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ABSTRACT
This article has three interrelated objectives: firstly, it challenges 
monolithic depictions of the 2013 Gezi protests and conceptualizes 
the so-called ‘Spirit of Gezi’ as a highly influential—albeit temporary—
power in the politics of Turkey. Secondly, it traces the success of the 
HDP (Peoples’ Democratic Party) in the 7 June 2015 parliamentary 
election back to Gezi while acknowledging the roots of the party 
within the Kurdish political movement. Thirdly, it examines the 
manifestation and subsequent decline of what is termed the human 
security moment in Turkey. The arguments of the work are mostly 
based on interviews with Gezi activists. It is argued that Gezi produced 
a discursive challenge to the national security-oriented understanding 
of the ‘Kurdish question’. Yet, even though the human security-
oriented Gezi discourse had brought the Kurdish political movement 
and the Turkish left together, it ultimately failed to permanently 
transform Turkish politics due to the collapse of the peace process 
in June 2015. In addition to contributing to the literature on Gezi, 
the article also draws insights for security studies. It concludes that 
alternative discourses to the state-centric securitization approach to 
conflicts such as the Kurdish question can only have a lasting effect 
under conditions of ceasefire.

- Is it safe there?

+ No, the police are here…1

The 7 June 2015 election produced Turkey’s first hung parliament in 13 years, a result that 
stunned many public opinion poll companies and scholars because few had anticipated the 
9% decline in the AKP’s (Justice and Development Party) votes.2 Yet, the main surprise was 
clearly the performance of the HDP (Peoples’ Democratic Party) as the party comfortably 
surpassed the 10% election threshold with 13% of votes and indirectly prevented the AKP 
from winning a simple majority of seats. The HDP’s success was unprecedented for a 

1A social media posting circulated during the Gezi protests.
2Ali Çarkoğlu and Kerem Yıldırım, ‘Election Storm in Turkey: What do the Results of June and November 2015 Elections Tell 

Us?', Insight Turkey, 17(4) (2015), pp. 57–79.
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Kurdish-led3 left-leaning party as none of its predecessors such as the BDP (Peace and 
Democracy Party) could obtain more than 6% of votes in any elections. The results seemed 
to defy the well-known demographics of pro-Kurdish voters, which had fluctuated ever so 
slightly between 5% and 6% since the early 1990s. Hence, a key question came to the fore-
ground of debates: How we can possibly account for the sudden rise of the HDP?

Various reasons have been suggested, the most widely used ones being the charismatic 
personality of the HDP co-chairperson Selahattin Demirtaş, the appeal of the radical democ-
racy platform of the HDP for Turkish leftists, and what is often referred to as ‘tactical vot-
ing’—namely, many secularists are believed to have voted for the HDP to prevent President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan from replacing Turkey’s parliamentary system with super-presiden-
tialism.4 One of the least popular explanations for the HDP’s rise has been to connect it with 
the legacy of the 2013 Gezi protests albeit scholars such as Ziya Öniş and Buket Türkmen 
acknowledge it.5 One could argue that 7 June was actually not the first election to demon-
strate the impact of Gezi, as the HDP candidate (also supported by eight left-wing Turkish 
parties6) Demirtaş obtained slightly less than 10% of votes in the 2014 presidential election, 
with a noteworthy performance in western provinces such as Istanbul and Izmir. Nevertheless, 
the literature on the 2014 and 2015 elections has under-studied the impact of Gezi on the 
electoral performance of the HDP and more broadly, on the formation of an alliance between 
the Turkish left and the Kurdish political movement.7

One of the key objectives of this article is to uncover the influence of Gezi on the making 
of the HDP’s programme and its increasing popular appeal in 2014 and 2015—until its decline 
in the 1 November 2015 election—via using a number of semi-structured interviews con-
ducted with Gezi activists.8 For this purpose, the article critically engages with the literature 
on Gezi, arguing that an effective understanding of the so-called ‘Spirit of Gezi’9 can only be 
obtained if the contrasting world-views of protestors are acknowledged. In fact, the article 
suggests that a more accurate term could be the ‘many spirits of Gezi’ instead of reducing 
the phenomenon into a singular component as two particularly influential narratives among 

3This article prefers ‘Kurdish-led’ rather than the more widely used ‘pro-Kurdish’. This is to highlight the difference of the HDP’s 
left-leaning populist platform from its pro-Kurdish predecessors which focused almost exclusively on Kurdish rights.

4Özge Kemahlıoğlu, ‘Winds of Change? The June 2015 Parliamentary Election in Turkey’, South European Society and Politics, 
20(4) (2015), pp. 445–464; Cengiz Erisen, ‘An Assessment on the Behavioural Foundations of Electoral Decisions in the 2015 
Turkish General Elections’, Turkish Studies, 17(1) (2016), pp. 47–57.

5Eleonora Bacchi, ‘The Viewpoint of Prof. Ziya Öniş over the 7th June Elections’, Open Edition, 22 June 2015, http://ovipot.
hypotheses.org/13227?lang=en_GB; Buket Türkmen, ‘From Gezi Park to Turkey’s Transformed Political Landscape’, Open 
Democracy, 7 July 2015, https://www.opendemocracy.net/buket-t%C3%BCrkmen/from-gezi-park-to-turkey%E2%80% 
99s-transformed-political-landscape (accessed 21 November 2016).

6The DSİP (Revolutionary Socialist Workers’ Party), EMEP (Labour Party), EHP (Pro-Labour Action Party), ESP (Socialist Party 
of the Oppressed), SDP (Socialist Democracy Party), SYKP (Socialist Regeneration Party), YSGP (Greens and the Leftist Future 
Party), and SDH (Perpetual Revolutionary Movement).

7See, for instance, Hayriye Özen, ‘An Unfinished Grassroots Populism: The Gezi Park Protests in Turkey and Their Aftermath’, 
South European Society and Politics, 20(4) (2015), pp. 533–552; Funda Gençoğlu Onbaşi, ‘Gezi Park Protests in Turkey: 
From “Enough is Enough” to Counter-Hegemony’, Turkish Studies, 17(2) (2016), pp. 272–294; İbrahim Uslu, ‘The Reasons 
Behind the AK Party’s November 1st Victory’, Insight Turkey, 17(4) (2015), pp. 39–46. One work stands out as a major 
exception as even though he does not mention the role of Gezi, Mesut Yegen puts forward an informative study of the 
engagement between the Turkish left and the Kurdish question, concluding with a brief commentary on the HDP: see 
Mesut Yegen, ‘The Turkish Left and the Kurdish Question’, Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies, 18(2) (2016), pp. 
157–176.

8See footnote 51 for methodology. All the Gezi activists interviewed for this work are based in Istanbul. Though Istanbul 
served as the centre of Gezi, it is important to note that large-scale protests also took place in major cities such as Izmir, 
Ankara, and Antalya (as discussed later).

9The Spirit of Gezi (Gezi Ruhu) is a widely used expression that circulated among the protestors.

http://ovipot.hypotheses.org/13227?lang=en_GB
http://ovipot.hypotheses.org/13227?lang=en_GB
https://www.opendemocracy.net/buket-t%C3%BCrkmen/from-gezi-park-to-turkey%E2%80%99s-transformed-political-landscape
https://www.opendemocracy.net/buket-t%C3%BCrkmen/from-gezi-park-to-turkey%E2%80%99s-transformed-political-landscape
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scholars have tended to do by labelling it ‘a White Turk uprising’ or ‘a revolt against 
neo-liberalism’.10

Another aim is to study Gezi with a conceptual framework derived from security studies, 
particularly in regards to shifting perceptions of ‘security’ and ‘state’ in public discourse. 
Inspired by personal observations at public forums and smaller reading groups formed across 
Istanbul during the Gezi protests, the article argues that a human security-oriented discourse 
has emerged out of the Gezi experience. While many activists might have eventually left the 
streets with the same world-view they had at the beginning of the protests, this article will 
show that some of them experienced a profound transformation, particularly in regards to 
their understanding of the ‘Kurdish question’. As evidenced in the interviews provided, some 
Gezi activists became much more sympathetic to the Kurdish movement, while their belief 
in the virtues of ‘national security discourse’—used here to refer to the securitization/mili-
tarization of the Kurdish question—declined. Discussing the similarities between the post-
Gezi discourse and the human-oriented security paradigm, the article argues that the 
emergence of this alternative understanding was a key factor that united a number of hith-
erto antagonistic citizens around the HDP.

Apart from locating a source of the rise of the HDP, the framework just summarized has 
another advantage—it can also explain the ongoing decline of support for the party since 
the summer of 2015. Just as surprising to many as the results of 7 June, the 1 November 
election has reversed the course of public debates. Several notable commentators—dis-
mayed by the collapse of the conflict resolution process, the beginning of a new violent 
conflict between security forces and the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party), and the decline of 
HDP votes—claimed that Gezi’s influence in terms of bringing the Turkish left closer to the 
Kurdish political movement may have been overstated.11

This article argues that the fluctuating trajectory of what is termed the human security 
moment accounts for the rise and decline of the HDP. The peace-building process between 
the state and Kurdish political movement that began in March 2013 and collapsed in June 
2015 constituted a suitable environment for alternative understandings of the Kurdish ques-
tion to emerge, and the Gezi experience was a critical juncture in terms of producing a 
particularly influential discourse. Until Gezi, the central state mechanism and its security 
forces (e.g. the police and the armed forces) were seen by a considerable portion of the 
Turkish citizenry, including groups that constitute the Turkish left such as secularists, as the 
main provider of security in the country.12 The Turkish state was commonly imagined as a 
benevolent paternal figure (devlet baba), supposedly serving the people via protecting them 
from foreign and domestic enemies.13 The Gezi experience resulted in some Turkish citi-
zens—particularly secularists—becoming much more critical of state policies related to 

10See Cihan Tuğal, ‘Resistance Everywhere: The Gezi Revolt in Global Perspective’, New Perspectives on Turkey, 49 (2013),  
pp. 147–162; Ali Bilgiç, ‘“Sofa and Facebook or Tent and Syntagma”: Understanding Global Resistance Movements from 
Syntagma to Tahrir’, Global Affairs, 2(1) (2016), pp. 79–90.

11See Diken, ‘Demirtaş “Batı’yı” Eleştirdi: Gezi’de “Devleti Tanıdık” Diyenler Demek Ki Tanımamış’, 22 December 2015, http://
www.diken.com.tr/demirtastan-bati-elestirisi-gezide-devleti-tanidik-diyenler-demek-ki-tanimamis/; Ümit Kıvanç, ‘Türkler 
Nerede?’, Radikal, 15 December 2015, http://www.radikal.com.tr/yazarlar/umit-kivanc/turkler-nerede-1492685/ (accessed 
21 November 2016).

12See Tuncay Kardaş and Ali Balci, ‘Inter-Societal Security Trilemma in Turkey: Understanding the Failure of the 2009 Kurdish 
Opening’, Turkish Studies, 17(1) (2016), pp. 155–180; Özlem Kayhan Pusane, ‘Turkey’s Military Victory over the PKK and Its 
Failure to End the PKK Insurgency’, Middle Eastern Studies, 51(5) (2015), pp. 727–741.

13Egemen B. Bezci and Güven Gürkan Öztan, ‘Anatomy of the Turkish Emergency State: A Continuous Reflection of Turkish 
Raison d’état between 1980 and 2002’, Middle East Critique, 25(2) (2016), pp. 163–179.

http://www.diken.com.tr/demirtastan-bati-elestirisi-gezide-devleti-tanidik-diyenler-demek-ki-tanimamis/
http://www.diken.com.tr/demirtastan-bati-elestirisi-gezide-devleti-tanidik-diyenler-demek-ki-tanimamis/
http://www.radikal.com.tr/yazarlar/umit-kivanc/turkler-nerede-1492685/
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security, enabling them to empathize with the Kurdish movement. However, the beginning 
of the conflict with the PKK and the intensifying levels of devastation it caused limited the 
appeal of the post-Gezi discourse, the conventional national security-oriented narrative 
gaining the upper hand once again.

In the following sections, the article engages with the literature on Gezi and re-concep-
tualizes the phenomenon. Then, the impact of the Gezi experience on the HDP’s temporary 
rise is analysed. In the penultimate section, the decline of the HDP is briefly discussed in the 
context of the weakening of the human security-oriented discourse after June 2015. As the 
article repeatedly refers to notions of ‘human security’ and ‘national security’, it is necessary 
to begin the following section with a brief examination of these understandings.

National security approach versus critical human security

Throughout most of the twentieth century, the understanding of security has conventionally 
been dominated by classical realist and neo-realist schools of International Relations and 
the notion has been perceived as a synonym for ‘national security’.14 Until the beginning of 
the end of the Cold War in the 1980s, security studies mostly focused on analysing military 
capabilities and national defence strategies of states which aimed to counter perceived 
threats to their territorial integrity. The scholarly and public understanding of security in 
Turkey reflected this predominant global trend as well, concentrating on analysing Turkey’s 
possible military engagements with neighbours such as Greece and Syria, while ‘counter-ter-
ror’ strategies against the PKK became the centre of focus from the early 1990s onwards.15

The establishment of the realist national security discourse in Turkey can be explained to 
some extent by the extraordinary power the Kemalist military had possessed—often referred 
to as military tutelage—from the foundation of the Republic until the 2000s. A key factor 
that led to the emergence of the national security discourse was the way the founding 
Kemalist elite interpreted the fall of the Ottoman Empire through the lens of the ‘Sevres 
Syndrome’.16 The Sevres Syndrome refers to the belief that the Ottoman Empire collapsed 
because of the conspiracies of external forces, namely Western powers such as Britain and 
Russia. The outcome of the Sevres Syndrome for public understanding of security is that 
accordingly, the Republic of Turkey should avoid its predecessor’s ‘mistakes’ by staying 
ever-vigilant for conflicts that could be engineered by ‘enemies of the state’. It is important 
to note that apart from the military, the media and elected civilian politicians have also 
played major roles in terms of consolidating the hold of the national security discourse over 
public imagination and political culture.17

14John Baylis, ‘International and Global Security in the Post-Cold War Era’, in John Baylis, Steve Smith, and Patricia Owens, 
eds., The Globalization of World Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p. 230; Amitav Acharya, ‘Human Security’, 
in John Baylis, Steve Smith, and Patricia Owens, eds., The Globalization of World Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011), p. 480.

15For a historical review of the national security discourse in Turkey, see Ümit Cizre, ‘Demythologizing the National Security 
Concept: The Case of Turkey’, The Middle East Journal, 57(2) (2003), pp. 213–229; Mustafa Aydin, ‘Securitization of History 
and Geography: Understanding of Security in Turkey’, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, 3(2) (2003), pp. 163–184; 
Pınar Bilgin, ‘Only Strong States Can Survive in Turkey‘s Geography: The Uses of Geopolitical Truths in Turkey’, Political 
Geography, 26(7) (2007), pp. 740–756.

16A noteworthy characteristic of the Sevres Syndrome is that this discourse is one of the few shared by contemporary secu-
larists, Islamists/conservatives, and nationalists, which constitute the ideological constituencies of the three main Turkish 
parties of the parliament today. For a study of the concept, see Michelangelo Guida, ‘The Sèvres Syndrome and “Komplo” 
Theories in the Islamist and Secular Press’, Turkish Studies, 9(1) (2008), pp. 37–52.

17Ali L. Karaosmanoglu, ‘The Evolution of the National Security Culture and the Military in Turkey’, Journal of International 
Affairs, 54(1) (2000), pp. 199–216.
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The main feature of the national security discourse is that the preservation of an abstract 
notion, the ‘security of the state’, is always prioritized above key principles of liberal democ-
racy such as human rights, freedom of expression and the rule of law.18 Rather than enshrin-
ing civil liberties, security is equated with ‘the protection of territorial integrity’ and ‘the 
safeguarding of the basic identity [Turkishness] of the nation’.19 One of the most widely used 
terms in the context of the national security discourse is devletin bekası, a phrase of Arabic/
Islamic origin, which has been consistently invoked by columnists and nationalist politicians 
to justify the use of military force to deal with the Kurdish political movement.20 Devletin 
bekası can be translated as the ‘immortality and continuity of the state’. It is used particularly 
in speeches made at funeral ceremonies of Turkish security personnel who lose their lives 
in the conflict against the PKK. The utilization of this concept in such a context reveals the 
nature of the Turkish national security discourse as it means that the survival of the state is 
the most sacred value even at the expense of the lives of individuals.21

Since the early 1990s, the conventional understanding of security within the literature—
and the national security discourse based on that—has been challenged by new approaches 
collectively referred to as ‘critical security studies’.22 Critical security studies, broadly defined, 
aim to put forward an alternative understanding by re-examining the roles of state and society. 
The methodology of realist security studies had a clear state-centric bias as it solely studied 
threats (which themselves are subjectively determined by whoever controls the state mech-
anism) against state authority from within and beyond borders. Instead, the main idea that 
has shaped the human security approach23 is the possibility that the state may not be the 
provider of security but it could actually be a threat to the security of its own citizens.24

Since human security gained widespread usage in 1994, scholars adhering to the concept 
have offered strong criticisms of the state-centric national security discourse, choosing 
instead to prioritize the economic and social security of individuals.25 Yet, the mainstream 
understanding of human security is argued to be problematic by scholars who contend that 
the term is highly vague, almost exclusively focused on socio-economic matters, and poten-
tially susceptible to misuse as many governments (e.g. the Bush administration during the 
2003 Iraq War and the Putin administration during the ongoing war in Ukraine) often justify 
military occupations via utilizing ‘humanitarian intervention’ discourses.26 The outcome of 

18Cizre, ‘Demythologizing the National Security’.
19Aydin, ‘Securitization of History’, p. 164.
20See, for instance, a recent speech made by President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan who said that ‘if the terrorists rebel a thousand 

times, we would crush them a thousand times … This is necessary to ensure devletin bekası’: Milliyet, ‘Başkaldıranın Başını 
Ezeriz’, 9 December 2015, http://www.milliyet.com.tr/-baskaldiranin-basini-ezeriz-/siyaset/detay/2160581/default.htm 
(accessed 21 November 2016).

21Ibid.; Bilgin, ‘Only Strong States Can Survive’.
22See Keith Krause and Michael C. Williams, Critical Security Studies: Concepts and Cases (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1997); Edward Newman, ‘Critical Human Security Studies’, Review of International Studies, 36(1) (2010), 
pp. 77–94.

23The concept of ‘human security’ originates in the 1994 Human Development Report; see United Nations, UN Human 
Development Report (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). It covers seven main fields: economic security, food security, 
health security, environmental security, personal security, community security, and political security. Despite this broad 
focus, most studies of human security have heavily focused on matters related to economic and social security.

24Pauline Kerr, The Evolving Dialectic Between State-Centric and Human-Centric Security (Canberra: Australian National 
University, 2003).

25Ibid.
26For criticisms of the human security paradigm, see Paul Amar, The Security Archipelago: Human-Security States, Sexuality 

Politics, and the End of Neoliberalism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013); David Chandler, ‘Human Security: The 
Dog That Didn’t Bark’, Security Dialogue, 39(4) (2008), pp. 427–438; Acharya, ‘Human Security’, pp. 482–484; Newman, 
‘Critical Human Security Studies’, p. 88; Kerr, The Evolving Dialectic.

http://www.milliyet.com.tr/-baskaldiranin-basini-ezeriz-/siyaset/detay/2160581/default.htm
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these criticisms has been the development of a more articulate version of human security, 
namely the critical human security perspective.27 Both approaches contest the realist under-
standing, but the critical human security perspective is more conceptually precise as it ‘wid-
ens’ and ‘deepens’ the scope of security: firstly, it aims to cover a very large number of issues 
such as political security and liberties rather than purely military security (i.e. the realist 
understanding) or adopting a heavy emphasis on economic matters (i.e. the mainstream 
human security approach). Secondly, it concentrates on the security of minority communi-
ties—an overlooked issue within both the realist and the mainstream human security 
literature.28

The critical human security perspective suggests that states are largely responsible for 
making the world insecure for minority communities within heterogeneous societies.29 
Therefore, ethnic/racial/sectarian discrimination, political repression, and violation of human 
rights are at the centre of analyses based on the critical human security perspective.30 The 
critical human security perspective differs from the mainstream human security perspective 
in terms of its normative concern with the value of human lives as it is committed to stressing 
‘human consequences of armed conflict and the dangers posed to civilians by repressive 
governments and situations of state failure’.31 It is important to note that the mainstream 
human security concept, used by scholars such as Barry Buzan, tends to perceive centralized 
and stable states as a highly positive factor for collective security whereas the critical security 
perspective approaches the role of states with caution.32 After all, a state may be stable and 
functioning effectively, yet it could still show complete disregard for the equal provision of 
security to all of its citizens—regardless of their identity.

As summarized above, the critical human security perspective up-ends the realist imag-
ination of the state–society relationship as well as offering noteworthy revisions to the main-
stream understanding of human security. This article argues that public discourses of security 
in Turkey (those adopted by media, governments, and intellectuals) have traditionally 
reflected the realist imagination, but the Gezi protests constituted the genesis of a critical 
human security-oriented discursive challenge to them. In the following section, the article 
reviews a body of literature that has conceptualized Gezi and studies the impact of protests 
for public discourses of security.

The many spirits of Gezi

Since the protest launched by a few hundred environmentalists at Gezi Park massively 
expanded and spread across Turkey in the summer of 2013, the so-called Spirit of Gezi has 
been a contested notion as observers have, in radically different ways, interpreted the mean-
ing of this phenomenon. Much of the literature on Gezi has so far been shaped by two 
ideologically charged understandings: an influential narrative—mostly written from a 

27See Newman, ‘Critical Human Security Studies’.
28Columba Peoples and Nick Vaughan-Williams, Critical Security Studies: An Introduction (London and New York: Routledge, 

2010), p. 5. See also David Chandler and Nik Hynek, eds., Critical Perspectives on Human Security (London: Routledge, 
2011).

29Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen, The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 
2009), p. 206; Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, Critical Security Studies, p. 4.

30Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh, Human Security: Concepts and Implications (Paris: Sciences Po, 2005), pp. 4–5.
31Newman, ‘Critical Human Security Studies’, p. 80.
32Ibid., p. 90.
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conservative, nationalist, and/or pro-AKP point of view (hereafter the right-wing perspec-
tive)—defines Gezi as a Kemalist bourgeois uprising led by ‘westoxificated’33 ‘White Turk’34 
elites.35 An alternative albeit just as popular account (hereafter the left-wing perspective) is 
presented by scholars such as Nilüfer Göle and Cihan Tuğal who argue that Gezi represents 
the Turkish variant of an emergent global anti-capitalist social movement which challenges 
the neoliberal economic order through dominating public spaces such as Tahrir, Wall Street, 
Syntagma, and Taksim.36

Works broadly adhering to the left-wing perspective overstate the anti-capitalist dimension 
of Gezi, exclusively focusing on discourses of Marxisant participants as well as non-Marxist 
groups (e.g. the Anti-Capitalist Muslims) that sympathize with critiques of the contemporary 
capitalist order. The protests are seen as indicative of a growing dissatisfaction with the AKP’s 
neoliberal economic policies, its highly selective distribution of wealth (prioritizing its allies 
within conservative segments of the population), and various urban planning projects that 
are said to benefit the so-called ‘construction lobby’ while damaging the ecosystem.

Surely the anti-capitalist dimension was one noteworthy characteristic of Gezi, yet these 
protests also had many idiosyncratic features entirely unique to contemporary Turkey. For 
instance, it is not possible to fully comprehend the driving social force behind Gezi without 
taking into account the intensifying alienation of non-conservative citizens (e.g. secularists, 
liberals, and Alevis) from the AKP. These groups did not necessarily represent a rising anti- 
capitalist movement, but simply a social force opposed to the construction of a new collective 
identity and political regime—the ‘New Turkey’—by the AKP.

On the other hand, a number of works echo the rhetoric of the AKP administration which 
referred to Gezi protestors on different occasions as ‘a handful of marauders’ and ‘disgruntled 
elites aiming to launch a coup’.37 Hüseyin Etil puts forward an archetype of this right-wing 
perspective as he argues that Gezi solely represented ‘the lost secular utopia’ of the Kemalist 
upper-middle classes which are allegedly Westernized to the extent that they can no longer 
empathize with their own society and support its legitimate government.38 This narrative 
explains the causes of Gezi by solely focusing on the fall of Kemalist hegemony and claims 
that Kemalist groups have not come to terms with their loss of power since 2002.

The labelling of Gezi as a White Turk movement is a narrative that contrasts the supposedly 
secular, high-income earning, and Westernized status of the protestors with the so-called 

33The origin of westoxification is a pejorative Persian word coined by the Iranian philosopher Ahmad Ferdid, namely ghar-
bzadegi. It is widely used to refer to the supposed loss of the authentic cultural identities of Muslim societies through the 
imitation of the West.

34The White Turk–Black Turk dichotomy has become a popular trope in recent years, see Perin Gürel, ‘Bilingual Humor, Authentic 
Aunties, and the Transnational Vernacular at Gezi Park’, Journal of Transnational American Studies, 6(1) (2015), pp. 1–30; 
Michael Ferguson, ‘White Turks, Black Turks and Negroes: The Politics of Polarization’, in Umut Özkırımlı, ed., The Making 
of a Protest Movement in Turkey: #occupygezi (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 77–88.

35See, for instance, Tayfun Atay, ‘The Clash of “Nations” in Turkey: Reflections on the Gezi Park Incident’, Insight Turkey, 15(3) 
(2013), pp. 39–44; Hüseyin Etil, ‘Siyasal ve Toplumsal Hareket Olarak “Gezi”’, Umran Dergisi, 250 (June 2015), pp. 58–67; 
Tahir Abbas, ‘Political Culture and National Identity in Conceptualising the Gezi Park Movement’, Insight Turkey, 15(4) (2013), 
pp. 19–27; Edibe Sözen and M. Hakan Yavuz, ‘The Gezi Protests: An Outburst at Turkey’s Shatter-Zone’, Insight Turkey, 16(1) 
(2014), pp. 147–162.

36See, for instance, Nilüfer Göle, ‘Gezi—Anatomy of a Public Square Movement’, Insight Turkey, 15(3) (2013), pp. 7–14; Efe 
Can Gürcan and Efe Peker, ‘Turkey’s Gezi Park Demonstrations of 2013: A Marxian Analysis of the Political Moment’, Socialism 
and Democracy, 28(1) (2014), pp. 70–89; Ahmet Öncü, ‘Turkish Capitalist Modernity and the Gezi Revolt’, Journal of 
Historical Sociology, 2(4) (2013), pp. 1–26; Tuğal, ‘Resistance Everywhere’; Bilgiç, ‘“Sofa and Facebook”’.

37Gürcan and Peker, ‘Turkey’s Gezi’, p. 71; İlay Romain Örs, ‘Genie in the Bottle: Gezi Park, Taksim Square, and the Realignment 
of Democracy and Space in Turkey’, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 40(4–5) (2014), pp. 489–498.

38Etil, ‘Siyasal ve Toplumsal’.
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Black Turk masses which are assumed to be socially conservative, low-income earning, and 
pious Muslims living mostly in slums or the countryside. Hence, the right-wing perspective 
presents Gezi as devoid of popular support, distancing the protestors from the conservative 
masses which are imagined as ‘the common people’.39 An attempt is also made to massively 
downplay the numbers of protestors:

Although the [Gezi] demonstrators never reached more than 2,000, the international media 
nonetheless portrayed them as mass protests, even as acts of rebellion, against the government.40

The official report of the AKP-led Ministry of Interior states that approximately 3,600,000 
activists participated in protests held in 80 out of 81 provinces.41 The number of Twitter users 
in Turkey increased from around 1.8 million to over 9.5 million in the first five days of Gezi 
alone while 13 million tweets were shared with supportive tags such as ‘direngeziparki’ in 
the same period.42 The striking difference between 2,000 and three and a half million par-
ticipants reveals the excessive level of bias that characterizes this body of literature.

The right-wing perspective cannot fully comprehend Gezi because—not unlike the left-
wing perspective that only focuses on the voice of anti-capitalist participants—it perceives 
the protestors as a monolithic bloc of Kemalists/secularists/White Turks, failing to account 
for the participation of numerous groups that cannot possibly be identified as such. Surely 
many Kemalists affiliated with the CHP (Republican People’s Party) or other secularist move-
ments participated in great numbers, yet Gezi was essentially heterogeneous as particularly 
after the third day of protests on 31 May 2013, numerous non-Kemalist groups assembled 
around Taksim Square as well as organizing similar protests across the entire country. These 
groups included Islamists (e.g. the Anti-Capitalist Muslims and Revolutionary Muslims), var-
ious Marxist political movements (e.g. the EMEP, ESP, and DSİP), Alevi communities, feminists, 
vegetarians, environmentalists, LGBTTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transvestite, transgender, 
and queer) activists, pro-Kurdish organizations, and anarchists.43

In Istanbul, protestors were hailing from neighbourhoods dominated by high-income 
earning secular Turks (e.g. Etiler, Nişantaşı, and Bebek) as well as from largely low-income 
earning worker areas (e.g. Gaziosmanpaşa and Ümraniye), radicalized left-wing Alevi areas 
(e.g. 1 Mayıs Mahallesi, Gazi, Okmeydanı, and Alibeyköy), and predominantly middle-class 
ones (e.g. Beşiktaş and Kadıköy).44 The background of participants in other provinces can be 
expected to have been similarly mixed.45

The multiplicity of identities that constituted Gezi cannot be reduced to a single compo-
nent as non-Kemalist protestors strongly resisted Kemalist efforts to dominate the move-
ment.46 For instance, while Kemalists were chanting slogans such as ‘we are the soldiers of 

39Serhat Karakayali and Özge Yaka, ‘The Spirit of Gezi: The Recomposition of Political Subjectivities in Turkey’, New Formations, 
83 (2014), pp. 117–138.

40Sözen and Yavuz, ‘The Gezi Protests’, p. 149.
41Gençoğlu Onbaşi, ‘Gezi Park Protests’, p. 273.
42Balca Arda, ‘The Construction of a New Sociality through Social Media: The Case of the Gezi Uprising in Turkey’, Conjunctions, 

2(1) (2015), pp. 73–99, here p. 83; Gürcan and Peker, ‘Turkey’s Gezi’, p. 71.
43Yeşim Arat, ‘Violence, Resistance, and Gezi Park’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 45(4) (2013), pp. 807–809; 

Göle, ‘Gezi’; Gürel, ‘Bilingual Humor’; Tuğal, ‘Resistance Everywhere’; Mehmet Bariş Kuymulu, ‘Reclaiming the Right to the 
City: Reflections on the Urban Uprisings in Turkey’, City, 17(3) (2013), pp. 274–278; Örs, ‘Genie in the Bottle’; Karakayali and 
Yaka, ‘The Spirit of Gezi’.

44Tuğal, ‘Resistance Everywhere’, p. 156.
45Gürel, ‘Bilingual Humor’; Örs, ‘Genie in the Bottle’.
46Ertuğrul Kürkçü, ‘Gezi’den Sonra’, in Özay Göztepe, ed., Gezi Direnişi Üzerine Düşünceler (Ankara: Nota Bene Yayınları, 2013), 

pp. 67–71.
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Mustafa Kemal’, socialists, pro-Kurdish activists, and Anti-Capitalist Muslims developed a 
counter-slogan: ‘we shall not kill, we shall not die, and we are not the soldiers of anyone’.47 
In fact, Gezi revealed a vacuum of power within the Turkish left, highlighting a generational 
gap between a CHP leadership dedicated to Kemalism and the libertarian aspirations of 
younger leftists who proved receptive to the demands of marginalized minorities such as 
LGBTTQ and the Kurdish movement.48 Many young members of the CHP perceived the party 
leadership as unresponsive to Gezi and developed the ‘Occupy CHP’ initiative, launching 
passive resistance activities within CHP buildings.

Both perspectives within the literature undoubtedly reflect a portion of the Gezi experi-
ence. However, neither can fully grasp it, because both are reductionist—either seeing Gezi 
as a Turkish anti-capitalist revolution or as a battlefield between Kemalists and the AKP. The 
reality of Gezi was far more complex, and it can be more effectively understood with what 
this article terms as ‘the many spirits of Gezi’. Gezi was ultimately a highly subjective expe-
rience whose meaning greatly differed from participant to participant. Perhaps a more effec-
tive understanding could be obtained if one perceives it as ‘a work in progress’, an elastic 
socio-political experiment.49 Therefore, this article does not claim to present the definitive 
account of Gezi. It focuses instead on uncovering the impact of one of its ‘many spirits’ on 
the politics and society of Turkey.

An under-studied aspect of Gezi is the way the protests constituted the genesis of a 
human-oriented imagination which questions the mainstream understanding of state, secu-
rity, and the Kurdish question. During the protests and following social activities such as 
reading groups and forums, hitherto antagonistic groups established mutual empathy to 
some extent.50 This can be seen in the accounts of various interviewees51 who participated 
in demonstrations around Taksim Square and various forums:

My most vivid memory from Gezi is its ideological diversity … Anti-Capitalist Muslims, com-
munists, socialist youth organizations, people carrying Kurdish flags, environmentalists, gay 
people … All these different groups seemed to be communicating with each other, having food, 
tea, and conversations on politics, society, and religion … (Libertarian Activist, Istanbul—12 
November 2015)

I joined many forums in Kadıköy, Şişli, and Beşiktaş … At the time, many people such as Kemalists, 
Anti-Capitalist Muslims, and LGBTTQ visited the camps of Kurds and listened to their demands 
for the first time. (Marxist Activist, Istanbul—24 December 2015)

It [Gezi] made me see what the state really is … I am an anarchist and I owe a big part of that to 
Gezi … Many young people were murdered by the police. I realized the extent to which the elite 
can possibly go to remain in power … I used to be a nationalist and saw the world through the 
lens of ethnic identities and religion. All these things began to collapse in my mind with Gezi 

47Foti Benlisoy, Gezi Direnişi: Türkiye’nin “Enteresan” Başlangıcı (Istanbul: Agora Kitaplığı, 2013), p. 23.
48Ibid., pp. 118–123.
49Umut Özkırımlı, ‘Introduction’, in Umut Özkırımlı, ed., The Making of a Protest Movement in Turkey: #occupygezi 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 4.
50Gürel, ‘Bilingual Humor’, p. 8.
51The interviewees are not named to protect their privacy. Instead they are referred to by their political identity as defined 

by themselves. Using a snowballing technique, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 18 activists who had par-
ticipated in Gezi protests in Istanbul. Most of the interviewees had also attended public forums and reading groups in 
Kadıköy and Beşiktaş districts during the summer of 2013. We directly used quotes from only nine of the interviews, though 
others have indirectly contributed to our arguments. The interviews quoted in this article have been chosen on the basis 
of ideological diversity. While we recorded all interviews with permission, recording devices were not used during our 
ethnographic observations at forums and reading groups. The interviews were conducted from 12 November 2015 to 29 
January 2016.
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… I witnessed the true solidarity of people with different identities there. (Anarchist Activist, 
Istanbul—16 December 2015)

Due to the ideological diversity of its participants, Gezi could not have possibly produced a 
lasting social movement. Nevertheless, it served as a platform where marginalized commu-
nities voiced their demands, established communication with each other, and fostered a 
culture of co-existence—all stemming from their shared feeling of persecution by the AKP.52 
Therefore, a noteworthy element of the many spirits of Gezi was the creation of a public 
space of dialogue. These groups might not have joined Gezi with the aim of realizing such 
a vision, yet their shared sense of oppression triggered a profound ideological transformation 
in the minds of some participants, in particular among Turkish socialists and Kemalists.

Many socialist and Kemalist participants claim that their experience of police crackdown 
had shown them ‘the true face of the Turkish state’.53 The work of Koloğlu et al., for instance, 
contains dozens of interviews and a common element in these accounts is the dramatic shift 
in the perception of state and security after Gezi:

Actually the more I remember those moments, the more I cry and tremble uncontrollably … We 
used to shout: ‘Help! Police!’. Now we are shouting: ‘The police are here! Help us please!’. Honestly, 
every time I see the cops now, I get terribly scared. Just because I demonstrated in the name of 
democracy, they called me a terrorist.54

The activists interviewed for this work also expressed very similar sentiments:
As a gay person, you are always the minority in Turkey … However, Gezi showed me that I did not 
really understand the suffering of other minorities … I honestly believed that external powers 
such as America were using Kurds to divide Turkey … Gezi has completely changed me. We 
went to streets for a good cause, but were beaten up … They said that we were in league with 
external powers. I now know that there is no such thing as external powers. Kurds and us, we both 
fight for freedom and for basic human rights. (LGBTTQ Activist, Istanbul—27 December 2015)

In my teenage years, I used to be a nationalist. I used to see the police and the army as our 
protectors … Most people in this country are blindly loyal to the state no matter who controls 
it… Normally, the state is simply a tool that serves citizens. In Turkey, however, people are 
brainwashed into worshipping the state … Devletin bekası is such a sacred value that to die 
for the state becomes the meaning of life. This is madness. (Libertarian Activist, Istanbul, 12 
November 2015)

In Gezi, we have experienced an awakening … if this state could brutally repress Turks carrying 
Turkish flags and Atatürk flyers, it could very well murder and torture other people who are 
not even Turkish. I mean the Kurds … For many years, we have heard reports of human rights 
violations committed in the east. The government [AKP] itself has actually discovered many 
unidentified human remains belonging to people allegedly murdered by Special Forces during 
the 1990s … The Kurds have long suffered, yet we have only seen the real face our state at Gezi 
… Is this still our state? (Kemalist Activist 1, Istanbul—28 November 2015)

In the eyes of these activists, Gezi clearly demonstrated that the Turkish state could actually 
violate the security of its own citizens and curtail their rights such as freedom of expression. 
The left-leaning Turkish youth began a self-reflection process, increasingly questioning the 
validity of state-centric discourses—such as the national security narrative—which they had 
been provided by the mainstream press, government, and national education system:

52Karakayali and Yaka, ‘The Spirit of Gezi’; Yücel Demirer, ‘Nefsi Müdafaa Kardeşliği: Gezi ve Kürt Siyasallığı’, in Kemal İnal, ed., 
Gezi, İsyan, Özgürlük: Sokağın Şenlikli Muhalefeti (Istanbul: Ayrıntı Yayınları, 2013), p. 161.

53Sırrı Süreyya Önder, ‘Rojava’yı Taksim’e Getirmek Şarttır’, in Özay Göztepe, ed., Gezi Direnişi Üzerine Düşünceler (Ankara: 
Nota Bene Yayınları, 2013), p. 191.

54Deniz Koloğlu, Didem Gençtürk, Gözde Kazaz, H. İlksen Mavituna, and Saner Şen, Polis Destan Yazdı: Gezi’den Şiddet 
Tanıklıkları (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2015), p. 73.
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I was so happy to see thousands of protestors join Gezi. People, especially the younger gener-
ations, would no longer be herded like sheep … they would dare to question a government 
that we see as authoritarian and corrupt … There may still be hope for democracy here. This is 
a society that had approved the dictatorship of Kenan Evren in 1982 with 92% [of votes]. Today, 
a great number of people are able to think as free individuals. (Libertarian Activist, Istanbul, 28 
November 2015)

People living in places such as Kadıköy and Beşiktaş … they are educated and well-informed, 
above the average standards of this society. Yet, even they used to be hypnotized by a nationalist 
obsession that portrayed all protests as dangerous for national interests … Only after our own 
democratic protest [at Gezi] was crushed, we have begun to see beyond the lies of the gov-
ernment and the sycophant media. Now I feel sorry for not standing up in the past for Kurdish 
rights … (Kemalist Activist 2, Istanbul—4 December 2015)

Some participants among the interviewees dramatically changed their understanding of 
the conflict between state forces and the Kurdish movement. The Turkish state could no 
longer be seen as ‘the provider of security’, because it was conclusively proven in their view 
that the state’s forces could be mobilized to eliminate the security of its own citizens just as 
well as an internal enemy (i.e. the PKK) could:

Since the 1980s, we are fighting [the PKK] … They attack the army, the army destroy Kurdish 
cities, and innocents die all the time … Imagine a state that is constantly at war with its own 
people … After all these years, why are we still in this mess? That is because our state only serves 
its rulers, not the society … Look at how they unleashed the police at Gezi … What I learned 
in the days of Gezi is that we can only live in peace, security, and happiness once we realize 
that Kurds, Alevis, and others are citizens and that their voices must be heard. (Social Democrat 
Activist, Istanbul—16 December 2015)

Out of these ideas, a new political consciousness manifested. The realist national security 
approach had long presented the Kurdish struggle as a terrorist activity and the discursive 
hegemony of this narrative blocked communication between the Turkish left and Kurdish 
movement. However, what this article defines as the transition from the national security 
approach to a critical human security-oriented perspective on the Kurdish question entirely 
altered the relationship.

One of the influential consequences of the Gezi experience was the transformation it 
created in terms of how the activists understood their self-identity and the identity of those 
they used to perceive as ‘others’. In this regard, Gezi can be evaluated as a ‘pedagogical school’ 
of the type envisaged by Paulo Freire.55 For some activists, the feeling of oppression by the 
state created an unprecedented opportunity to break the mental shackles of their estab-
lished prejudices through personal daily interactions with ‘other’ peoples such as Kurds.56

Many Kemalist participants spent time with pro-Kurdish activists for the first time, guard-
ing barricades, resisting tear gas, and chatting.57 These Gezi activists felt that they were ‘in 
the same side with the Kurds’.58 This could be seen in a widely circulated social media posting 
at the time: ‘If we experienced this much state terror in two weeks, just imagine what kind 
of suffering the Kurds must have lived through in the east for more than thirty years.’59 There 

55Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed [1968] (New York: Continuum, 2000).
56Ayşe Gül Altınay, ‘Direnenlerin Pedagojisi: Gezi Okulundan Öğrendiklerim’, in Kemal İnal, ed., Gezi, İsyan, Özgürlük: Sokağın 

Şenlikli Muhalefeti (Istanbul: Ayrıntı Yayınları, 2013), pp. 294–308.
57Ibid., p. 301.
58Sevgi Doğan, ‘Rosa Luxemburg Gezi’de Olsaydı!’, in Kemal İnal, ed., Gezi, İsyan, Özgürlük: Sokağın Şenlikli Muhalefeti 

(Istanbul: Ayrıntı Yayınları, 2013), p. 378.
59Ibid.
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were several instances of tensions60 between pro-Kurdish and Kemalist activists, but the 
predominant atmosphere in the Gezi protests in Istanbul was one of co-existence. The emer-
gence of sympathy for the Kurdish movement among the Turkish left found its echo in a 
slogan developed by pro-Kurdish activists: ‘When we meet you in a space without the state, 
you [Turks] are a really nice people.’61 The spontaneous friendly exchanges between the 
Turkish left and pro-Kurdish activists would soon dramatically impact on political life, leading 
to a synchronization among social movements and the rise of a new political party: the HDP. 
The trajectory leading up to the emergence of the HDP was quite similar to the way new 
left-leaning populist parties emerged in recent years in Europe out of the synchronization 
between various social movements (e.g. the m15 Indignados and Podemos in Spain; the 
Aganaktismenoi and Syriza in Greece).

Connecting the west and east of the Euphrates: Gezi and the HDP

During Gezi, the flag-bearer of the Kurdish political movement was the BDP. In the early days 
of Gezi, the BDP leadership was hesitant to publicly support the protests because they did 
not wish to provoke the AKP administration to end the then-ongoing peace talks with the 
PKK (i.e. the peace process).62 Also, they had concerns about whether Gezi would be domi-
nated by a hard-line Kemalist agenda.63 A key figure of the BDP who later became the 
co-chairperson of the HDP, Selahattin Demirtaş, explained the early reaction of the Kurdish 
political movement thus: ‘We did not distance ourselves from the Gezi resistance, but only 
from those who wished to turn this genuine movement of the people into an illegitimate 
military coup.’64

Nevertheless, several members of parliament from the BDP and sympathizers of the 
party—most prominently Sırrı Süreyya Önder who went to Gezi in its first day—enthusias-
tically participated in the protests, carrying Kurdish flags and posters of the imprisoned 
leader of the PKK, Abdullah Öcalan. Önder was wounded during an early clash with the 
police and his activism played an influential role in attracting the attention of media. After 
the third day of the protests, the BDP made an official declaration and called on the Kurdish 
people to join Gezi.65 Afterwards, it has been noted that BDP supporters in Taksim grew in 
numbers, which partially explains the increasingly successful resistance of protestors against 
the police, as the pro-Kurdish activists were experienced in terms of erecting barricades and 
resisting security forces—a knowledge they seem to have passed on to their Turkish leftist 
counterparts during Gezi.66 The Kemalists at Gezi reportedly split into two: the left-leaning/
social democrats wishing to stand together with Kurdish groups and the hard-line Turkish 
nationalists who refused to be associated with them.67

60It has been reported that on one occasion, several Kemalists and Turkish nationalists attempted to attack the tents of 
pro-Kurdish activists but this was prevented from escalation with the intervention of Anti-Capitalist Muslims; Altınay, 
‘Direnenlerin’, p. 301.

61Doğan, ‘Rosa Luxemburg’, p. 382.
62Kürkçü, ‘Gezi’den Sonra’, p. 69.
63Özen, ‘An Unfinished Grassroots Populism’; Demirer, ‘Nefsi Müdafaa’, p. 155.
64Demirer, ‘Nefsi Müdafaa’, p. 155.
65Kuymulu, ‘Reclaiming the Right’, p. 277.
66Demirer, ‘Nefsi Müdafaa’, p. 156.
67Kumru F. Toktamış, ‘Evoking and Invoking Nationhood as Contentious Democratisation’, in Isabel David and Kumru F. Toktamış, 

eds., “Everywhere Taksim”: Sowing the Seeds for a New Turkey at Gezi (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2015), 
p. 38.
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Gezi has been interpreted by the BDP as a movement that was mostly constituted of 
disillusioned Turkish socialists and ‘atypical young Kemalists’ that could potentially be recep-
tive to the idea of cooperation with Kurds.68 During and after the protests, BDP leaders such 
as Önder and Ertuğrul Kürkçü wrote about the need to respond to what they termed ‘the 
call of Gezi’.69 For Kürkçü, Gezi revealed the limits of the AKP’s hegemony and what needed 
to follow was ‘a collective imagination’, namely a political platform that would encapsulate 
the spirit of Gezi.70 Önder defined Gezi as ‘a loud call for peace, humanity and a multi-cultural 
imagination’, arguing that it should be interpreted as a desire for an alliance between ‘pro-
gressive Turks and Kurds’.71

One of the turning points of Gezi in terms of relations between the Turkish left and the 
Kurdish movement was the reaction of activists in western Turkey to the death of Medeni 
Yildirim—a pro-Kurdish activist killed in Lice, a predominantly Kurdish district in eastern 
Turkey. Medeni Yildirim was killed in a clash with the Turkish military during a demonstration 
against the construction of a new gendarmerie outpost in Lice at a time when Gezi protests 
were still spreading. Many Gezi activists in the streets of Beyoğlu as well as on social media 
hailed Yildirim as a ‘revolutionary hero’ and a ‘martyr’.72 In Beşiktaş—a predominantly Kemalist 
stronghold—Önder personally witnessed thousands of protestors carrying Turkish flags to 
lament the death of Yildirim and trying to chant slogans in Kurdish to show their support.73 
One of the interviewees, who defines herself as a Kemalist, comments thus on the Lice 
incident:

The social media was flooded with messages of solidarity with Kurds because at the time of 
Gezi protests, there were also clashes between Kurds and security forces in the east … After 
all, we fought together at Taksim and Beşiktaş. A true comradeship was established back then. 
(Kemalist Activist 1, Istanbul, 24 November 2015)

As such, the shared feeling of victimhood unified the Turkish leftist youth with pro-Kurdish 
activists:

The discussions we had in the reading group shocked me. I had never heard of the Diyarbakır 
prison before … We read [Selim] Çürükkaya’s book [12 Eylül Karanlığında Diyarbakır Şafağı]. 
They [security forces] did terrible things to Kurdish prisoners … I personally listened to a former 
prisoner who cried while talking about his memories … I used to think that the state needed to 
use more violence in the east to defeat terrorism … but violence cannot be the way. The gov-
ernment should immediately begin peace talks with the HDP. (Kemalist Activist 3, Istanbul—4 
December 2015)

The establishment of a connection between victims of the Kurdish political movement and 
Gezi shaped the subsequent trajectory of the BDP. Even before Gezi, there were key figures 
within the BDP such as Demirtaş, Kürkçü, and Önder who supported an alliance with the 
Turkish left and defended the vision of ‘Turkeyification’74. Gezi provided a valid social ground 
for these ideas.75 Altan Tan—an influential Islamist-oriented Kurdish politician—made a 
speech on a television channel on 7 July shortly after the Gezi protests, arguing that a 

68Kürkçü, ‘Gezi’den Sonra’; Önder, ‘Rojava’yı’.
69Kürkçü, ‘Gezi’den Sonra’; Önder, ‘Rojava’yı’.
70Kürkçü, ‘Gezi’den Sonra’, p. 70.
71Önder, ‘Rojava’yı’, pp. 189–190.
72Kürkçü, ‘Gezi’den Sonra’, p. 69.
73Önder, ‘Rojava’yı’, p. 192.
74Turkeyification can be defined as the aim of ‘integrating Kurdish affairs into mainstream politics’ of Turkey; see Tania 
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75Demirer, ‘Nefsi Müdafaa’, p. 158.
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collective platform to defend the rights of all oppressed groups such as Kurds, Alevis, and 
non-Muslims was necessary.76 On the road to the rise of the HDP, the internal dynamics77 of 
the Kurdish political movement was a key factor but the emergence of a critical human 
security perspective out of the Gezi experience was clearly a defining event.

In its First Congress78 in October 2013, the executive committee of the HDP followed the 
ideas of Önder, Kürkçü, Tan, and Demirtaş, declaring that the programme of the party would 
now be expanded into a radical democracy platform that included Kurdish rights as well as 
environmentalism, LGBTTQ rights, non-Muslim rights, feminism, Alevi rights, and the welfare 
state.79 Gezi had convinced the BDP leadership that such a pluralist radical democratic vision 
would successfully garner support from voters beyond the limits of pro-Kurdish demograph-
ics.80 From October 2013 onwards, the HDP became the main outlet of the Kurdish political 
movement as well as an influential representative of the Turkish left. As such, the party 
nominated notable Turkish socialists such as Kürkçü, Levent Tüzel, and Sezai Temelli, 
non-Muslims such as Erol Dora and Garo Paylan, environmentalists such as Şahbal Arınlı, as 
well as LGBTTQ candidates in the 7 June and 1 November elections in 2015. Mustafa Sarısülük, 
the brother of Ethem Sarısülük who was killed during the Gezi protests, also joined the HDP 
and his presence symbolized the connection between Gezi and the party.

In the run-up to the 2014 presidential election and the 7 June 2015 election, the HDP 
systematically targeted Gezi activists in a bid to gain popular appeal beyond the established 
pro-Kurdish electorate of the BDP. The Gezi movement was not dominated by a particular 
ideology, class, and identity as it instead consisted of many different social segments who 
felt put under pressure by the government. Therefore, the HDP’s manifesto put forward a 
multidimensional discourse to position itself as the political representative of the ‘many 
spirits of Gezi’:

We are women, We are youth, We are the rainbow, We are children, We are defenders of democ-
racy, We are representatives of all identities, We are defenders of a free world, We are protector 
of the nature, We are builder of a safe life economy, We are workers, We are labourers, We are 
the guarantor of social rights.81

Commemorating the second anniversary of Gezi shortly before the 7 June 2015 election, 
the HDP leadership argued that ‘Gezi represents the democratic future of all peoples of 
Turkey’:

Gezi Resistance was a reaction against government’s giving away people’s commons to partisan 
capitalist circles, against the corruption of ecological balance, against urban transformation 
based on profit. Gezi Resistance was a democracy call with a stress on local democracy and the 
diverse opposition it revealed opened a proud page in our social, urban and democracy history, 
gave millions of citizens hope for the future.82

76Demirer, ‘Nefsi Müdafaa’.
77Due to constraints of space, this article cannot study the trajectory of the Kurdish political movement. For such a study, see 

Omer Tekdemir, ‘HDP’nin “Büyük İnsanlığı”, “Biz’ler” ve Radikal Demokratik Kamusal Alan’, Birikim, 4 June 2015,  
http://www.birikimdergisi.com/guncel-yazilar/1215/hdp-nin-buyuk-insanligi-biz-ler-ve-radikal-demokratik-kamusal-alan 
(Accessed 21 November 2016).

78At this congress, it was decided that the BDP was to merge with several Turkish socialist parties to reorganize into the HDP.
79Arda, ‘The Construction’, p. 76.
80Ödül Celep, ‘Can the Kurdish Left Contribute to Turkey’s Democratization?’, Insight Turkey, 16(3) (2014), pp. 165–180, here 

p. 166.
81See the HDP’s official website; https://hdpenglish.wordpress.com/.
82See https://hdpenglish.wordpress.com/2015/06/01/gezi-is-the-democratic-future-of-turkey/ (accessed 21 November 2016).

http://www.birikimdergisi.com/guncel-yazilar/1215/hdp-nin-buyuk-insanligi-biz-ler-ve-radikal-demokratik-kamusal-alan
http://www.birikimdergisi.com/guncel-yazilar/1215/hdp-nin-buyuk-insanligi-biz-ler-ve-radikal-demokratik-kamusal-alan
https://hdpenglish.wordpress.com/
https://hdpenglish.wordpress.com/2015/06/01/gezi-is-the-democratic-future-of-turkey/
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The first surprising success of the HDP occurred when the party candidate Demirtaş obtained 
9.8% of votes in the 2014 presidential election, much more than the pre-election estimates 
of around 7%.83 The presidential election proved that the HDP was gaining appeal in western 
cities beyond the conventional pro-Kurdish electorate based to the east of the Eupharates.84 
During the campaign, Demirtaş constantly highlighted the link between the HDP and Gezi 
in his speeches.85 His pro-Gezi stance further intensified in the run-up to the 7 June 2015 
election:

The HDP has really become an attractive platform for the Gezi protestors, because Selahattin 
Demirtaş has adopted the spirit of Gezi … Demirtaş constantly used slogans and anti-AKP jokes 
from Gezi, visited university campuses, had lunches with Gezi activists … clearly gaining the 
support of Gezi youth like us. (Marxist Activist)

Even the logo of the HDP has been seen as a symbol derived from Gezi:
The logo of the HDP is interesting, a very colourful tree. This is a clear political message … the 
cutting of trees by the government was the catalyst for the Gezi movement … the use of various 
colours in the logo like yellow, red, green, and purple mean that it is a party of all oppressed 
peoples: Kurds, Alevis, women, all kinds of socialists, non-Muslims, and even lesbians and gays. 
(Feminist Activist, Istanbul—29 January 2016)

The most visible impact of the post-Gezi alliance was the performance of the HDP in the 7 
June 2015 election. The party’s surprisingly high votes (around 13%) caused the AKP admin-
istration to lose its parliamentary majority for the first time since 2002. Had the three oppo-
sition parties formed a coalition or a temporary partnership in the summer of 2013, the AKP 
could have even been pushed out of office.

In the past, no pro-Kurdish party could ever reach 7%—let alone pass the 10% national 
election threshold. The results of 7 June was a clear testament to the enduring legacy of 
Gezi as the post-Gezi imagination—which inspired the radical democracy project of the 
HDP—transformed both the Kurdish movement and the Turkish left, the HDP obtaining a 
considerable amount of its votes in predominantly Turkish western cities such as Istanbul, 
Izmir, Ankara, Bursa, Antalya, Kocaeli, and Aydın.86 Moreover, the HDP also garnered support 
from predominantly Kemalist strongholds of Istanbul such as Kadıköy, Beşiktaş, Bakırköy, 
and Şişli.87

The key roles of the ‘west of the Euphrates’ and ‘atypical Kemalists’ in the performance of 
the HDP can be clearly identified if the 7 June election is compared with the votes of its 
predecessor—the BDP—in the 2011 election. While the HDP doubled (e.g. Istanbul, Izmir, 
Aydın, and Bursa) and tripled its votes (e.g. Ankara, Antalya, and Kocaeli) in major cities, its 
support from predominantly secularist districts of Istanbul boomed (e.g. from 6875 to 34,146 
in Kadıköy; from 2785 to 15,985 in Beşiktaş; from 2448 to 17,311 in Bakırköy). It is important 
to note that all these cities (most notably Izmir and Ankara) witnessed large-scale pro-Gezi 
protests during the summer of 2013. Though this study does not include interviews con-
ducted with activists from other cities beyond Istanbul, the HDP’s 7 June election perfor-
mance implies that the post-Gezi human security moment was not limited to this city.

83Ibid.
84Gisselbrecht, ‘The HDP’.
85Celep, ‘Can the Kurdish Left’.
86See Table 1.
87See Table 2.
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Various surveys show that Turks identifying themselves as ‘leftist’, ‘Kemalist’, ‘socialist’, and 
‘liberal’ greatly contributed to the upsurge in HDP votes.88 Detailed studies indicate that 
many former voters of the CHP—particularly those between the ages of 18 and 35—switched 
their support to the HDP on 7 June.89 A particularly noteworthy result from another survey 
states that HDP voters in Istanbul identified their political idols as such: Kemal Atatürk (over 
50%), Abdullah Öcalan (over 10%), and Deniz Gezmiş90 (around 7%).91 Before Gezi, it was 
unimaginable for a self-proclaimed follower of Atatürk to vote for a party affiliated with the 
Kurdish movement.

So far the notable impact of Gezi on the rise of the HDP and the 7 June election has been 
uncovered—which constitutes the primary goal of this work. Yet, as noted in the introduction 
of this article, some observers argue that the role of Gezi should not be overstated.92 In this 
regard, the decline of the HDP votes93 in the 1 November election is evaluated as evidence 
for the weakness of the post-Gezi alliance between the Turkish left and the Kurdish 

88See M. Hakan Yavuz and Nihat Ali Özcan, ‘Turkish Democracy and the Kurdish Question’, Middle East Policy, XXII(4) (2015), 
pp. 73–87; Mete Çubukçu, ‘HDP Barajı Nasıl Yıktı?’, Diken, 8 June 2015, http://www.diken.com.tr/batidaki-secmen-olma-
sa-hdp-baraji-asamazdi/ (accessed 21 November 2016).

89See Toktamış, ‘Evoking and Invoking’, p. 39; Özen, ‘An Unfinished Grassroots Populism’, p. 17.
90Gezmiş was a notable Marxist revolutionary in the 1960s.
91Toktamış, ‘Evoking and Invoking’, p. 39.
92See footnote 11.
93See Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. Electoral performances of the BDP and HDP (provinces of Turkey) (in %).

aAs the BDP competed via nominating independent candidates and the data only shows the total amount of votes obtained 
by all independents, the actual vote obtained by the BDP must be lower than the percentages here.

bIt is estimated that candidates of the BDP obtained approximately 5.67% in total. See Oğuzhan Göksel, ‘From Progress to 
Order: The “Kurdish Openings” and the Limits to Contentious Politics in Turkey’, in Fawaz A. Gerges, ed., Contentious Politics 
in the Middle East (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p. 298.

Source: Resmi Gazete, ‘Karar No: 1070’, 23 June 2011; Resmi Gazete, ‘Karar No: 1415’, 18 June 2015; Resmi Gazete, ‘Karar No: 
2310’, 12 November 2015.

12 June 2011 7 June 2015 1 November 2015

(Independents)a (HDP) (HDP)
Total 6.57 (BDP—est. 5.67)b 12.96 10.76
Istanbul 5.34 12.60 10.30
Ankara 0.98 5.57 4.40
Izmir 4.66 10.55 8.90
Antalya 2.39 7.24 5.90
Aydın 3.81 9.10 7.30
Bursa 1.65 5.85 4.50
Kocaeli 2.31 7.66 5.90

Table 2. Electoral performances of the BDP and HDP (districts of Istanbul) (in votes).

aThe data here shows the amount of votes received by specific BDP candidates for each district. With support from the BDP, 
Sebahat Tuncel competed in Kadıköy, Sırrı Süreyya Önder in Beşiktaş, Şişli, and Beyoğlu, and Levent Tüzel in Bakırköy.

Source: Resmi Gazete, ‘Karar No: 1070’; ‘Karar No: 1415’; ‘Karar No: 2310’.

12 June 2011 7 June 2015 1 November 2015

(BDP)a (HDP) (HDP)
Kadıköy 6875 34,146 29,814
Beşiktaş 2785 15,985 13,902
Beyoğlu 12,213 22,866 21,234
Şişli 7690 26,373 23,416
Bakırköy 2448 17,311 14,364

http://www.diken.com.tr/batidaki-secmen-olmasa-hdp-baraji-asamazdi/
http://www.diken.com.tr/batidaki-secmen-olmasa-hdp-baraji-asamazdi/
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movement. Why has the human security moment not been durable? This is an important 
question that deserves to be studied in detail, and it is beyond the scope of this article to 
analyse the numerous factors that have resulted in the decline of the human security moment 
as well as that of the HDP since the 7 June election. Nevertheless, the following section 
briefly discusses the issue and suggests that the emergence of a conflict-ridden political 
atmosphere has reinforced the insecurity complexes of Turkish society and led to the 
increased influence of national security narratives over socio-political life.

The decline of the human security moment

The national security discourse, which seeks to ensure the continuation of the Turkish state 
at all costs, has dominated politics since the peace process collapsed in the summer of 2015. 
Violence between Turkish security forces and the PKK-affiliate YDG-H (Patriotic Revolutionary 
Youth Movement) has escalated in predominantly Kurdish cities such as Sur, Cizre, Silopi, 
Nusaybin, and Yüksekova. The turbulent period has caused civilian deaths, internal displace-
ment, and problems in the provision of basic human needs such as clean water, housing, 
healthcare, and education. The end of peace negotiations has led to the establishment of 
an uncompromising nationalist rhetoric as the norm in security discourses of the media and 
government.94 It is commonly stated that the conflict constitutes a danger to ‘the sacred 
values’ of the Turks and that fighting would continue until national security is 
re-established.95

The critical human security perspective that emerged out of Gezi and was embodied by 
the HDP put forward a pluralistic vision of society in which different communities would be 
recognized as equal stakeholders of the state. The position of the HDP as the political rep-
resentative of the post-Gezi discourse inevitably pitted the party against beneficiaries of the 
national security discourse. Even though its votes decreased on 1 November, the HDP passed 
the election threshold again—thwarting the AKP plan to unilaterally change the constitution 
via winning two-thirds of seats. The post-Gezi rise of the HDP also impaired the CHP because 
the secular left-leaning platform of the former pulled many social democratic, liberal, and 
atypical Kemalist (mostly young) voters from the latter. Lastly, the Turkeyification vision 
created a major risk for the very existence of the Turkish nationalist MHP (Nationalist Action 
Party), whose entire party programme is derived from the militarization of the Kurdish 
question.

The weakening of the appeal of the HDP has the potential to enhance the interests of all 
of its political competitors. Therefore, the AKP, the CHP, and the MHP have wholeheartedly 
adopted the national security discourse while the ceasefire provided by the peace process—
which had created a suitable socio-political condition for the human security moment to 
emerge—has been discredited by them.96 Since June 2015, the HDP has also been targeted 
in a systematic delegitimization campaign by mainstream media, being widely depicted as 
a criminal organization backing terrorism.97 Civil society organizations such as the Peace 
Bloc, Academics for Peace, and Women’s Initiative for Peace organized demonstrations98 and 

94Mustafa Sönmez, Türkiye Solu ve Kürt Siyaseti (Ankara: NotaBene Yayınları, 2015), pp. 28–42.
95Milliyet, ‘Başkaldıranın’.
96Sönmez, Türkiye Solu.
97Sönmez, Türkiye Solu.
98One such demonstration held in Ankara on 10 October 2015 was bombed by ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant) and 

109 citizens were killed.
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prepared petitions, declaring their solidarity with the HDP and demanding a return to the 
peace process. However, these have not been effective in terms of creating a large-scale 
movement such as Gezi.

Conclusion

The post-Gezi human security moment that led to the rise of the HDP was surely a creation 
of the path-dependent historical trajectory of the Kurdish movement and more broadly, the 
history of Turkey. Nevertheless, the discourse it produced was still a dramatic break from 
past imaginaries of politics as hitherto unimaginable coalitions (i.e. between the Kemalist 
youth and pro-Kurdish activists) and unprecedented debates (i.e. a radical criticism of the 
state’s role in the Kurdish question and a scrutiny of the national security discourse by the 
Turkish left) emerged. However, the alternative security discourse cannot possibly be eval-
uated as a strong rival that could—in the foreseeable future—topple the hegemony of the 
established national security discourse advocated by the incumbent AKP administration as 
well as the CHP leadership, the MHP, and mainstream media. The current predicament of 
Turkey has shown the limits of, and constraints on, alternative understandings of security 
and state.

The post-Gezi imagination was a noteworthy attempt at the deconstruction of the 
national security discourse, yet not one that would replace it as the predominant vision of 
state and society in the short term. In fact, the results of the 1 November election reaffirmed 
the discursive supremacy of national security in the minds of the electorate, many hitherto 
voters of the HDP switching their support to the AKP which has now become a leading 
proponent of Turkish nationalism. The way in which the AKP manages its fourth governing 
term will be influential for the subsequent direction of security discourses. It will also shape 
the future of the HDP, because there surely is a negative correlation between its election 
performance and the intensity of armed conflict. A key insight that could be drawn from the 
case of Turkey is that alternative discourses—such as the critical human security perspective 
of Gezi and the HDP on the Kurdish question—may only gain popular appeal in times of 
ceasefire and negotiations oriented towards peaceful conflict resolution.
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