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Gezi Park Revolts: For or Against
Democracy?

ATILLA YAYLA"

ABSTRACT The anti-government protests in Turkey emerged as a le-
gitimate and even necessary reaction against police brutality to
evolved into violent revolts targeting Prime Minister Erdogan.
Since the initial protests, commentators sought to make sense of
the phenomenon with reference to the Gezi youth. A closer ex-
amination, however, would reveal the Leftist-Kemalist aura of
the protests that came under the tutelage of Taksim Solidarity, an
umbrella organization of left-wing associations, and the Republi-
can People’s Party. Meanwhile, the general public kept its distance
from the violent demonstrations. Not only AK Party supporters
but also many liberals and secular-minded democrats found the
developments alarming. While the protests marks a step forward
for Turkey's once-apathetic opposition groups, their failure pre-

vented a revival of authoritarianism.

he Gezi Park events were with-
Tout doubt among the most sig-

nificant social developments in
the history of Turkey. Although the
country witnessed horrible acts of ter-
ror leading up to the military coup on
September 12, 1980, the perpetrators
of violence at the time consisted of
small marginal groups detached from
the general public and mostly fought
among themselves. They did not re-
sort to street violence nor did they
occupy public spaces. The subtext of
violent clashes was purely ideologi-
cal. There was a struggle between left
groups that embraced violence as a
revolutionary means and right-wing
factions fighting fire with fire. In hind-

sight, it became clear that operatives
of a ‘deep state’ manipulated both war-
ring parties to undermine democracy.

The most recent wave of unrests were
also unprecedented in terms of me-
dia attention. The protests surpassed
their initial local and national appeal
and, before long, attracted global in-
terest. Meanwhile, the events repre-
sented a complex phenomenon that
proved challenging to comprehend.
The movement had many faces and
numerous components. This was
precisely why observers within the
country and elsewhere could reach
entirely different conclusions about
the nature of Gezi Park protests.
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Gezi: A Multitude of Gezi
Movements

In order to accurately analyze the
Gezi Park revolts, we must first iden-
tify and acknowledge the multitude
of objectives that coexisted within
the movement. Simultaneously, the
unrestsidentified several immediate
goals along with an extended po-
litical agenda. Many observers and
commentators were unable to over-
come partial evaluations due to their
inability to identify the multitude of
events , their exclusive focus on indi-
vidual agendas and their mistaking

Many observers and
commentators on Gezi Park
incidents were unable to

overcome partial evaluations
due to their inability to identify
the multitude of events

individual pieces of a puzzle as either
the entirety or the sole significant in-
dicator of the big picture.

What exactly happened during the
Gezi Park events? It all began when
a group of people established an im-
promptu organization, Taksim Soli-
darity (Taksim Dayanismasi, or TD),
in late May 2013 over environmen-
tal concerns of questionable realism
and legitimacy. TD originally stated
that the protest aimed to save several
hundred trees at Gezi Park and halt
an urban development project to re-
build the historic Ottoman barracks

that the despotic Ismet Inonii regime
demolished in the 1940s. Before long,
the group proceeded to occupy Gezi
Park. Occupiers built tents to pre-
vent the general public’s access to the
park, claimed control of the area, and
transformed Gezi Park into a form
of communal property. Several days
later, on May 31%, 2013, the author-
ities attempted to evacuate the park
through excessive, unjust and bor-
derline criminal police violence that
resulted in clashes and injuries. The
media’s curious failure to report the
story, knowingly or not, allowed so-
cial media users to blow the situation
out of proportion. Social outburst
followed. People from all ideologi-
cal backgrounds rushed to Taksim
Square to speak up against police
brutality. Among them were AK
Party supporters, young liberals and
members of ‘Young Civilians’ (Geng
Siviller), a youth organization that
built a strong track record in pro-de-
mocracy activism over the past years.
Protestors clashed with the police at
Gezi Park and its vicinity. Fearing
the unrest’s potential expansion, the
police withdrew from Taksim Square
and the adjacent Gezi Park. Up until
this point, Gezi Park revolts aimed to
attain their immediate objectives.

Although the civilian population’s vi-
olent (yet thus far legitimate and even
necessary) response to police brutali-
ty should have stopped following the
authorities’ decision to allow protes-
tors access to the park, what followed
was the exact opposite. Taksim Soli-
darity, whose political agenda turned
out to reach beyond saving Gezi Park,
resorted to any means available to
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them in an attempt to keep the unrest
alive. Thousands of people proceeded
to occupy Gezi Park. Taksim Square,
too, was annexed to the original oc-
cupied site. Occupiers used damaged
public buses to barricade oftf bou-
levards leading up to the square. As
such, the movement hindered public
transportation to the city’s leading
commercial, cultural, and touristic
center and declared the area oft-lim-
its for the general public. Emanating
from Taksim Square, violence rapidly
spread across town. Violent attackers
targeted the Prime Ministry’s offices
in Dolmabahge-Besiktas, a neighbor-
ing district located in Istanbul’s Eu-
ropean districts, for the initial three
days of June. Mobs gathering in var-
ious parts of the city imposed road-
blocks and attempted to march to
Taksim Square. This violent turn in-
dicated that Gezi Park protests began
to evolve into something bigger, as
offshoots of the movement surfaced
in various other major urban centers
across the country. Ankara, Mersin,
and Izmir witnessed particularly
intense clashes. In the nation’s cap-
ital, mobs sought to occupy Kizilay,
the largest public square in Ankara.
Some overzealous groups attempted
to storm the Prime Minister’s official
residence as well as the Prime Min-
istry Headquarters. Hatay, a border
town with Syria, home to a large Nu-
sayri-Alawi community, turned into
a ticking time bomb as two natives of
the province perished during clash-
es —a development that aggravated
the existing tensions over the gov-
ernments Syria policy. Meanwhile,
protestors harassed devout Muslims,
especially women, in many isolat-

GEZi PARK REVOLTS: FOR OR AGAINST DEMOCRACY?

ed events. Terrified and threatened,
some conservative women refused
to leave their homes for the duration
of events. The Gezi Park movement’s
broader agenda was thus born.

Allegedly motivated by environ-
mentalist sentiments, the movement
rapidly began to echo the various ex-
aggerated and illegitimate political
demands of its secular-authoritari-
an predecessors and targeted Prime
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan in
the hopes of removing the country’s
democratically elected government
from power. The most popular slo-
gan among protestors, “Down with
Tayyip,” attested to this objective. The
movement “wisely” declared that it
demanded the Prime Minister’s res-
ignation yet did not have any issues
with either the Justice and Develop-
ment Party or the government itself.
According to protestors, the party
was supposed to govern without its
Prime Minister even though this ar-
rangement would be a practical im-
possibility. Without doubt, the Prime
Minister’s removal would inevitably
lead to the downfall of the ruling par-
ty. Having failed to outlaw the par-
ty in 2008, the establishment would
now attempt to succeed through
street violence.

How to Analyze Gezi Park
Protests?

To develop an accurate analysis of the
revolts, we must first develop a strong
understanding of how not to analyze
the phenomenon. It is impossible
to develop a sociological argument
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based on the group of people that
gathered at Gezi Park and occupied
the area for two weeks. After all, the
crowd was the result of an impromp-
tu alliance. There was no single social
issue with a concrete identity and
characteristics that arose out of Gezi
Park. Furthermore, the movement
failed to maintain its initial heteroge-
neous constitution. Young Civilians
and conservative participants of the
police brutality protests withdrew
their support from the movement as
it adopted a broader political agenda.
Finally, the events attracted an alli-
ance of the radical Left, violent orga-
nizations, Kemalists, and members of
the Republican People’s Party.

Similarly, it would be meaningless
to concentrate on the Gezi youth, a
non-existent entity, in our analysis of
Gezi Park revolts. According to vari-
ous surveys, the participants’ average
age was around 30. The average par-
ticipant continued their formal edu-
cation until 12" grade —as opposed to
the national average of 7" grade. Sim-
ply put, Gezi Park mobilized a specif-
ic subgroup of the nation’s youth as
opposed to a representative sample of
the entire country.

Therefore, a well-founded analysis
of the Gezi Park unrest must not de-
pend on individual members of an
impromptu alliance at the protest
site but instead concentrate on the
sociological and ideological traits of
particular social groups and others,
particularly Taksim Solidarity, that
initiated the movement from the be-
gining to the end. Moreover, a look
into the profile of Gezi supporters on

To the best of my

understanding, the
broader Gezi Park
agenda represented
a fundamentally
Kemalist reaction
against democracy

various media outlets might provide
valuable insight. Similarly, we might
benefit from acknowledging big busi-
ness assistance to the movement.

Another approach that we must avoid
(or at least remain cautious toward)
in our analysis is to view and por-
tray Gezi Park revolts as a foreign
conspiracy. While such mass move-
ments might (and often do, as the
international medias excessive inter-
est suggests) have international con-
nections in the age of globalization,
the movement is unmistakably root-
ed in domestic ground. Similarly, it
would be odd and unjust to propose
that everyone who rushed to Taksim
Square with different demands and
expectations knowingly participated
in a conspiracy. Either way, we shall
conclude that the protest movement’s
domestic dimensions outweigh its in-
ternational implications.

Shades of Gezi Park

Having described the Gezi Park
movement with its immediate con-
cerns and broader political agenda,
it is now possible to embark on an
analysis of the revolt’s social, ideo-
logical, and sociological inclinations.
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To the best of my understanding, the
broader Gezi Park agenda represent-
ed a fundamentally Kemalist reac-
tion against democracy. Republican
People’s Party supporters’ widespread
participation in the movement attests
to this assessment. After all, Repub-
lican People’s Party Chairman Kemal
Kiligdaroglu himself proudly and at
times naively raised this point. Com-
menting on the party’s involvement in
the protests, Kiligdaroglu stated that
they “did not become involved but of-
fered support” to the movement. On
May 31, 2013, the main opposition
party cancelled an outdoor party day
at Kadikoy Square on Istanbul’s Asian
coast and actively redirected thou-
sands of party members to Taksim
Square to suggest that the leadership
expected Republican People’s Party
supporters to stand in solidarity with
the attacks on the police. .

Furthermore, the organizational
composition of Taksim Solidarity, the
main sponsor of the protests demon-
strated its Left-Kemalist position.
Although TD presents itself as a civil
society organization, it serves as an
umbrella organization for various la-
bor unions and professional associa-
tions with strong Kemalist traditions.
As such, Taksim Solidarity consists of
various organizations established by
specific laws and these semi - offical
structures can exert public authority.
The law declares membership in these
professional organizations mandato-
ry for anyone who wishes to practice
their particular trade. As such, these
organizations represent state authori-
ty as opposed to civil society. Taksim
Solidarity’s particular composition

GEZi PARK REVOLTS: FOR OR AGAINST DEMOCRACY?

corroborates with popular claims
that Gezi Park protests marked the
bureaucratic-authoritarian establish-
ment’s most recent move against the
democratically elected government.
Not long ago, the same profession-
al organizations performed similar
tasks on behalf of the establishment.
In cooperation with the country’s
military, they helped orchestrate a
‘post-modern coup’ in February 1997
and contributed to efforts to over-
throw the country’s democratically
elected government.

Did the Gezi Park movement repre-
sent a broad social coalition to over-
throw the Justice and Development
Party government or raise questions
about its legitimacy? It would seem
difficult to reach that conclusion. Al-
though observers tend to assume that
small yet loud groups that resort to
street violence during social upheav-
als represent the majority of a given
society, such assumptions often prove
misleading. The broader Gezi Park
movement and even the initial envi-
ronmentalist protests failed to speak
for all but a small minority with-
in Turkey’s society. The Nationalist
Movement Party, one of the major
political parties in the country, main-
tained a safe distance from Gezi Park
protests in line with the party lead-
erships decision. The party refrained
from assisting the movement because
of the potential risk that it would
undermine democratic legitimacy.
Without a doubt, many Nationalist
Movement Party supporters would
have sided with the Justice and De-
velopment Party government even if
the party leadership were to assume
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Anti-government
protestors throwing
stones to riot police

in Gezi park near
Taksim square in
istanbul.

EPA

a different position vis-a-vis the pro-
tests. After all, the two parties’ voter
bases maintain strong sociological
similarities and are highly volatile.
Meanwhile, the Peace and Democra-
cy Party, often believed to represent
Turkey’s Kurdish community, also
opted to not participate in the move-
ment. The party was unmistakably
worried about the revolts’ potential
to undermine the ongoing peace pro-
cess and hopes for a peaceful reso-
lution of the Kurdish Question. This
was no unwarranted concern: Prime
Minister Erdogan’s demise would
have inevitably resulted in the peace
process’ failure. Perhaps more in-
teresting was that most Republican
People’s Party supporters in central
and eastern Anatolia, as well as in the
central and eastern Black Sea region,
did not support the Gezi Park move-

ment. This pattern might be consid-
ered unsurprising as all parties’ voter
profiles in these parts of the country
are similar in their dislike of such
violent mass movements. Based on
the aforementioned information, it
is safe to conclude that the Gezi Park
movement succeeded in mobiliz-
ing approximately 20 percent of the
country’s entire population.

The Gezi Park Revolts:
Underlying Factors

Gezi Park actioners and sympathiz-
ers often cite the government’s deci-
sion to rebuild the historic Ottoman
barracks at Gezi Park as the leading
reason for the protests. Many partic-
ipants claim that the urban develop-
ment project would damage the en-
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vironment, destroy grown trees, and
deprive the public of the only park in
the district. Furthermore, supporters
state that the Prime Minister tends to
unilaterally embark on grand proj-
ects without due consultation with
the people. Another popular claim
is that the Prime Minister, not the
Justice and Development Party gov-
ernment, seeks to interfere with the
secular populations lifestyles.

Although located at one of the most
crowded and popular parts of Istan-
bul, Gezi Park for a long time could
not attract the average citizen who
was either unaware of the park itself
or was reluctant to visit due to secu-
rity concerns. The historic Ottoman
barracks building that preceded the
park was demolished in the 1940s
on the orders of Ismet Inonii, the
then-dictator of the single party re-
gime. The original plan was to build
a public park on part of the vacated
plot and a grand sculpture of him-
self to challenge Atatiirk monuments
across the country. Turkey’s transi-
tion into democracy, however, made
the latter plan impossible. The park,
along with the stairs originally in-
tended to lead up to the monument,
remained in the area.

Prime Minister Erdogan, a native of
Istanbul and the city’s former mayor,
planned to rebuild the Ottoman bar-
racks as a multi-purpose facility with
a cultural center, an entertainment
area, and a shopping mall. Clearly,
local governments typically evaluate
and undertake such projects in regu-
lar democratic systems. However, the
Prime Minister’s own background

GEZi PARK REVOLTS: FOR OR AGAINST DEMOCRACY?

attracted his interest in the area and
led him to personally endorse the
development project. Although the
democratically elected local and na-
tional government had a legal man-
date to make the decision, it would
have been ideal to call for a referen-
dum to bolster the project’s legitima-
cy amidst passionate objections. The
decision was overdue.

In response, Taksim Solidarity identi-
fied itself as the sole authority regard-
ing the Gezi Park project and called
for mass action despite lacking dem-
ocratic and moral legitimacy. The
protests expanded their focus beyond
the park itself, as the trees that the
movement attempted to save had but
symbolic value to its participants. Af-
ter all, the Justice and Development
Party government has a proven track
record in taking measures to protect
the environment, as hundreds of
thousands of trees are removed and
planted every year. Therefore, the ini-
tial concerns with protecting the park
and voicing environmental concerns
served as a stepping stone to broad-
er political mobilization. It was later
discovered that a local court ruled
to suspend the urban development
project on June 6%, 2013, and that
Taksim Solidarity failed to make the
information public in order to main-
tain the protests momentum and
prevent participants from leaving the
park. The organization adopted the
same strategy following talks with
the Justice and Development Party
government. Despite the govern-
ment’s agreement with the protestors’
demands and the Prime Minister’s
highly publicized decision to call for
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a referendum over the urban devel-
opment project even if the appeals
court upheld the local court’s ruling
to suspend the plans, this did not stop
Taksim Solidarity from aggravating
the situation. At first, the organiza-
tion objected to the idea of holding
a referendum and declared their de-
mands to be non-negotiable. Mean-
while, it proclaimed its monopoly
over scientific studies and declared
its position to be scientific. The orga-
nization failed to vacate the premises

Taksim Solidarity identified
itself as the sole authority
regarding the Gezi Park

project and called for mass
action despite lacking
democratic and moral
legitimacy

even after the government pledged
to meet their demands. Instead, TD
issued a provocative public statement
reiterating their commitment to their
struggle “at a time when [they were]
most organizated and strong” The
organization’s various steps along
the way demonstrate that, although
environmental concerns represented
initial concerns for the movement,
the organizers had a broader political
agenda all along.

Prime Minister Erdogan often re-
ceives criticism for his harsh, strong-
ly-worded, irritating, and alienating
statements. There seems to be agree-

ment on this even in Justice and De-
velopment Party circles. However, the
Prime Minister’s choice of rhetoric
did not create the issues at hand nor
could they serve as legitimate grounds
for an uprising. Mr Kiligdaroglu, Tur-
key’s main opposition leader, also suf-
fers from the occasional problem of
rhetoric. For instance, he often states
that the government will have to draft
a new Constitution “over our dead
bodies”” Is it unclear that this attitude
represents a clear rejection of demo-
cratic politics and an overt declara-
tion of war? Does it not stand for im-
posing an arbitrary restriction upon
the majority’s use of their legitimate
mandate? Political leaders and oth-
ers are free to rebut and discredit the
Prime Minister’s choice of words with
rhetoric. This is, after all, the nature
of politics and public debate. Fur-
thermore, Mr Erdogan’s strong words
or even authoritarian discourse does
not inherently reflect his approach to
public service. In the final analysis, we
must consider his entire track record
in public service. Accusing the Prime
Minister of dictatorialism represents
no more than a smear campaign.
Mr Kiligdaroglu once referred to the
Prime Minister as “the dictator” 80
times over the course of a single par-
liamentary address. This approach
clearly aimed to leave an imprint in
the public’s minds. Without doubt,
the act itself would be beyond the op-
position leader’s reach had the Prime
Minister been an actual dictator. In
other words, it would be impossible
to consistently and strongly criticize
the countrys chief executive in a
country whose media outlets operate
under the leader’s iron will.
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Critics who accuse the Prime Minis-
ter of intervening in secular lifestyles
fail to produce concrete evidence to
support their claims. The Prime Min-
ister’s unnecessary and extravagant
words represent excessive rhetoric, as
opposed to government intervention
in people’s lives. Furthermore, there
is no question that oft-cited issues,
including the abortion debate and
new regulations on alcohol sale, do
not qualify as intervention. Turkey
not only did not outlaw the sale and
consumption of alcoholic beverages,
but also replaced its existing regula-
tions with new standards —as do nu-
merous democratic countries. On the
other hand, there are plenty of people
suffering from state interventions in
their lifestyles and arbitrary restric-
tions on their civil rights in Turkey.
We would only have to take the is-
sue of human rights of the religious
Muslims, Kurds, and non-Muslim
minorities into account. In Turkey,
hijabi women are not eligible to run
for public office or to become public
employees. The country’s vast Kurd-
ish community is unable to educate
their children in their native lan-
guage. Non-Muslim minorities are
not allowed to establish independent
education institutions. As such, the
Kemalists emerge as a group whose
lifestyles are rather minimally affect-
ed by government policies and who
historically justified state interven-
tion in other groups’ lifestyles is used
to maintain their own lifestyles. Over
the past decades, Kemalists remained
indifferent towards, if not effective-
ly supporting, the pillaging of vari-
ous social groups in Turkey. During
Gezi Park events, however, they cited

GEZi PARK REVOLTS: FOR OR AGAINST DEMOCRACY?

imaginary government interventions
in their lifestyles in their attempts to
overthrow a democratically elected
government.

We must also address popular claims
that the Prime Minister and his gov-
ernment polarize the country. While
there is little doubt that some of the
Prime Minister’s statements (i.e. his
comments about those who consume
alcohol) might trigger polarization,
Turkey’s history of polarization far
outdates the Justice and Development
Party’s rise to power. The country suf-
fered multiple waves of polarization,
most recently during the 1997 ‘post-
modern’ military coup when the civil-
ian and military bureaucracy joined
forces with the Republican People’s
Party, the media, and semi-official
civil society organizations (such as
professional associations mentioned
above) to alienate religious Muslims.
The group’s lifestyles became subject
to public humiliation, while the gov-
ernment imposed serious restrictions
on their civil rights. The same groups
exposed the country’s Kurdish com-
munity to similar double standards
since the Republic’s establishment.
Turkey’s traditionally disadvantaged
groups now challenge the old order:
The Kurds develop their own means
to struggle as religious Muslims seek
to control government instruments
through elections. This seemingly in-
evitable transformation leaves the Ke-
malist bureaucracy and certain social
groups disgruntled and disillusioned.

Big business in Istanbul represents a
particularly interesting member of
the Gezi Park alliance. During the
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upheaval, some Istanbul-based cor-
porations offered logistical support
to the mobs. A leading businessmen
sponsored the revolts by sending out
thousands of lunch bags to the pro-
test site. The country’s oldest business
group has opposed the Justice and
Development Party government ever
since its rise to power and fought its
battles in a variety of fronts, including
political maneuvering and popular
uprisings. Established after the 1960
military coup and seeking to mobi-
lize public support for the military
bureaucracy, the state controlled me-
dia system fights its own battles with
the government. Despite allegations
of total government control over the
media, two thirds of all media out-
lets remain under Kemalist control.
The government’s erosion of Kemal-
ist power within the political system
creates a lot of anger and resentment
in these circles. Without a doubt, the
Balyoz and Ergenekon coup plot trials
represented a milestone in Turkey’s
history. Charged with plotting a mil-
itary coup against the democratically
elected government, military officers
underwent trial and received vari-
ous sentences. Having worshipped
the military for ages, Kemalists find
these developments unbearable and
believe that the coup plot trials rep-
resent the Justice and Development
Party’s elimination of patriotic sol-
diers. Meanwhile, their failure to win
elections ties their hands. Similarly,
they now find themselves sharing the
same social spaces with Kurds and
religious Muslims whom they previ-
ously despised and humiliated. They
gradually came to terms with the fact
that they are but a minority group

within the broader society. And al-
though their ever-apparent minority
status should lead them to advocate
for greater liberal democracy, they
instead seek to retreat to the nostal-
gia for the single-party dictatorship,
a mythological golden age for the Ke-
malist masses. In this sense, they de-
mand that everybody else adopt their
own lifestyles and worldview.

Gezi Park’s Repercussions

The most recent wave of unrests,
without a doubt, did not only in-
fluence Kemalists but also entailed
certain repercussions for the gener-
al public. Kemalists were contented
with the protests and tried their best
to fight a battle against the govern-
ment. Street violence excluded, the
demonstrations represented a cer-
tain degree of progress for this social
group. Having realized that old alli-
ances with the military were difficult,
if not altogether impossible, to main-
tain, the Kemalists instead rushed to
the streets. This can bee seen, indeed,
a positive development for Turkey’s
democracy. However, they now face
new challenges such as developing a
more peaceful rhetoric and a more
democratic ideology. The prospects
of such realignment, though, remains
grim due to the continued domi-
nance of Kemalist ideology in these
circles. It remains to be seen whether
the Kemalists shall understand that
the Kemalist ideology cannot form
the main body of democracy in Tur-
key even though it might find room
for itself within the broader frame-
work of liberal democracy. Therefore,
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Kemalism needs to come to terms
with its position as one of many ide-
ologies within the Turkish political
spectrum. Alas, the task seems elu-
sive for many Kemalists today.

The vast majority of Turkey’s society
maintained its distance from both
the Gezi Park events and their ex-
tended political agenda. Some even
expressed outright discomfort. Surely
enough, the wave of unrests primar-
ily disgruntled Justice and Develop-
ment Party supporters. Members of
the party regarded the movement’s
attacks against the Prime Minister
as a covert battle against themselves
—-and these concerns were not un-
warranted. Members of Turkey’s re-
ligious Muslim community found
themselves targeted in many places
and in various forms. Particularly
hijabi women faced a disproportion-
ate amount of verbal and physical
attacks. The Gezi Park protestors’” en-
gagement in such vigilante acts made
it clear for the religious Muslim com-
munity that the movement’s success
would inevitably lead to the mistreat-
ment of their political leadership and
to arbitrary restrictions on their life-
styles. As such, they rushed to mas-
sive pro-government demonstrations
to stand in solidarity with the Prime
Minister.

However, the wave of protests did not
exclusively disturb Justice and Devel-
opment Party supporters. Some lib-
erals and democrats with more sec-
ular lifestyles, including yours truly,
expressed concern over the develop-
ments and even regarded the demon-
strations as a challenge to their val-
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The vast majority of Turkey’s
society maintained its distance

from both the Gezi Park events
and their extended political

agenda

ues. They reacted to street violence
and demanded that the protestors
respect the rightful place of the ballot
box in democratic regimes as the sole
venue to fight political battles. Mean-
while, they called upon the people
to condemn and prevent both police
brutality and street violence in order
to restore public order.

The Erdogan Syndrome: A Revival
of the Menderes Syndrome?

The Gezi Park protests’ broader po-
litical agenda had an unmistakable
potential to undermine Turkey’s de-
mocracy. Had Gezi Park protestors
proved successful in their attempts to
overthrow Prime Minister Erdogan,
the country’s political history would
develop a new concept, the Erdogan
syndrome, alongside the Menderes
syndrome that emerged out of the
1960 military coup. In other words,
future politicians would be com-
pelled to constantly keep in mind
that the military might execute them
like Prime Minister Adnan Menderes
in 1961, or that organized minorities
with corporate backing would be able
to overthrow them through low-in-
tensity street violence. As such, they
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would fail to take initiatives in crucial
matters.

Turkey’s political history demon-
strates that the country has an unusu-
ally intense and challenging experi-
ence with the following phenomenon
that other democracies might also
encounter. Two institutions, the state
and the government, share political
power among themselves. The for-
mer consists of bureaucratic power-
holders with their own ideology and
no accountability to the public. It also
has its civilian allies. The latter man-
ifests itself in the form of democrat-
ically elected representatives of the
people that accumulate political pow-
er through elections (with the notable
exception of military coups) and are

therefore held accountable for their
mistakes. Without a doubt, one of
the elected government’s main func-
tions is to safeguard the people from
bureaucratic despotism. In a way, the
Gezi Park revolts would seem to rep-
resent a contestation between the two
major powerholders and an attempt
by the ever-weakening former group
to restore the old order if possible.
Had the orchestrators succeded in
their efforts, Turkey would have en-
tered a period of restoration that, like
the period of restoration following
former President Turgut Ozal’s death,
would respawn and fortify the ancien
regime As such, the Gezi Park move-
ment’s failure represents an import-
ant step toward Turkey’s democratic
consolidation. @
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