
demolished part in the Tarlabaşı district of Istanbul to 
translate these research questions into an architectural 
project. This “tabula rasa” pit is located on the edge of 
the neighborhood and was originally intended for a 
neoliberalist way of gentrification. This building site is the 
connection and contrast between informality and 
formality. It is only a matter of time when Tarlabaşı and 
its rich identity and memories will disappear completely 
through this urban transformation project. A compromise 
should be made to have a chance in keeping the 
neighborhood alive. In order to use this special location 
as a site for the design, an exchange will be made 
between the real estate developer who is building in 
Tarlabaşı and the residents of Tarlabaşı. The real estate 
developer may get the entire neighborhood without 
resistance, in exchange for the empty tabula rasa 
construction pit. The design forms a shelter for 
informality, with a new typology providing space for the 
accommodation of informal practices related to recycling, 
dismantling, repair and upcycling. The design serves as a 
hybrid structure, with room for self-regulation, creativity 
and craftmanship that make the informality strong in 
Tarlabaşı. In addition, the design offers an anonymous 
safe haven for minorities and the poor, as Tarlabaşı has 
functioned for decades. It will provide sleeping spaces 
and spaces to accommodate the community and social 
live. By making the location of the design and the 
informal world more accessible to outsiders, the building 
aims to avoid the stigma and further alienation of this 
important work.  The hybrid informal structure for the 
poor will also influence its environment, because 
surrounding new homes will be cheaper than originally 
intended. In this way, the design will take over its new 
gentrified environment and keep it accessible for low 
incomes. Due to the location and new typology of the 
design, this thesis aims to take a critical position with 
regard to the contemporary mode of urban modernization 
in many areas of the world, but above all to address the 
value of economic and social sustainability that 



characterizes these informal neighborhoods. Because 
informality often takes over the system when the 
mechanism of formality fails. 
 

Process  
Method description   
 
Various methods were used to answer the research questions. The research started 
by mapping 4 themes that are relevant for the entire Marmara region in Turkey: 
- Border/migration map 
- Infrastructure/congestion map 
- Soil/fault lines map 
- Water/aquifer map 
 
These maps were made in groups and distributed throughout the B&T studio. By 
sharing information through maps, everyone was able to form their own interest in 
the complex and large scale of the research area. In this phase my interest in the 
informal settlement and its practices has developed. 
 
During an excursion in Istanbul, an ethnographic research method was used to better 
analyze the inner workings of Tarlabaşı. The first few times, purely observation, 
mapping and photography was used to understand the complexities of the district. 
Later on during the excursion, a more interactive way of ethnographic research was 
applied to understand the system behind the informal activities, but also where the 
people behind this system come from. This was done through interviews. In addition, 
the interviews were used to analyze ownership, self-regulation and the social 
functioning of the neighborhood and how this is expressing itself in spaces and 
physical contexts. 
 
After the excursion, a theoretical paper was written to investigate the political 
position and context of the informal settlements in Turkey on the basis of literature. 
In addition, this method has been used to investigate the current urban and 
architectural context in relation to the informal settlement. The ultimate goal of this 
method was the creation of a conceptual framework that attempts to break the 
vicious circle of decline into virtuous circle of improvement using the self-regulating 
effect of the informal settlement. The theory paper was therefore used as a design 
tool. 
 
Further more location-oriented analysis, was carried out on the themes, 
waste/recycling system, gentrification processes and materialization and tectonics 
using drawings and maps. Part of the input for these methods was created by field 
work and part by literature research. 
 
The last method that was applied are the three 2.5D models during the Modi 
Operandi Workshop organized by the studio. Phenomena or techniques have been 
analyzed that cannot be done on the basis of drawings. During the workshop I 
analyzed how the techniques of disassembling and reassembling can be used to 



create an architectural assemblage and how to lose control of a spatial situation in 
order to analyze the self-regulating aspect of the topic. 
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Reflection 
 
Since I studied the master's degree in architecture, I am interested in how 
architecture can contribute to addressing problems in complex situations and power 
fields. The theme of modernization and informal neighbourhoods and its practices is 
still a major issue in architecture and urban planning and is also an interesting and 
challenging theme for me to research and design with. The graduation topic is 
relevant for my master track architecture, because it is part of a global problem, to 
which architecture can offer an answer or create awareness. The Borders & 
Territories studio offers space and helps to create experimental architecture in socio-
political contexts, in which my graduation topic fits well. 
 
The graduation project can be seen as an attempt of designing an inclusive way for a 
group that in reality is pushed out of the city centre. The unfamiliarity with the 
inclusive modernization of informal settlements is linked to a larger social and 
scientific framework, because practice shows that no clear strategy has yet been 
found for this issue. My project can contribute a small part in addressing the urgency 
and relevancy in finding this strategy. 
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