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Inspired by a recent visit to Istanbul through the Architecture Foundation 

exchange programme, the below argues that emerging new approaches to 

mapping the urban territory should be seen as indispensable precursors to a 

shift in everyday place-shaping practice through re-balancing the relationship 

between state, civic society and the market.

1 In a text on simulacra and simulations, Jean Baudrillard paraphrases a 

tale of Jorge Luis Borges in which ‘the cartographers of the Empire draw up 

a map so detailed that it ends up exactly covering the territory [...] but where, 

with the decline of the Empire this map becomes frayed and finally ruined, a 

few shreds are still discernible in the deserts...’2 

 When Baudrillard discusses the tale, primarily as a starting point 

for a meditation on the ‘hyperreal’ – the real without an origin – he delves 

into a broader understanding of the relationship between reality and map, 

beyond the presumption of simple linear, representative logic: ‘territory no 

longer precedes the map, nor survives it. Henceforth [...] it is the map that 

engenders the territory’3. That maps and the reality they claim to (re)present 

are mutually constituent and deeply entangled has clear ramifications for 

the way we act upon the city. After all, the social mappings of Charles Booth 

and his contemporaries were fundamental in underpinning the attitude of 

enlightened involvement in the urban realm; they co-constituted the spirit of 

urban improvement that pervaded much of the 20th century and paved the 

way for social welfare policies, mutual and state housing, and urban renewal. 

Through Booth’s mappings, the East End became a territory to act upon 

whereas before that, in 1855, the London Diocesan Building Society could 

still call the East End ‘as unexplored as Timbuctoo’4. Creating new images of 

the city underpins new possibilities for acting on the city, whether in social 

policy, real estate speculation, economic development or political contestation. 

Or, as Michael Storper puts it: ‘Interpretations and constructed images of 

reality are now just as important as any “real” material reality, because these 

interpretations and images are diffused and accepted and become the bases 

on which people act; they become real [...]. They are [...] as real as machines, 

material and buildings’5. 

‘It is in the town and not in the country, that “terra 
incognita” needs to be written on our social maps.’ 
Charles Booth, 18911 

2 Clearly this is as much about projecting power as it is about capturing 

and encoding knowledge. The parallel between the East End and faraway 

empires is telling; Booth himself asked ‘as there is darkest Africa is there not 

also a darkest England?’6. In both cases, the perceived need to dominate and 

subjugate was implicit in the drive to possess superior knowledge. Progress 

in cartography and the rolling out of Imperialism were corresponding 

developments, as access to ‘better’ knowledge – or at least the ability to 

construct a more credible narrative – underpinned the beckoning prospect of 

recreating the Earth in our own image. A contemporary example of the same 

phenomenon is the commercialisation of highly detailed information about 

the shopping public in advanced societies and its movements through town 

centres. Sophisticated knowledge has been produced in the private sector (the 

GOAD map) and is either sold to or used in unequal bargaining with a hapless 

public sector in search of ‘regeneration’ propositions. This has happened in 

parallel to an (at least until recently) all-pervasive narrative about our cities 

where retail-led regeneration was seen as paramount. Unequal access to 

knowledge and the ability of – in this case – consultants to claim to be able to 

‘see more clearly’ were two sides of the same coin; a story about cities was told 

as a tight discourse dominating the imagination and behaviour of the market, 

the state, the public and professionals. 

 To reduce this to a simple narrative about power would, however, be 

misleading. As recent literature on urban governance has argued, ultimately 

what matters is the capacity to act. And the capacity to act on the territory 

of the city is the central challenge both for the fast growing metropolises 

of emerging economies and for the cash-strapped Western cities currently 

suffering the ‘Great Recession’, though obviously across different parameters. 

00:/ [zero zero], a London-based design and research practice, had the 

privilege of exploring comparisons in such challenges through an exchange 

with young Istanbul architecture practices organised by the Architecture 

Foundation. We spent a week in Europe’s biggest and fastest growing city by 

far – no-one seems to know with certainty whether the city has 14, 16 or 20 

million inhabitants. It quickly became obvious that the capacity to engage 

with this growth process, which happens in an exceedingly uneasy relationship 

44 00:/—joost beunderman

1 Bus and Metrobus Routes, 
 Mapping  Istanbul, Garanti Gallery  
 Publications, 2009
2 Intercity Buses from Istanbul, 
 Mapping  Istanbul, Garanti Gallery  
 Publications, 2009



1

2



between state, civil society and market, is a deeply contested terrain where the 

ability to project knowledge and imagery and tell stories is constitutive of the 

ability to reproduce urban physical and social space. And this is more than just 

a theoretical battlefield.

3	 As part of the exchange we attended the Urban Age conference, part 

of a global series of engagements inquiring into the contemporary urban 

condition. One of the most powerful stories at Urban Age was told by Ça˘glar 

Keyder of Bogazici University who analysed the recent reorganisation of 

Istanbul’s urban territory and its role in enabling the city’s expansion in a neo-

liberal fashion. A new Urban Transformation law and the homogenisation 

of land titles created a level playing field for the ‘orderly’ working of the land 

market and helped to unleash a wave of state- and private-led remaking of 

the city, with profound – and negative – consequences for civic society. For 

example, the building of the celebrated ‘high quality slums’ or ‘gecekondu’ by 

immigrants themselves, which enabled them to gain access to a reasonable 

standard of living, has been made all but impossible, forcing recent arrivals 

into abandoned inner city dwellings in marginalised districts or into 

atomising high-rise towers on the far periphery, mass-produced by the state 

housing agency. Another example is the brutal eradication of Sulukule, 

the ancient Roma district inside the historic city walls, where the organic 

understanding of land titles (either in purely verbal form or depending on 

documents dating from the Ottoman period) was easy prey for a discourse 

that projected the area as a cesspool of sin and slum conditions, paving the way 

for that globalised urban strategy: gentrification in mock-historic fashion. 

 What also struck us was the reluctance of our Istanbul counterparts to 

point to examples of successful public or civic urbanism; they argued that in 

the current real estate game urban development creates little public value, and 

that high profile examples of philanthropy – such as the privately sponsored 

Istanbul Modern museum – do little to make up for that.

4	 However, we also found counter-movements. For example, one very 

interesting project was the launch of the book Mapping Istanbul, produced by 

the Garanti Gallery – perhaps ironically, a cultural foundation funded by 

a large bank – as the result of a crowd-sourced knowledge generation drive. 

Starting from the realisation that Istanbul feels impossible to grasp and 

therefore impossible to control or design, the ambition of the project was to 

initiate a series of new visualisations for the city in order to create a civic re-

understanding of it in the absence of reliable, meaningful or accessible public 

statistics and geographic information. The publication consists of original 

maps based on current data on issues including population, economic activity, 

education, land use, transportation, earthquakes, buildings, housing, health, 

social infrastructure, consumption and energy, procured and produced by a 

network of collaborators across the city. 

 For a Londoner, this was a very interesting phenomenon – after all, we 

should not underestimate to what extent the image and collective imagination 

of London, whether public or professional, has been shaped in recent years 

by the mapped images of ‘GLA London’ produced in the Ken Livingstone 

years. To think that a similar production of knowledge for Istanbul is being 

generated from the bottom up gives hope, even if, for the moment, the 

book seems a static codification of ‘Istanbul now’ rather than a dynamic 

system. The book fits into a three-part series that includes Tracing Istanbul 

(aerial reconnaissance) and Becoming Istanbul (a crowd-sourced encyclopaedia 

establishing a shared language), creating a civic platform for debate and an 

alternative urban discourse from where civil society and the professions can 

engage proactively with the state- and market-led restructuring of urban space 

and society.

 In undertaking this collaborative project, Mapping Istanbul engages with 

a critical urban condition which forces us to reflect on ways in which we can 

perceive and conceive of the urban territory. Whether in the expanding 

megacities of Asia or the generalised urban condition of what the German 

architect/planner Thomas Sieverts calls the ‘Zwischenstadt’ (the in-between 

city – the haphazardly urbanised suburban, ex-urban and post-industrial 

regeneration zones that make up much of most European cities and beyond), 

in both cases humans are confronted with a profound perceptual scale 

challenge. In order to understand the contemporary urban territory, the 

traditional imagery of the city with which citizens – and often professionals 

– have contented themselves is no longer useful; the tangible physical spaces 

of the square, the boulevard or even the skyscraper tell us little about urban 

reality. A deeper level of abstraction is required to understand connections, 

material and immaterial flows, changing demographics, business relations, 

and trends of growth or shrinkage, and whilst that abstraction level may be 

within the comfort zone of economists, policymakers, social researchers and 

real estate speculators, it is challenging for the citizen. This is all the more 

important as only that deeper level of understanding can provide a sound base 

for the type of public-community partnerships that are essential to driving 

urban projects forward now that, at least in the cities of the crisis-hit West, the 

scale of ‘big’ public or ‘big’ private finance available to projects is decreasing. 

This, as well as the need for legitimate, inclusive practice – a need which in 

England may sound like a cliché but which becomes much less hackneyed 

in the light of the willful destruction of Sulukule – implies that we need to 

intensify our ability to tap into the creativity, energy and drive of the public at 

large in order to initiate a type of regeneration that is truly civic. Examples like 

the East London Bond and the Community Shares pilot, both of which create 

pathways for people’s public value investment in their locality, show what can 

be achieved.

5	 But such practice needs to go beyond the purely local in order to make 

a structural, strategic impact on the city – a collective street or park cleanup, 

no matter how important as a start, eventually won’t cut it. As such, citizen-

led practice needs to move beyond the relatively simple perceptual ground 

of the neighbourhood – no matter how contested such spaces often are in 

reality – and engage with the abstract-but-real spaces of the sub-region, the 

metropole as a whole. More difficult still, this needs to happen under very 

specific conditions. The medical analogy with which architects have so often 

suited themselves (the urbanist as undisputed specialist, the city as ill and 

passive object beyond politics) is relevant here insofar as it allows us to reflect 

on these conditions, after all, we are neither in the meticulously programmed 

experimental laboratory nor in the spotlessly clean surgeon’s theatre but rather 

in a field hospital with unknowns exploding all around us. For that reason, 

urban practice rather resembles the ‘triage’ process of prioritizing patients 

based on the severity of their condition, often deployed as part of emergency 

treatment or in a mass-casualty setting. Encyclopaedic sources can tell you 

that ‘This rations patient treatment efficiently when resources are insufficient 

for all to be treated immediately’7 – as adequate a description of present-day 

urbanism as any.

 What are the tools that allow citizens to be engaged in such a triage 

process and in the propositional mapping of their cities? The crowd-sourced 

codification of the urban as taken on in Mapping Istanbul is one – and one 

that hopefully will expand over time as a representation and progenitor 
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of increased citizen and civic capacity to engage in this task. The dynamic 

world of online, geo-tagged place information surely is another. The basic 

seeds of these have been sown over the last decade in the era of web 2:0, 

for example the layerings of information that can be added onto and read 

from Google maps and its competitors. On the one hand this has led to 

interesting, albeit intellectually impoverished, phenomena like fixmystreet 

– the postcode-based blog of the consumer-citizen expecting a better pothole 

fixin’ service from the local Council. More interesting of course are the local 

neighbourhood blogs like harringayonline.com, which perform an actual 

activating role bringing locals together to clear snow-covered passages in the 

absence of Council support. 

 In a project called ‘Sense of Place’, our practice is currently 

experimenting with a next step for such practice: a set of neighbourhood 

webpages that use geotagging to help scale up place engagement and action in a 

factitious community in West Birmingham. Under the banner ‘Do (tell about 

what you’re doing) Dream (share your place aspirations) Pledge (collective 

action)’, we aim, firstly, to create platforms for peer-to-peer interaction about 

existing place involvement, which is widespread but often inward-looking as a 

result of ethnic and religious communities living parallel lives. (For example, 

in qualitative interviews undertaken for the project, one trader along the Soho 

Road stated: ‘Who do I admire locally? I would not be able to tell you. Yes a 

businessman who has done for himself locally, that yes…but something that 

really improves the area? That’s hard to say – we don’t get to see such stories’.) 

 Secondly, after creating a platform for place narratives – as opposed 

to ethnic or religious group-based narratives – to take centre stage through 

community journalists and bottom-up mappings, a platform enlivened by 

volunteer time given in return for skills training, we aim to create a support 

structure that can aid such place action. Whether micro-finance, time-

banking, process support or skills exchange, such support structures will 

be needed to build community capacity to engage at a strategic level as well 

as tactically. Thirdly, the aim is to formulate how such locally grown place 

engagement can directly influence the formal planning and regeneration 

process: the PPSs, LDFs, SPDs, AAPs and other acronyms that make up 

English planning8. Ultimately, a re-understanding and re-communication of 

disparate groups’ sense of place and future dreams through a new and dynamic 

mapping platform should allow a new approach to acting upon the city. This 

crucially forms a type of mapping that is no longer about controlling territory 

from a remote perspective, but instead about revealing, understanding and 

encouraging behaviour in an everyday context. 

6	 In 1974, the Marxist geographer David Harvey wrote an article 

called ‘What kind of geography for what kind of public policy?’ in which 

he caustically remarks that the Chilean Dictator Augusto Pinochet was a 

geographer and used his geographic knowledge to engage in policy-making, 

reshaping both the physical and perceptual territory of Chile. He concludes 

that geographers and academics – and, one could argue, by extension other 

built environment professionals – should play a role in challenging what he 

calls the ‘corporate state’ and actively aid its evolution to the ‘incorporated 

state’ in which the public at large can control the social condition of their own 

existence.9 This challenge is still very much upon us, whether in Istanbul 

where civic society is seeking the means, platforms and knowledges to engage 

with a newly rationalised and neo-liberalised dynamic of public-private urban 

reconstruction, or in the UK where the failure of the Urban Renaissance 

agenda of the past decade to create a sustainable regeneration model is now 

increasingly apparent. New ways of mapping as a progenitor for action will 

indeed, we pose, engender a new territory – a ‘terra incognita’ indeed – which, 

in search of the just city, we need to explore with renewed vigour. 
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