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Rethinking Islamic Hegemony in
Turkey through Gezi Park
Nikos Moudouros

The massive demonstrations of June 2013 against the Turkish government constitute a
new element in the country’s social reality. After many years, new dynamics have risen to

the surface, claiming the ‘new’, outside the context of the Justice and Development Party’s
(AKP) hegemony. At the same time, these demonstrations offer the opportunity to
re-evaluate political power in Turkey. With that in mind, this paper aims to decode the

perceptions and strategies that the AKP have developed on issues such as democracy and
the transformation of public space, and the way that these are related to the ideological

background of historic sites such as Istanbul and Gezi Park. It also seeks to address the
protests of June 2013 as an opportunity to understand the content given by the AKP on

concepts of strategic importance such as democracy, the nation–millet, urban
transformation and the Imperial–Islamic heritage of Istanbul.

Introduction

The mass protests of June 2013 in Turkey, perhaps better known as ‘the Gezi Park

resistance’, although a very recent chapter in history, represents one of the most

important turning points, especially in light of the controversies concerning its

democratization. Like other historical events in Turkey, the Gezi resistance seems to

signal new social upheaval, and the protests of June 2013 against the government of

the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) have built upon the demands and

claims of previous, less intense demonstrations. However, the scale and content of the

demands and the creativity with which they were expressed in public indicate that

something important is happening in Turkey.
Much has been written about the nature and content of the demonstrations of June

2013, some of it genuinely important material. Many studies have also addressed the

authoritarianism shown by the Turkish government in tackling specific protests.

However, the challenge remains to reassess the Turkish government’s strategies and

the ideology behind its policies, which seem to have been among the main reasons for

the outbreak of the protest at Gezi Park. This challenge is critical since it offers the

opportunity to proceed to a more comprehensive re-analysis of the AKP’s rule in

relation to the ‘oppositional undercurrents’ emerging in Turkish society.

q 2014 Taylor & Francis

Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies, 2014

Vol. 16, No. 2, 181–195, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19448953.2014.910394

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

yp
ru

s]
 a

t 0
2:

35
 2

6 
Ju

ne
 2

01
4 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19448953.2014.910394


With this in mind, this paper seeks to analyse and understand the deeper

ideological background that led the Turkish government to address the events of June
2013 using a specific content based on three main linchpins: the first is the effort to
decode the AKP’s perception of democracy and the democratic participation of

society. The focus of this effort is to analyse the content that the AKP gives to the
concepts of nation (millet) and society. At the same time, a key element of this

analysis is understanding the ruling party’s perception of the relationship between
the state and society, as well as the way that society acts concerning Turkey’s political

and economic matters. The second basic linchpin of this text is the attempt to identify
the Turkish government’s strategy towards the transformation of urban space. This

specific linchpin is essential since it is almost completely related to the way that the
spatial profile of Istanbul (which was the centre of the protests of June 2013) is
changing, and to the country’s wider socio-economic development. The third main

linchpin of this analysis is the ideological controversy that has developed around
Istanbul itself and Gezi Park, giving emphasis to the evolution of a political Islamic

perception of issues such as the city and the park. Finally, the paper seeks to set out a
more general framework of the character of the movement that had developed in

response to Gezi Park, while at the same time it identifies the social elements that
elevated the protests in Turkey into a new opposition.

The Complex Relationship of Democracy and the Millet

In 1994, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, then mayor of Istanbul, banned alcohol from an art

exhibition at a municipal hall. Later Alper Görmüş, a journalist, asked him about the
incident and the future prime minister replied as follows: ‘I am at the same time the

Imam of this city and I am also responsible for the sins of the citizens of Istanbul.’1

Within this sentence, the Islamic references highlight the essential, which is the claim

to centralize power in the face of another ‘loving father’, who knows exactly what is
best for the nation. The ideological background behind this case does not only claim

the ultimate principle of the protection from ‘sins’, but it also claims the identification
of ‘good’ in the one and only power, the power that political Islam in Turkey
expresses.

This way of giving meaning to such an important matter as power, seems to be
an element of historical continuity of the Islamic National Outlook Movement

(Milli Görüş) and of the political parties that emerged from it. According to a basic
concept of the Movement, Turkey had been for years under the rule of a

Westernized—and therefore foreign to the Muslim nation (millet)—secular elite. The
state was under the occupation of ‘foreigners’, a situation that bred hostility between

the state and the Muslim millet. Within this context, the objective of the Islamic
tradition was ‘the state’s reunion with its own nation’, the prevalence of a historic

reconciliation and embrace of the power with the Muslim millet. In short, it was the
transition of power to the authentic representatives of the millet. Today, the AKP
seems to reproduce the perception of conflict between the state and nation (millet),

while modernizing it at the same time by couching it in new socio-economic terms.
Numan Kurtulmuş, one of the vice-presidents of the ruling party, underlined that:
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There will be no turning back to the old. After two centuries of struggles,

Turkey has been reunited with its roots. This nation has brought to power its
own children. It has found its own power and it will not step down from it.2

From the early stages of the AKP’s formation and within the specific conditions of
the time, the invocation of democracy and justice in its political programme was
driven mainly by the effort to integrate the religious masses to the political and

economic centre. Within this mission, it seemed that democracy and justice in the
country could only be ensured with the re-empowerment of the marginalized

Muslim believers by the Kemalist authoritarianism. ‘The Turkish spring happened
on 3rd November 2002’, Erdoğan exclaimed before the crowd gathered at Ankara

airport to support him during the resistance of Gezi. ‘Those who do not respect
the power of this nation will pay the consequences’,3 he went on, bringing in this

way an ‘end’ to the question of democracy: democracy exists because the millet is
in power.

The meaning ofmillet therefore, takes a strategic nature in the way the ruling party

perceives Turkey’s reform. The millet is above all a matter of common traditional
values and a dynamic of social unity. It is the only element through which the basis of

common values is expressed and therefore the exclusive provider of reform.4

However, to express unity within society, the millet cannot carry with it the baggage

of class differences. Therefore, it is transformed into a concept that suggests and
imposes a politically undifferentiated, homogeneous group unfairly marginalized

through history, which now with the AKP’s help, wins back the power of its historical
role. In this way, the undifferentiated set of common traditional values is a state of

affairs that goes beyond history, and thus beyond any ideology. This effort to keep a
distance from any ideology, in its turn, suggests that the social transformation should
take the form of an organic process without any collisions, and which would exclude

any centrifugal dynamics.
At this point, the transformation of ‘the millet’s democracy’ highlights two

important pillars of restricting the democratic function and ultimately the selectivity
of the democratic ideal itself. The first linchpin is the creation of a state that would be

‘equitable and compassionate’, and a democracy of ‘gratitude’. Any oppositional
dynamics questioning the achievements of the equitable state and therefore the

representatives of the originalmillet, are seen as foreign bodies, and most of the time,
dangerous for the country’s unity. It was not at all accidental that the protesters were
called ‘raiders-depredators’. At the same time, the demands of the Gezi opposition

and their claims constitute a kind of disrespect towards the highest authority, which
does not only demand obedience but also gratitude for its accomplishments.

Referring to the protesting youth, Prime Minister Erdoğan noted the following:

Is it not our government that has given so many opportunities to these
students? We have built more dorms in Turkey than ever before. We have
given more scholarships than ever before . . . such a protective and

sensitive government, as far as it concerns the rights of the youth, is now
facing these situations.5
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It is obvious that demands and requests of society are not tolerated, since it is the

political power that determines in an absolute way what is right and fair. Thus, the
political power, based on its actions and political programme, is the only competent
authority for offering services. In this sense, the relationship between state and society

is one-dimensional.
The second linchpin of the transformation of the democracy of themillet emanates

precisely from this one-dimensional relationship between state and society. In this
context, apart from voting procedures (elections and referendums), the millet cannot

and should not have any further political participation. Their volition is expressed
through the ballot box, and that means through a democratic process. The national

volition in this way approves or rejects the government’s acts and therefore confirms
the democratic process. The democracy of the ballot box thus becomes the status of

the nation, whose representative and carrier of values is the ruling party, the AKP.
Therefore, the party itself is converted into the absolute vehicle of democracy, too.

This central problem of selective democracy within the AKP’s ideological way of
functioning restrains democracy itself within a majoritarian framework whereby the
winner at the ballot box also becomes the body through which the ‘universal’ or

‘national’ good is expressed. The electoral majority is Erdoğan’s central reference
point, which leads to the deification of the elections and the de-legitimation of any

other form of democratic control or social demands.6 For example, the
demonstrations in Taksim Square, as well as throughout Turkey, were not perceived

as a democratic process but as a coup.
On another equally important level, the deification of the majority as emerges

through the electoral process, leads the ruling AKP towards implementing a policy
based on the confrontation of ‘good–bad’ and ‘fair–unfair’. TheMuslimmajority acts

as a carrier of an ‘ontological justice’, while in the same way the political representative
of this majority expresses ‘by its nature’ the right and the fair. Thus, any kind of
criticism is marginalized not only as hostile and dangerous, but also as ‘foreign,

materialistic and Western’ exactly because it is not recorded on the basis of the
common traditional values of the nation–millet. This approach sees the local

characteristics as sacred and a necessary dynamic of the country’s political system. For
example, looking at the hierarchy of the necessary characteristics of a leader, morality

and religious conservatism are prioritized over transparency and administrative
ability.7

In the same way, the local and unique characteristics of the millet are also seen as
sacred. For example, those characteristics that prove the superiority of the electoral

majority. ‘If someone wants to see Turkey’s reality, the picture is here . . . Turkey is
not only Taksim Square and Gezi Park’,8 exclaimed the Prime Minister at the rally

under the title ‘Respect to the National Will’, which was organized by the AKP on 16
June 2013 in Istanbul in order to support Erdoğan. In this way, the AKP managed to
restore the doctrine of an ‘original Turkey’ as the central characteristic of the identity

that seeks to impose itself in public. The basic components of this identity are the
local characteristics unique to the nation and Islamic religion, as interpreted by the

current political power. The mission of the ruling party is to engineer socially a model
citizen with traditional roots, ensuring national unity and therefore, just as with the
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previous Kemalist regime, create a homogenous, non-class-discriminated and unified

whole.9 In this way, the AKP’s electoral majority becomes the ‘core mass’ of Turkey’s
transformation. It converts into the core mass of social engineering, and Erdoğan can
choose for himself and his party a preferred definition of the ‘genuine nation’. At the

same time, the abolition of class distinctions and the emergence of an Islamic type of
solidarity, guarantee social ‘peace and tranquillity’ and in this way incorporate the

masses in the neo-liberal programme. In this sense, Taksim Square, Gezi Park and in
general the protest demonstrations created—according to the AKP—a centrifugal

dynamic of questioning its hegemony, a ‘foreign’ field, a field that has still not
returned to the sovereignty of the ‘genuine millet’.

Urban Transformation as a Source of Hegemony

The slogan ‘the park is not the issue, you still haven’t got it?’ filled the area of Gezi

Park in Istanbul during the early days of the protests, and characterizes the
amplitude of the claims. The social composition of the protesters and the political

context of the protests mitigate against a single, homogeneous demand. The key
issues of democracy, freedom of expression and abolition of authoritarianism were

highlighted by the resistance of Gezi. The people’s right to be heard and not gassed
by agents of the state, Erdoğan’s one man rule, the neglect of minorities, crony

capitalism and the destruction of many classical landscapes inmany traditional cities
were also among the demands of the protesters.10 However, a deeper analysis of the
situation could lead to the conclusion that, after all, the ‘issue’ was exactly the park

itself, since the reform of urban planning and the transformation of urban space
are integral to the AKP’s vision of the new Turkey. Therefore, these form parts of the

wider debate for the development of society, the economic model followed, the
matter of democracy and the paternalistic perception of the Islamicmovement today

in Turkey.
The construction and remodelling of urban space as well as the actual process of

urbanization are important elements in understanding the development of society.
According to David Harvey, urbanization has a very particular function in the
dynamics of capital accumulation because of the long working periods and turnover

times and the long lifetimes of most investments in the built environment. It also has
a geographical specificity such that the production of space becomes integral to the

dynamics of accumulation.11 In this sense, these matters should not be studied in
isolation from the other social processes and developments. As Harvey points out, the

creation and remodelling of urban space must have a concrete way of construction
that contributes to the easier transportation of goods and supports the production

and accumulation of capital.12 This relationship between economic development and
urban space, especially of the cities, is not taken as a static relationship. On the

contrary, it is a relationship strong in time, which is renewed according to the
circumstances of each historical period, and evolves according to the needs that are
created each time.13 Therefore, the capital’s search expands to the extent of creating

new urban landscapes, of remodelling them and at many times to the extent of total
destruction of sites that had been constructed under other circumstances.14
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According to the above framework, from the 1970s onwards, developments took

place that decisively and globally effected both the remodelling of urban space and the
economic course of the construction sector. Specifically, the shift of industries from
the developed to developing countries, the decentralization of financial services

and the expansion of markets have created new needs in the control and management
of the economy. These new needs are fully expressed through the new content that has

been termed a ‘global’ city. Friedman argues that a global city is the space in which the
presence of global capital intensifies and a greater and more stable accumulation of

profit is made.15 Sassen argues that a global city is not only a centre of control and
management of a part of the global economy, but also a place with a strong presence

of trade and the creation of new methods in the financial sector.16 In this way, the
global city and its integration in the global economy is also characterized by dramatic

changes in the constructing and special structure. The redevelopment of ports and
airports, the large convention centres, the huge shopping malls, and the construction

of commercial and business fairs in conjunction with the new luxurious residential
complexes17 are some of the changes that gradually appear in the cityscape of
countries that aspire to create global cities.

This new global environment has decisively influenced Turkey too, highlighting
some important aspects of the ideological vision of the ruling AKP, at this stage of the

country’s development. The Turkish government seems to combine successfully its
objectives for the country’s international position through society’s view of itself. At

this point it is important to analyse the combination of the AKP’s vision with the
radical change to urban spaces in Turkey.

The AKP’s selective perception of democracy, in combination with its continuous
consolidation of power, put forth even more clearly the belief that Turkey is the bearer

of a ‘historical mission’. The party sees itself as the leader of the nation’s course
towards becoming a global power able to determine the international order.18 This
greatness of Turkey, which arises through the rebirth of its culture, must be expressed

both spatially and visually. Economic growth must have a specific and tangible form,
and must be reflected through rising living standards, and it certainly has to be

reflected through major infrastructure projects, gigantic constructions, modern roads
and huge malls symbolizing the deification of consumerism. An economic

development of this type precedes democracy and is the primary basis on which
the degree of democratization of the country will depend. ‘When economy advances,

so does democracy’,19 the Prime Minister stresses. In this way, ‘Turkey’s greatness’
must be expressed through the daily life of society on an axis where the materialistic

civilization is comprehended and proves beyond any doubt the success of both this
cultural project and the party’s and its leader’s success in their attempt to build a

‘great Turkey’.
Urban change, the transformation of urban space and the increasing deployment

of the construction sector as tools of hegemony seem to be common desires both of

the Turkish conservative right wing and of political Islam. Just as Özal, Erbakan and
Demirel did in their speeches, so Erdoğan has become known for the dedication with

which he would describe in every detail the infrastructure projects and count the
miles of new roads. This political ‘gigantomania’ about constructions is indeed an
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organic part of the effort to put national pride on strong foundations and to verify

the global mission of regenerated Turkey. Özal, looking at the skyscrapers in the USA,
would ask himself: ‘such gigantic, dazzling, magnificent buildings . . . why don’t they
exist in my country, too?’20 Demirel, on the other hand, often referred in his speeches

to his three-day visit to the Hoover Dam in the Colorado River in the USA, and his
observations of it.21

The AKP today seems to be the most consistent party as concerns the promotion of
development through massive infrastructure projects and urban transformation, but

it is a strategy that does not take into account either the risk of environmental disaster
or the damage caused to the population’s quality of life. In this context, a key dynamic

is actually the construction sector, which during the AKP’s governance has become
elevated into a leading sector of the Turkish economy. This point, of course, is not

unique to the Turkish government, since this particular sector can develop its
influence more generally on the rates of economic growth because of the assimilation

of many other products and services with its own product.22 In the light of this data,
many other governments on an international level, as well as Erdoğan’s government,
used the construction sector as a tool of macroeconomic stability through the decree

of measures in order to increase investments and facilitate the activity of private
construction firms.

At the same time, the construction sector though, perhaps in contrast to other
capital sectors, takes a concrete form, since its product can be more easily perceived

by society. Therefore, it can easily be a tool of ideological hegemony and verification
of the desired transformation. In one sense indeed, the construction sector can more

easily be an expression of the ‘genuine–national capital’, through which the great
projects of the materialistic culture emerge. It is no accident, therefore, that during

the AKP’s rule the Turkish construction sector experienced its second ‘golden’ era, the
first being Özal’s. In 2002, 43,430 new constructions started, 114,204 in 2006 and
106,659 in 2007. In 2004, investments in the construction sector were 3.8 per cent of

GDP, and by 2006 amounted to 4.8 per cent. During 2004–2007, the growth rate of
the construction sector was the highest of any other sector, reaching 12 per cent.23

A concrete expression of the enlargement of the AKP’s hegemony in the
construction sector is the ‘Housing Development Administration of Turkey’ (TOKİ),

which, under the command of the Prime Minister’s Office, implements strategic
changes to urban planning and urban transformation throughout Turkey. During the

AKP’s governance, 14 different bills have been legislated in order to strengthen the
power of this organization so that it will be able to create and implement urban plans,

grant building permits, nationalize land and determine the price of building over
slums, and all without being required to get permission from the local authorities or

being subject to the control of any other specific legislations.24 Gradually, TOKİ has
become the key element for the transformation of urban space through the
construction of government buildings, mosques, shopping malls, multinational

companies’ offices, luxurious residential complexes and even military outposts. All
this is done by either governmental or private construction companies, in such a

degree that this specific model of urban change is now a noted export of Turkey’s
foreign policy. Therefore, it could be said that through the strengthening of the
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construction sector and the practical realization of this increased strength as

expressed through urban plans and the reform of urban space, the AKP is creating a
new social basis of profitability, a specific economic policy of strengthening the
capital of the construction sector, while at the same time offering the opportunity for

housing by offering low-interest loans to the poorer people, building up in this way
another form of hegemony.25

The ‘Imperial’ Istanbul and the ‘Islamic’ Taksim Square

Beside the above, there is another equally important aspect that requires the
resistance of Gezi to be seen indeed as ‘a case of the park’. Istanbul in general and
especially Taksim Square have become an experimentation zone for a kind of

transformation of urban space that would confirm and justify Turkey’s greatness and
also the success of the new regime of hegemony. In short, the resistance of Gezi can

also be seen as a questioning of the content that the Turkish government gives to the
objective of transforming Istanbul into a ‘global city’.

At this point, it is worth noting that especially because of its imperial past and
geostrategic position, Istanbul has always been claimed to be the right place to be

converted into a global city. However, this claim changes in content according to the
stage of socio-economic development of Turkey. The attempt for urban

transformation in a way that will stabilize Istanbul on the route to becoming a
global city is intensified according to the predominance of neo-liberal orientation in
the country. Istanbul has been the centre of large-scale urban transformation and

regeneration over the past three decades. It was in the 1980s, after the military coup,
that Istanbul witnessed the beginning of the neo-liberal transformation and the

celebration of property rights, in a similar fashion to other metropolitan cities, like
New York and London.26 Based on evidence regarding the hosting of multinational

companies, major advertising firms, legal advice corporations, banking institutions
and accounting and finance offices, from 2000 onwards, Istanbul is officially recorded

amongst the most powerful cities in the world.27 It was no coincidence that at this
time the economy of the city was mainly characterized by the strengthening of the
services, financial and construction sectors.28

A leading political force in the effort to elevate Istanbul into a global city, as it is
today, was Turkish political Islam. Within this context, AKP policy on the matter can

be regarded as most comprehensive and systematic. Islam’s harmonization with
neo-liberalism at this particular point has ended up being a political ‘obsession’ of

rebuilding the entire Istanbul and converting it into a symbol of the new Turkish
‘global profile’. In June 2005, the governmental majority in the National Assembly

approved the law for ‘Renovation and Maintenance’ which strengthened the
Government Cabinet by giving it the power to declare whole areas ‘under renovation’.

As part of a larger urban transformation, these projects resulted in the removal—
sometimes violent—of the populations living in areas under evacuation. By law, the
state would give compensation to the residents, and if they rejected it, the state could

proceed to ‘urgent nationalization’ of the land. Additionally, in May 2012 the law on
‘natural disasters’ was also approved, reinforcing government control and decision-
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making authority concerning the destruction and reconstruction of buildings

without earthquake safety provisions. In this way, especially in Istanbul, the AKP
government ended up as the sole agency responsible for the reformation of every
neighbourhood. Perhaps the starkest example of urban transformation was applied in

Sulukule, where in a few days the Roma community was moved a few dozen
kilometres outside Istanbul, and it was ‘replaced’ by modern housing estates of

‘American’ inspiration.29

These dramatic changes that Istanbul’s structure is going through basically confirm

that neo-liberalism is obliged to restricting public space, while at the same time it
highlights the pursuit of the political power to imprint, ‘spatially and visually’, its

ideological hegemony. The urban transformation of Istanbul on the one hand helps
the AKP to consolidate better links with part of the capital. The current Islamic

bourgeoisie and the business elite of Turkey are integral to the investments and
partnerships of the multinational capital in large shopping malls, luxurious hotels

and modern residential complexes.30 On the other hand, urban transformation is a
key element in reshaping space, in controlling this reshaping and in the reproduction
of the ideological model through which the AKP envisions society. Istanbul’s global

upgrade, which is accompanied by the designation of the Ottoman-Islamic heritage
as a product for attracting tourism and foreign investments, has not only changed the

economic map of Turkey. At the same time it has strongly questioned the conceptual
architecture of the Kemalist secular standards expressed by Ankara for decades.31

Therefore, the AKP, through neo-liberalism, is converting Istanbul in a spatial
arrangement that represents the party’s vision for the whole country: total integration

into today’s global market.
Similarly, Istanbul’s historical sites take on strategic importance in the

confrontation and competition for political power. For example, Taksim Square
and Gezi Park bear deeper parallels with the controversies regarding the new Turkish-
Islamic regime. Changes to these specific public spaces transcend the boundaries of a

‘simple’ urban transformation and extend to a ‘territorial rehearsal’ through which
the new Turkey and its new constitutional order seek to be reborn.32 The new Taksim

Square that the AKP has in mind is the optical aspect of a new political vision that
comes through historical continuities and ruptures in order to replace the former

one, the old Kemalist Turkey. Erdoğan’s ‘new and authentic’ democracy is preparing
to make its appearance also in the new Taksim Square and banish the Kemalist

tradition and the military–bureaucratic elite from such a symbolic place.
The intended change to the public space at Taksim Square can be considered as one

of the most important ‘symbolic ventures’ in the history of the modern Turkish state.
It is an integral part of the government’s broader strategy, but at the same time

because of the charged ideological framework of the specific site, the urban planning
transformation of Taksim Square stands out as ‘the first among equals’. When in 1935
the basis for the redesign of Istanbul was set, the name of the game was the same in

another ideological context: modern and secular Turkey was represented through
Ankara and Istanbul was just the representative of the ‘Ottoman-regressive’

traditions.33 The demolition of the Taksim Artillery Barracks (Topc�u Kışlası)
consequently had the character of a visual cut away from the conservative past of the
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Ottoman Empire and the reproduction of a space that would fit in the secular-

republican Turkey. Respectively, for the Islamic elite, the demolition of that specific
military camp was a historic defeat of Islam by a part of the army that would rule
Turkey for the next several decades.34 For this reason, the destruction of Topc�u is still

traumatic in the Islamic political consciousness.35 In short, the state itself back then
sought to present its vision for society and Turkish identity through the appearance

of the square, in the same way that it functions today but under different terms.
The semantic and substantial change of the ideological framework of Taksim

Square continued in subsequent years. For example, since the 1970s, this particular
place has been a kind of ‘spatial reference’ of the Turkish left movement, focusing on

the killing of 37 protesters on May Day 1977. The Turkish left claimed the hegemony
of the square, turning it into a spot for collective action and political organization.

However, Taksim Square was also transformed as a representative of the
cosmopolitanism of the 1990s, which ‘completed’ the facet of a combat field with

the ‘scene of the spectacle’ of the new era. These ideological dimensions of the entire
area of Taksim Square, as well as the AKP’s interventions for redevelopment, confirm
the continuation of the conflict for hegemony over public space. The character that

the Square and the Park acquired during the protests in June 2013, and in a larger
degree the ‘refusal for submission’ to Erdoğan’s urban vision for a new Turkey,

gradually turned into threats against the ideals of Turkish political Islam. These
protests turned into an aspect that questioned the morality of the ‘authentic nation’,

since this was dominated by ‘foreign elements’ at both the cultural and the economic
level. A hallmark of how political Islam perceives the controversy in Taksim Square is

the IslamicMilli newspaper of 17 June 2013, in which the protesters were portrayed as
forces seeking a ‘dissolute life and embarrassment’.36

This largely uncompromising approach of political Islam produces political
polarization. The radical transformation of public space and its alignment with a
particular model of economic growth followed by the Turkish government, in the

focus of which people are expendable, contains an apparently ‘invisible’ violence. The
total destruction and reconstruction of public spaces, the restriction of green areas

and the replacement of entire regions by fancy buildings of the AKP’s ‘new order’ in
an attempt to transform Istanbul into the ‘ideological capital’ of Turkey,37 requires,

inter alia, the displacement of populations, mainly the poorer social classes of society.
This development activates repressive mechanisms. The police violence that

occurred during the mass resistance of Gezi had the character of upholding the
dominant political perception on urban and other wider levels. The ‘occupation’ of

public space by alternative and centrifugal dynamics threatened the AKP’s hegemony.
The violent police response in Gezi Park by burning the tents of protesters was typical

but not unique. A few years ago, the squatting of the premises of state company
TEKEL and the 78-day strike of the workers who stood up against the effort to
privatize the company, was handled in exactly the same way. At the end, this strike

was a focal point of the government’s wider strategy of suppression. Speaking about
the developments concerning Gezi Park, Prime Minister Erdoğan confessed: ‘There is

an attempt to squat the place, as we have already experienced in the case of TEKEL.’38

The police violence was triggered in both cases in order to restore a balance that was
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at risk of being spoiled. This was the balance, though, that the protesters of both

events questioned. Protesters who came from different ideological backgrounds but
who were united in their demands for the right to work, their rights in public space,
human environment and against authoritarianism.

In the case of Gezi Park and Taksim Square, the protesters claimed to maintain the
wider space as a field for social life and activity. Therefore, they placed barriers to

prevent its commercialization and submission to the AKP’s ideological vision.39

Therefore, violence was mastered in this case in order to confound this threat since

the mass mobilization of the protests was attacking the central vein of the ideological
and economic aspirations of political Islam regarding the transformation of urban

space. The police thus became the ‘fiduciary’ of the new regime, the guarantor of the
continuation of the effort to give an ‘urban look’ to the AKP’s modern Turkey. Prime
Minister Erdoğan recorded in his own way the ideological background of this

suppression. On 17 June 2013 he stated: ‘Our police exhibited a democratic behavior
and passed the exams on democracy terrifically against a systematic movement of

violence . . . the use of tear gas is their most natural right.’40 On 24 June 2013 he
stated that: ‘In the rallies of “respect of national will”, the nation defended its

police and showed in honesty its trust and love for the police. Behind this police is the
nation itself.’41

A New Opposition to the Forefront

The ‘invisible’ violence and polarization that was widened across the political and

socio-economic system of the country, separating Turkey in two ‘different worlds’, is
largely the cause of the social explosion at Gezi. The massive protest demonstrations

immediately gained international attention. Both the scale and social composition of
the protests, and the political context in which they took place, were some of the key

factors that attracted the global interest in the developments taking place in the
country. While the general image of Turkey showed economic and political stability,

such that was named ‘Erdoğan’s miracle’, reality revealed centrifugal dynamics that
are complex and difficult to understand.

Therefore, it is not accidental at all that the analysis on the matter within Turkey as

well as from abroad, among others, mostly concentrated on whether this could be
seen as a ‘spring’ by the standards of the broader Middle East, or as an ‘indignant

citizens movement’ by the standards of the West. Without detracting from the
importance of the international context and its influences, the motley crowd that

filled the streets of Turkey, as well as the aggressive reaction by the government, are
useful data which help us to reflect on this social opposition through the deeper

ideological content of the claims listed in public space, and that is without necessarily
using lifelines from other areas. Who are ultimately the ones who reacted and what

did they want? Answering this question, we might be led to more conclusive results
for at least a part of the ‘remaining 50%’ that does not support Erdoğan.

At one level, it should be noted that the most massive movements of protests in

Turkey took place in the largest urban centres. Istanbul, Izmir, Yalova, Muğla and
Antalya had been the cities that raised the most massive protest demonstrations in the
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west of the country. Ankara, Bolu and Eskisehir signalled the protests in central

Turkey, while a special interest was provoked by the massive protests in Kayseri,
Konya and Adana, which are regions mainly characterized by a powerful presence of
political Islam. Therefore, the particular mapping confirms the initial estimations for

the leading role that the broader middle class of Turkey had in these protests.
In a survey conducted among the protesters of Istanbul, 39.6 per cent of the

participants were aged between 19 and 25 years, while 24 per cent were aged between
26 and 30 years old.42 Therefore, it is easily understood that the youth of urban centres

made up the main body of the protests. It is basically the 1980s and the 1990s
generation, known in the general public as the ‘apolitical youth’, which has grown

up in a really different socio-economic environment centred on consumerism and
commercialization. According to Bagdadi and Fouskas at the heart of the protests

were many young people in their 20s, the so-called ‘generation Y’. This term is
generally used for those born after the 1980s in a very different type of Turkey than

their parents had experienced. The new social media, the wide usage of the Internet
and the mushrooming of private universities in addition to the public ones are the
means fromwhich the new generation learns instantly what is happening in the world

and what should change in Turkey.43 The characteristics of this specific portion of
youth are complemented by the relative distance that distinguishes it from the existing

party system and the distinctive modes of communication that have developed.
On a second level the framework of the stimulus and demands of the protesters are

recorded, and these are important in order to better understand the new dynamics of
the Turkish society. Some extracts from participants’ statements are ad hoc

informative: 15-year-old Elif stated that the reason for her participation in the
protests was the Prime Minister’s reference to ‘henchmen’. Sixteen-year-old Mesut

underlined that his participation was in opposition to privatizations, while 19-year-
old Buche said that she sought the protection of the environment in her city.44 This
‘unevenness’ concerning the reasons that led the youth out in the streets, was also

recorded in an opinion poll that was conducted by Bilgi University of Istanbul, in
which participants were called to clarify what forced them to resort to protests: the

Prime Minister’s authoritarianism was indicated by 92.4 per cent, the violation of
their democratic rights by 91.1 per cent, police violence by 91.3 per cent, the attitude

of the media by 84.2 per cent, cutting down of trees by 56.2 per cent, while only 7.7
per cent stated that the reason they took part in the protests was because their parties

or other political organizations said so.45

Therefore, based on the above data, conclusions can be easily drawn about the

character of the protests in combination with the rifts that the AKP has caused in
recent years. The very evolution of the massiveness of the protests and the peak of

their claims, show an important new element: particularly from 2011 onwards, the
part of society that apparently had not supported Erdoğan’s party is becoming
increasingly distanced from the authority’s ideology, a distance that creates such

polarization as to put some political limits on the majority. In this sense, the
opposition in Gezi claims the ‘new’, which now surpasses the stripping down of

the army, the reduction of the influence of the Kemalist establishment and the relative
economic stability.46 In other words, this opposition goes beyond the ‘new’ of the last
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decade, its very establishment owing to the AKP’s successes in pushing through its

own ideological reforms.
The protesters and their demands, the forms of passive resistance they had

developed, as well as the outdated way of dealing with them by the government, show

that the ruling AKP is standing in front of a social reality—a minority—that it cannot
catch up with. For this reason, the AKP was forced to get involved in a procedure

of producing new internal and external enemies on whom it based the reproduction
of the old rhetoric about the victimization of Islam. This fact contributed to the rally

of political Islam, especially in view of the elections, while at the same time it
contributes to the revitalization of a selective historical memory that unfolds as a

complete ideological platform in public space. Through this mesh, the AKP can
widen its hegemony as an ‘oppositional government’ that is in other words the entity
of the ‘authentic nation’s’ course towards power, a course though that has not been

completed yet.
Even though the resistance of Gezi was deprived of subversive dynamics, the AKP’s

archaic reflex of response suggests that perhaps we could be talking about a new
political subject in Turkey. Irrespective of whether these claims will result in the

formation of new political parties or other groups organized on a centralized base,
they surely form a separate pole, both against the Kemalist and Islamic

authoritarianism. This is perhaps the most important reason why they cannot be
underestimated, even if they are not a part of the current majority.

Conclusion

The developments concerning Gezi Park constitute a recent and significant past for

Turkey and its society. The protests of June 2013 have clearly etched the need to
decode and understand the ‘Turkey of contrasts’ and the ‘Turkey of Erdoğan’, which

until recently arose before us without any opposition. The way in which the
government faced the protests, the political programme that it developed, the causes

and motives behind this wave of protests, and the ideological character of the streets’
protagonists, constitute small but vital pieces of the already mentioned new reality
that Turkey is experiencing.

The ‘tremors’ that the protests left behind are such that even if they did not create
disruptive dynamics, they asserted the abolition of the monopoly of the ‘new’ by the

AKP government. The fact is that, in the last decade, the ‘new’ in Turkey was a one-
dimensional and almost absolute affair. The ‘new’ was a matter of claim by Erdoğan

and his party. After Gezi, the ‘new’ seems to have another major pole which came to
dispute all the previous ones: it disputes the ideological autocracy of the Islamic

world, it requires the overthrow of the Islamic paternalism and at the same time it
distances itself from and denounces the older version of the Kemalist

authoritarianism.
Therefore, the challenge of comprehending the current affairs of June 2013 in

Turkey requires the observer’s detachment from the anachronistic mode of

explanation of ‘Kemalism against Islam’. Facing such changes, the challenge of
comprehending as much as possible necessitates the activation of a holistic approach
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that will show unseen aspects of the social dynamics in the country. A key component

of these efforts is the decoding of the ideological background, as well as the standards

developed by the AKP for places of strategic importance such as Istanbul and

Gezi Park.
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