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In recent years, the country of Turkey has seen both political and economic turbulences. 

University students frequently were central players in anti-government protest, displaying 

significant levels of discontent with the status quo. In 2018, the first elections after the 

constitutional referendum was held, ringing in a new era for Turkey. 

This research aims to find out, how this new reality affects the identity and identity formation 

of university students in Istanbul. To do that, the study employs the concepts of social identity 

and identity formation as well as local and translocal spatiality. 

For that, an ethnographic study was conducted. The study follows 7 university students from 

Istanbul through their daily life and processes oral accounts, observational data and artifacts 

- both from a personal and general context. 

The analysis reveals, how students construct their identities reflexively in opposition to a 

perceived threat by a majority identity. Students spatialize their identity both in relation to 

the local spaces of Istanbul - and translocal spaces employing modern communication tools. 

The identity of students is primarily contested through the sociopolitical – but also the urban-

capitalistic realities of living in Istanbul. 
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Introduction 

Personal Motivation 

The ethnographer Bronislaw Malinowski (1922) coined the term foreshadowed problem to 

describe the researcher’s initial strain of thought that sparks the interest to dedicate a topic a 

proper scientific inquiry (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). I was confronted with such a 

problem, while reflecting on my life in Istanbul, Turkey prior to the start of my master 

program. The time I stayed in Istanbul proved to be a period, where the often-cited Turkish 

paradox (Gunter & Hakan Yavuz, 2007; Kadioğlu, 1996) of seemingly opposite cultural and 

societal currents within Turkey were ever so clearly visible through the magnifying glass of 

current affairs. At the time of my stay, Turkey was in a state of sustained turmoil from different 

sides: On December 10th, 2016, a car bombing by the Kurdish militant organization Kurdistan 

Freedom Hawks (TAK) killed 49 policy officers and bystanders, leaving an evening football 

match in Istanbul (BBC News, 2016). Followed mere 12 days later by a suicide attack by a 

gunman affiliated with the jihadist terrorist organization Islamic State of Syria and the Levant 

(ISIL) that opened fire in a crowded nightclub in the Istanbul neighborhood of Ortaköy killing 

39 people (Bilginsoy, 2017). Four months later on the political scene, Turkish long-term 

president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and a coalition of the national-conservative Justice and 

Development Party (AKP) and Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) would win a 

constitutional referendum that sought to remodel Turkey’s governmental system from a 

parliamentary to an executive presidency and a presidential system. A step fiercely opposed by 

the more secular part and left-wing part of the population represented by the Kemalist and 

social-democratic party CHP and the Kurdish and pro-minority party HDP, who saw in these 

changes a giant leap towards a more authoritarian Turkey (Topping, 2017).  

For an outside onlooker like me, all these events seemed testament of a country that was deeply 

polarized along a multitude of ideological fault lines. But this polarization wasn’t only present 

in the news: As I would witness in frequent conversations with young and more secular Turkish 

people – many of which were students – this fundamental polarization was similarly 

retraceable within long and deep conversations. These would start out as inconsequential small 

talk but regularly transformed into conversations filled with narratives of alienation that were 

voiced in anger or resignation that revealed to me an inner state of mind of young Turks that 

is deeply affected by the current trends in Turkish society. This almost palpable rift in their 

sense of belonging awoke in me the interest to investigate this phenomenon among students 

systematically through proper scientific inquiry. 
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Background of Research 

To evolve the foreshadowed problem into a proper scientific research problem, it is required 

to be aware of the background of research. 

Social and Political Context of Istanbul and Turkey 

In recent years, the country of Turkey has seen both political and economic turbulences. The 

country is governed by the Islamic-conservative AK Parti and his long-term head Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan. In recent years, the country has seen a shift towards a - what political observer 

consider - more authoritarian governing system, that culminated in the 2017 constitutional 

referendum. During the time of this research, the country is undergoing its first presidential 

elections, since the constitutional change. At the same time, the country is subject to a currency 

and debt crisis, becoming noticeable for consumers in rising prices (Lee, 2018). 

Istanbul is with its over 15 million inhabitants not only the largest city of Turkey, but also of 

the European continent. Within the last century, it’s dominant economic status within the 

developing nation Turkey as well as other factors have led to a sharp increase in population – 

only breaking the one million inhabitants mark in the 1950s. The ethnic and cultural plurality 

of Turkey and its neighboring countries was similarly reflective in the internal and external 

migration: Over last century, large groups of Kurds and Alevi as well as Bosniaks and Bulgarian 

Turks migrated to Istanbul (Bartu et al., 1999). In recent years, the Syrian civil war has 

introduced Syrian refugees into the urban fabric of Istanbul. It is estimated that Istanbul hosts 

over 500 000 Syrian refugees (Hüriyet Daily News, 2018). 

Student’s Place in Modern Istanbul  

The city of Istanbul is home to a large number of universities among the most famous are 

Istanbul Üniversitesi, Bogaziçi Üniversitesi, Marmara Üniversitesi. University students 

equate to an important part of the young population of Turkey, that in recent years, have been 

central players in anti-government protest like the Gezi Park Protest in 2013 (Kirişci, 2001).  

As young citizens, the life of university students is shaped by their existence in the megacity. 

But more than that, the advent of the new media in Turkey is associated with the breaking of 

existing conventions relating community, identity and belonging and opening of the horizon 

of individuals beyond the local (Sahin & Aksoy, 1993).  

Operationalizing the Foreshadowed Problem  

To evolve the foreshadowed problem into a proper scientific research problem, these 

anecdotally described phenomena must be translated into universal concepts, whose 

epistemological palpability enables us to build out theory for this research. A preliminary 
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inventory reveals the underlying elements and processes – or “variables” (Hansen & Machin, 

2013a, p. 21) - implied in the foreshadowed problem. Most significantly we have the element 

of an individual’s cognitive state whose identification with a certain ideology in our case 

resulted in expressing discontent. Secondly, we have the element of a sociopolitical context, 

the perceived life reality of the individual. The adjective ‘perceived’ alludes to the linkage 

between the two elements, a process of sensory perception of that live reality and cognitive 

processing of this perception that forms the cognitive state of the individual. The literature 

review indicates that this fundamental process is regularly described within the theoretical 

framework of identity and identity formation (see Previous Research). 

Structure 

The introduction and background serve as the anecdotal point of origin for this thesis. The next 

chapter introduces the aim of research and the research question. The following chapter will 

give insights into existing research on Turkish social identity and its relationship with local and 

translocal spaces. It is followed by the construction of the theoretical framework consisting of 

social identity theory, the social context of varying mediated or unmediated, local and 

translocal spatialities and an explanation of translocality. In the following chapter, the 

parameters of the chosen research method ethnography and the acquired material are 

described and explained. The following main part introduces in detail the findings of the 

research and this thesis concludes with a broader reflection of the findings. 
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 Aim and research questions  

Research Aim 

The aim of this research is to understand, what identities Turkish students maintain and how 

they form their identity in the given mediated and non-mediated context. The research wants 

to help understand, what contexts most significantly impress this identity formation process 

and through which formative channels this identity formation is performed. The research shall 

contribute in understanding, how the current situation in Turkey may influence a social group, 

that is arguably the most important for the economic situation in Turkey, while at the same 

time most sensitive to attacks on their identity and generally most capable to emigrate out of 

Turkey. 

Research Question 

Based upon the aim and background, the following main research question is derived: 

How does the sociopolitical context of Istanbul influence social identity and 

identity formation of its university students? 

From the main research question, the following sub-questions are derived: 

1. What social identities do university students maintain?  

2. How are these identities formed? 

3. What aspects of the social contexts influence identity and identity 

formation? 
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Previous research  

For the development of an appropriate research framework the critical review of existing 

literature on related topics is one of the most important steps (Hansen & Machin, 2013b). 

Based on the research question, this review details relevant research topics, that address 

identity spheres and dynamics within the context of Turkey and Istanbul. From (1.) research 

into the secular and traditional super identity categories, it gradually narrows its focus to (2.) 

research into the interplay of minority identities and hegemonic majority identity and then (3.) 

existing research into youth and student identities in Turkey. Afterwards it investigates, how 

research addresses the connection between identity and the urban spatiality of Istanbul as well 

as the connection between identity and the diffuse category of mediated, translocal spatiality.  

Identities in Turkey - its boundaries, boundary contestation and narratives  

Research on social identities in Turkey often emphasizes the large plurality of identity strata 

existing in Turkish society. But central in the research is not merely the recognition of the 

complexity of Turkish identity stratification, but the antagonistic interaction of opposing 

identity substrata laying on opposite extremes of the spectrum of identity orders – 

appropriately summed up by the term Turkish paradox (Gunter & Hakan Yavuz, 2007; 

Kadioğlu, 1996). A central element order frequently referenced (Göle, 1997, 2012; Gunter & 

Hakan Yavuz, 2007; Kadioğlu, 1996) revolves around the obscurely-defined – and therefore 

seldomly empirically addressed – sociocultural identities along the spectrum of Islamic 

traditionalism and secular-western modernism – a dichotomy that is central to both the history 

and contemporary society of the country. The very foundation of modern Turkey after the fall 

of the Ottoman empire in the 1920s by Kemal Mustafa Atatürk and the Republican elite 

anticipated a radical strategy of so-called modernization through westernization. For Kadıoğlu 

(1996), this campaign to transform state and society and artificially form a new Turkish 

identity based upon secular-western sociocultural practices unfamiliar to a large majority of 

Turks amounted to “an onslaught on the existing cultural practices” (p.180). This conflict of 

Islamic traditionalism and secular modernism remains to be a central in the social and political 

structures of contemporary Turkey (Gunter & Hakan Yavuz, 2007). Sociologists and political 

scientists regularly analyze the rise of the AKP under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan within the 

broader concept of sociocultural power dynamics invoking a “counter-revolution” of the 

traditionalist majority in a “post-secular Turkey” (Göle, 2012, p. 1). To translate it into the 

identity conceptualization of Fornäs and Xinaris’ (2013) and Adams (2009), the review 
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indicates that sociocultural identity display strong boundaries with little permeability that are 

”defined in contrast” (Adams, 2009, p. 320) to each other. 

Like the research on the traditional-secular identity split, conflict and antagonism are central 

themes in the research on minority-majority identity dynamics.  In Turkey, Sunni Islam is with 

74% of the population the dominant religious in Turkey; which is followed by Alevism (Şahin, 

2005). While Alevism is loosely categorized within the Shia branch of Islam through its 

following of the teachings of Ali and the Twelve Imams, Alevism maintains a distinct set of 

traditions and rites that are unfamiliar with both Sunni and Shia Islam. It is therefore debated, 

whether Alevism is within or outside of Islam or even, if it’s a religion in the first place – or 

better described as a culture (Şahin, 2005). A similar minority position is taken by the Kurds 

within the field of ethnicities: Kurds constitute with 15-20% of the population the largest ethnic 

minority group within Turkey. Both Alevi and Kurds maintain a somewhat contested status 

within Turkey, that is expressed through a history of violent episode. In the 1990s, a mob attack 

on and police violence against the Alevi minority killing over 50 members, lead to the onset of 

“suddenly imposed grievances” (Şahin, 2005, p. 475) among the Alevi population. Similarly, 

the political and militant quest of some ethnic Kurds to create a Kurdish nation state across 

Turkey’s national borders and subsequent military responses perpetuates a cycle of violent 

terror attacks and military crackdown in Turkey’s urban centers and rural areas (Çelik & Blum, 

2007). A common theme within research describes acts and narratives of rejection and 

alienation (Çelik, 2002; Karaosmanoğlu, 2013; Secor, 2004) by the majority Sunni identity 

group positioning minority groups such as Alevis and Kurdish them as strangers among 

citizens in the spatial context. The revealed coping strategies of the minority groups can be 

assertive or retiring – and sometimes be both: Secor (2004) describes in the case of Kurdish 

women, how this group adopt tactics of practiced anonymity in public and identity in private 

– a process that she locates within the logics of alterity (Secor, 2004) – in order to “make do” 

in a dominating social context adversarial to both gender and ethnic identity of her 

participants. Both Secor and Çelik describe, how some participants break this rule and lay 

public claim on their identity as a form of “resistance identity” (Çelik, 2005, p. 150; based on 

definition in Castells, 2011). Similarly, Karaosmanoğlu (2013) describes a “cultural revival” (p. 

2) of Alevi identity over the years that he associates with the ambivalent and “ambiguous” (p. 

4) state of Alevi identity maintaining internally-contested group boundaries, high boundary 

permeability and narratives of inclusive anti-essentialism. Çamuroğlu (1998) attributes the 

rise of Islamism in Turkey as one cause of the revival of Alevi identity– highlighting, as do all 

other coping strategies, the reflexiveness of identity formation and the contested nature of 

majority-minority identity dynamics in Turkey. 
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Identity categories such as nationality, religion and ethnicity are highly relevant for this study, 

since these identity markers were regularly invoked by the research participant of this study. 

But now, this review will circle in closer on research on the distinct youth identity in Turkey 

and identity categories that are prominent or uniquely present among young people.  

The family traditionally plays a significant role in the shaping of identity of young people in 

Turkey (Erder, Erder, & Derneği, 1985). Despite that, recent decades have seen an 

emancipation of young people in public discourse (Neyzi, 2001) and an increase of 

“generational and familial conflict” (Erder et al., 1985; as cited in Neyzi, 2001, p. 111) within 

Turkish society. In recent years, young people were central players in anti-government protest 

like the Gezi Park Protest in 2013 (Kirişci, 2001). Researchers have offered a critical analysis 

of the sociopolitical causes for this youth behavior: Neyzi (2001) sees young Turks in a struggle 

“between hopes of constructing a more participatory public sphere and disillusionment with 

the nation-state as the embodiment of modernity” (p. 102), while Kuymulu (2013, p. 1) sees 

the young activists engaged in LeFebvre (1968)’s process of “reclaiming right to the city” from 

heteronomy by the political and capitalist elite.  

Research also addresses sexual identities in Istanbul and Turkey (Bakacak & Ōktem, 2014; 

Tapinc, 2002). Most notably, Bakacak and Ōktem (2014) find that homosexuals use a variety 

of coping strategies in order to make do in a heteronormative social context. Similar to Secor’s 

(2004) findings and in line with the logics of alterity (Isin, 2002), homosexuals regularly use 

disguise or avoidance in order to avoid conflict with the social context, but also openly express 

their identity in the form of political activism in some cases. 

Urbanity of Istanbul as social context and its identity dynamics 

In the case of Istanbul, existing research explicitly and implicitly investigates the 

characteristics of the Istanbul’s spatiality and how these characteristics shapes the identity 

through the spatial practice of everyday life (Certeau & Rendall, 1984). To summarize, 

recurrent themes revolve around Istanbul as a space, in which the presence of a diverse set of 

identities and the dense and urban character of the city enable or catalyze above described 

antagonistic identity differentiation, while at the same time fostering the creation or definition 

of distinct protected identity spaces.  

Secor’s (2004) focus group interviews with Kurdish women reveal, how the women’s identity 

is expressed but also shaped through spatial stories formed by their everyday life’s experiences, 

as they move through the cities on spatial trajectories. In their case, these are stories of 

resistance to an urban space that is dominated by a perceived antagonistic identity. These 

trajectories are not only specific to their ethnic identity but also to other aspects such as their 

female gender. These spatial stories are the expression of spatialized strategies, that serve to 
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differentiate the cultural difference of the women in the city.  Different spaces in Istanbul carry 

different identity-influences qualities: Schools and businesses were described as spaces 

antagonistic to their identity, while their neighborhoods were represented as “spaces of 

community, identity, and belonging” and given narratives evoked “themes of ethnic and 

religious homogeneity” (p. 361). Celik (2005) similarly notes, how the migrant women within 

his study use narratives of place and history to express their identity –in his case, the narratives 

reconcile belonging between the factual home in Istanbul and the rural homeland. For 

Karaosmanoğlu (2013), it was the migration of Alevis from traditional, ethnically homogenous 

Alevi regions in Turkey to the diverse megacity of Istanbul that pre-conditioned the creation 

of a distinct Alevi identity. As an expression of this, an Alevi prayer house Cemevi now located 

in a heterogenous urban setting evolved to carry a special symbolic significance for the Alevi 

community, a significance that it did not carry in the homogenous rural setting. Similarly, 

Neyzi (2001) recognizes how the emancipation of the Turkish youth from object of public 

debate to a capable agent, involved the emergence of public spaces in Istanbul (e.g. the  districts 

Kadıköy or Besiktas) that concentrated young “age and space-based identities” (p. 111) such as 

youth subcultures and street children. 

Mediated and translocal spaces as social contexts and its identity dynamics 

Like the locally defined spatiality, research into Turkish identity frequently addresses the 

concept of translocality. Translocality is a central element of both conventional identity 

spheres such as national, ethnic, religious identities as well as more modern conceptions such 

as youth or gender identities. Most relevant for our research, minority identities and non-

conventional identities maintain strong translocal characters, as the translocal space serves as 

a protective refuge for social practices and identity discourse.  

Transnational motives are present in conventional Turkish identity spheres: The 

contemporary Turkish national identity must be understood as maintaining somewhat of a 

transnational character (diaspora identity) giving this group belonging extends to diaspora 

communities outside of Turkey, who remain in social interaction (family relations, visits etc.) 

with their mainland compatriots (Kaya, 2007). At the same time, Turkey’s geographical and 

social place on the borders of Europe and Asia bestows the national Turkish identity some 

overlap with the transnational European identity (Kosebalaban, 2007; Müftüler‐Bac, 2000; 

Robins, 1996; Rumelili, 2008, 2011). Interestingly, the religious Islamic identity stratum 

maintains concrete links to the concept of transnationality as the Qur’anic principle of ummat 

al-Islām (engl. Islamic community) established the commonwealth of all believers of Islam as 

an supra-national entity (Denny, 1975; Shami, 1996). The Kurdish identity maintain a 

transnational outlook through the transterritorial distribution of ethnic Kurds (van 
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Bruinessen, 2000). In the case of the Alevi identity, some scholars argue that its entire 

existence in its current form depended to some extent on transnationality. As the revival of the 

Alevi identity in the 1990s was centrally pursuit by diaspora Alevi communities in central 

Europe, where the sociocultural environment of these countries provided the free space, in 

which expressions of Alevi identity could take place uncontested. This new sense of Alevi 

identity then diffused into communities in Turkey through modern media channels (Özyürek, 

2009; Şahin, 2005). Or as one Alevi follower in Germany said it to Esra Özyürek (2009, p. 1): 

“The light of the Alevi fire was lit here and then spread to Turkey.” Youth identities are 

especially translocal: For Neyzi (2001), Turkish youth is part of a rising global youth culture, 

that is the result of “a greater convergence between the experiences of young people in global 

cities” (p. 102). She thereby endorses the general research into youth culture that defines it as 

open systems influenced by globalization (Massey, 2005). 

Similarly, participants of Bereket and Adam’s (2006) study on gay identity describe a 

coexisting set of global and local identity strains - seeing themselves as part of the global gay 

community being influenced by non-local representations of gayness that is reinforced by 

cross-cultural migration and travel, while maintaining indigenous, local ways of seeing 

themselves. 

The advent of new communication channels over the last centuries remains to have profound 

effects on identity formation. The character of mediated identity formation in Turkey – as well 

as the rest of the world – is subject to historical shifts that are often caused by prior 

sociopolitical or technological changes. Akser and Baybars-Hawks (2012) makes out three 

fundamental phases in Turkey’s media landscape to demonstrate a shift from state-controlled 

media system to a neoliberal media market, increased technology usage and increased 

globalization influences. For Sahin and Aksoy (1993) the introduction of global media both 

broke open common identity conventions (particularization) and helped connect them 

(homogenization), while enabling individuals to maintain “identities by choice” (Schlesinger, 

1991, p. 10) that unite groups of shared values and their social discourse across territorial 

boundaries. A view similarly expressed by Kedourie's (2014) description of global media’s 

positive effect on the rise of local identities. Caha (2004) highlighted the significance of the 

loosened media environment of the 1990s for the revival of Alevi identity. While research 

frames the 1990s and the early 2000s around globalization effects on identity formation, 

research on the following years targets the autocratic relapse of the media system initiated by 

policies of the AKP government. Different to autocratic means of control employed by previous 

Turkish governments, it now employs mechanism inherent in the neoliberal market to assure 

control over the media and social discourse, as Akser and Baybars-Hawks’ (2012) analysis of 

government pressure types shows. For them, the current media system can be described as a 
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“neoliberal media autocracy”, in which “unaligned media [struggles] to survive against the 

AKP-supported green media” (p. 305). As we can see in the previous quote, the strong 

compartmentalization of Turkish identity orders maintains ramification in the structure of the 

media system through an, as Çarkoğlu and Yavuz (2010) demonstrates, still rising level of 

political parallelism across sociocultural lines (Kaya & Çakmur, 2010).  

It’s in the historical context of the symptoms of democratic backsliding, that new digital media 

forms such as social media arrive in Turkey. Therefore, research on social media focuses on the 

application of Internet censorship in Turkey and social media’s significance as an enabling tool 

in dissenting social discourse, such as during the Gezi protest in 2013. Akgül et al.’s (2015) 

ethnographic research explores the understanding of and reactions to censorship of websites 

among Turkish people, finding that young Turks use two types of resistance strategies, ironic 

passive resistance and the usage of technology as a means of resistance. Haciyakupoglu and 

Zhang (2015) performs an empirical study on the research question of the role of social media 

in the protest and how trust was built and maintained among the protesters. 

Positioning the Study 

The review of the literature indicates, that scholars frequently use social identity theory, in 

order to investigate identity. Research indicates, that Turkish identity stratification is diverse, 

yet compartmentalized and antagonistic across sociocultural identity groups. The contexts 

influencing identity formation is manifold – but the literature on Turkey regularly focusses its 

attention on identity formation within the sociocultural context of religious-traditionalism 

versus secular-republicanism. The process of identity formation is investigated regularly 

through differentiating between a social context defined through local and mediated, 

translocal spaces.  

Recognizable are empirical, theoretical and methodological research gaps. The empirical 

research gap revolves around the lack of findings into the question, how university students, 

are coping with the new reality of post-referendum Turkey. A social group, that is traditionally 

opposed to state policies and at the same time highly valuable for the economic prosperity of 

the country. The theoretical research gap is present in research, that investigates Turkish social 

identity holistically acknowledging the complex life reality of students consisting of interaction 

of both non-virtual and virtual kind mediated through modern communication technology. 

More broadly, it is tangent to the articulated by Fornäs’ (2013) as it relates to mediated identity 

formation: He articulates a need for research to “describing ongoing changes of identity 

formation” in relation to “notions of […] power” (p. 20). On the methodological side, most 

literature (with few exceptions like Secor [2004]) on mainland Turkish identity dedicates the 

topic a theoretical analysis, that is mostly based on pre-conceived ideas of Turkish identity 
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spheres without conducting empirically research into their actual prevalence. We fill this gap 

by conducting empirical research that addresses the identity formation holistically –imploring 

all virtual and non-virtual ways of identity formation.  
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Theoretical frame and concepts  

Before accounting for the individual items of the theory, this research addresses the 

relationship, in which each of the concepts stands to each other: Originating from the research 

question, we find the social identity of members of a society at the core of the study. Yet a social 

identity is not fixed in time and space, it is continuously constructed and reconstructed through 

a process of identity formation through input from the social contexts the identity holder is 

subjected to. The social context influences identity either in mediated or unmediated form 

through access to local or translocal or virtual spaces. 

Social Identity 

The definition of social identity combines seemingly paradoxical extremes of a person’s 

“affiliation with another and the individual uniqueness” (Fornäs & Xinaris, 2013, p. 12) – and 

therefore maintains a firm foothold both within the field of psychology and sociology. The 

social identity theory (Tafjel & Turner, 1979) and further refinements such as the self-

categorization theory (Turner & Oakes, 1986) lay the ground for our understanding of social 

identity, insofar as it establishes identity as a “reflexive” (Adams, 2009, p. 316) or relational 

(Brass, 1991; Çelik, 2002; Connor, 1994) cognitive construction formed by our perceived 

belonging to social group. Reflexivity further implies elements of self-awareness and agency as 

pre-conditions of the construction process (Adams, 2009). Individuals never maintain 

singular identities but a highly multiplex amount through everyone’s location within the 

intersection of complex social stratification – of which most prominent are categories such as 

ethnicity, nationality, gender, etc. (Grusky, 2014). 

Three concepts serve as key indicators for detecting and describing identity dynamics (Adams, 

2009): The establishment of excluding and including identity boundaries, through habitus 

(Bourdieu, 2010) or other ways, and the discursive practices asserting the in-group identity 

and the boundary to the out-group (Harrison & Freeman, 1999), often in a reflexive manner 

relative to each other (Schatz, 2004), as well as the conditions, in which these boundaries are 

permeable; the contestations over identity boundaries and its content within a group and 

changes of these boundaries; and explicit narratives used by the group that describe identity 

dynamics of and between groups.  

Identity Formation and the Social Context 

The identity of a human being is “no fixed essence” (Fornäs & Xinaris, 2013, p. 13), but highly 

complex and fluid in both time and space: A human constantly renegotiates his identity or 

sense of belonging to social groups as he is confronted with varying social inputs (Adams, 

2009). Identity formation results from “signifying practices that link individuals and 



 

17 

 

 

 

collectives to various forms of meaning, always mediated through communicative resources 

that operate within a complex set of social contexts” (Fornäs & Xinaris, 2013, p. 18), the 

everyday-life of each individual. Secor (2004) employs Certeau and Rendall’s (1984) theory on 

the practice of everyday life to describe the dynamics between identity and the spatial social 

context: Therein, the formation of identity is part of a hegemonic process together with fixing 

of power relations and discipling of space that is “encountered and contested through the 

spatial practices of everyday life” (Secor, 2004, p. 352). Identity narratives are used within the 

dominant social discourse as strategies of spatial organization that “define and lay claim to a 

bounded space of belonging delimited against an exteriority” (Secor, 2004, p. 353). This 

process is countered by competing identities that similarly try to retake the space by employing 

counter-hegemonic strategies based within the logics of alterity (Isin, 2002), solidarization, 

antagonization and alienation. Current changes in social identity formation revolve around 

changes in the nature of mediation and the relationship between the identity and spaces 

(Fornäs & Xinaris, 2013): Within the more globalized and digital society, conventional identity 

formation based within the non-virtual social contexts of individual’s life reality is 

complemented by translocal, virtual social contexts mediated through the use of information 

technology constituting and taking place in spatially indistinct trans-locales (Bauböck & Faist, 

2010).  

Translocality and Mediated Identities 

The concept of translocality lacks a clearly outline definition but broadly describes a holistic 

and multi-dimensional research approach into socio-spatial interactions that transgress 

routine, socially constructed group boundaries – such as those of nation states 

(transnationality). Research into translocality investigates human actors in relations to 

notions of mobilities, movements and flows – for example in the case of migratory or diaspora 

population (see Bauböck & Faist, 2010). Research similarly addresses constructions of 

translocality in immobile population as it may relate to translocal thought processes like the 

construction of a translocal group identity and the usage of translocal media for the process of 

identity formation. Above mentioned globalized and digital society has dramatically increased 

the amount of translocal spaces regular people inhabit. Since identity is socially constructed, 

the social discourse present in transnational communities can generate complex modes of 

transnational identities across orthodox spatial boundaries (Bauböck & Faist, 2010).  
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Method (and material)  

General Research Design 

A research method must adequately address the research questions inherent in this study, 

which can be evaluated by reviewing previous research on similar concepts (Hansen & Machin, 

2013b). For social identity research, a clear trend towards the qualitative-inductive research 

approach is visible (Andén-Papadopoulos & Pantti, 2013; Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Christensen, 

2012; Colic‐Peisker & Walker, 2003; Komito, 2011; Macri, 2011; Timmermans, 2018) - 

presumably given its in-depth and iterative mode of inquiry that is better suited for identity 

research. Within qualitative research, interview-based methods (Charmarkeh, 2013; Macri, 

2011) and the more field-based method of ethnography are frequently employed (Adams, 

2009). As Adams (2009) argues, the ethnographic method’s capability of uncovering behavior-

guiding, explicit and implicit cultural knowledge enables access to contextualized and practical 

self-understanding of groups, making it ideal for identity research. Furthermore, Vertovec 

(1999) explicitly mentions ethnography as the ideal research method for research topics 

relating to translocality. The translocality of the student’s live reality further requires us to 

consider the criticism against one-sited ethnography as put forward by Marcus (1995) and we 

include elements of his multi-sited ethnography in the research. Similarly, elements of 

netnography (Kozinets, 2010) will be used to cover online identity formation: This relates to 

online data collection procedures (screen-capturing and archiving) of visual data and field note 

data, the software-supported data analysis involving iterative stages of coding, abstracting and 

theorizing (grounded theory) as well as online-specific ethical considerations regarding the 

anonymity of collected online data. As a result, this research won’t neatly fit into any sub-

category of ethnographic research – which it mustn’t, given every research method must be 

formed around the research question, as we stated at the beginning. 

Settings and Cases 

The distinct spatial features inherent in our research question need to be translated into a 

methodological framework that uses this spatiality to produce and accentuate meaningful 

sightings of the to be observed phenomena. As Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) writes, “a 

setting is a named context in which phenomena occur that might be studied from any number 

of angles.” (p. 32) The setting can be defined as all spaces, in which the phenomena of identity 

formation of university students in Istanbul occur. Drawing from “multi-sited ethnographer” 

Marcus’ (1995) critique, it can be concluded that university students are non-virtual and virtual 

travelers of a myriad of locally-defined system but also of a translocal world system. While 

Marcus draws from world system theory as a transnational phenomenon – an aspect also 

informing the spatial characteristic of our research (e.g. students in exchange) – empirical 
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insights in the field – such as narratives of geographical division and the practice of commuting 

within the city – leads to a conceptualization of the megacity Istanbul as a downscaled world 

system of distinct sub-divisions and omnipresent human non-virtual and virtual mobility 

within it (Adams, 2009). This conceptual similarity opens Marcus methodological toolkit: His 

“practice of construction” named “follow the people” (both 1995, p. 106) approach for tracing 

university students virtual and non-virtual life reality is used - both literally and as an interview 

structuring technique – through the multiple sites of the “world system” (p. 1) Istanbul and 

beyond. Within ethnography, “a case is those phenomena [of a setting] seen from one 

particular angle” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 32). The cases will reflect mostly 

participant-specific temporally coherent mobile episodes of the individual in a given non-

virtual or virtual context. As Certeau and Rendall (1984) rightly assesses, “walking is a 

narrative action through which places are traversed and organized, selected, and linked, and 

so strung together” (Secor, 2004, p. 357). This research strategically employs walking or 

mobility through spaces as a methodological tool in order to potentiate the generation of 

meaningful data. A complete description of all cases observed is documented in Figure 2 and 

their location in Istanbul in Figure 3 in the Appendix. 

Data Types, Collection Strategy & Analysis 

To capture the full bandwidth of empirical information present in a given setting, 

ethnographers may or – for Hammersley and Atkinson (2007, p. 103) – should collect a range 

of different data types to inform their theory (Junker, 1960; McCall & Simmons, 1969; Seale, 

2017). In this research, the data types can be distinguished between personal data that relates 

to a specific participant and non-personal data that relate to the general context. In order to 

obtain the “thick description of cognitive meaning” (p. 323) necessary for the research of 

identity and its formation (Abdelal, Herrera, Johnston, & McDermott, 2009; Adams, 2009), 

access to the personal and non-public (cf. Junker, 1960) cognitive content of participants is 

required. This is obtained through oral accounts of the research participants in question, 

aggregated with personal data that contextualized the oral accounts, such as observational data 

and artifacts. At the same time, this research obtains and processes non-personal data such as 

observations, artifacts from the general and public (cf. Junker, 1960). Both personal and non-

personal data put together, create an added value in terms of the meaningfulness for the 

research since “the one illuminates the other” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 102).  

Oral accounts are embedded within participant observations in the greater context of 

participant’s mobile life reality. As is custom in ethnography, the research will favor a non-

directive interviewing style, allowing the participant to create their own storyline. On the other 

hand, this research also includes unsolicited (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) and informal 

(McCall & Simmons, 1969) oral accounts, that spontaneously occurred throughout non-
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personal observations in the field. Oral accounts were recorded with a voice recorder and 

documented via field notes. In sensitive situations – such as the polling station – the recording 

was omitted. Relevant segments of the voice recordings were transcribed and collected in the 

note-taking application OneNote. 

The participate observations will provide us with observational data about material features of 

the neighborhood itself as well as clues how the participants stands in connection to it. 

Observations were documented as photographs or as videos and relevant photos were saved in 

the note-taking application OneNote. Offline documents and artifacts were photographed or 

collected, and online artifacts of social media postings were screenshotted. Both were included 

into the note-taking application OneNote. 

A complete list of data types is visible in appendix 2 and its collection location in Istanbul in 

appendix 3. A selection of photos relevant to the developed theory is visible in appendix 4. 

Data Collection Strategy 

As was established in the chapter before, the data types can be categorized into data relating to 

a specific participant (1) and data relating more broadly to the general context (2), that followed 

different collection & analysis routines:  

Collection Process of Personal Data 

The collection of personal data takes into previous considerations regarding the multi-

sitedness of the student’s life reality and therefore includes a diverse variety of different 

conceptions of student’s life reality (e.g. life as a student in Istanbul and as an exchange 

student; see Appendix 1). Next to the scope of life realities, the depth of each participant’s life 

reality was accounted for by following participants daily life maneuvering through a plurality 

of spaces in Istanbul and the virtual. This plurality was operationalized through featuring both 

offline and online space visitations. The reality in the field showed that observations relating 

to the two fields did not follow the pre-defined segmentation of visitations, meaning online-

related observations were made in the offline visitation, and vice versa. In some occasions, the 

procedure was disregarded or adjusted to fit the participant’s requirements or to enable the 

inclusion of relevant and meaningful opportunistic observation that arose out of a situation.  

Meeting 1: Introduction Meeting 

During the introduction meeting, the participant was introduced to the research and after a 

first clarification of ethical consideration a first consent was acquired. A loose conversation 

about the participant and the research build a first rapport with the participants. During the 

meeting, further elements of the data collection were planned: The informant was asked about 

places of significance and meaning to the informant. The experience showed, that participants 
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in most cases were readily capable of naming places or itineraries of significance to their daily 

life. For the online equivalent, the participants were asked about social media platforms or 

other websites the informant frequents. Based upon this information, the participant agreed 

on a virtual and non-virtual visitation route (meeting 2 and 3). Furthermore, artifacts and daily 

objects of value to the participant would be inquired about. A step that did not yield immediate 

significant results.  

Meeting 2: Visitation of Offline Spaces 

The route chosen for the offline visitation often corresponded with the daily commuting route 

of the participants between home and the university. Non-directive conversation was 

maintained with the participants whilst observations of the field were made. When possible, 

meaningful artifacts and documents uncovered during the visitation were incorporated as 

topics into the conversation. The route would conclude at the home, work or a public café close 

by, where the conversation was continued. The meetings would take on average 5-8 hours.  

Meeting 3: Visitation of Online Spaces 

For the online space visitation, a meeting with the participants was requested at a place of their 

choosing. For practical reasons, the visitation sometimes occurred directly after the offline 

space visitation at their home. The participant was asked to open his most frequented social 

media presences, to scroll through his timeline and talk about the stories behind his postings 

as well as the relevance of social media in general. The visitation yielded oral accounts through 

non-directive interviewing as well as artifacts and documents in the form of photos and texts. 

This meeting would take on average 2-3 hours.  

Collection Process of General Data 

Within the time frame of the research, further data was collected that does not refer to a 

participant specifically. These can be divided into planned and spontaneously collected data. 

The planned collection process relates to field observations of districts & neighborhoods of 

Istanbul and articles or statics from online sources. Spontaneously collected data includes 

unsolicited interviews with individuals performed through field observations and artifacts 

collected within field observations.  

Analysis of General & Personal Data  

The analysis of data followed the dialectic process of grounded theory and therefore included 

a constant comparison (Glaser & Strauss, 2017) between the data and theory happening 

throughout the data collection stage: After each data collection episode, conceptual categories 

and proto-theories were developed based on the coded data. A new data collection episode 
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would result in the re-defining of the categories and their properties. The different data types 

of each participant were analyzed in a collective manner. After all iterative analysis episodes, a 

refined set of categories remained that was transformed into the theory.  

The personal data was analyzed regarding the cognitive identity content of the participants and 

the general data more regarding the social context influencing said cognitive content. The oral 

accounts were analyzed both in regard to the information they refer, but also the subjective 

perspectives, discursive strategies and the psychosocial dynamics. (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2007). The psychosocial dynamics underlying the oral accounts changed throughout the 

research, which was an analytical challenge. At the beginning, the awareness of the research 

topic made the participants pre-filtered their answers in accordance with their definition of 

identity. The casual nature of the following visitations mitigated that issue. 

Sampling  

Adams (2009) identifies snowball sampling as the most used sampling method within 

ethnographic research. A more probabilistic sampling through access to existing university 

registries is beyond the time scope of this research and an affiliation with a state institution 

may bias participants towards socially accepted responses. On the opposite site, approaching 

university students less formally through existing contacts leverages existing networks of trust 

and mitigates gatekeeping issues. Despite this, the danger of biased data inherent in snowball 

sampling is significant and therefore must be mitigated through various techniques. One such 

way is the introduction of a theoretical sample (Glaser & Strauss, 2017) representing 

“theoretically important categories” (Adams, 2009, p. 327) within this research. The goal of 

our theoretical sample is to include a diverse set of groups according to commonly present 

categories among Turkish university students. We arrive at categories revolving around 

gender, academic disciplines studied and age. Statistics on university students (Turkstat, 2019) 

show the gender ratio at 1:1, the ratio of social sciences, at a ratio of 8:4:2 and the age range 

between 20-27 years old. The research tried to adhere to the categories as much as possible. 

Nonetheless the research has a slightly higher amount of law students in the sample and the 

gender ratio is purposefully more female in order to offset qualitative access issues. The sample 

size of 7 is a result of the in-depth nature of the research and the time constraints inherent 

from the research project.  

Field Relations and Role of the Researcher 

The nature of the researched phenomena identity as an abstract and subjective phenomenon 

mandates the research to obtain highly personal and detailed accounts, which can only be 

achieved through overt, instead of covert (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007), questioning. The 



 

23 

 

 

 

practice of field work positions the role of the researcher in a fluent state somewhere between 

the more active participant as observer role and the less involved observer as participant role 

(Junker, 1960), depending on the case: While the cases of “living space visitations” allowed to 

occupy a more active role, the case “election observer at a polling place” required a lower and 

more observing profile.  

Within ethnography, the researcher is the “primary research instrument” (Seale, 2004, p. 336) 

and has “to maintain a self-conscious awareness of what is learned, how it has been learned, 

and the social transactions that inform the production of such knowledge” (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007, p. 80). This research must therefore critically evaluate, how the researcher 

and his defining characteristics may influence both the production (e.g. a participant’s 

answers) and interpretation of the empirical data. Three characteristics most visible bear such 

influence: The foreigner status, the general social status and the gender. The researcher’s origin 

from a Western country was looked upon favorably by many participants. The origin in 

combination with his similar social status as a young student forged a bond of familiarity and 

was essential in creating a status as an acceptable incompetent (Lofland, 2006) in the research 

process – acceptable through the bond of familiarity, incompetent given my unfamiliarity to 

the social setting. This familiarity-borne status positively influenced the participant’s 

willingness to grant access to their lives – mitigated usual research issues regarding access and 

gatekeeping. Another characteristic is the gender difference – especially in this cultural context 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Challenges arouse especially regarding my data collection 

strategy: One participant declined request for a joint neighborhood visitation arguing her 

conservative family would not approve of that – but was willing to be interviewed in the setting 

of her university. Access and rapport building with male participants, however, was usually 

quicker and more intensive – requiring the researcher to include a higher female sample and 

to employ a more cautious rapport building technique as it relates to female participants 

including more communication with and including gatekeepers. Nonetheless, aspects relating 

to unequal rapport intensity between the genders must be viewed critically in this research. As 

it relates to the analysis of the data, the research will critically and transparently evaluate the 

findings and analyzes made in this research as it relates to characteristics that could be ground 

for bias. 

Ethical Considerations  

Ethical consideration must always be considered in the research process (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007; Seale, 2017). These must be considered both as far as the research as a whole 

is concerned but also as it relates to the involvement of third parties. Central to the research in 

general lie the codes of ethics as formulated by Christians (2005) to conduct research accurate 

and neutral.  
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Given the socio-legal condition in Turkey, it can be argued that this research falls within “the 

research of the vulnerable” (Liamputtong, 2007) given Silva’s (1995, p. 15) definition of 

vulnerable as “an individual who experiences ‘diminished autonomy due to physiological/ 

psychological factors or status inequalities’”. Therefore, the threat must be considered faced by 

the participants and offer effective strategies to curb potential risks and harm to them: Overt 

research requires the obtaining of informed consent from participants (Liamputtong, 2007) 

free of deception (Christians, 2005). This entails the disclosure of research details, assuring 

understanding thereof as well as voluntariness and full competence on-side of the participant 

to act voluntary (Bosk, 2002). While valid competency was derived based upon their status as 

university students or former university students, the disclosure was offered and 

understanding assured continuously ad repetitively - during the scheduled pre-meeting or 

prior to interviews. Furthermore, the participants were provided the text parts that included 

their data and final permission was granted. The confidentiality of information (Christians, 

2005) is challenging but even more important to uphold, given the vulnerability status of the 

research participants and the holistic nature of ethnography data. This research therefore only 

discloses such information that taken together cannot be used to identify research participants 

and in doubt, only secondary information disclosed. The potential loss of argumentative 

cohesiveness remains second tier to ethical consideration. Ethical considerations around harm 

and risk avoidance also needs to be considered in the case of the researcher – if not merely to 

protect secondary effects for the research participants. In this case the researcher’s position as 

a foreigner somewhat aggravates the sensitiveness of the issue. Therefore, safety and 

reasonability of his actions was reflected upon throughout the research – as it was done for 

example in the case of the field observation of the election observer Elif. 

Cultural differences in meaning and interpretation of ethical issue (Dickson-Swift, James, & 

Liamputtong, 2008) are considered by regularly consulting with individuals native to the 

Turkish cultural space. 

Reliability of Research 

Adams (2009) identifies both the researcher’s presence influencing the data and the 

subjectivity of the interpretative process as issues in ethnographic research affecting the 

reliability of research. In order to mitigate that, she advocates applying Haraway’s (1991) 

approach of situated knowledge in the data collection and analysis process. That approach 

acknowledges that the information gathered through ethnographic research is not merely 

uncovered by the researcher as an objective fact but is generated as a product of the situation 

of the research process between the informant and the researcher. As a result, the researcher’s 

sociocultural position has been included as an independent variable in the research and 

informs the analysis process. 
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Analysis (and result)  

Identity Spheres of Turkish University Students 

The multitude of different insights in sum show that university students draw their identity 

from a variety of different spheres. The interviewees regularly implicitly and explicitly employ 

identity orders such as the family identity of their kin, their professional identity of their field 

of studies, their ethnic identity and describe themselves according to the sociocultural identity 

order between conservative and progressive. The occurrence of these spheres are remarkable, 

if we consider its boundaries and reflexive contestations expressed within narratives applied 

by the participants (cf. Adams, 2009): Significantly, the identity boundaries between certain 

identity spheres such as family identity and professional identity shared connectivity expressed 

through similar narrative and practices constructing a belonging to a sociocultural group that 

is opposite to a threatening conservative counter-identity. But not all participant similarly 

displayed such dynamics. 

Family, Profession and Ethnicity as Key Markers of Identity 

At the beginning of each conversation – often already in the introduction meeting confronted 

with the research question – participants engage in a story-telling that puts the identity 

inherent in their family home and their upbringing as the narrative starting point of their story 

and others such like the 24-year old architecture student Ecrin mentions their relationship 

with her parents later during the conversations. Which all together may serve as testament for 

the remaining social significance of the family in the Turkish society (Kagitcibasi & Ataca, 

2005; Vergin, 1985). At the same time, the narratives of family identity serve as identity 

benchmarks with the apparent purpose of locating their own imagined identity in relation to 

those of their kin, demonstrating the strong interdependence of family and individual identity 

formation (Mayer, Trommsdorff, Kagitcibasi, & Mishra, 2012).  

A professional identity belonging to a specific occupation was observable in many cases: Many 

of the participant implicitly or explicitly displayed pride in their desired occupation. In the 

selection of visitation routes, all participants offered routes that somewhat included parts of 

their studies. The law student Kerem offered a visitation of his faculty building. All law students 

framed their profession beyond as a mere tool for subsistence, but positively as an active 

contribution to the benefit of society. Similarly, biology student Cem and architecture student 

Aslı included visitation of their faculty within the visitation route - all together implying a 

strong connection to their field of study. 

Similarly, participants with non-Turkish ethnic background, such as Elif’s Alevi and Aslı’s 

Bulgarian background, frequently made salient their ethnic background during the interviews. 
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Reflexive and Antagonistic Construction of Identity Spheres 

Intriguingly, these different identity spheres were often interwoven with sociocultural or 

sociopolitical identities, that frequently included a discursive framing of contestation or even 

threat by a diffusely defined majority group. During the interviews, participant Kerem 

described vividly his upbringing in a large-sized city in Northern Turkey. As he describes his 

parents, Kerem employs a comparative identity benchmark in the form of an ironic trope on 

his political orientation: He was a supporter of the left, but “in comparison to my parents, I am 

a conservative.” Participant Cem similarly framed his adolescence in the context of belonging 

to sociocultural identities and categorized his adolescence into chapters that were dominated 

by his active belonging to different sociocultural groups organizations: He recounts, how 

feeling unwelcome in school led him to associate himself with a dogmatic “religious group”, 

but as he said “I couldn’t belong to them” as he was uncomfortable with “the many rules” that 

conditioned being a member. In high school, he then started going to meetings of a Kurdish 

party, but his association with the group was short lived since they frequently spoke Kurdish – 

a language he didn’t spoke. Afterwards, he joined what he called a “communist group”. The 

narrative of his upbringing is framed by Cem in a negative light describing him himself as being 

in an “identity crisis”. Law students interweaved their professional identity with the 

sociopolitical conditions both through discourse and actions: The law students participating 

all together named the current sociopolitical conditions under the AKP government and the 

threat towards the rule of law in the country as a reason for their studies – Elif and Ecrin 

engage as jobs as voluntary election observer during the election campaign. Elif discursively 

framed her Alevi identity in the context of previous historic episodes of anti-Alevi suppression. 

As these cases demonstrate, the participants discursively construct their identity in a reflexive 

manner and set its boundaries in opposition to a perceived opposite identity group. These 

episodes provide credibility to the conceptualization of social identity as a primarily reflexive 

construct (cf. Adams, 2009) confirmed by existing research onto the Turkish context (Çelik, 

2005; Karaosmanoğlu, 2013). Furthermore, the discursive framing of many comments by 

participants as their minority identity being threatened by a dominant conservative counter-

identity displays clear similarities to what Adam (2009) defines as tropes of sub-ordinate 

identity. But participants within this category not only share their discursive strategies and 

reflexive construction, some participants in their speech mention other minority social groups 

favorably, projecting a sense of unity between them. One incidence illustrates that: While in 

public transport on the way home, the participant Kerem pointed to a transit stop. The 

participant noted, that a lot of people of a certain ethnic group are living in this area and that 

they settled there as a result of persecution by the government. The participant would go on to 

explain – somewhere between humor and candor – that Alevi people are his “favorite ethnic 
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group” and he preferred to date Alevi. These incidences suggest that these identities perceived 

as threatened have permeable boundaries or even form one form of a loose superidentity 

constituted through their opposition to shared threat. 

Exceptions to the Rule 

But narratives that can be summarized within the superidentity were not shared throughout 

all participants, since not all participants engaged in discourses that emphasized their 

sociocultural belonging. During the conversation with participant Azra, a 24-year old 

Architecture student currently on student exchange outside of Turkey, she didn’t talk about 

any significant identification with any sociocultural order. But intriguingly, the contestation of 

identity spheres was similarly present in the case of who described herself as apolitical and not 

at cross with current Turkish politics. She states: 

When I meet some people here and I say, I am from Turkey. They directly ask me about 

our president. And mostly they don’t like him. They call him dictator or something. I 

am not into politics – okay maybe - he is not perfect, but I don’t have any problem with 

him. 

This quote presents an example of identity contestation, but as the result of a peculiar 

mirroring process. Azra describes herself as an apolitical person maintaining an identity that 

doesn’t extend significantly into the political realm. Yet, the interactions with people in her 

exchange country contest her desired apolitical identity and even reduce her identity to one 

constructed out of pure nationality and politics. The obvious difference lies in the fact that this 

contestation is not invoked by a perceived threatening counter-identity – but by expressions 

opposing this counter-identity. 

Student’s Identity Formation and the Local Space 

As much as the reflexivity of active identity orders and their narrative and discursive 

manifestation, its contextualization within spaces is remarkable: The observations 

demonstrate, how the participants lead a life that is dominated by mobility through the city. 

The participants frequently map their own identity belongings onto specific places in Istanbul 

such as districts and created spatial stories charged with identity qualities – often time in 

relation to the previously noted sociocultural identity differentiation. Furthermore, the gender 

of the participants has an influence on the content of spatial stories, as the last sub-chapter in 

this chapter demonstrates.  
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Mobility as a Feature of Student’s Life Reality 

The reality of most student’s everyday life is highly spatialized and dominated by long-lasting 

trajectories through different parts of city in order to move between home, work or place of 

study. Almost all participants share long commuting times to get from their home to the place 

of work and stories about its burdensomeness were frequent. Participant Kerem lives on 

opposite sides of the city and had to commute a substantial amount of time. Elif lived and 

worked in districts across the Bosporus requiring her to take a lengthy but more cost-effective 

detour via a bridge. Azra pointed out the annoyance of moving through the city. This practice 

is made more complicated through the large size and density of the city and the geological 

characteristics of the city as being very hilly and being split by the Bosporus. This empirical 

finding defines the life reality of students as highly spatialized and sets the ground work for 

what Certeau and Rendall (1984) calls the Spatial Practice of Everyday Life. 

Mapping Identity onto Spaces in Istanbul 

The meaningfulness of space for the formation of identity has been pointed out in identity 

research (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992) – but it aggregates special meaning in the context of the 

urban local Istanbul. As Secor (2004) rightly assesses for the case of Istanbul, living in and 

traversing the city in everyday life creates and negotiates “variously fluid and fortified 

boundaries of urban space that provoke a range of identity performances” (p.360). The 

research participants often implicitly and explicitly intertwine their identity - expressed as 

narratives and stories of identity spheres, its boundaries and contestation – with local spaces 

of Istanbul or expressed them in a spatial context, forming what Secor called spatial stories 

out of the spatial practice of everyday life (Certeau & Rendall, 1984).  These spatial stories 

revolved around a variety of different identity categories - most dominantly around the 

category of sociocultural belonging, distinguishing perceived conservative areas of Istanbul 

from more progressive ones. As such, the participants often invoked district such as Kadıköy 

or Beşiktaş as places belonging to their identity group, while excluding other districts such as 

the more conservative district Fatih. Arriving together at his place of living one participant1 

noted, that there are a lot of election posters for the social-democratic party CHP in this district 

and that were an indication, that a lot of leftist people lived there. He noted, that his father 

approved of buying a flat in this district, because of that.  

The election at that time similarly proved valuable in bringing forward identity dynamics: 

During the participant observation of the young law graduate Elif who volunteered as an 

                                                        

1 The name of the participant is redacted to avoid identification of the individual. 
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observer for the Istanbul Bar Association, the day was dominated by hours-long car rides from 

polling place to polling place in Istanbul. The meeting point was at a polling place in central 

Istanbul, where she submitted her vote. Afterwards, the group took the car to a polling place 

in another central Istanbul district for the other observer to submit his vote. After that, we 

would take the car to the polling station where both were designated as observer; in a polling 

place in the outskirts of Istanbul. As the group arrived, the sight of the polling station was 

remarkable. While the previous polling stations in central Istanbul was a school building with 

busy groups of people entering and leaving the polling place and only a single police car posted 

on the schoolyard, this polling place was a different sight: The polling place was crowded with 

heavily-armed police officers in regular and camouflage uniforms – its number exceeded the 

one of normal voters. The yard was segmented by two rows of tall fences on opposite sites that 

separated voters from the area of the electoral officials and funneled voters to the entrance of 

the building. As I remarked on the striking difference between the polling places, Elif 

commented: “That’s because in this district things are much worse.” She went on to describe, 

how it was much more likely in these districts to have cases of voter fraud.  These districts were 

dominated by “them”, conservatives and AKP supporters, and the police was a way to 

intimidate voters. Something that wouldn’t be possible in the central Istanbul districts where 

the two observers resided. This anecdote is valuable for this finding in two ways: On one hand 

it demonstrates the spatial practice of everyday life in its active form through the practice of 

movement from ballot office to ballot office. On the other hand, it demonstrates, the 

transformation of that spatial practice into identity discourse or spatial stories that use the 

districts of Istanbul in order to differentiate belonging. The spatial stories frequently make use 

of the antagonistic identity conceptions and differentiation revealed in the previous chapter.  

Most participants also displayed a strong spatialized sense of belonging to their university 

campuses and the work that they are doing there. This finding somewhat mirrors Secor’s (2004) 

findings on neighborhoods as spaces of “community, identity, and belonging” (p. 361), whereas 

her findings on their workspaces as predominantly spaces of estrangement do not coincide 

with this research’s findings on student’s relationship with their university workspaces. 

But this strategy of mapping identities onto spaces was also employed in the case of areas, that 

are perceived as dominated by certain ethnic groups our groups of foreigners and thereby 

indicate effects of recent migration flows: While following research participant Kerem, he 

pointed to one side of the street, a chaotic assembly of old and dirty houses with colorful 

advertisements attached the houses – the other side was dominated by new and clean high-

rise buildings:  

This is factory zone. - And this is like a paradise. […] It’s like Palestine and Israel. 

Huge, huge difference. […] In this neighborhood you can see so many strangers 
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– so many foreigners from foreign countries like Middle East or Middle Asia. […] 

This is - I think - bad for social stability in the country - because different culture, 

different clothes, so different. 

This finding indicates the relevance of the sustained immigration flow from Syria to the public 

discourse in Turkey and shows, how the mapping process similarly applies to such newer 

identity categories. 

Gender as Differentiating Factor of Life Experience 

Notably, this mapping of identity on spaces also has a gender component. In one interview 

performed with participants Ayşe and Ecrin, a conversation arose relating to how they as 

women perceive Istanbul. The two women remarked, that they feel required to dress differently 

depending on the district they find themselves in – a remark that wasn’t addressed by the male 

participants. This indicates, that the spatial practice is performed differently between the 

genders given different social expectations, which furthermore results in diverging spatial 

stories. A finding similarly shared by Secor (2004). They supported their impressions by 

referencing news stories and viral internet videos that revolved around cases of street 

harassment of women in Istanbul. An observation indicative of the contribution of mediated 

experiences on the gendered identity formation of women and its relationship to the local 

space. A topic featured in the following chapter. 

Translocal Spaces and Mediated Identity Formation 

The previous chapters identified the student’s identity spheres contested by a perceived threat 

from antagonistic sociocultural groups. This reflexive relationship of their identity with the 

sociocultural other identity is mapped on the local space existing in Istanbul resulting in 

perceived friendly and hostile spaces. The observations demonstrated, how the participants 

narratively contextualize their identity not only within local but also translocal spaces. The 

observed participants are similar inhabitants of translocal spaces and maintain identities that 

are significantly translocal in character. The translocal space students inhabit is similarly 

charged by the antagonism of sociocultural identity spheres. Using communicative resources 

such as social media, participants showed to construct their identity within a translocal 

context– both by conceiving of themselves as belonging to a not merely spatially fixed but 

translocal group beyond national boundaries. In this research, the relationship between the 

participant and the researcher has shown to be a surface on which transnational identity 

belonging is projected. 
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Transnationality as attributes of student’s identities 

Several identity spheres that participants were significantly translocal in character. This fact 

revealed itself in narratives employed by participants through the observations. The identity 

relating to their work or academic education was often interwoven with notions of 

transnationality. In the case of participant Cem, it was an attribute of the international nature 

of the academic environment of his research field: As Cem went through his laboratory, he talk 

about his field of studies and he detailed comparatively, how his research stands in connection 

to other research in other countries. He repeated throughout the conversation the notion that 

his work is part of an international effort: 

There is maybe 10 important groups that is working with this virus. One in Japan, one 

in China, Netherlands, Germany and California. […] And if you publish your 

experiment in Turkish, people don’t know. 

He furthermore described, how his field in Turkey cannot compete with the research in other 

countries and criticized that the field is underfunded in Turkey. He mentioned, that in order 

to advance in his field, it would require him to move to another country, where the research is 

better funded.  

The transnationality of the academic field often went hand in hand with notions of cross-

national movement. Like Cem, many participants voiced an interest in moving abroad, once 

their university degree is finished. They contextualized this interest with the dissatisfaction of 

the political and economic condition in Turkey. With the firsthand experience of being abroad 

on exchange herself, architecture student Azra similarly compares her experience at home with 

abroad. Based upon this experience, she formulates the explicit interest to find work in her 

field outside of Turkey. That similarly applies to Aslı, who as a psychology student will go to an 

internship outside of Turkey and intends to find work abroad. While these narratives and 

described actions are indicative of a transnational scope, interviews with law students showed 

a distinctive national scope implicit in their field. This national scope is practiced discursively 

and through actions by politicizing their professional identity and positioning it within the 

context of the Turkish sociopolitical, antagonistic dichotomy on the side of the secular-

Republican, as several participants did. The participant observation with Kerem began in his 

university office, where he works part time next to his master studies. On his desk was a 

calendar, which page depicted an illustration including barbed wire wrapped around a head. 

Asked about the meaning of this calendar page, he described, how the calendar page 

symbolizes the role of the judiciary in a democracy. He proudly described, how his university 

is considered as an “independent” university. 
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Despite the national nature of the profession, the participants studying law showed a translocal 

side to their identity. This was apparent both through observation made within their office 

environment and discursive strategies they employed. The shared office space of participants 

Kerem and Ekrin featured posters relating to law practice in other European countries. But the 

participants also used a discursive strategy of transnational comparison of the Turkish 

professional and social conditions with the condition in other countries. That included, 

positively framing the conditions in Western European countries, while framing the conditions 

in their own country negatively.  

Researcher as surface of transnational belonging 

This strategy of transnational comparison of their life reality was frequently observed in 

conversations with all participants. To better understand this discursive strategy, the 

researcher must be included into the reflection. As previously stated, it is important in 

ethnographic to be aware and critical that the researcher through his presence in the given 

circumstance influences participant’s action (Haraway, 1991). The case of transnational 

comparison serves as an example for that influence. The researcher’ state of similar known or 

assumed age and sociopolitical status represent a reflective stimulus, that influences the 

discursive strategies of the participant. This allows further conclusions towards the 

transnational scope of their identity: Employing a transnational comparison between the 

participant and researcher preconditions a common belonging to an identity sphere – in this 

case, the sociocultural identities that defines and unites two young students. 

Social Media as Conduit for Translocal Identity Formation  

The participants were frequent user of social media channels. The predominant platforms were 

Facebook and Instagram. Usage patterns of the participants varied, but the contents and 

discourse patterns aligned with previously mentioned family, professional and ethnic identity 

spheres. But the perceived sociopolitical threat also had an influence on social media usage of 

the participants:  Participant Kerem’s online feeds were dominated by private or professional 

postings that showed him with friends or work colleagues and took a long time describing the 

various postings of him on academic congresses, that he attended. He noted that he has 

stopped posting political content on the platforms, since he fears repercussions for his change 

to get a job in his law profession.  

Intriguingly, the previously described mapping process is similarly observable as it relates to 

mediated experiences within a translocal space and mediated through the usage of social 

media. A matching example was provided in the case of Elif during her election observing: 

During the long commutes from ballot office to ballot office and after the closing of ballots, the 

observers would follow grassroots reporting about the voting process on Twitter. As reports 
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about voter irregularities in the eastern districts of Turkey came in, the sentiments were 

replaced with frustration. Elif voiced anger, that while Istanbul election observer could detect 

irregularities, in the rest of Turkey voter fraud could take place uncontested, since no election 

observers are there to oversee the election process. The speeches were filled with motives 

differentiating between “Us” and “Them” and assorting bad qualities onto the perceived group 

of “Others”.  

This anecdote is example for a discourse strategy, that was voiced repeatedly through the 

interviews. This discourse strategy reveals a constructed mental map of Turkey that positions 

the participant’s sociocultural identity and its spatial representative Istanbul in opposition to 

a locally-undefined - and therefore translocal - interpretation of the “other Turkey” that lies - 

not only geographically - far away:  The narratives define this “other Turkey” as a conservative 

and anti-intellectual space of traditionalists that is positioned not only counter to the values 

inherent in the participant’s identity system – and in some expressions is actively besieging it. 

As opposed to lived experiences, these narratives are mostly informed through information 

gained through mediated communication of news reporting and through social media. These 

narratives may be based upon accurate news reporting or demographic information – but in 

this context, they evolve into mere rhetorical tropes whose main purpose is to actively assert 

their personal identity location in opposition to the perceived “other Turkey”.  

Intriguingly, such boundary expressions would similarly cause an identity reaction, as was the 

case with participant Cem, who is from a dominant Kurdish city in Eastern Anatolia. While he 

considers himself as a progressive and “an atheist”, he described, how he was hurt by the 

dominant characterizations of his home region as full of Islamic conservatives and Kurdish 

terrorists. On his Instagram profile, a range of photos depicting his native home were visible. 

While flipping through these photos, he would go into detail, why this region is not as 

backwards as it is described by many, and, that he is hurt by the negative characterization of 

many people in Istanbul. 

Sociopolitical and Urban-Capitalist Contexts of Contestation and Its Reaction 

This research identifies two central contexts from which student’s identity is contested: The 

first covers effects relating to the sociopolitical environment and growing political alienation 

of progressive students caused by the AKP government’s policies. The second topic covers 

effects of Istanbul’s extreme urbanity and effects of Turkey’s special form of neoliberal-

capitalistic economic system. These correspond with a broader societal reality and lead to a 

“fight or flight” identity response of the students. 
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Identity Contestation from the Sociopolitical and Urban-Capitalist Context 

The interviews and observations performed within this study showed, how aspects relating to 

their sociopolitical identity were perceived by many participants as contestation to their 

identity. This contestation was clearly observable among participants who could be categorized 

as belonging to the identity group outlined in the first chapter. These participants perceived a 

threat by an Islamic-conservative sociocultural identity group, that contest their identity and 

identity expression. The empirical observations in the first sub-chapter stand testament to 

that. 

But intriguingly, a central field of contestation corresponds with the realities of Istanbul’s 

urban-capitalist situation. This was observable through motives of discourse relating to work 

and life quality such as long work and commuting hours or lacking nature in the city. The 

observations revealed long commuting hours in the case of almost all participants. Participant 

Cem described, how he would regularly commute with his motorbike from his home in Istanbul 

to a location important to his university studies outside of the city. He explained, that he 

recently got into an accident with his motorbike and went on to describe, how dangerous it is 

– especially for motor bikers – to participate in traffic in Istanbul. He described, how after this 

accident he was afraid to use his motorbike and he felt insecurity, when he had to use it again. 

Both student Azra and Cem voices discontent about the life quality in Istanbul and frames it 

within the context of environmental care. Azra states,  

We have so much beauty in Turkey; the nature is perfect. The weather is really nice. But 

I feel like, we just misuse it. We don’t care about our country. […] Istanbul is a really 

dirty city. And it’s not green. But in [city of exchange] and the other cities that I saw, 

they were all green. The public has public spaces. They can just go and chill – without 

any concern – without any - like – security problem. But in Turkey it is so different. 

And even in Istanbul – I don’t know how many parks we have. One in Beşiktaş – but I 

haven’t been there.  

The student Ayşe recounted her history of growing up in the care of her grandparents in a small 

city outside of Istanbul, when her parents were working in Istanbul. In her narrative, she 

implicitly positioned this experience of growing up in opposite to her experience later, when 

she returned to stay with her parents in Istanbul: She describes very positively the fun she had 

when she was with her grandparents: “We would play outside all the time”, she said. In 

contrast, in Istanbul she was required to stay indoors. Therefore, she considered the bond with 

her grandparents to be especially strong and she always enjoys getting out of Istanbul and 

returning back to her grandparent’s home. 
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Similarly, the participants voiced discontent over a daily routine that is dominated by academic 

and professional work assignment. Cem describes his many different projects, he is required 

to fulfill in the course of his master’s degree program. Some of these require him to travel long 

times outside of the city with his motorbike. With the experience of studying in the exchange 

country, participant Azra contrasts her experience of studying there to the one in Istanbul. She 

said, that in Istanbul, she rarely finds time to do anything else other than to study; she recently 

picked up kickboxing as a hobby – allowing her to recover from the stressful everyday life.  

Right at the beginning of the interview, participant Ayşe revealed a reaction that provided rich 

data that underlined that finding. During the introductory conversation, stated:  

You know, I think I am a bad interview partner then. Because I don’t really do anything 

else other than go home and then to work. I am dead inside! 

 She would later go on to describe her difficulties as a student to combine both her studies and 

the part-time job she holds within her law faculty. 

Participant’s Experience corresponds with Broader Reality 

Both lived experiences by the participants correspond with a broader societal reality. Within 

the described urban-capitalist category, we can identify the urban space of Istanbul and the 

working conditions having significant influence on the life reality of its inhabitants. As a 

metropolis with 14.6 million inhabitants (Daily Sabah, 2016), the experience of living in 

Istanbul is dominant by a high degree of urbanity and its related side-effects. Being divided by 

the Bosporus into a European and Asian part, the city spans over 66 km on its east-west axis. 

These factors in combination with the limited space and a high number of individual motorized 

vehicles turn Istanbul, as the field observations have shown, into an urban environment, in 

which people’s experiences are limited by the city’s urbanity: Movement is highly time-

consuming (TomTom, 2018) and pollution levels in Istanbul are the highest among all major 

European cities (Atimyay & Incecik, 2015; Mead, 2017).  

The weak regulatory framework around worker’s rights present in Turkey’s neoliberal 

economic policies (Müller, 2014) similarly shapes individual’s live reality in the city – through 

bad working conditions, long working hours and little leisure time. The “OECD Better Life 

Index” (OECD, 2017) evaluates the work-life balance of OECD (Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development) countries using indicators such as gender equality, working 

hours and conditions, and time devoted to leisure and personal care. In this index, Turkey 

scores last in almost all indicators: Gender inequality is the highest of all countries compared. 

33,8% of employees work very long hours above 50 hours per week; a stark difference to the 

OECD average of 13% and conversely, the leisure time per day is stated at 12.3 hours – 

approximately 4 hours less than the OECD average. 
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Fight or Flights as Predominant Identity Reaction  

The contestation of identity experienced by the students is not merely absorbed but 

materializes in different kinds of reactions. The research can broadly differentiate between 

student’s action to fight or struggle against the social conditions that constrain their identity 

or to avoid them by moving outside of their sphere of influence. The action to fight is taken on 

by number of participant’s action to participate in election observing or to see their profession 

as a means to improve the society. These actions correspond with existing research on the 

identity of young Turks: They are the clearest indication of Celik’s (2005) resistance identity 

forming and corresponds broadly with what Kuymulu (2013, p. 1) sees as LeFebvre’s (1968) 

process of “reclaiming the right to the city”. On the other side, the reaction of flight is practiced 

by several participants, that described their intentions to - in one form or another - to move 

abroad. This action is enabled through the significantly transnational conceptualization of 

their identity (see previous chapter). 
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 Discussion and Conclusion 

Answer to Research Question  

This research set out to investigate, what social identities university students maintain. The 

findings of the research reveal, how the students regularly implicitly and explicitly employ 

identity orders such as the family identity of their kin, their professional identity of their field 

of studies and describe themselves according to the sociocultural identity order between 

conservative and progressive. Significantly, the identity boundaries between certain identity 

spheres such as family identity and professional identity shared connectivity expressed 

through shared narrative and practices constructing belonging to a sociocultural group that 

remains opposite to a perceived threat from a conservative counter-identity.   

Furthermore, this research set out to investigate, how these identities are formed: 

Distinguishing between local and translocal spaces as formative for the identity, this research 

finds that students frequently mapped their own identity belonging onto specific places such 

as districts within Istanbul, whilst narratively contrasting it to other places, that were 

dominated by antagonistic or rival identity groups. The findings show, that the students 

narratively contextualize their identity not only within local but also translocal spaces. The 

observed participants are similar inhabitants of translocal spaces and maintain identities that 

are significantly translocal in character. The translocal space students inhabit is similarly 

charged by the antagonism of sociocultural identity spheres. Using communicative resources 

such as social media, participants construct their identity within a translocal context– both by 

conceiving of themselves as belonging to a not merely spatially fixed but translocal group 

beyond national boundaries. This demonstrates that the construction of spatial stories (Secor, 

2004) similarly applies to the translocal space. In this research, the relationship between the 

participant and the researcher has shown to be a surface on which transnational identity 

belonging is projected.  

Furthermore, this research set out to find out, what specific contexts identity influences. This 

research identifies two central contexts from which student’s identity is contested: The first 

confirms existing research on the identity polarization present in the Turkish society and 

covers effects relating to the sociopolitical environment and growing political alienation of 

progressive students caused by the AKP government’s policies. More notably, the second topic 

covers effects of Istanbul’s extreme urbanity and effects of Turkey’s special form of neoliberal-

capitalistic economic system. These correspond with a broader societal reality and lead to a 

“fight or flight” identity response of the students.  
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A Student’s Place in the Istanbul of Tomorrow 

Students are traditionally a social group with a great sense of political activism. In the Turkish 

context, previous research demonstrated the potency for conflict, that exists between young 

Turks in opposition to the dominating society (Neyzi, 2001). This research demonstrates, how 

students perceive of Istanbul as a negative space that significantly influences their freedom to 

express their identities. This finding is in line with research on youth identity in Turkey. The 

foreshadowed problem, that was identified in the introduction can be considered an expression 

of this described phenomenon. 

The presidential elections that happened at that time served as a convenient looking glass, 

through which these identity dynamics were focused. Nonetheless, the findings indicate that 

the grievances, as far as Istanbul is concerned, cannot only be reduced to originating from the 

Turkish paradox, the sustained sociocultural differences between large parts of the population. 

But are adherent to more long-term problems relating to the urban-capitalistic realities of 

living in modern day Turkey. 

The research finds, how students maintain significant levels of translocal thinking expressed 

in the recurring sentiment to move outside of the country and helped through access to modern 

media channels. This finding benefits student’s action to remove themselves of these 

conditions by leaving the country and bodes ill for the economic well-being of the country.  

Nonetheless, some empirical findings of this study like the election observing of young law 

students in election makes one hopeful, that young Turks do not jump ship, but instead engage 

in LeFebvre (1968)’s process of “reclaiming the right to city”, as Kuymulu (2013, p. 1) does.  

Limitations of the study 

Some limitations to the research must be addressed. Adam (2009) defines one downside of 

ethnography in its limited external validity and generalizability, that despite this research’s 

means to improve it, cannot be mitigated entirely. This downside is connected to challenges 

arising out of the predominant method of snowball sampling, that this research tried to 

counterbalance by sampling according to representative demographic statistics of Turkish 

university students. Nonetheless, this aspect of the study must be seen critically. Other 

ethnographic studies are known to include a significantly larger time span, in which the data 

is gathered. Unfortunately, the external parameters of this research didn’t allow for a more 

extensive data collection phase.  
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Further Research 

Ideas for further research are apparent in the methodological and theoretical realm: Each 

different research method employs a different lens onto the empirical reality and therefore 

accentuate different theoretical findings. It could certainly be fruitful to investigate the topic 

of student identity not by the complex toolset of ethnography, but by a more distinct method 

such as a specific content or discourse analysis.  

It would certainly be equally interesting to find out, in which way the findings of this research 

similarly apply to non-student populations in Turkey. It would answer, whether being a 

student or more so being a young person creates a translocal existence or whether that’s a 

general phenomenon in the Turkish case. More general research about the identity of young 

Turks or even the general population would provide answers. 

  



 

40 

 

 

 

 References  

Abdelal, R., Herrera, Y. M., Johnston, A. I., & McDermott, R. (2009). Measuring Identity: A 

Guide for Social Scientists. Cambridge University Press. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com.tr/books?id=uCLqIv6CEZwC 

Adams, L. L. (2009). Techniques for Measuring Identity in Ethnographic Research. In A. I. 

Johnston, R. Abdelal, R. McDermott, & Y. M. Herrera (Eds.), Measuring Identity: A 

Guide for Social Scientists (pp. 316–342). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511810909.012 

Akgül, M., Kırlıdoğ, M., Internet Policy Review, Internet Policy Review, Internet, A. V. H. I. 

F., & Internet, A. V. H. I. F. (2015). Internet censorship in Turkey. HIIG - Alexander 

von Humboldt Institute for Internet and Society. 

https://doi.org/10.14763/2015.2.366 

Akser, M., & Baybars-Hawks, B. (2012). Media and democracy in Turkey: Toward a model of 

neoliberal media autocracy. Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication, 

5(3), 302–321. 

Andén-Papadopoulos, K., & Pantti, M. (2013). The media work of Syrian diaspora activists: 

Brokering between the protest and mainstream media. International Journal of 

Communication, 7, 22. 

Atimyay, A. T., & Incecik, S. (2015). AIR POLLUTION PROBLEM IN ISTANBUL, TURKEY 

AND STRATEGICAL EFFORTS IN AIR QUALITY MANAGEMENT, 7. 

Bakacak, A. G., & Ōktem, P. (2014). Homosexuality in Turkey: Strategies for Managing 

Heterosexism. Journal of Homosexuality, 61(6), 817–846. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00918369.2014.870453 

Bartu, A., Bora, T., Erder, S., Oncu, A., Stokes, M., White, J., & Navaro-Yasin, Y. (1999). 

Istanbul: between the global and the local. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Bauböck, R., & Faist, T. (Eds.). (2010). Diaspora and Transnationalism: Concepts, Theories 

and Methods. Amsterdam University Press. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt46mz31 

BBC News. (2016, December 11). Kurdish group TAK claims Istanbul blast. Retrieved from 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-38280638 

Bereket, T., & Adam, B. D. (2006). The Emergence of Gay Identities in Contemporary 

Turkey. Sexualities, 9(2), 131–151. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460706063116 



 

41 

 

 

 

Bhatia, S., & Ram, A. (2009). Theorizing identity in transnational and diaspora cultures: A 

critical approach to acculturation. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 

33(2), 140–149. 

Bilginsoy, Z. (2017, January 1). New Year’s attack on packed Istanbul club leaves 39 dead. 

Retrieved January 7, 2019, from 

https://apnews.com/643830e3d74f4c668ac19b177126d862 

Bosk, C. L. (2002). Obtaining voluntary consent for research in desperately ill patients. 

Medical Care, 40(9), V-64-V–68. 

Bourdieu, P. (2010). Outline of a theory of practice (25. printing). Cambridge: Cambridge 

Univ. Press. 

Brass, P. R. (1991). Ethnicity and Nationalism: Theory and Comparison. SAGE Publications. 

Retrieved from https://books.google.com.hk/books?id=LOpekQEACAAJ 

Caha, Ö. (2004). The role of the media in the revival of Alevi identity in Turkey. Social 

Identities, 10(3), 325–338. 

Çamuroğlu, R. (1998). Alevi Revivalism in Turkey. In Alevi Identity: Cultural, Religious and 

Social Perspectives. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203985878 

Çarkoğlu, A., & Yavuz, G. (2010). Press–party parallelism in Turkey: An individual level 

interpretation. Turkish Studies, 11(4), 613–624. 

Çelik, A. B. (2002). Migrating onto identity:  Kurdish mobilization through associations in 

Istanbul (Turkey) (3047725). State University of New York at Binghamton. Retrieved 

from 

http://pqdd.sinica.edu.tw.ezproxy.eduhk.hk/ddc_open_link_eng.htm?type=ddc&ap

p=13&doi=3047725 

Çelik, A. B. (2005). “I miss my village!”: Forced Kurdish migrants in ‹stanbul and their 

representation in associations. NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY, 32, 27. 

Çelik, A. B., & Blum, A. (2007). Future Uncertain: Using Scenarios to Understand Turkey’s 

Geopolitical Environment and its Impact on the Kurdish Question. Ethnopolitics, 

6(4), 569–583. https://doi.org/10.1080/17449050701233205 

Certeau, M. de, & Rendall, S. (1984). The practice of everyday life (Nachdr.). Berkeley: Univ. 

of California Press. 

Christensen, M. (2012). Online mediations in transnational spaces: cosmopolitan 

(re)formations of belonging and identity in the Turkish diaspora. Ethnic and Racial 

Studies, 35(5), 888–905. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2011.628039 



 

42 

 

 

 

Christians, C. G. (2005). Chapter 6 Ethics and politics in qualitative research. In N. K. Denzin 

& Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The Sage handbook of qualitative research (3rd ed, pp. 139–

164). Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications. 

Colic‐Peisker, V., & Walker, I. (2003). Human capital, acculturation and social identity: 

Bosnian refugees in Australia. Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 

13(5), 337–360. 

Connor, W. (1994). Ethnonationalism: The Quest for Understanding. Princeton University 

Press. Retrieved from https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv39x5s6 

Daily Sabah. (2016). Turkey’s population expanding, Istanbul still most crowded city. 

Retrieved August 4, 2018, from 

https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/2016/01/28/turkeys-population-expanding-

istanbul-still-most-crowded-city 

Denny, F. M. (1975). The Meaning of “Ummah” in the Qurʾān. History of Religions, 15(1), 

34–70. 

Dickson-Swift, V., James, E. L., & Liamputtong, P. (2008). Undertaking sensitive research in 

the health and social sciences: Managing boundaries, emotions and risks. 

Erder, T., Erder, N., & Derneği, T. S. B. (1985). Family in Turkish society. Turkish Social 

Science Association. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com.hk/books?id=pykzAQAAIAAJ 

Fornäs, J., & Xinaris, C. (2013). Mediated identity formation: Current trends in research and 

society. Javnost-The Public, 20(2), 11–25. 

George E. Marcus. (1995). Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-

Sited Ethnography. Annual Review of Anthropology, 2, 95–117. 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (2017). Discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for 

qualitative research. Routledge. 

Göle, N. (1997). Secularism and Islamism in Turkey: The making of elites and counter-elites. 

The Middle East Journal, 46–58. 

Göle, N. (2012). Post-Secular Turkey. New Perspectives Quarterly, 29(1), 7–11. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5842.2012.01290.x 

Grusky, D. B. (2014). Social Stratification: Class, Race, and Gender in Sociological 

Perspective. Avalon Publishing. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.se/books?id=GEUtlwEACAAJ 



 

43 

 

 

 

Gunter, M. M., & Hakan Yavuz, M. (2007). Turkish paradox: Progressive Islamists versus 

reactionary secularists. Critique: Critical Middle Eastern Studies, 16(3), 289–301. 

Gupta, A., & Ferguson, J. (1992). Beyond “culture”: Space, identity, and the politics of 

difference. Cultural Anthropology, 7(1), 6–23. 

Haciyakupoglu, G., & Zhang, W. (2015). Social Media and Trust during the Gezi Protests in 

Turkey. Journal of Computer‐Mediated Communication, 20(4), 450–466. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12121 

Hammersley, M., & Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography: principles in practice (3rd ed). 

London; New York: Routledge. 

Hansen, A., & Machin, D. (2013a). Media and Communication Research Methods. London: 

Macmillan Education UK. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-27225-6 

Hansen, A., & Machin, D. (2013b). Media and Communication Research Methods. Palgrave 

Macmillan. Retrieved from https://books.google.se/books?id=tykdBQAAQBAJ 

Haraway, D. (1991). Simians, cyborgs, and women. New York: Routledge. 

Harrison, J. S., & Freeman, R. E. (1999). Stakeholders, Social Responsibility, and 

Performance: Empirical Evidence and Theoretical Perspectives. Academy of 

Management Journal, 42(5), 479–485. https://doi.org/10.2307/256971 

Hüriyet Daily News. (2018, July). 20 percent of Syrian refugees live in Istanbul - Turkey 

News. Retrieved January 6, 2019, from http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/20-

percent-of-syrian-refugees-live-in-istanbul-132933 

Isin, E. F. (2002). Being Political: Genealogies of Citizenship. University of Minnesota Press. 

Retrieved from https://books.google.com.hk/books?id=EK9PNH3EHMAC 

Junker, B. H. (1960). Field work: An introduction to the social sciences. University of 

Chicago Press. 

Kadioğlu, A. (1996). The paradox of Turkish nationalism and the construction of official 

identity. Middle Eastern Studies, 32(2), 177–193. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00263209608701110 

Kagitcibasi, C., & Ataca, B. (2005). Value of children and family change: A three‐decade 

portrait from Turkey. Applied Psychology, 54(3), 317–337. 

Karaosmanoğlu, K. (2013). Beyond essentialism: negotiating Alevi identity in urban Turkey. 

Identities, 20(5), 580–597. https://doi.org/10.1080/1070289X.2013.823088 



 

44 

 

 

 

Kaya. (2007). German-Turkish Transnational Space: A Separate Space of Their Own. 

German Studies Review, 20. 

Kaya, & Çakmur, B. (2010). Politics and the Mass Media in Turkey. Turkish Studies, 11(4), 

521–537. https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2010.540112 

Kedourie, S. (2014). Turkey: Identity, Democracy, Politics. Taylor & Francis. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.se/books?id=G6XKAgAAQBAJ 

Kirişci, K. (2001, November 30). Turkey Protests: Are the Youth at Gezi Park a New Actor in 

Turkish Democracy? Retrieved October 31, 2018, from 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2013/06/13/turkey-protests-are-the-

youth-at-gezi-park-a-new-actor-in-turkish-democracy/ 

Komito, L. (2011). Social media and migration: Virtual community 2.0. Journal of the 

Association for Information Science and Technology, 62(6), 1075–1086. 

Kosebalaban, H. (2007). The permanent “other”? Turkey and the question of European 

identity. Mediterranean Quarterly, 18(4), 87–111. 

Kozinets, R. V. (2010). Netnography: ethnographic research in the age of the internet (1st 

ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Ltd. 

Kuymulu, M. B. (2013). Reclaiming the right to the city: Reflections on the urban uprisings in 

Turkey. City, 17(3), 274–278. https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2013.815450 

Lee, Y. N. (2018, August). Turkey crisis: Economy faces weak lira, inflation, debt and tariffs. 

Cnbc.Com. Retrieved from https://www.cnbc.com/2018/08/13/turkey-crisis-

economy-faces-weak-lira-inflation-debt-and-tariffs.html 

Lefebvre, H. (1968). Le droit à la ville (Vol. 3). Paris Anthropos. 

Liamputtong, P. (2007). Researching the Vulnerable. 1 Oliver’s Yard, 55 City 

Road, London England EC1Y 1SP United Kingdom: SAGE Publications, Ltd. 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781849209861 

Lofland, J. (2006). Analyzing Social Settings: A Guide to Qualitative Observation and 

Analysis. Wadsworth/Thomson Learning. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com.tr/books?id=zYPFQgAACAAJ 

Macri, G. (2011). Logging into Diaspora–Media and Online Identity Narratives among 

Romanians in Ireland. Observatorio (OBS*), 5(2). 

Malinowski, B. (1922). Argonauts of the western Pacific. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 



 

45 

 

 

 

Massey, D. (2005). The spatial construction of youth cultures. In Cool places (pp. 132–140). 

Routledge. 

Mayer, B., Trommsdorff, G., Kagitcibasi, C., & Mishra, R. C. (2012). Family models of 

independence/interdependence and their intergenerational similarity in Germany, 

Turkey, and India. Family Science, 3(1), 64–74. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19424620.2011.671503 

McCall, G. J., & Simmons, J. L. (1969). Issues in Participant Observation: A Text and 

Reader. Addison-Wesley Publishing Company. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com.tr/books?id=j0hqAAAAMAAJ 

Mead, N. V. (2017, February 13). Pant by numbers: the cities with the most dangerous air – 

listed. The Guardian. Retrieved from 

http://www.theguardian.com/cities/datablog/2017/feb/13/most-polluted-cities-

world-listed-region 

Müftüler‐Bac, M. (2000). Through the looking glass: Turkey in Europe. Turkish Studies, 1(1), 

21–35. 

Müller, H. (2014). The dire state of labor rights in Turkey. Turkey Analyst, 24. 

Neyzi, L. (2001). Object or Subject? The Paradox of « Youth » in Turkey. Autrepart, (18), 

101–117. https://doi.org/10.3917/autr.018.0101 

OECD (Ed.). (2017). How’s life? 2017: measuring well-being. Paris: OECD Publishing. 

Özyürek, E. (2009). “The Light of the Alevi Fire Was Lit in Germany and then Spread to 

Turkey”: A Transnational Debate on the Boundaries of Islam. Turkish Studies, 10(2), 

233–253. https://doi.org/10.1080/14683840902864028 

Robins, K. (1996). Interrupting Identities: Turkey/Europe. Questions of Cultural Identity, 

61–86. 

Rumelili, B. (2008). Negotiating Europe: EU-Turkey relations from an identity perspective. 

Insight Turkey, 10(1), 97–110. 

Rumelili, B. (2011). Turkey: Identity, Foreign Policy, and Socialization in a Post‐Enlargement 

Europe. European Integration, 33(2), 235–249. 

Sahin, H., & Aksoy, A. (1993). Global Media and Cultural Identity in Turkey. Journal of 

Communication, 43(2), 31–41. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1993.tb01260.x 

Şahin, Ş. (2005). The Rise of Alevism as a Public Religion. Current Sociology, 53(3), 465–

485. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392105051336 



 

46 

 

 

 

Schatz, E. (2004). Modern Clan Politics: The Power of “Blood” in Kazakhstan and Beyond. 

University of Washington Press. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com.hk/books?id=_iNSngEACAAJ 

Schlesinger, P. (1991). Media, the political order and national identity. Media, Culture & 

Society, 13(3), 297–308. https://doi.org/10.1177/016344391013003002 

Seale, C. (2017). Researching Society and Culture. SAGE Publications. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.se/books?id=TVMlDwAAQBAJ 

Seale, C. (Ed.). (2004). Social research methods: a reader. London; New York: Routledge. 

Secor, A. (2004). “There Is an Istanbul That Belongs to Me”: Citizenship, Space, and Identity 

in the City. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 94(2), 352–368. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8306.2004.09402012.x 

Shami, S. (1996). Transnationalism and refugee studies: Rethinking forced migration and 

identity in the Middle East. Journal of Refugee Studies, 9(1), 3–26. 

Silva, M. C. (1995). Ethical guidelines in the conduct, dissemination, and implementation of 

nursing research. 

Tafjel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An Integrative Theory of Intergroup Conflict (Vol. 33). 

Tapinc, H. (2002). Masculinity, femininity, and Turkish male homosexuality. In Modern 

homosexualities (pp. 59–70). Routledge. 

Timmermans, M. (2018). Media Use by Syrians in Sweden: Media Consumption, Identity, 

and Integration. In Diaspora and Media in Europe (pp. 51–70). Springer. 

TomTom. (2018). Istanbul traffic congestion statistics | TomTom Traffic Index. Retrieved 

August 4, 2018, from https://www.tomtom.com/en_gb/trafficindex/city/istanbul 

Topping, A. (2017, April 16). Turkey referendum: Erdoğan wins vote amid dispute over 

ballots – as it happened. The Guardian. Retrieved from 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2017/apr/16/turkey-referendum-recep-

tayyip-erdogan-votes-presidential-powers 

Turkstat. (2019, January). Education Statistics. Retrieved January 7, 2019, from 

http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/PreTablo.do?alt_id=1018 

Turner, J. C., & Oakes, P. J. (1986). The significance of the social identity concept for social 

psychology with reference to individualism, interactionism and social influence. 

British Journal of Social Psychology, 25(3), 237–252. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-

8309.1986.tb00732.x 



 

47 

 

 

 

van Bruinessen, M. M. (2000). Transnational aspects of the Kurdish question. 

Vergin, N. (1985). Social change and the family in Turkey. Current Anthropology, 26(5), 

571–574. 

Vertovec, S. (1999). Conceiving and research transnationalism. Ethnic and Racial Studies. 

 

  



 

48 

 

 

 

 Appendix 

Appendix 1: List of Participants and Cases 

Participants Cases Observed 

Kerem Non-Virtual: Office and Walk to his private home 

Virtual: Social Media “Instagram” in his private home 

Elif  Non-Virtual: Election Observing in Istanbul 

Virtual: Social Media “Instagram” in a public cafe 

Azra Non-Virtual: Turkish Student abroad on exchange 

Cem Non-Virtual: Laboratory Visit and Walk Home 

Virtual: Social Media “Instagram” and “Facebook” in his 

private home 

Ecrin Non-Virtual: Working in an Office in her University and in a 

Café with Ayşe 

Aslı Non-Virtual: Working at her professor’s office and walk 

home 

Virtual: Social Media “Instagram” in her professor’s office 

Ayşe Non-Virtual: Working in an Office in her University and in a 

Café with Ecrin 

 

Appendix 2: Detailed List of Data Types Collected 

Data types Collected Units 

Interviews: 18 interviews 

Solicited Interviews 15 interviews 

Unsolicited Interviews 3 interviews 

Observations 15 observations 

Person-related 

Observations 
9 observations 
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Person-unrelated 

Observations 

6 observations (Districts covered: Kadıköy, Üsküdar, Beşiktaş, 

Beyoğlu, Fatih); documented in 148 photos and 8 videos 

Artifacts 

5 real artifacts (personal objects, election campaign 

documents) 

9 online artifacts (screenshots of Social Media timelines and 

statistical documents) 

 

 

Appendix 3: Location of Data Collection 

 

① Location of Personal Observation 

② Location of Non-Personal Observations 
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Appendix 4: Photos of Spaces of Significance for Participants 

 

Figure 1: Inner city highway and metrobus line in the district Bakırköy displaying very high building 

density, high traffic congestion level and airport activity in background – all indicators for the urban-

capitalistic life reality in Istanbul. This location is part of the daily commute of participant Kerem and 

Ecrin. (Photo by Benedikt Martin Maier, 2018) 
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Figure 2: Municipality building in the district Üsküdar featuring patriotic festoons and large sized 

flags commemorating the successful repression of the 2016 Turkish coup d'état and the state officials 

killed in action. The omnipresent commemoration of this event was contested by some participants as 

an aggressive expression by the government and the conservative counter-identity group. (Photo by 

Benedikt Martin Maier, 2018) 
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Figure 3: Street in the “young-progressive” district Kadıköy at night displaying campaign banners of 

the left wing, anti-government Peoples' Democratic Party (HDP). A common district for recreational 

activities for all participants and site of observation in this research. (Photo by Benedikt Martin Maier, 

2018) 
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Figure 4: Crowded street market scene in the district Üsküdar featuring both young and old 

inhabitants in clothing indicating diverse sociocultural identity belonging. Location is situated close 

to the living place of participant Elif. (Photo by Benedikt Martin Maier, 2018) 
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Figure 5: Street scene in front of the very busy ferry terminal in the district Kadıköy featuring a large 

post-election poster displaying Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and the text “Our nation has 

won, Turkey has won. Thank you, Istanbul”. This poster was visible throughout the city after the 

election. The photo is indicative for both the sociopolitical and urban-capitalistic identity contestation. 

The ferry terminal was a part of the daily commute of participant Aslı and frequented on a non-daily 

basis by all other participants. (Photo by Benedikt Martin Maier, 2018) 

 


