Co-Existence: a modest proposal for preventing the street dogs of Istanbul from being a burden on their neighbourhoods and citizenry.
By Andrea Luka Zimmerman (written in 2013)
In the late 1990s, writer John Berger published King, a novel about the homeless, narrated by the eponymous dog. In it, an elderly man tells King:
A mistake is hated more than an enemy. Mistakes don’t surrender as enemies do. There is no such thing as a defeated mistake. Mistakes either exist or they don’t, and if they do exist they have to be covered over. We are their mistake, King. Never forget that.
The humans and animals in King have become mistakes because they are a reminder of what happens to some when others take all. People who do not generate profit for anyone are seen as scroungers, marginal, living on the goodwill of the rest of the society of which they are a/part. They cannot hide their plight behind private walls and gates. Without a bank account and accumulated possessions, their makeshift shelters cannot stand up to the bulldozers when they come. So they move on, again and again - if they live long enough. Berger tells this endless story through King, the community’s dog.
Dogs have long lived at the mercy of society’s ideas as to what to do with them, above all, what to do to them – so variously we ‘shelter’ them in tiny cages, kill them ‘humanely’, let them roam the streets, beat them, feed them, hunt them down, turn them into pets, pity them, contain them. (No country kills as many dogs as the United States and no country imprisons as many people).
***
Despite several major attempts by Istanbul’s rulers, politicians and planners over the last 400 years to exterminate them, the city’s street dogs have persisted, thanks to an enduring alliance with widespread civilian communities, which recognize and defend their right to co-exist. In 2013 I made Taşkafa, Stories of the Street, in a search for the role of Istanbul’s street dogs and their relationship to its human populations.
Taşkafa is structured around readings by Berger, drawn from King. The voice is gifted to a wide network and range of perspectives: to dogs, a city and, finally, to history. Berger’s text accompanies the viewer on a journey from Taksim to Hayirsiz ada, the island where, in the 1800s, tens of thousands of dogs were exiled, without water or food, to perish.
The film combs the streets to find street vendors, shop keepers, activists, the homeless and advocates of street animals to open a window on the contested relationship between power and the public, community and categorization, both in location and identity. Most importantly, the film is made as part of an ongoing resistance against a single way of seeing.
Finance capitalism seeks consciously to sever individuals and populations from history, and therefore from their own sense of self, identity and belonging through various forms of erasure, withdrawal and dismantling. Offering a constantly receding, solely consumer-accessible future, one based entirely on purchase, which accelerates as fast as technology, disavows the ‘burden’ of the past and any sense of contentment in the present. This imposed structural authoritarianism of being cannot, by definition, allow for consideration of the trials and triumphs of living daily.
Taskafa seeks to investigate an unthinking, collective belief in progress, especially in social, economic and structural development, and to identify, with some urgency, the growing distance between the human and non-human realms, whether in urban or rural environments. I have sought to explore how public space becomes contested, especially in the relationship between corporate city-making - through the demolition and the redevelopment of vast swathes of the city - and the local, accreting lives of the neighbourhoods affected.
Taşkafa is not finally about dogs. Rather, it concerns the way people still, and especially now, seek to be part of a larger context, one that respects other creatures and wishes them to play a significant role in their lives. The key issue is that we do not lose touch with the shared reality that surrounds us.
In this way I would like to propose a sense of value and a belief in the role of filmmaking now, at an urgent and uncertain time for human communities and larger ecological and natural systems. This uncertainty stems primarily from a crisis of belonging; that is to say, from profound splits about the fundamental nature of our place within these larger structures. We are paying a very heavy price – environmentally, economically, socially and psychologically – for this crisis, one driven by the increasing demands and damages of a techno-rationalist model of organising society.
This model perpetuates the belief that life is a problem to be solved; that one can arrive at a neutral state (neutral only in that it has fully accepted the imposed imperatives of contemporary capitalism) where all that remains is the endless action of carrying out the dictates of its order. All decisions as to its efficacy have already been made. That this model is impossible and undesirable is, I hope, entirely obvious and yet it is the driving impulse of our world today; or rather, of those directing our world, economically and politically.
In Taşkafa, this mindset manifests as a desire to cleanse Istanbul of its non-domestic and untamed animal life (dogs, cats, and urban wild creatures) because they do not conform to the processes of gentrification. Taşkafa, meanwhile, celebrates the coexistence that has worked with great success, and widespread popular support for centuries. The earth is a common dwelling place for all species, however much certain human beings dislike the idea.
Here I offer my Manifesto for Coexistence in Film and Life (grand titles are a prerequisite of the medium) and of course I welcome any and all responses.
1. Life is a work in process: unfinished, provisional and uncertain. Film must reflect this or it has no purchase on reality.
2. A work seeking internationalist reception – through content, form, aesthetic or technology – without a specific grounding in the lived experience of people and place, is not internationalist.
3. All filmmaking that is worth the name, regardless of its apparent construction, is a process of making through community; on screen, behind the camera, and in the intention of all its makers. There is such a thing as society.
4. The budget and production structure of a film should always be in proportion and humane relationship to its protagonists, its theme, and its intention. It should be modest.
5. The most productive form of filmmaking today, regardless of its outward expression (fiction, documentary, etc) is the sketch, the essay, from the French, essayer, to try.
6. Heightened realism in filmic expression is both desired and the making manifest of what is latent in the material, waiting. Sometimes metaphors need to be expressed literally.
7. Braudel identified three strata in time – the personal, the social and the natural. The fourth dimension is empathy. Film is this fourth dimension, gently held.
8. All films must feature animals. Without them, it is like a camera without tape, without a reel. It ignores the majority world. It is not legitimate.
9. In the same way, a world - and a film - without hope, is invalid. Hope is the thing.
10. Consider and respond.
This is how things come together.
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