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Abstract 

This dissertation focuses on a dissident youth group in Turkey which came to national and international 

attention during the uprisings of May- June 2013 and dissolved two years later.  The Anti-Capitalist 

Muslims (A-C M) were a meeting ground for individuals from different walks of life but influenced  by 

the critical, Islamist writings of noted Turkish thinker and author, Ihsan Eliacik. My investigation saw the 

A-C M as a ground of investigation for understanding the potentiality and challenges of solidarity praxis 

across what had previously been thought to be historically and politically conflicting political groups. 

Specifically, it seeks to answer several questions: first, what are the roots of this encounter between 

Turkish Left and a Social Justice-centered interpretation of Islam? Second, what were the terms upon 

which this diverse group of individuals coalesced? Third, how did their work together transform their own 

political understanding? Fourth, what lessons can be drawn from this experiment for the future of political 

labour in Turkey and elsewhere in the world? 

 The dissertation is  anchored in a theoretical framework which brings together a broad historical 

perspective on identity politics and the politics of alliance with reflection on radical labor movements in 

the Turkish context. In an era in which dissident movements and radical politics both produced and 

destabilized by the neoliberal trends and re-structuring of state and economy, I argue that the A-C M 

represents a new type of solidarity/alliance building which are based on transitory political alignments 

what I call “precarious alliances”.  As a concept, the notion of the precariousness of such transitory 

coalitions offers both a critique to the existing analysis of the process of making alliances and a re-

imagination of the terms upon which individuals unite. I suggest that precarious alliances might serve as 

more than an analytical tool; indeed, for the A-C M it served as a radical political strategy.  Moreover, in 

situating, theoretically and contextually, the A-C M experience in a time of greater social mobilization 

globally, I hope to contribute to the larger debates on solidarity building among youth of diverse 

ideologies and positionalities.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction: Political Solidarity and Academic Praxis: Or 

How [Not] to Begin a PhD Dissertation  

1.1 Origins of this Dissertation 

When I first stumbled upon the manifesto of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims [hereafter:A-C M] in 

late 2011 calling for a solidarity between the leftist politics and Muslim identity,  it seemed the 

perfect point of departure for a dissertation dedicated to radical political mobilization and alliance 

building across difference specifically in Turkey. Since there has been not one study on solidarity 

praxis in Turkey and the literature on social movements in Turkey remained limited, I came to 

believe that studying this unique group from a fresh perspective would be meaningful both from 

an academic and dissident political perspective.   

The group was young at the time. They had only published a manifesto in 2012, a few 

months after their very first public appearance which took place at a May Day demonstration in 

Istanbul. Although manifesto publishing was no longer common, their declaration was in and of 

itself new and unique in the larger spectrum of political engagements in Turkey. More 

significantly, their call for a solidarity praxis which demanded that its followers and allies 

questioning of Muslim identity vis-a-vis its relationship with leftist politics was unprecedented. 

Given the context in Turkey, especially after the ascent of what had been characterized in the 

international media as a "moderate Islamist" Justice and Development Party [AKP] despite its 

authoritarian policies, the emergence of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims appeared to be a radical new 

development. This young, enthusiastic group of individuals who claimed to adhere both to 

principles of the Left while emphasizing their Muslim religious identity might provide an 

opportunity to unpack larger conceptual questions as well as a way to question the received 
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notions of  how solidarity praxes
1
 as they have been practiced in Turkey, particularly since the 

ascent of the AKP in the public and political spheres.  

 It was these thoughts that prompted my decision to formulate a dissertation proposal on 

the A-C M for my qualifying exam. My amazing committee, made of scholars from different 

fields and regional specialties, posed many questions including asking whether there was enough 

material for a dissertation. While admitting that the group itself was very new and the 

membership was few in number, I remember arguing that it was unique and significant. When I 

pointed to the fact that they had even produced a manifesto, one of my committee members said 

"oh they have a manifesto, too. That’s cute". I think that was the cue, so everyone started 

laughing. I was prepared to be called out as an 'old-school Leftist' for my over emphasis on praxis 

in my proposal, but not ready to face that I gave too much significance on this fledging group. My 

committee had a point: Perhaps the A-C M was simply too young to even conceive of a 

dissertation on solidarity praxis. Admittedly, their advice to devise a Plan B and be prepared if the 

group dispersed (which they thought was quite possible and they were right) was well-taken.  

 With this advice in hand, I arrived in Turkey, exactly one week after my proposal 

defense. I didn't have the heart to completely disregard the group as yet, because I still had the gut 

feeling about the potential of this group to take solidarity praxis in a new direction. Ihsan Eliacik, 

the mentor of the group, was probably the biggest influence on my decision. I had followed his 

growing popularity from Canada through social media, but not till I arrived did I grasp how deep 

his analysis of a capitalist Muslimhood was and neither did I understand how much his proposed 

anti-capitalist alternative to the ruling regimé of the AKP resonated among the Turkish public.  I 

felt intuitively that this idea of anti-capitalist Muslimhood and the very existence of the group 

were extremely important, as was its potential for radical prepositioning of political mobilization 

                                                     

1
 I explain my usage of praxis for solidarity building in the next section.  



 

3 

 

in Turkey. These two factors kept me going in the face of my committee’s doubts.  I postponed 

making a ‘Plan B’ until I at least met the group and began face-to-face discussions.  

 When I met with the A-C M Ankara group in May Day 2013, I was not overly optimistic. 

The words "have a plan B" kept ringing in my ear as I made my initial assessments: they were 

indeed a small group
2
; most of those I met during that first encounter had no previous experience 

in political organizing. They had not really been active participants of dissident political scene 

nor did they espouse clear perspectives on national or international politics. Having my own 

experiences of dissident political engagements in other movements, this did not seem to be a good 

sign. Yet, I continued to meet with them and exchanged ideas.  After two weeks I joined the 

Ankara branch
3
. The project became more than a dissertation and I followed my intuition that 

something important was happening.  

 A month and a half later, that is 6 weeks after my proposal defense in Canada, the 

Republic of Turkey witnessed the biggest uprising of its history: the so-called ‘Gezi’ Uprising.  

But that was the most unplanned part of this project. As I discuss further in Chapter 5, although 

the uprising was not and is not the focus of this dissertation, the subjects of my research, the Anti-

Capitalist Muslims were deeply and profoundly affected by the uprising, both in positive and 

negative terms. This small, newly organized group became one of the symbolic touchstones of the 

uprising.  Indeed, among the outpouring of scholarly and media commentary on  the uprising it is 

rare to find an article that does not mention their members as a group. In Turkey, where laicité4
 

had been considered the cornerstone of national ideology, any opposition to the AKP was 

considered uniformly “secularist” and “anti-religious” (despite the fact that some seculars like 

liberal-left and secular conservatives were also among the supporters of the AKP),  the group was 

                                                     

2
 See Chapter 6  

3
 This was not of my choice per se, but more of a making by the group. See Chapter 6 for more 

details.  
4
 Laiklik in Turkish. The Turkish adaptation of French laicité prioritizes the organizing and 

managing the religion in the public sphere instead of a separation between the state and 'the 

mosque'. For an extensive literature review on Turkish laicité, see Ozyegin 7-12.  
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made to epitomize the diversity of the protestors against the AKP policies
5
. As will be discussed 

in Chapter 5, the AKP rule creates and maintains consent on a fabricated dichotomy of its 

constituency (claimed as the conservative, the pious, the less-educated, the newly-urbanized and 

the urban poor) versus its critiques (framed as the educated, the middle class, the bureaucracy, the 

elite, the anti-religion). If nothing else, the A-C M challenged this dichotomy by being critical to 

the AKP rule while also embodying the AKP's claimed constituency, and this challenge became 

most visible by their participation in the uprising. It signaled that the protestors were not 'elitist' or 

'anti-religious' in persuasion as the AKP typically accused its opposition, but composed of 

'ordinary people'
6
.  

             Unfortunately, many scholarly attempts to interpret the participation of the A-C M in the 

‘Gezi’ uprising have not gone beyond such clichéd and superficial statements. However, as a 

member of the group and a participant in their mobilization during these events, I am able to 

provide another account and with it, I believe, a new approach to understanding their emergence 

and, alas, their dissolution last year. Indeed, the experiences of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims in 

imagining and practicing solidarity before, during and after the uprising tell us a different story: it 

also helps scholars to appreciate anew the meaning of relevance, promises and downfalls of 

alliance politics especially across diverse political positionings in a local and global context 

where radical politics, from community organizing to popular uprisings, grow exponentially. 

Keeping in mind the last decade of collective action all over the world, from the so-called Arab 

Spring to Gezi, from Idle No More to Black Lives Matter, I believe the significance of a critical 

engagement with alliance politics is as timely as it is urgent both for academic circles and for the 

                                                     

5
 For instance, "everyone was there, from the LGBTQ to the Anti-Capitalist Muslims" is one of 

the most frequent sentences in discussions of the uprising.  
6
 I further discuss this rhetoric of "ordinary people" and "people from all walks of life" in Chapter 

5. 
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labourers of radical politics
7
.  Given this conjuncture of events, I am happy to be called ‘old 

school’ and letting my political labour overwhelm my academic engagements, I believe not 

having a ‘Plan B’ proved extremely fortunate for me as  a scholar and hopefully will contribute to 

the broader sociological analysis of social movements and alliance politics.  

 In this chapter, I introduce the broader lines of my theoretical, contextual and 

methodological frameworks for this dissertation, on the political praxes of the A-C M. I begin by 

situating theories of  alliance politics in the debates on New Social Movements and identity 

politics with a specific focus on Third World feminist interventions and urban Islamist 

movements. Next, I turn to providing a broad periodization of the Turkish context, highlighting 

the major turning points and trends in political mobilization, discourse and strategies for the Left 

and for Islamist politics in Turkey. Before laying out the contents of the dissertation chapters, I 

address my methodological framework, namely Institutional Ethnography-Political Activist 

Research followed by an outline of the design, ethical processes, mechanics and rationalé of this 

dissertation. The last section overviews the organization of the remaining dissertation.  

1.2 Theoretical Framework 

In approaching the A-C M, it is necessary not only to account for major departures in Turkey and 

Turkish social movements over the last three decades, but also major shifts in social movement 

theory. 

 Recalibration of international politics during the Cold War era and with dissolution of the 

USSR(Soviet Russia), ushered in a new era of capitalist expansion and the privatization of 

institutions, knowledge, and government functions, as well as the massive expansion of 

commodity exchange. Neoliberalism and this new geopolitical context mobilization has 

                                                     

7
 Throughout the text, I avoid using the word "activist" in defining people who actively 

participate in radical politics. I use "political labour" instead to avoid/criticize the 

professionalization of dissident politics, which are commonly referred to as NGOization or Non-

Profit Industrial Complex. See Chapter 2 for a more extensive discussion on this. 
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transformed the very idea of radical politics. Generally, one can speak of a marked shift from 

what had been labour-based Leftist political organizing and economically grounded claims 

towards movements that are predominantly based on civil rights, social freedom, identity-

recognition and environmental concerns that have been bracketed under the caption of New 

Social Movements
8, gained prominence. As the idea and action of the dissent shifted, so have the 

theoretical approaches to understand and challenge (or support) these new forms of political 

organizing also diversified. The two most relevant schools, that are also deeply interrelated, 

address identity politics and alliance politics.  

 Identity politics refers to political organizations around specific identities, such as gender, 

race, ethnicity, sexual and gender orientation. As I will discuss in greater detail in Chapter 2, 

identity politics does not focus or is not based on political ideologies or a particular ideological 

program. Movements affiliated with identity politics aim at cultural or political recognition and 

demand rights and freedoms, thus they mostly operate in the realm of states or governance
9
, 

specifically in a Western liberal democratic framework.  

 Although identity politics dramatically impacted both political organizing and academic 

engagement, it was not free from criticism. For instance, it was commonly argued that identity 

politics defined unique identities for political organizing in the sense that identity itself became 

the ground of social movements: “Once a political movement fixes on an identity, it becomes the 

foundation of the new political truth that the movement espouses.”
10

 This had two main 

consequences: first; identity recognition is based on difference from others thus it creates, 

naturally, an 'othering' among different marginalized identities. In relation to that, second, it 

shadows the power relations creating marginalized identities in the first place, and thus 

                                                     

8
 Alain Touraine, “Beyond Social Movements?” Theory Culture and Society. 9 (1992) .  

9 Wendy Brown., States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity (Princeton University 

Press, 1995) 66-90. 
10

Susan Hekman, “Beyond Identity: Feminism, Identity and Identity Politics” Feminist Theory 

1:3 (December, 2000) 289-308. 
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difference, and power itself, becomes irrelevant although power and difference are deeply 

interrelated as “who holds the power decides the meaning of the difference.”
11

   

 While I will expand on the critiques of identity politics further in Chapter 2, it is 

significant to note here the profound impact of Third World feminist critiques on identity politics, 

specifically vis-a-vis their intervention for an intersectional analysis in understanding identity-

formation and politics around it. Third World feminisms construe identities in relation to 

positionings of power in order not to draw bold lines that separate the varieties of marginalized 

identities but to reveal larger relations of power, their dynamics, inter-relations and inter-

dependence. This epistemological and methodological intervention of Third World feminisms to 

identity/difference paradigm is largely discussed as intersectionality
12

, which highlights the 

systems of oppression or power relations as a web of complex intersections. Moreover, an 

intersectional approach and analysis reflects an infinity of possibilities that produce distinct 

experiences of oppression, however this does not (necessarily) mean that each experience of 

oppression is unique in the way that it cannot relate to other forms of oppressions, unlike identity 

politics suggest. Because all forms of oppression are interlocked, in other words, each requires 

the other in order to survive
13

; all distinct experiences of oppression are interlinked as well.  

 Since all oppressions are interlinked, and we are all complicit in each other's oppression, 

then the question arises: how shall we overcome? Emerging from the general literature, but 

posing a more complicated view as the actual composition and flux in relationships between and 

among identity-defined groups, alliance politics offers a critical framework both for political and 

academic engagement of collective action. It is possible to argue that politics of alliance not only 

emerged from but also is deeply related to Third World feminisms. Alliance politics is a form of 

and a scholarly approach to radical/dissident political organizing. Alliance politics offers 

                                                     

11
 June Jordan, Technical Difficulties: African-American Notes on the State of the Union. (New 

Pantheon Books, 1992). 
12

 In Chapter 2, I also touch upon the latest debates on intersectionality being 'mainstreamed'. 
13

 Sherene Razack, Looking White People in the Eye  (University of Toronto Press, 1998). 
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discussions around solidarity/coalition/alliance building across differences as a vision and means 

of political engagement. Various approaches to define and operationalize solidarity, to discuss 

why maintain and when to disassemble alliances and to stress conflicts in the web of complex 

power relations internal to the organizing form the basis of epistemology and methodology of 

politics of alliance literature. 

 As I will expand further in Chapter 2, I argue that alliance politics is a critique from 

within identity politics which offered an alternative to identity politics in the way that it does not 

disregard marginalized identities and/or difference but challenges the 'boundaries' between 

diverse identities/differences on which identity politics rely by critically complicating the 

identity-formation processes and politics of positionality.  

 By centralizing the experiences of a young group which is situated in a rather complex 

context in which individual and group complicities in each other's oppressions are undisputed, in 

this dissertation I investigate the possibilities and downfalls of alliance politics in general, and 

everyday solidarity praxes in radical politics today.  

 I use praxis in my imagining of alliance politics intentionally on two theoretical 

principles: First, because alliance politics centers intersectional analysis methodologically, it 

construes power relations in relation to each other; not only in terms of an oppressor and 

oppressed but also power relations between different oppressed groups. Thus, it highlights the 

complicities in oppression among 'allies'
14

. In solidarity building, these complicities require a high 

level of self-reflexive critiquing, or praxis in Marxist terms. Second, I use praxis in order to point 

the academic and political organizational character of alliance politics. That is, as seen in the 

development of Third World feminisms, alliance politics, too, derives from and contributes back 

to radical political labour. In that sense, alliance politics as a theory grows on the practice of 

political labour while it challenges that practice with further theoretical tools.  

                                                     

14
 For examples of discussion on such complex relationships of complicities see: Srivastava, 

Fellows, and Razack. I also contribute to this discussion in Chapter 2.  
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 Deriving from my field work, as well as personal experiences of radical political 

engagement in two diverse localities, Turkey and Canada, I also attempt to contribute to the 

literature of alliance politics with an alternative imagination of solidarity praxis, which I call, 

precarious alliances. This is an attempt to locate solidarity praxis in the current trends of radical 

politics which were shaped largely by the neoliberal values and practices of NGOization, 

militarization of the police and surveillance regimes. On the other hand, dialectically it became 

growingly relevant in terms of strategies of radical politics today. In that sense, I understand 

precarious alliances both as an analytical tool and as a radical political strategy.   

 First, I take my departure point for precarious alliances from Pierre Bourdieu's discussion 

on precarity in which he defines its major effects as:  

the de-structuring of existence, which is deprived among other 

things of its temporal structures, and the ensuing deterioration of 

the whole relationship to the world, time and space. Casualization 

profoundly affects the person who suffers it: by making the 

whole future uncertain, it prevents all rational anticipation and, in 

particular, the basic belief and hope in the future that one needs 

in order to rebel, especially collectively, against present 

conditions, even the most intolerable.
15

 

 

Radical politics, too, are either "casualized" in the forms of NGOs or "de-structured" through 

marginalization of the radical politics to the extent that radical political labor is marked as the 

marginal, the threat and in some instances, like Turkey, the terrorist. In that sense, solidarity 

building especially across differences today, similar to other strategies, is precarious as it is 

forced into a constant anxiety of insecurity (for instance police violence and surveillance) and 

loss (for instance of funding, of income, of life). 

  On the other hand, albeit probably counter-intuitively, I approach precarious alliances 

also as a radical political strategy today. Keeping in mind the collective actions after the 2000s all 

around the globe from uprisings to youth-initiated movements, I suggest that radical politics 

                                                     

15
 Pierre Bourdieu, Acts of Resistance: Against the New Myths of our Time (Polity Press, 1998: 

2000) 



 

10 

 

present a trajectory that gradually distances itself from fragmented identity politics towards 

solidarity building and alliance politics. I argue that alliances are inevitable even for the most 

'unlikely' groups or politics. Solidarity building is urgent and vital however they are 'imagined'. 

But also, I argue, they are precarious as they are short-term, ephemeral, temporary and frequently 

shifting. What differs today's solidarity building practices from previous moments of resistance is 

this temporality: the question now is not how to build solidarities but how to solidify them. Thus, 

I situate the A-C M as an everyday example of how precarious alliance looks like today, how it 

operates and what challenges and promises it may carry.   

1.3 Situating the Case in the Contextual Framework: Leftist Politics in Turkey  

 Social movements in general, but specifically political dissidence on the Left (which 

includes communists, socialists, social democrats, labour unions, feminists, LGBT and 

environmental dissidents) have a deeply rooted, dynamic yet anguished history in modern 

Turkey.  A brief introduction is in order, but I will present greater detail to the major events of the 

last two decades in Chapter 4. 

 After the foundation of the Turkish Republic, in the aftermath of WWI, a strong state 

apparatus under One Party Rule (1923-1945)
16

 emerged that stifled dissent for decades
17

. More 

so, after the end of One Party Rule, the Cold War alliances reinforced the anti-worker and anti-

Left position of the ruling parties, at least until the 1960s. Nevertheless, given the political and 

geographical alignments of Turkey, growing global trends in social movements from student 

movements of Europe, where many Turks immigrated after 1960s as workers and as political 

                                                     

16
 Especially after the early 1930s, the development of the state ideology, namely, Kemalism is 

significant to note here. Kemalism refers to six founding principles of Turkish Republic: 

Republicanism, Populism (See Chapter 5), Laicism, Reformism, Nationalism and Etatism. See for 

instance: Zürcher. 
17

 For instance, 1927 Communist Purge can be a good example. For further discussion on it, see 

Tuncay and Kucuk. For a broader relationship of Kemalism and leftist politics discussion  see: 

Ulus. Similarly, debates on Kadro (Cadre) Movement can be useful. See for instance: Tekeli and  

İlkin, Yanardag.  
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refugees to liberation movements in the Middle East have always found ground in the building of 

social movements and political dissidence. Given the fact that the 1961 constitution provided 

constitutional ground and a more democratic atmosphere in terms of  political organization and 

performing dissidence; political dissidence in Turkey had its most dynamic days in the period 

between 1960 and 1980. According to Erik Zürcher, a renowned historian, the well-known 

demonstrations in 1960 known as 555K
18

 against the Democrat Party government mark the first 

time the political dissidents acclaimed streets as a ground of performing protest
19

. It is possible to 

argue, from that point onward the streets remained the center of political dissent in Turkey.  

 A point of rupture was the 1980 coup d’état.  It affected all groups in the country but 

especially the Left and labour organizations of the country. Between 1980 and 1985, more than 

650000 people were arrested, approximately 1700000 people were documented as “threat” to the 

national security and 30000 people were forced into exile.
20

 Survivors of this brutal political 

environment could only come together to produce dissidence by the late 1980s. The very first 

political groups to re-emerge after the purges and imprisonment of 1980 coup were feminists as 

they went relatively 'unnoticed' by the junta
21

. It is possible to argue that these first feminist 

groups were in nature solidarity movements as they were previously organized under different 

(and mostly dramatically distinct) fractions of socialist groups yet they had to come together to 

survive the coup d’état through solidarity. In that sense, feminists were the agents carrying the 

dissidence to the 1990s.  

                                                     

18 555K was a code word for “on the fifth day of the fifth month, at 5 o’clock in Kızılay, capital 

city’s city center.   
19

 Erik Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History. I.B.Taurus 1993:2004.  
20

 "12 Eylül Darbesinin Ağır Bilançosu Hala Unutulmadı" Birgun,  11 September 2011.  
21

 Şirin Tekeli, "1980ler Türkiyesi’nde Kadınlar” 1980ler Türkiyesi’nde Kadın Bakış Açısından 

Kadınlar  edited by Şirin Tekeli  (İletişim, 1990).  
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 As such, it was after 1980 coup, as possibilities for public dissent grew that New Social 

Movements
22

 gained a momentum in Turkey. Indeed, with the 1990s identity recognition as well 

as rights and freedoms discourse became the main trends in a political terrain in which labour 

organizing was stifled and silenced. During this period, the women’s movement became 

institutionalized through first Gender Studies departments in the country
23

 then LGBT movement 

began to develop
24

 and Kurdish liberation movement began to lose their Marxist-Leninist labour-

based political roots to national recognition, rights and freedoms discourse
25

. One might argue 

that Islamist politics, both among men and women were part of this trend were it not for the fact 

that they were, thanks to the compromises made by the military and ruling elites, one of the main 

beneficiaries of the coup itself. In the next section, I will expand on this discussion.  

1.4 The Historical and Cultural Context: Islamism and the AKP's “Neoliberal 

Populism”  

If Turkey experienced the belated emergence of identity politics in some areas, it followed larger 

trends in the region in another form of identity politics: Islamism and what Asef Bayat has termed 

‘Post-Islamism’. In understanding the A-C M's uniqueness in their solidarity praxis in the Turkish 

political terrain, contextualizing political Islam especially in relation to leftist politics is crucial.  

                                                     

22
 The literature on New Social Movements in Turkey, as I find it, is quite limited. In this limited 

literature feminist and LGBT organizing seems like the dominant topic. Still, Mustafa Kemal 

Coskun's dissertation "Old and New Social Movements: Democratic Expansions in Turkey" 

(Ankara University Sociology Department, 2004) is worth mentioning. I must note, however, his 

naming of "life-choice organizations", which predominantly covered the LGBTI organizing is 

quite problematic. Also, as will be discussed further in Chapter 3, I believe quantitative 

approaches to social movements especially in complex contexts like Turkey fall short in 

understanding collective action trends.    
23

 For a really insightful commentary on these departments see Atakul.  
24 For a discussion on LGBT movement in Turkey as identity politics see Baba.  
25

 For a historical perspective on the trends of Kurdish liberation movement, see Gunes. This 

latest trend was crystallized in movement's leader Abdullah Ocalan's books Kürt Sorununda 

Demokratik Çözüm Bildirgesi (Mem, 1999) and Bir Halki Savunmak (Amara, 2004)  
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 Similar to my approach to leftist politics in Turkey, I again situate political Islam through 

their relationships with state power, and their alliances with other groups especially right-leaning 

Turkish nationalists. Akin to other political context in the Middle East, such as Nasserite Egypt 

and Baathist Syria and Iraq, Islamists in Turkey seemed initially to position themselves against 

social engineering projects of modernization at the hands of ruling parties, specifically the 

founding principle of  “laicism”. Islamist politics
26

 gained their momentum in the 1960s, but their 

visibility in the political scene was at its peak in the 1970s. Thus, particularly in the case of 

Turkey, both the Islamist movements and Post-Islamist turn was less of an assertion of Islam in 

the political sphere than the reclamation of Muslimhood as suppressed cultural and political 

identity in the secular public space
27

.   

 As will be discussed in Chapter 4, the state-sponsored “Associations for Struggle against 

Communism” [ASAC] in the late 1950s till the 1960s should be considered as a turning point in 

the relationship between Islamism and ruling parties. These organizations which encouraged 

participation in a common anti-Communist struggle provided the material ground such as 

institutions and funding, for Islamist youth to mobilize. Especially in smaller cities, ASAC 

became a vehicle that allowed Islamist youth to organize
28

. In addition, anti-communism bridged 

the ideological gap that had existed between Islamists and nationalists. This alliance of 

nationalists and Islamists in the 1970s is highly significant as it affected profoundly rather 

conflicted relationship of the Left and Islam in unique ways in the Turkish context.  

  The real opportunity for the rise of political Islam's heyday came in the 1990s 

specifically after the victory of Welfare (Refah)  Party (the most prominent expression of political 

Islam at the time) in the municipal elections of 1994. These elections catapulted Welfare Party 

                                                     

26
 I explain my usage of political Islam and Islamism in Chapter 4.  

27
 Binnaz Toprak, Religion, Society and Politics in a Changing Turkey (TESEV, 2007).   

28
 Akincilar, as the first independent political youth group, also emerged from within these 

associations. The most well-known Islamist political figures, including the AKP founders and 

Erdogan himself have been part of Akincilar.  
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into the major cities of Turkey, including Istanbul and Ankara, providing the first entry point to 

the constituency of the urban poor through the party's charity networks mostly run by the party's 

women organizations. In relation to that, another important milestone for the future of political 

Islam in Turkey was the 28 February 1997 “soft” military intervention that resulted in a total ban 

on the Welfare Party and its leadership
29

. However, its successor, the Virtue (Fazilet) Party, 

proved more adept at navigating the political constraints imposed by the military: its leaders 

opted to negotiate with the multiple state actors such as judiciary, economic elites and the military 

as well as suppressing the more radical expression of its goals among its followers to prevent 

further bans on the new party. "Reforming the party" as a concept that signals a strategic shift in 

party politics became the subject of much debate within the Virtue Party as well as among 

Islamists more broadly. It was from these discussions as well as the strategic decisions for 

mobilization that furnished the AKP with a new political position.  Given the global context, the 

AKP also played to the geopolitical conjuncture. In the global re-shifting of political paradigm  

after 9/11 attacks in 2001, the AKP's call for a "conservative democracy", which was translated 

by the Western media as "moderate Islamism", was welcomed and cherished not only in 

Washington but also in Brussels.   

 From the perspective of what Asef Bayat has called "the Post-Islamist turn",
30

 the AKP 

presents an unusual case. According to Bayat, political Islam exhibits a trend that shifts from a 

world-view focusing on Islam as a religion toward re-positioning Islamic movements in the larger 

global context. It is a shift that juxtaposes, if not prioritizes, Western liberal values, including 

individualism, secularization, free market, individual rights and cultural freedoms,  with 

                                                     

29
 In Chapter 4, I also challenge the mainstream argument that 28 February military intervention 

was against Islamists  by pointing out the growing university-based student organizing of the time 

which was compared to the '68 generation.  
30

 Asef Bayat, "The coming of a post‐Islamist Society, Critique" Critical Middle Eastern Studies, 

5:9, (1996):43-52. The AKP has been considered as the example of this turn lately. However, in 

Chapter 4 I argue it was not the AKP but Virtue Party who attempted for a post-Islamist turn.  
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religiosity. In a sense, Islam, or religiosity in general, is detached as the core of a political 

program and ideology and becomes a matter of individual faith.      

 In Chapter 4, I find the notion of Post-Islamism to be useful for examining shifts in 

Islamist movements in Turkey from the 1990s onward, I argue that political Islam was adopted 

the general trend toward identity politics in the Left.  It also borrowed from Leftist parties 

(indeed, some of its adherents were ex-socialists) the emphasis on democratic rights which were 

still constrained by the authoritarianism and ‘Deep State’ repression of the 1980s. Its 

organizations also took their cases beyond the Turkish courts, utilizing the legal channels of the 

European Union,  such as the European Court of Human Rights to plea their cases against 

political bans of the party cadres. After the AKP's overwhelming electoral victories of the early 

2000s,  these shifts in political strategies became more insistent as it established its rule.  The 

AKP leadership actually shaped its public image and presented itself as not only 'the voice of 

hitherto unrepresented majority of Muslims', but also the voice of all oppressed groups in Turkey, 

conservative and secular alike through borrowing a discourse of democratization and freedoms. 

This to some degree confirms what Bayat argues:  "Post-Islamism", he argues, “implies an 

understanding that not only is Islam compatible with modernity, but its very survival as a religion 

depends upon achieving this compatibility".
31

 

            However, in contribution to the Post-Islamism debate, I argue that what really forged the 

AKP’s identity as the so-called democratizing force in the sphere of Turkish politics was not this 

borrowed language of democratic rights of speech and political representation, but its embrace of 

neoliberal economics. Indeed, this discursive strategy was key for it to win over both Islamic and 

the secular bourgeoisie. Rather, the AKP turned neoliberalism into an instrument to create its 

institutional hegemony. In effect, what the AKP achieved was to create a new, hegemonic order 

based on what can be called an Islamist "neoliberal populism.” In Chapter 5, I will explore the 
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mechanisms and appeal of this phenomenon further. The party slogan (and name) of “Justice and 

Development” projected the AKP leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan as a representative and a 

'champion' of the poor, the unorganized, the underclass, the workers of informal sector pacifying 

them with promise of  reforms in  economic, political and social structures that would benefit 

these classes all the while using the state as an economic template to forge alliances with other 

important Turkish economic actors, foreign governments and transnational corporations, as well 

as a means of rewarding party elites.   

 The emergence of the A-C M organization represents a foundational and unique 

departure in these trends of Islamism in Turkey. That being said, there are three main reasons 

why this group may contribute to the scholarship of social movements in Turkey and in general. 

First, from studies of political Islam and Social Movements point of view, this group shows that 

Islamist/Islamic political rhetoric and social movements does not stand as a monolithic example
32

. 

Especially considering the latest social/political movements in the Middle East/North Africa 

region and Turkey’s so-called role as the new model of democracy for the region, such diverse 

voices would be prominent. Second, given the history of violence on the leftists of the country 

perpetrated by Islamists and nationalists, this self-identified Muslim group’s reconciliation 

attempts with the Left would reveal a dramatic reading of the historicities of the Left, and in 

relation to that, reflect a historical and contemporary analysis of Islamism in Turkey.
 
 Third, and 

most importantly, what the A-C M tries to achieve is to build solidarities with other anti-

capitalists of the country yet this requires for them a constant self-critiquing of their Muslim 

identity, which is now capitalized and monopolized at the hands of the Islamic hegemony of the 

AKP. Thus, their experiences of the past four years, with their downfalls and achievements, 

would provide a valuable example for precarity of their solidarity praxis. 
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 Asef Bayat, “Islamism and Social Movement Theory” Third World Quarterly, 26:6 (2005): 891 
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1.5 Methodology, Research Design, Objectives and Rationale of the Study 

A critical scholarly engagement with social movements, and solidarity building specifically, 

requires a critical methodology. The mainstream social scientific research approach to collective 

action has tended to be male-centric, heteronormative and hierarchical, entailing a top-to-bottom, 

and overly quantitative methodologies. Employing a more  critical approach to research requires 

prioritizing actors’ voices over the group, specificity over models. In this sense adopting a critical 

approach to social movements is itself a political statement that questions “how the everyday 

contributes to the maintenance of power.”
33

  

 In this project, I have utilized a specific methodology: Institutional Ethnography-Political 

Activist Research. Institutional Ethnography was introduced by Dorothy Smith, a well-known 

Marxist and feminist sociologist. Its goal is to:  

map the translocal processes of administration and governance that 

shape those circumstances via the linkages of ruling relations. 

Recognizing that such connections are accomplished primarily through 

what might be called textually-mediated social organization, 

institutional ethnographers focus on texts-in-use in multiple settings.
34

   

 

Dorothy Smith’s student George Smith focused Institutional Ethnography around political groups 

and social movements. According to George Smith, [it is] 

through confrontation with ruling regimes, activists are able to uncover 

aspects of their social organizations. Through forms of engagement that 

start from the standpoint of the everyday aspirations of their 

participants, these participants quickly come into contact and conflict 

with the organizational and administrative logics of the institutions they 

crossed.
35

 

 

                                                     

33
 Feminist Ethnography, in S. Delamont , P. Atkinson & A. Coffey (Eds.) Handbook of 

Ethnography. (Sage,2001) 426-443.  
34

 J. A. Holstein, "Institutional Ethnography".Social Problems, 53 (2006): 293 
35

Caelie Frampton,  et al. "Social Movements/Social Research : Towards Political Activist 

Ethnography" Sociology for Changing the World: Social Movements/Social Research Edited by 

Frampton Caelie, et al Fernwood Publishing. 2006. p:3 
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Thus, the confrontational moments of the social movements with the power brokers and the state 

provide, in particular, rich sites for investigation that reveal the mechanisms of power manage 

and rule the lives of everyday people. These moments of confrontation provide "a breach, a point 

from which to begin investigating both the everyday operations of the institution and the tools 

and techniques to which it has recourse in those moments when it feels challenged."
36

 With this 

methodological framework in mind and as the guiding principle for my investigation, I identified 

four main objectives of my interviews and documentation:  

1. To explore avenues for and the challenges of solidarity building across and among 

diverse political dissident groups, 

2. To contribute and trans-nationalize alliance politics discussions and literature via 

comparisons of Turkish dissident politics with other contexts,  

3. To map out the contemporary ruling relations in Turkey and the resistance against it, 

particularly with respect to the A-C M members,  

4. To consider and evaluate strategies and practices of the A-C M members in order to 

expand the discussions on solidarity building based on their experience and with respect 

to possibility of expanding the grounds and tactics of dissident movements 

 

My fieldwork began in early 2013, immediately after acquiring clearance for my intended field 

research from General Research Ethics Board. After my initial contact with the group in Ankara, 

I became more deeply involved in the group, 'officially'  joining the group in June 2013. As I will 

describe in greater detail in chapters 5 and 6, although my intention was to finalize the field 

research over the summer of  2013, my plans changed abruptly. The largest nation-wide uprising 

in Turkey’s modern history took place. Over the past four years, I  have maintained close contact 

with members of the group and their mentor, Ihsan Eliacik via internet and in person. In all, I 
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conducted 10 semi-structured interviews
37

  with group members in different cities along the lines 

of institutional ethnography and these interviews have been supplemented by my own 

observations and field notes as well as by collecting and interpreting other texts, such as 

photographs, written statements, videos and slogans. 

1.6 Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized in 7 chapters and 2 appendices, including this introduction (chapter 

1). In chapter 2, I lay the ground for alliance politics in its critical yet organic relationship with 

identity politics. First, I outline the rise of what have been called “New Social Movements” and 

identity politics, as well the critique of their praxes, particularly from the perspective of Third 

World feminisms. Intersectionality furnished a methodological and practical commentary on 

identity politics. It is on this bases that I describe theories and concepts of alliance politics 

generally and extrapolate to larger global context in which radical politics have had less 

autonomy as they constantly confront pressure through funding regimes which require a 

competition among groups, NGOization and militarization of the police. My synthesis involves 

an alternative approach to solidarity praxis and alliance politics that is framed with respect to 

these key differences in circumstances.  

 Chapter 3 is dedicated to my methodology. In addition to the original contributions of 

Dorothy Smith and George Smith on Institutional Ethnography, I review the adaptation and 

interventions of other scholars who have been interested in researching political organizing. After 

a brief summary of some examples of how other scholars utilized this approach, I go over how I 

incorporated it in my own research, with its challenges and promises. Chapter 4 is divided into 

two parts. In the first section I contextualize leftist politics of Turkey between the 1960s and 

2010. I specifically attempt to show the major trends and shifts in dissident, which, albeit 
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uncoordinated, simultaneously paralleled the path of the New Social Movements and identity 

politics. The second section is dedicated to tracing the emergence of Islamist politics prior to the 

AKP and after, including through the Post-Islamist turn. Given the attempt to unify Islamist 

identity politics with a strong critique and opposition to neoliberalism, both sections are necessary 

to properly situate the A-CM in the Turkish context as well as to present the possibilities and 

obstacles for creating new alliances. 

 Chapter 5 sets the stage for the emergence of the A-C M. In this chapter, however, I 

present the political dynamics of Turkey since 2002, by examining the AKP's concept of the 

“New Turkey” as well as by analyzing the sources of resistance to it. It is in this chapter that I 

explore the mechanisms of “Islamist neoliberal populism” and how rhetoric and practices of the 

ruling party have been successful in establishing a cultural and political hegemony and consent-

making, despite the brutal effects of privatization, authoritarianism and widespread corruption.  

 Chapter 6 is dedicated to the case study itself: the Anti-Capitalist Muslims. As the case 

study of this dissertation, the group, hence the chapter, should be read as an analytical work in 

which the debates on alliance politics as well as the dissident politics and hegemony in Turkey 

collide. In this chapter, I provide a reading of this group which incorporates my 

fieldwork/experiences as well as some of the external readings of and reactions to the group. I 

also exemplify some of their most groundbreaking direct action strategies. Also in this chapter, I 

provide a portrait of Ihsan Eliacik, the mentor of the group whose life reveals the history of 

conflict between the Left and Islam as well as possibilities of an anti-capitalist “Muslimhood” 

which challenges the core ideas of the “New Turkey.”  

 In the conclusion, chapter 7 offers a summary of the dissertation’s accomplishments and 

limitations while indicating directions for further research on solidarity-building. In the 

appendices, I provide translations of Ihsan Eliacik's key works as well as some of his interviews 

with the media. Given his impact on the group but more importantly his critical contributions to 
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rethinking Muslim ethics and politics with respect to neoliberalism’s effect on society and state, I 

think it is important to make his ideas available to an English-speaking audience.  The second 

appendix is a translation of the A-C M’s aforementioned manifesto.   

                 In this way, the dissertation ends where I started.  
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Chapter 2 Identity Politics and Their Discontents: Alliance Politics and 

Solidarity Praxis 

You don't go into coalition because you just like it. The only reason you would 

consider trying to team up with somebody who could possibly kill you, is because 

that's the only way you can figure you can stay alive. 

Bernice Johnson Reagon 
38

  

We had come together like elements erupting into an electric storm, exchanging 

energy, sharing charge, brief and drenching. Then we parted, passed, reformed, 

reshaping ourselves the better for the exchange. 

Audre Lorde
39 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Today in Turkey, as in much of the world, we are witnessing the domination of social and 

political movements which, strangely enough, have common roots in the counter-culture of the 

1960s and the identity-rights politics that they engendered. Identities remain not only a ‘wedge 

issue’ but the pivot around which the “Left” and “Right” wings have been reorganized. In 

Turkey, these polarities are also product of coalition building which may be, at least temporarily, 

more successful on the Right. Right-wing identity politics, of which Islamist parties must be 

considered an expression, have harnessed their self-definition and message to a type of neoliberal 

redistribution and paternalism. On the Left, while identity based movements have grown more 

critical of their premises, tactics and strategies, they have yet to realize a successful way to bind 

together groups and allies in enduring and transformative social movements.  In the 2010s, we 

have arrived to a point globally where far-right has been on the rise all over the globe resembling 
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a trend of the 1980s. Borrowing language and tactics from each other; right wing parties, leaders 

and groups gained momentum in cultural and political spaces by harnessing popular support in 

vast numbers and thus dominating the everyday politics. Dialectically, in the past decade, massive 

popular uprisings and fledgling but somehow more resilient youth-initiated movements have 

dramatically challenged the ideas of identity-formation and oppression as well as notions of 

resistance and dissidence. In the process, they have also re-shaped the goals and means of 'doing' 

politics.  

 That these movements have become global has much to do with ever more rapid flows of 

knowledge, ideology and status-linked branded commodities on one side and neoliberalism's 

structural transformations on the other. These conditions have directly shaped the nature of 

mobilizations of dissent at both the local and international levels. Over much of the twentieth 

century while large-scale labour movements formed through unionization political party-

mobilization  and student protests declined, what has been called New Social Movements
40

 

[hereafter NSMs]seemed to take their place: these NSMs gained momentum  by rallying on the 

basis of specific rights and freedoms as well as in recognition of identity and difference: that is, 

on the basis of  identity politics.
41

 

 Similarly, in the midst of these transformations in form and bases of mobilization, the 

tactics of coalitions also changed. In effect, what has been called “alliance politics” shares roots 

with identity politics. The NSMs generated a political atmosphere in which identity-group-based 

movements started to expand the political idea of solidarity across different groups also emerged. 

In the midst of such dynamic intra-group relationships, as I will explore in greater detail later in 

this chapter, it is possible to view alliance politics as an implicit critique of identity politics from 

within. In other words, alliance politics acknowledges, reinforces and, often, celebrates the 
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uniqueness of each identity-based group. Yet the very process of coalescing produces a tension: 

bringing different groups together in an alliance entails staking boundaries between definitions of 

difference. The very notion of oppression must be defined in a more complex and comprehensive 

fashion than the fragmented platform of any single identity-based group: to engage in alliance 

politics requires looking for the ways to forge meaningful, radical political programs that will 

find a common ground of solidarity among and across diverse identity-based groups.  

 This dissertation is concerned with the limits and potential of NSMs on the Left and the 

possibilities for building alliances as an alternative. Conceptually this chapter departs from an 

analysis of the origins of  these movements, rather focuses on their limitations and possible 

cooptation by establishment institutions (the neoliberal university and  Non-Governmental or 

Non-Profit Organizations(NGOs)) and critiques on the NSMs. Among these critiques, discussions 

around the politics of alliance was perhaps the most important. Alliance politics is a form of and a 

scholarly approach to radical/dissident political organizing. It emerged from earlier analyses of 

Third World feminisms but posed a more complicated view as the actual composition and flux in 

relationships between and among identity-defined groups. Alliance politics offers a more critical 

framework both for political and academic engagement of collective action. It provides an 

approach to define and operationalize solidarity, to discuss why maintain and when to 

disassemble alliances and to examine conflicts that arise in the web of complex power relations 

internal to the organizing.  

2.2 From 'We Shall Overcome' to 'La Isla Bonita': From "Cycles of Protests" to 

New Social Movements  

In understanding the origins of the NSMs, it is necessary to consider the waning years of the Cold 

War. In the West, the Cold War had configured politics on the basis of anti-communist 

propaganda while the welfare state structure, especially in Western Europe, allowed unionization 

and encouraged an active citizen engagement in public spheres, as later in terms of  student and 
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youth movements. By contrast, the same period for the Third World witnessed decolonization and 

national independence movements in Africa, Asia and the Middle East and popular Left 

movements swept through Latin America. In tandem with these global popular movements 

emerged as a phenomena that Frank Parkin has called "middle class radicalism"
42

 which was  

marked by tendency to engage in issue-based direct action. A British-North American example is 

the “Campaign for the Nuclear Disarmament" that was initiated by Bertrand Russell and E. P. 

Thompson in 1957
43

. Although African-Americans led the movement for Civil Rights in the 

United States,  from the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955 onwards, this movement to secure 

equality across racial lines, also enlisted white middle class support, from clergymen and women 

to the likes of Leonard Bernstein, the composer-conductor. 

 The 1960s, on the eve of the crises over energy in the West, spurred by the youth 

movement of children of the post-War generation, in the South by nationalism-decolonization as 

well as by movements to gain civil rights in the United States, produced what Sydney Tarrow 

defines as a “cycle of protests": 

A phase of heightened conflict and contention across the social system 

that includes: a rapid diffusion of collective action from more mobilized 

to less mobilized sectors; a quickened pace of innovation in the forms 

of the contention; new or transformed collective action frames; a 

combination of organized and unorganized participation; and sequences 

of intensified interaction between challengers and authorities which can 

end in reform, repression and sometimes revolution.
44

 

 

Civil disobedience and direct action tactics were circulated and reorganized over and over again 

around the world from Libya to Northern Ireland; from Greece to Quebec. Many of these 

movements organized around important single issues. The United States saw the rise of many 

different movements: self-determination movements by Blacks, Puerto Ricans and Chicanos, as 
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well as attempts to reclaim traditional lands by Indigenous peoples; second-wave feminism  

challenged structural constraints to equality while Lesbian-gay-rights movement rallied against 

homophobia especially after the Stonewall (1969) assault. Environmentalists took direct action 

against logging in endangered forests and to prevent the building of nuclear power plants while 

the Peace Movement, which first targeted nuclear arms race of the Cold War expanded to 

mobilize students, particularly those of draft-age against the U.S. involvement in Vietnam (1961-

1975). 

 While the street politics grew more radically around the globe in the form of armed 

conflict and urban guerilla movements, from the Black Panther Party to Irish Republican Army,  

what can be called counter-culture movements were also on the rise especially in the Western 

Europe and North America. Artistic expressions of the 1960s, particularly in music, reflected the 

street politics in a non-radical form. What was called 'Hippies', or, 'the Flower Children', or 

countercultural movement of the 1960s and 1970s were anti-authoritarian in nature, thus 

communal lifestyle, sexual freedom and environmental awareness were common among the 

youth. As a prominent scholar of the New Social Movements, Alberto Melucci, argued, the 

countercultural movements "more than others in the past, have shifted towards a non-political 

terrain: the need for self-realization in everyday life".
45

 The counterculture movements were more 

effective in changing, or at least challenging the everyday lifestyle through art, clothing, hair and 

makeup style as well as usage of recreational drugs. "A combination of counter-cultural values 

and widespread dissatisfaction with the conformist consumer society of the 1950s found 

expression through commercial media and emerging youth markets in fashion and popular 

music."
46

 Rock festivals like Woodstock (US), Nimbin (Australia), Glastonbury (UK) Festival 
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Rock y Ruedas de Avándaro (Mexico) became the cornerstones of the expression of these 

counter-cultural values to the general public.  

 It is possible to argue that the growing potential of dissidence during the 1950s and early 

1960s reached a peak point with the year 1968 in Europe, especially with the May Movement in 

Paris. A small student protest in the University of Nanterre against the authoritarian regulations of 

the university administration such as a ban on the opposite sex visits in the student dormitories 

and  preventative measures of student organizing was suppressed by the brutality of the riot 

police igniting a two month nationwide uprising in France. While students occupied universities, 

starting with Sorbonne; unions called for a nationwide strike in which more than ten million 

workers took part. While the slogan of 'Viva la commune Paris' echoed from Quartier Latin, the 

central government under the famous general of World War II, Charles De Gaulle left the country 

for his safety. The departure of De Gaulle was considered a sign of 'conditions of revolution 

being matured'. Yet, following two months of uprising on the streets, the general elections were 

lost to De Gaulle again leading to a triumph of 'pessimism of the intellect' over 'the optimism of 

the will' among the intelligentsia and the dissidents not only in France but overall in the West.
47

 

The May Movement of 1968 was considered a turning point in joint mobilization for 

European and North American Marxist intellectuals. The discussions around the reasons behind 

the failure of the May Movement mostly highlighted the end of the institutionalization of the 

politics in the form of revolutionary party politics or unionization. "The May Movement", as 

Alain Touraine termed it, was not a strategically organized or ideologically coherent movement. 

It was a demonstration of spontaneous street solidarity and revolutionary enthusiasm by students 

and workers that "failed to produce any lasting structural impact."
48

 In this period, the well-

known thinkers and academics, like Herbert Marcuse, aligned themselves with a new Post-
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Marxist theoretical positioning that is called, the New Left. The New Left departed from their 

analysis of May 1968, to point to the new predominance of  cultural and political over the 

economic movements of post-industrial societies, including groups dedicated to the women's and 

gay-lesbian liberation, environmentalist/green, peace, black and native liberation movements, or 

the New Social Movements. 

  The New Social Movements, a term coined by Alain Touraine, engaged both the 

academy and street in dialectical relationship. The New Left re-calibrated the class struggle by 

mostly calling the youth, especially the university students, as the new class of the post-industrial 

society in which not economy but culture constituted the chasm of the conflict and the youth as 

the new agents of social change through New Social Movements.  As David West opines "the 

anti-authoritarianism of the New Left made it more open to issues other than class. It was easier, 

as a result, for later theorists and activists to connect with the divergent issues of new social 

movements such as gender, racism, sexuality and ecology."
49

 Following that line, the scholarship 

on social movements, or collective action, raised the discussions on counter-culture, aesthetics 

and ethics of everyday life as well as politics, modes of consumption instead of modes of 

production and cultural expression of the everyday life in post-industrial society: "Indeed,” Grant 

Farred comments, “the New Left is inconceivable without the ‘cultural revolution’ of the 1960s, 

without the Beatles or the Paris student revolt of 1968, without Jimi Hendrix or SDS (Students for 

a Democratic Society), without the riot at the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago or Janis 

Joplin."
50
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2.3 'That Theory Called my Subjectivity': Identity Politics  

With the rise of the 'New Right'
51

  (some of whom originated on the Left) in the 1980s, the New 

Left approach to unity between identity-based NSMs itself started to fade away. With the 

privatization policies of Thatcher-Reagan sweeping the world,  this "iron fist in a velvet glove" 

destroyed unions, led to deindustrialization of the North, and polarized politics around counter-

identity issues, such as the anti-feminism of the American Right. Herbert Marcuse recognized the 

hallmarks of the new political era:  

Neoconservative sociopolitical measures are quintessentially anti-poor, 

anti-labor, and against progressive liberals in the public sector. (...) 

Corporate interests are politically endorsed, which amounted to a class 

assault on the dispossessed and the wage workers [and] constituted a 

fundamentalist counter movement against NSMs “[New Social 

Movements], particularly feminism, environmentalism, pro-choice and 

the gay and lesbian rights.
52

 

 

Under these new circumstances, many of the New Social Movements that emerged in the 1950s 

and 1960s in the West were demobilized. Some were dismantled (by the state) or institutionalized 

(as in Gender Studies and Cultural Studies Departments found throughout North American and 

European universities) or in the form of the first Green Parties, such as that in Germany and in 

Canada. The scholarship of NSMs among the New Left approach, and the intellectual 

environment in general, was directly affected by this scholarship started to produce knowledge on 

dissidence on the basis of representation, difference and claim of autonomous identity. In a way, 

the reclamation of culture, heritage and land in the movements of Black, Chicano and Indigenous 

Movements as well as gay/lesbian and women’s liberation movements were translated into 

identity-based movements and scholarship in the form of identity politics theory and practice.  

  It is precisely in the phase of demobilization that academic reflection became more 

intense. Scholars and activists pondered the meaning and origin of such identity-rooted politics. 

Identity politics may be considered a process of reclaiming selfhood apart from the normative 
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determinants of the society, or what Audre Lorde calls a society’s “mythical norms” --- "In 

America, this norm is usually defined as white, thin, make, young, heterosexual, Christian, and 

financially secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within this 

society."
53

 Thus, identity-based collective action can be defined as  

Proponents of identity politics believe it important to affiliate with those 

who confront similar experiences based on social group characteristics. 

Members of an oppressed group may organize to change their situation, 

as well as their feelings of self-worth and place in the social structure. 

Hence, social characteristics that have been used to exclude certain 

groups have led to social movements organized by those groups to 

change their conditions.
54

 

 

It is possible to argue that identity politics was born with the immediate critique especially from 

the individuals who were closely affiliated with the New Social Movements, than later by the 

academic scholarship. Thus, the discussions on identity politics cannot be summarized without 

the critiques towards it.  The critique on identity politics originated in three main interrelated 

arguments: essentialism, deeper marginalization and de-politicization. 

 First, some critiques of Identity Politics argued that difference-based self-realizations 

through identity claim have always the risk to create an essentialist form of the self and the group. 

There are two reasons for that: One is that identities are fluid in the sense of time and space. 

Identities, thus their politics, are subject to change, however, claiming 'an' identity as the source 

of self-worth and polity  does in fact fix the self to a so-called essence or nature; which makes 

identity 'the' ontology of the being. In line with that, especially with multiple identities or 

hybridity, similar approaches to identity either favors one identity over another essentially or 

completely disregards the complexities of multiple identities.
55

 Moreover, calling identity the 

essence itself is a political process as Linda Nicholson writes: 
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"a feminism of difference" tends to be "a feminism of uniformity". To 

say that "women are different from men in such and such ways" is to 

say that women are "such and such". But inevitably the 

characterizations of women's "nature" or "essence"- even if this is 

described by as a socially constructed "nature" or "essence"- tend to 

reflect the perspective of those making the characterizations. And as 

those who have the power to make such characterizations in 

contemporary European-based societies tend to be white, heterosexual, 

and from the professional class backgrounds that the stories being told 

did not reflect their experiences.
56

 

 

Then, not only rejecting or at least ignoring the multiplicities of identities both in themselves and 

in conversation with others but also even the naming of the identities is a process that reminds, 

and in fact reproduces, the normative boundaries of the dominant system, or "mythical norm", 

against which identity politics was born to resist. This paradoxical relationship of identity politics 

with the formation of identity leads us to the second critique of identity politics.  

 Second critique is based on the idea that identities are defined as socially constructed 

domains of self-realizations. The process of this self-realization in the form of claiming an 

identity can only be on the basis of de-claiming another, or claiming difference. In other words, to 

'become' an identity requires a marking of 'other' that is not the self. As Stuart Hall argues:  

Throughout their careers, identities can function as points of 

identification and attachment only because of their capacity to exclude, 

to leave out, to render 'outside', abjected. Every identity has at its 

'margin', an excess, something more. The unity, the internal 

homogeneity, which the term identity treats as foundational is not a 

natural, but a constructed form of closure, every identity naming as its 

necessary, even if silenced and unspoken other, that which it 'lacks'.
57

 

 

Then, the question raised here could be: who is 'the other' that is left outside the margins? In other 

words, while identity claims and its politics are based on the strategies, techniques and 'beings' 

against the "mythical norm of white, able-bodied, upper class, male heterosexual bodies", there is 

always a possibility that possible 'allies' could be left outside, which would make coalitions 
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impossible and difference but not unity centered. Su Lee interprets this as a “resistance to unity”. 

It is:  

as an indication of political-strategic impotence for building a mass-

based movement for a social transformation. Local autonomy, 

informality and flexibility traversing the citizen politics impede not 

only cooperative coalition politics but also internal bureaucratization 

that may lead to conservative platforms"
58

 

 

Alberto Melucci's engagement with theorization of New Social Movements specifically focuses 

on this issue. He defines the collective action around politics of identity as “collective identity,” 

an action system in which individuals self-define themselves and  conflict and negotiate with each 

other in order to construct a unity or a consciousness and belonging to a collectivity.
59

 He argues 

that the diversity in these movements, as well as critical engagements of people from oppressed 

locations of social life opened a way to discuss possibilities of solidarity on one hand, but also 

complicated the process of solidarity building as a part of formations of collective identity on the 

other. As a scholar of understanding social movements through not the end product of successful 

solidarities but through analysis of the process negotiation and conflict in solidarity building; he 

argues that not the success or failure of the solidarity practice but the process itself is important as 

it challenges the politics, specifically cultural politics, of the individuals on their daily lives. I will 

further discuss this approach to solidarity building later on this chapter, yet it is important to note 

here that the excessive focus of Melucci on the changes of everyday life and cultural practices of 

individuals through politics is one of the grounds for the third critique of identity politics, that is, 

de-radicalization.   

 The third critique of identity politics does not reject  identity politics, or identity per se, 

but is cautious about the trajectories it took especially during and after the 1990s. The critics of 

the identity politics argue that while identity politics, specifically with the critical interventions of 
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feminists of color, paved the way towards an understanding and challenging the interrelations of 

the systemic oppressions which enriched the dissidence especially in the Global North, the 

extensive language and culture around individual-based politics, as in Melucci's approach 

mentioned earlier, changed identity politics' trajectory towards what L.A. Kauffman calls, "anti-

identity politics". Kauffman argues that these new trajectories carried identity politics away from 

radical or even critical perspective; "away from engagement with institutionalized structures of 

power, toward a kind of apolitical introspection, and into a cycle of fragmentation and diffusion 

of political energies."
60

 Accordingly, the New Left, or in general, 'Post-Marxist' turn, that almost 

mainstreamed itself after the 1970s in the context of social movements and dissidence focalized 

"a more introspective cast" or a more self-exploratory approach to identity understanding. In 

other words, while identity politics stemmed from a critique of systemic oppressions and 

diversification of the experiences of these systems by diverse identities, the focuses of the New 

Left on language such as individualization of culture, self-understanding, self-consciousness or 

"self-exploration as a political process in itself"
61

 centralized the self in the system, but not the 

effects or mechanics of the system on the self. In short, the famous slogan of “personal is 

political” was switched into, without much discussion, political is personal. Kauffman argues that 

this trajectory of identity politics towards an individualization of politics not only obscured the 

strategies of solidarity across diverse identities due to "balkanization and fragmentation of the 

Left" but also de-radicalized the progressive politics in the US context:  

Yet perhaps the most striking aspect of this broad transformation of 

identity politics into an introspective, fragmented anti-politics of 

lifestyle is the extent to which the values it promotes -individual 

solutions to social problems, attention to lifestyle, choice-mirror the 

ideology of the marketplace. These parallels point not only to some of 

the likely causes of the depoliticization of identity politics over the last 
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decade or so, but also to the very real pitfalls that an overemphasis on 

identity can bring."
62

 

 

It is important here to note that Kauffman’s paper which was first published in the early 1990s, 

reflected the very first tendencies of fragmentation of politics, a product of individualized identity 

(de)politics, or anti-identity politics. From the 1990s to this day, balkanization and fragmentation 

of the Left, or progressive politics especially in the Global North, reached to an extend that the 

fragmented bodies of politics, including the political, have become dramatically distant physically 

and psychologically. Especially gazing through today's (neo)liberal conservatism, the culture and 

language of "immediacy, indeterminacy, ephemerality, transitory-ness, and relative pervasive 

presentism"
63

 that grew among some identity politics theorists and practitioners translated into 

discourses like post-feminist and post-race societies which in return  marked an era of dismantled 

politics, or post-politics.  Lee calls this culture and language of decenteredness of this era "Hyper-

fragmentation": 

In a consumer society where the commodified mass culture permeates 

nearly all aspects of life, the non-class melting pot ideology may no 

longer be purely ideological. The grassroots politics of NSMs is in 

practice an effective release of culture into society in hyper fragmented 

forms where the symbolic multiplicity of decentered identities take up 

social spaces to the extent of diluting or masking the stratified social 

reality to which we belong.
64

 

 

However, it is important to note here that the individualization critique on identity politics is not 

on personal engagements with power or how individual identities are shaped, produced or 

reproduced in accordance with systemic relations of power per se but making selfhood as the 

center of politics which in return shadows the power relations behind the individual self. It in fact 

highlights the discursive and active switch from "personal is political" to "political is personal". 

In other words, how the subjectivities themselves became central to the political engagements 
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today, but not the relations of power. In order to outline how personalization of the politics, or as 

Lee refers to it, the “privatization of politics,” dismantles collective action today, I think the rapid 

increase of NGOization of the grassroots organizing would be a significant concrete example.  

2.4 NGOization or How to De-radicalize Social Movements  

It is safe to argue that today in both the academia and the street politics,  mainstream tendency to 

engage with politics, or the culture of politics, is mostly shaped by a post-modern western liberal 

discourse. This discourse keeps offering rights and freedoms paradigm in political organizing and 

deconstruction of identity and re-formation of the subject discourses in the academia as the 

normative forms of critical thinking and political engagement. On the other hand, anti-fascist, 

anti-racist, anti-capitalist, anti-authoritarian, non-heteronormative radical social movements are 

forced, yet again but more dramatically, to the margins.  Today they are marked by this post-

modern western liberal culture of politics as reactionary, violent, alien and sometimes even 

outdated. In short, identity politics grew out of resilience of peoples who constantly challenged 

normative boundaries of everyday life, yet the journey of identity politics reached to a point that 

marginalizes the ones who made identities political.  

 How this post-modern western liberal discourse enforced itself on radical politics in the 

Global South has been a point of criticism across a wide range of disciplines in the academia. 

However, due to their specific focus on Middle East-North African (MENA) contexts in which 

this trend tended dramatically to demobilizations of social movements, I would like to highlight 

the works of Lila Abu-Lughod and Joseph Massad here. Although their point of departure as well 

as their methodological approaches differ from one another, both scholars in their respective 

studies reveal the complex relations of how the rights and freedoms discourse of post-modern 

western liberal culture of politics manifest itself and shape the everyday practices and processes 

of radical politics especially in the MENA region.  
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 Although she does not dismiss rights and freedoms discourse altogether
65

, Lila Abu-

Lughod presents how institutionalization of feminist movements on the basis of "women's rights" 

discourse operates dramatically differently in Muslim majority countries
66

, arguing  the necessity 

of approaching what is called "(Muslim) women's rights" as a multifaceted and context-based 

paradigm instead of a universalist and homogenous idea. In a close investigation of 

institutionalized feminist organizations in Egypt, she reveals how the rights and freedoms 

discourse is co-opted into "governmentalization and commercialization": "the most interesting 

phenomenon to observe is how many are building careers and profits on this issue[gendered 

violence] that circulates beyond the halls of the UN and CEDAW hearings."
67

. Yet, in 

comparison of Egyptian women's organizations with Palestinian one, she concludes that the 

Palestinian case differ a lot from the Egyptian one although they utilize the same women's rights 

discourse and a similar model of institutional organization in terms of " their relationship to 

international and national institutions and projects, and even the class relations and solidarities—

many political—among the women and their beneficiaries".
68

 Thus, according to Abu-Lughod, 

similar to "Muslim women's rights", the organizational practices, be it institutional or not, are 

versatile in operationalizing the economic and structural benefits of an adoption of post-modern 

western liberal discourse.  

 Joseph Massad is less unforgiving when it comes to appropriation of this discourse
69

. In 

his foundational work, Desiring Arabs70, he unpacks the traces of this discourse in LGBT 
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organizing which enforces itself on same-sex desire and sexuality of Arab 'other' "in the interest 

of reproducing a world in its own image, one wherein its sexual categories and desires are safe 

from being questioned"
71

. Calling it "the Gay International", Massad argues that it is "a 

missionary task"
72

, to "transform sexual practices into identities"
73

. In his latest book, Islam in 

Liberalism, he expands on the complex web of NGOs and human rights activism, this time 

focusing more on the economy-politics of the post-modern western liberal discourse. He argues:  

the discourse (and organized campaigns) of human rights has more of a 

symptomatic relationship to neoliberal global capitalism: it broaches 

moments of critique; it attempts to inoculate against neoliberalism’s 

worst excesses; sometimes it pretends to offer something almost like a 

counter-public, yet it continues to operate insistently outside the 

economic sphere, the most important of neoliberalism’s theaters of 

operations.
74

 

 

I find both Abu-Lughod's and Massad's interventions to the post-modern western liberal discourse 

quite significant. Especially in the case of identity politics and alliance politics, the issue of 

institutionalization of politics and its demobilizing effects are particularly problematic. Abu-

Lughod's point on commercialization of social movements and Massad's recalibration of this 

trend in the larger neoliberal relations reminds us what INCITE! calls, Non-Profit Industrial 

Complex75, or as commonly referred to particularly in global development studies as, 

NGOization.  

 NGOization can be defined broadly as the widespread global trend of 

"professionalization of dissent" or "institutionalization, professionalization, depoliticization and 

demobilization of movements for social and environmental change"
76

. Before I start briefly 
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discussing this trend, I must say that it is for sure that not all political labour or street politics fall 

immediately or inescapably into the spiral of NGOization. In fact, scholars working on 

NGOization mostly agree on how not all NGOs, or grassroots organizations trying to find a way 

of survival in the political scene through becoming institutionalized can be considered as part of 

NGOization. Rather, NGOization as a term highlights the complicity of NGOs in depoliticization 

and demobilization of the movements in hand with the state and the capital. What has cornered 

radical politics  into the resilient but tiny spaces of political engagement is directly related to the 

trend of NGOization. As Aziz Choudry and Dip Kapoor summarize: "the professionalization of 

dissent, the valorization of certain kinds of knowledge, the devaluing of other forms which 

emerge from within social struggles, and dubious claims to representation frequently go hand in 

hand in the milieus"
77

. 

 One of the functions of 'professional dissent' is that it makes the grassroots organizing, 

street politics or really any forms of political engagement, devalued (especially in an infantilizing 

rhetoric), marginalized or in many cases ostracized. When the NGOs as professional and 

institutional bodies in collaboration with the state and the capital, become not only the 

mainstream but the only possibility of political collective action, grassroots organizing as well as 

larger social movements lose their 'legitimacy'. In that sense, the direct effect that NGOization 

has on collective action is twofold: knowledge production and complicity to hegemony. As 

Kamat argues, especially when it comes to the relationship of professionalized NGOs and 

grassroots organizing, "local knowledge and power is often cast aside or lost in the process", or 

the knowledge produced and disseminated by the NGOs are considered the absolute truth, and 

NGOization "has implications for dividing NGOs and community organizations from social 

movements that are by definition less structured, have non-professional leadership, and are based 
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on experiential/struggle knowledge/traditions and radical ideologies"
78

.  The disjuncture from 

local knowledge/traditions has also an implication of not being able to relate to the historical 

continuities that are as wide as ideological investments to as daily as protest strategies. As 

Dorothy Smith writes  "professionalization uses knowledge to restructure collective non-capitalist 

forms of organization into hierarchical strata, detaching them from the movements they originate 

in and connecting them to the relations of ruling' (...) The organization of professional knowledge 

is more than a guarantee of standards, more than a monopoly of knowledge and skill. It is a 

monopolization control within a dominant class."
79

 In that sense, the set of knowledge the 

NGOization forces onto grassroots organizations as well as larger social movements does not 

only mark 'other' collective actions as unruly but also acclaims themselves as the primary and 

'unique' actors of social change. 

 In relation to that, as Kamat outlines in her book, Development Hegemony: NGOs and the 

State in India80, NGOs professionalization in knowledge production, and its dissemination as the 

absolute truth, resembles the role Antonio Gramsci attributed to intellectuals. Gramsci argues; 

"The intellectuals are the dominant group's 'deputies' exercising the subaltern functions of social 

hegemony and political government" one of which is, "the 'spontaneous'  consent given by the 

great masses of the population to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant 

fundamental group"
81

. In short, then, creation and organization of consent of the masses for the 

dominant group to be representatives of all, or hegemony, is mediated by "the differentiated and 

dispersed associations and institutions of civil society that appear autonomous from political 
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society, that is the state."
82

 In that sense, NGOs, in collaboration with the state and the capital, 

function as 'deputies', similar to Gramscian intellectuals, creating consent of the masses by 

producing and disseminating knowledge and mainstreaming themselves through 

institutionalization and professionalization as the absolute form of political organizing or social 

change while marking other forms of political action/actors that are targeted by "the apparatus of 

state coercive power which 'legally' enforces discipline on those groups who do not 'consent' 

either actively or passively."
83

. Thus, NGOization has been coercing itself to independent 

grassroots organizations as the only form of political engagement and either force them to be 

implicit in producing or reproducing hegemony or to be (further) marginalized.  

 Because it is highly significant, I would like to repeat that: By explaining the counter-

operations of the NGOization in grassroots politics, I do not mean that all grassroots organizing 

are destined to be de-radicalized via institutionalization in the form of NGOs. Reminding Abu-

Lughod's aforementioned studies in Egypt and Palestine, there may be possibilities for 

organizations to instrumentalize the material and structural benefits of institutionalization without 

co-opting.  However, as a contribution to the NGOization literature, I would like to highlight the 

linear yet intricate relationship between fragmented, de-radicalized identity politics and 

NGOization. I find this trajectory of the social movements, NGOization, that became almost 

epidemic not only in the Global North but also in the South as a by-product of de-radicalization 

of the identity politics by the late 1990s. For instance, as mentioned earlier, the de-centered 

imagination of the identity politics and "hyper-fragmentation" of the politics burdened with that 

created an environment that prevents possibilities of solidarities across 'fragments'. Similarly, 

INCITE! argues:   

(...) the [Non-Profit Industrial Complex] promotes a social movement 

culture that is non-collaborative, narrowly focused, and competitive. 

(...) This culture prevents activists from having collaborative dialogues 

                                                     

82
 Gramsci cited in Kamat, 112. 

83
 Gramsci, The Antonio Gramsci Reader, 307. 



 

41 

 

where we can honestly share our failures as well as our successes. (...) 

Framing our organizations as working on a particular issue or a 

particular strategy, we lose perspective on the larger goals of our work. 

Thus, niche marketing encourages us to build a fractured movement 

rather than mass-based movements for social change.
84

  

 

In short, then, identity politics has been the subject of critique on many bases as I tried to 

summarize in the previous section. The critiques can be expanded from various aspects of 

interdisciplinary scholarship and with many examples of outcomes in political dissident praxis. 

However, what I find most intriguing regarding political engagements with the identity politics is 

alliance politics. Would it be too blunt to argue that similar to Marxism or feminism being critical 

to modernity from within modernity, alliance politics, or collective action that aims to spread the 

ground for action across different subjectivities without disregarding the difference, is a critique 

of identity politics from within identity politics. 

2.5 "Other" Interventions: Anti-Racist, Anti-Capitalist, Feminist Critiques of the 

NSMs 

As mentioned in the previous sections, New Social Movements' emphasis on personalization and 

identity formation raised some deep political and scholarly discussions around the limits and 

promises of identity politics. In these discussions, the interventions of feminists to the male 

hegemonic, singular-viewed struggles on specific systems of oppression, largely called second 

wave feminism, have been most influential in the sense that they affected political culture and 

academic engagement. One of the earliest attempts to complicate these struggles was of 

Marxist/socialist feminists, who coined the term 'double exploitation' to refer to how women's 

labor, especially in the private sphere, have been excluded from the larger class struggle, or the 

Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism85
.However, although these critiques were 
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groundbreaking by unpacking the relationship of gender and class, they still fell short of 

problematizing womanhood as a universalized category that erases difference on the basis of race, 

ethnicity and sexuality. By the 1980s, from within the feminist organizing, women initiated a 

polemic on women's movement in the context of the rise of identity politics discourse and raised 

the question of "is woman an identity?" and if so, "who represents that identity?". 

 One of the pioneers of these discussions was bell hooks. In her book, Ain't I a Woman: 

Black Women and Feminism  she writes: "No other group in America has so had their identity 

socialized out of existence as have black women. We are rarely recognized as a group separate 

and distinct from black men, or as a present part of the larger group "women" in this culture. (...) 

When black people are talked about, the focus tends to be on black men; and when women are 

talked about the focus tends to be on white women."
86

 Black feminist intervention to white 

feminist circles on the basis of race, class and gender challenged the very idea of womanhood as a 

universal category
87

.  

 The collections such as This Bridge Called my Back: Writings of Radical Women of 

Color and Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology their publisher Kitchen Table Women of 

Color Press in general, have been most influential in terms of challenging white feminist 

understanding of 'global sisterhood'. These works “not only did confront heterosexism and 

homophobia in and outside communities of color, it transgressed the class boundaries that had 

come to be associated with “ivory tower” intellectual elitism and “academic” feminist racism”
88

.  

 These discussions around radical political circles was later furthered by in the 1990s by 

Patricia Hill Collins and Kimberlé Crenshaw with a methodological tool for the theoretical 
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analysis of how multiple forms of oppression operate, namely intersectionality. Emerging from 

black feminist thought, intersectionality, then, can be defined as a feminist politico-academic 

methodology to approach domination, subjugation and oppression in relation to various forms of 

power relations:  

it is a theory and praxis, an analytical and political tool elaborated by 

less powerful social actors facing multiple minoritizations, in order to 

confront and combat the interlocking systems of power shaping their 

lives, through theoretical and empirical knowledge production, as well 

as activism, advocacy, and pedagogy.
89

 

 

 It promises a potential to capture the socio-political realities and envisage the unruly world better 

in the context of an academic research and radical politics. Crenshaw, who coined the term 

intersectionality, argues "(...) the ways in which the location of women of colour at the 

intersection of race and gender makes our actual experience of domestic violence, rape and 

remedial reform qualitatively different from that of white women."
90

 

 Similarly, Collins as a prominent scholar who utilized intersectionality in the form of “the 

matrix of domination” argues that intersectionality offers “possibilities to new paradigms” since 

“the significance of seeing race, class and gender as interlocking systems of oppression is that 

such an approach fosters a paradigmatic shift of thinking inclusively about other oppressions, 

such as age, sexual orientation, religion and ethnicity.”
91

 These new paradigms, and I would 

argue, grounds of struggle, direct political labourers to possibilities of alliances as all grounds of 

struggles are in fact intertwined with one another.  

 On the other hand, these relationships in the matrix of domination can also be revealing 

in terms of self-reflexivity. As Collins argues, “empowerment involves rejecting the dimensions 

of knowledge, whether personal, cultural or institutional, which perpetuate objectification and 
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dehumanization”.
92

 Thus, intersectionality does not only reflect the relationships 'across' groups 

but also the power relations among and within those groups. As Crenshaw claims an alliance 

among groups without recognizing thus struggling intra-group power relations “can reproduce 

intersectional subordination within the resistance strategies designed to respond to the 

problem”
93

.  

 Following these arguments on the traps of reproduction of power relations within the 

political groups, I believe Marxist understanding of praxis gains great importance. Praxis in the 

Marxist thought does not only reflect an interconnected relationship of theory and practice, as in 

the case of intersectionality, but also constant critiquing and self-critiquing of one’s complicities 

of one in another’s subjugation in both theory and practice of solidarity
94

.  

 Another reason I highlight praxis in solidarity in relation to intersectionality is the misuse 

of intersectionality. Nisha Nath draws attention to the usage of intersectionality in order to prove 

one’s position as relevant and legitimate especially in the feminist knowledge production and 

political labour and warns whether “this theoretical commitment is being emptied of content.”
95

. 

Especially referring to the intersectionality of race, class and gender has been almost naturalized 

in a way that 'race-class-gender' has become a term in itself without providing any context, 

background, or discussion. As Nath points out: “Consequently, it is problematic when 

intersectionality is referenced carelessly, particularly if the scholarship does not support its 

attempt to legitimize itself by linking up with intersectionality.”
96

Thus, even in cases where 

intersectionality is praised in the form of solidarity, it is important to be reflexive and self-

reflexive.  
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 In another work, for instance, bell hooks further critiques the idea of sisterhood as a form 

of solidarity which lacked an intersectional analysis calling it "yet another shield against reality, 

another support system" for women of privilege to "protect  [bourgeois woman] (...) from all that 

might upset or discomfort her and shielded from negative realities that might lead to 

confrontation."
97

 In a sense, then, hooks argues a solidarity formation without a meaningful 

process of reflexivity, in other works a solidarity without praxis, has no potential of 

transformative power, but a reclamation of the systems of oppressions that these circles are 

against.  

 Another scholar of intersectionality, Sirma Bilge, further investigates Nath's argument on 

the naturalization of intersectionality in the feminist scholarship and political labour. According 

to Bilge, the 'mainstream' usage of the term intersectionality in the feminist academic circles, 

which she calls, "ornamental intersectionality"
98

 stripped the term from its political history and 

ideological background: "it is part and parcel of the neutralization, even active disarticulation, of 

radical politics of social justice. Its superficial deployment of intersectionality undermines 

intersectionality’s credibility and potentials for addressing interlocking power structures and 

developing an ethics of non-oppressive coalition-building and claims-making."
99

 In fact, Bilge 

argues, the naturalization of intersectionality reached to a point where white feminist circles, 

against which the very idea of intersectionality was raised genealogically, recently attempt to 

appropriate intersectionality by  "dispersing and diffusing [the importance of race] which 

basically bypass its origins in Black feminism. An example commonly asserted at European 

feminist conference implies that intersectionality did not really originate in Black thought because 

“it was in the air.”[emphasis in the original]"
100

 In fact, Bilge observes, this argument of "it was 
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in the air" was being furthered by scholars who give examples of white socialist feminist 

scholars. As I highlighted at the beginning of this section, it is true that socialists feminist work 

was highly significant in terms of showing the relations of capitalism and sexism. Yet, calling 

them "the mothers of intersectionality", as Bilge argues, is an ideological attempt of appropriating 

intersectionality by erasing its roots in critical scholarship and radical politics by black feminists. 

Although Bilge doesn't take her critique as far as to call this appropriation as yet another form of 

colonial practices in the academia, I think it would be an accurate critique toward the situation in 

which "a tool elaborated by women of color to confront the racism and heterosexism of White-

dominated feminism, as well as the sexism and heterosexism of antiracist movements, becomes, 

in another time and place, a field of expertise overwhelmingly dominated by White disciplinary 

feminists who keep race and racialized women at bay."
101

 

 In short, then, a reflexive process taking into account of critical intersectionality is 

necessary for a meaningful solidarity work. Moreover, I would suggest if we are to re-translate 

intersectionality to its roots of social change by both de-institutionalizing and radicalizing it into 

street politics, alliance politics/solidarity praxis can be a meaningful point of departure.    

2.6 How Shall We Overcome?: The Politics of Precarious Solidarities  

Building on the interventions and critiques on identity politics and New Social Movements by 

anti-racist, anti-capitalist, non-heteronormative feminisms, how can we define alliance politics? 

While solidarity-building as a strategy has been a foundational part of the left-wing and radical 

politics
102

, what a political and scholarly engagement based on alliances looks like remains 

somewhat obscure. In their introduction to Strategic Alliances: Coalition Building and Social 

Movements, Nella Van Dyke, and Holly J. McCammon  seek to define the parameters of alliances 
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and solidarity-building. They argue that alliance/solidarity/coalitions take many forms, are shaped 

by context and vary in duration:  

Coalitions can range from a simple partnership between just two 

movement groups to a complex network of many social movement 

organizations. Coalition members may work together on a single 

project, or they may form a more long-lasting alliance and collaborate 

on multiple activities over time. Coalitions are distinct from mergers, 

however, in that coalition partners maintain separate organizational 

structures. Many coalitions are created to work on a specific issue, and 

when efforts on the issue decline, the coalition structure dissolves. 

However, other coalitions may last for an extended period over time.”
103

 

 

In effect, this means that alliance politics  cannot really be understood in the abstract. Rather it is 

contexts that shape not only the nature of coalitions but the groups which are part of them.  Inter-

group mobilization takes place in such discrete historical settings; the dynamic of alliance is 

realized on the basis of experiences of individual group and inter-group solidarity praxes. As a 

necessary preface to understanding what takes place in the context of Turkey in the second 

decade of the twenty-first century, it is important to examine how the New Social Movements of 

the 1960s and 1970s emerged from the Post-Marxist New Left by the late 1980s. It is then that 

identity politics shaped street mobilization and became increasingly reflected  in social science 

theory and scholarship of collective action. As, what I believe to be a critique from within identity 

politics, I will also  explore how scholars and labourers of radical politics have approached such 

coalitions and their impact on social movement theory itself.  

 In a conceptualization of solidarity praxis which rejects fragmented identity politics but 

calls for an action across diversities, what makes it possible for diverse positionalities, and in 

some -if not most- cases conflicting or oppressing positionalities to stand in solidarities? Is it a 

commonness, or a common goal as it is mostly signaled in early writings on alliance politics in 

the academia, or is it a more deep and complicated relationship? To answer such questions, it is 
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important to highlight some of the recent contributions and interventions both from academia and 

radical politics to alliance politics. 

 First, I will look into how solidarity praxis and discussion on common goal is framed by 

prominent scholar Asef Bayat in his article Islamism and Social Theory
104

. In this article, Bayat 

discusses social movements theories in their relevance, or irrelevance really, to Islamism as a 

social movement. I will turn back to this specific argument in the following chapter arguing not 

only concerning Islamism, or non-western political labour, but any "bird-view approach"
105

 to any 

moment or mobility as dynamic as social movements would inevitably fall short. Here, though, I 

would like to focus on Bayat's description of solidarity praxis, which is "imagined solidarities".  

 Deriving from Benedict Anderson's well-known discussion on nationalism in Imagined 

Communities, Bayat argues that similar to nationhood, alignments or affinities with social 

movements, too, are loosely connected. Ideological, cultural and political identifications of the 

movements does not reflect directly and concisely in emotions or acts of the followers. Bayat 

argues,  

An 'imagined solidarity' is, thus, one which is forged spontaneously 

among different actors who come to a consensus by imagining, 

subjectively constructing, common interests and shared values between 

themselves. But such imagining by the different fragments is by no 

means carried out in homogeneous fashion. Just as in the case of the 

nation which is imagined differently by 'its fragments', social 

movements' actors also imagine common aims and objectives not in the 

same fashion, but differentially. Fragmented actors therefore render 

imagined solidarity, the social movement, a negotiated entity. Theirs is 

a contested imagining.
106

  
 

I find Bayat's intervention on the idea of commonness, let alone in a coalition but in a(ny) social 

movements, extremely relevant to understanding the mechanics of solidarity praxis across diverse 

positionalities. However, I think it is also important to highlight the risks that imagined common 
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interests and values may bear especially in the solidarity-praxis involving historically and 

politically diverse groups or peoples. In a solidarity praxis, I would suggest, questioning simple 

but heavy questions like what you mean by revolution, resistance, oppression, justice and so on or 

how to achieve/combat these are imminent. The answers may differ from each other across 

groups, yet, even a disagreement on ethics and politics-making would be more productive in the 

framework of praxis than vague imagined conceptualizations. To expand this point, I think the 

best example would be the Egyptian Revolution of 2011. When millions from all walks of life 

gathered on the streets all around Egypt, the demand for Hosni Mubarak's fall, and for dignity in 

general, was a concrete ground for the protestors, left wing and right wing (especially for 

Islamists represented by the Muslim Brotherhood) alike. However, what comes next after 

Mubarak's fall (other than simply 'elections') or what dignity conveys economically, politically, 

socially and culturally were not debated. This lack of 'ideology'
107

 in the aftermath of the victory 

of the revolution (i.e. the resignation of Mubarak) provided an open floor for the Muslim 

Brotherhood to take over the power deriving from the revolution and tame it in accordance with 

their own interests, instead of the revolution's. The 'imagined solidarity' of the Tahrir Square 

which brought together the Islamists, leftists of many fractions, Arab nationalists, feminists and 

liberals dissolved rather quickly as the imaginations of these groups for what comes next or what 

dignity conveys differed fundamentally which surfaced as a cold fact during the elections and 

constitutional reforms after Mubarak and paved the way for the return of the military with a coup.  

 On a similar vein with Bayat yet from a different point of view, David Featherstone 

approaches solidarity building as a challenging yet transformative process. Although he dismisses 

the whole alliance politics literature by arguing solidarity building "has rarely been subject of 
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sustained theorization, reflection or investigation"
108

, he diligently maps out a variety of solidarity 

praxis tactics and experiences in many left-wing fractions on a diverse histories and geographies 

which include "communism, syndicalism, the New Left, anti-colonialism, feminism, anarchism, 

environmental movements and libertarian socialism"
109

. Through this mapping out, Featherstone 

points the "inventive, generative and transformative"
110

 potential in these stories in "world-

making", or how leftist imaginations of oppression and resistance is shaped and re-shaped 

through solidarity processes. Thus, approaching solidarity building as a "world-making process", 

one of the conclusions he draws is that:  

Solidarities (...) are unfinished and in process. This is important as it 

allows solidarities and the political communities they build to be 

articulated in different ways. This openness asserts that there are to be 

no guarantees about the end points to which solidarities work. Rather, it 

suggests that different political futures and relations can be produced 

through solidaristic practices
111

.  

 

Keeping in mind that  “a social movement is not just a thing; it is primarily a process, and should 

be studied as a historical phenomenon in a span of time”
112

, the most important point here for me 

is that Featherstone highlights not the outcomes, challenges, successes or failures of coalition 

building but the process itself. The idea of "outcome" out of an alliance, the idea of every effort 

has to produce a product, a commodity, is in fact deeply rooted in neoliberal understanding of 

'value' of one's self and/or political organizing efforts. Thus, I think it is crucial to highlight that 

solidarity praxis as a process in itself 'valuable' and transformative not only for the world around 

these solidarities but also for the people in that process. Especially when it comes to solidarity 

praxis across diverse positionalities, this transformative potential of solidarity building would be 

helpful in challenging the idea that 'a successful alliance requires more commons'. 
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 Bernice Johnson Reagon is yet another scholar and political labourer who highlights the 

'dangers' of being too comfortable in the idea of commonalities, instead of accepting the 

solidarities being imagined in contestation and conflict. Her speech in West Coast Women's 

Music Festival (California) in 1981
113

 highlights how 'the group' generally functions as a womb 

that would nourish and protect whoever inside it, yet also it can be a "barred room", excepting 

less and less people inside while more importantly not letting whoever inside out. This risk of 

being barred inside a room that called 'us' is also one of the most significant dynamics in the 

solidarity praxis. Ihsan Eliacik, the scholar who most inspired the group of the Anti-Capitalist 

Muslims, the case of this dissertation, said once: "I start reading a book. If I keep agreeing with 

the author as I read, I just stop. What can I learn from someone that is just like me?"
114

  

 This, as I imagine it, is the very basis of solidarity praxis: Can an alliance be called an 

alliance if we all agree? Would it be a dynamic process, or a self-assuring womb of comfort? Can 

we even think about a commonality, if the very idea of commonness is imagined and in fact 

mostly conflicted. I argue, and my research with the Anti-Capitalist Muslims of Turkey presents, 

not that comfort of having people just-like-you at arm's length but disagreement / contestation / 

dissensus / conflict in solidarity would reveal much potential for the solidarity praxis.  

 What I mean by conflict in solidarity, however, does not -in any way- calls for an 

intervention of a group in other's internal dynamics. Prominent writer and radical political 

labourer based in Vancouver, BC, Harsha Walia aptly puts this point forward in an article 

discussing on settler-indigenous alliance politics and decolonization of Turtle Island:  

Alliances with indigenous communities should be based on shared 

values, principles and analysis. (...) In general, however, differences 

surrounding strategy within a community should be for community 

members to discuss and resolve. We should be cautious of a persistent 

dynamic where solidarity activists start to fixate on the internal politics 

of an oppressed community. Allies should avoid trying to intrude and 
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interfere in struggles within and between communities, which 

perpetuates the civilizing ideology of the white man’s burden and 

violates the basic principles of self-determination.
115

 

 

What I mean by conflict in solidarity praxis is similar to what Harsha Walia points out: If we 

imagine solidarity building across differences as a praxis, our strategies, tactics, everyday 

experiences of solidarity building across difference would require a constant self-critique of 

ourselves and our groups in our positionalities, histories and our complicities. This self-critiquing 

would in turn reveal a potential, a potential exactly deriving from this conflict, in dismantling the 

systems of oppression that we struggle against. Investigating the roots of the conflict, what 

ideologies they (re)produce or what discourses they derive from instead of trying most 

desperately to formulize and prescribe "how to be an ally" could further not only the scholarship 

but also the radical social change work of alliance politics. 

 In fact, 'how to be an ally' discussions, and mostly prescriptions, seem to become more 

and more central in the academia and radical politics today than how to build and maintain 

solidarities. No doubt, this trend of  what can be called commodification of allyship  is directly 

affected by the personalization of identity politics and is deeply entrenched into the current socio-

political and economic regimes that were introduced by neoliberalism during the 1980s. In this 

regime, collective identities are replaced by individual emotions, collective actions are 

disregarded into individual interventions in multiplicities. Grassroots are now loose affinities and 

private friendships. Lee most fittingly describes this as "privatization of the politics":  

Today, the protest slogan of "personal" being "political" may have 

turned into its opposite. The personal is no longer politicized through 

reconstituting a politically vibrant collective identity. But political may 

have effectively personalized as privatized value and issue claims 

surging from the decentered identities permeate the public arena, not by 

opening up formerly closed debates but by foreclosing rival claims or 

through slipping into the solipsism of the like-minded.
116
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Similar to privatization of politics on the ground and NGOization on the structural levels in 

today's radical politics, in alliance politics, too, we witness a shifting trend towards defining how 

to be an ally instead of how to build alliances. We meet everyday individuals who 'self-identify' 

as allies to certain groups and self-appoint themselves as part of these groups by the power vested 

in them by their self-defined alliance. Especially, when it comes to people of privilege, we 

witness a self-attributed value in their 'being' of an ally, which, presumably, dislocates them from 

the privileged positions they occupy. We see that allyship is "identicized"
117

  and prioritized, 

more so than being privileged. We engage with people who identify themselves first and foremost 

as allies and later maybe (just maybe) would define their complicities in oppressions of the 

peoples they allied with. In that sense, allyship becomes an identity that erases positionality, or 

more accurately, allyship becomes the positionality. Common interest of an alliance becomes to 

be a good ally, or really an(y) ally.  For instance, Anonymous and Crimethinc in their essay titled 

Ain't No PC Gonna Fix it Baby: A Critique of Ally Politics write:  

A good ally learns that if one can never understand the implications of 

what it is to walk through this world as an oppressed [fill in the blank 

with a person on the receiving end of a specific oppression], the only 

way to act with integrity is to follow the leadership of those who are 

oppressed in that way, support their projects and goals, and always seek 

out their suggestions and listen to their direction. 

 This gets complicated, quickly, as soon as the aspiring ally starts 

navigating through the world and discovers that there is no singular 

mass of black people, latino folks, or “people of color” to take guidance 

from, and that people within a single identity not only disagree with 

each other but also often have directly conflicting desires and politics. 

This means that one cannot be a white ally (for example) as an identity; 

one can be an ally to specific people of color in specific situations, but 

not to people of color as a whole category.
118
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Anyone who is involved with radical politics knows someone who expects cheers and 

congratulations from the people who allied with only because they were allies. In many cases, if 

these persons are challenged, they in fact present various levels of hostility. For instance, in the 

city I am living in, Kingston, ON. there was a vigil for the victims of a horrible attack on Pulse 

Nightclub on 13.06.2016 killing 50 LGBTQ people (mostly of colour). The vigil, which was one 

of the biggest crowd I have ever seen in Kingston past eight years, turned into a political 

campaigning in which local politicians rushed to the microphone making quite offensive 

comments such as homosexuality being a life choice while they were even having difficulty 

putting together the letters in the acronym LGBTQ. Later on, the Facebook event page became a 

center for both criticism and justification of the speeches. One of the supporters of the speeches 

wrote:  

Human beings who had no obligation to attend did so to support the 

LGBT community. It saddens me to read distasteful comments of 

intolerance and ingratitude. (...) It is shocking to see small town Canada 

being negative and judgmental in the wake of such a tragedy when 

clearly so many cared enough to organize an event so very quickly to 

support the expression of grief and disbelief and the incomprehensible 

violence of one human being against others. Wow.
119

  

 

The choice of words is quite crucial here: it is not a surprise for anyone involved in radical 

politics to hear phrases like "no obligation" or "caring enough", or words like ingratitude, 

distastefulness, negativity and judgment by 'allies' upon facing a challenge from the group they 

allied with.  From these words, or attitudes, it is apparent that allyship is structured hierarchically: 

alliance is perceived not something shared or exchanged based on mutuality but as given, 

endowed or even awarded. Being an ally in this case is considered as something that requires 

recognition, acknowledgement and appreciation.   
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 Indigenous Action Media, quite profoundly and beautifully calls this "the Ally Industrial 

Complex". In a zine aiming at dismantling this industrial complex, titled Accomplices not Allies, 

they write:  

All too often folks show up with an, “I am here to support you!” 

attitude that they wear like a badge. Ultimately making struggles out to 

feel like an extracurricular activity that they are getting “ally points” 

for. Self-asserted allies may even have anti-oppression principles and 

values as window dressing. (...) They are keen to posture, but their 

actions are inconsistent with their assertions. 

Meaningful alliances aren’t imposed, they are consented upon. The self-

proclaimed allies have no intention to abolish the entitlement that 

compelled them to impose their relationship upon those they claim to 

ally with.
120

 

 

This, of course, does not mean that positionality should be erased either from the study or the 

praxis of alliance. It is in fact a critique to the tendency of mashing up positionality with 

individuality. Similar to the critique of intersectionality discussed earlier, positionality, too, has 

been stripped off of its political roots and ideological connotations, making it an irreplaceable 

part of personality. Calling out any verbal or physical attacks that root from historical and 

political ideologies of violence and oppression such as sexism or racism end up with most 

intimate, most personal reflection such as crying or episodes of hostility
121

.  

 In my opinion, the reason for these sentiments of personal attacks when politically 

challenged is a by-product of identicized allyships. Identicized allyships are privatized, 

personalized; they are even intimate. Being an ally, is thus either expected to be praised, or at 

least not questioned ever. At another level, its roots also lie in the search of commonness, but not 

in terms of what the early scholars of alliance politics suggested: alliance is utilized as a tool 

towards a commonness between the oppressor and the oppressed. If oppression is a binary 

between the oppressor on the one hand and the oppressor on the other, the ally considers 
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themselves as in-between. Not an oppressed identity for sure, but not an oppressor either any 

more. Thus, seeking alliance becomes  the end project, especially for the privileged of a given 

context, yet it is no doubt a doomed project. Because on the contrary, first, oppression is not a 

binary. As I discussed in the intersectionality section of this chapter, positionalities are 

intertwined, oppressor/oppressed is not a dichotomy but a position and moment in history and 

geography. Hence, alliance is not an equalizer of status or an eraser of positionality. We become 

allies not to get away from unsettling feelings of being an oppressor, we forge solidarities to 

unsettle oppressions, including the oppressions that we are complicit in. Forging solidarities is a 

praxis not a performance. We do not stand in solidarity, we act in solidarity. We do not show, 

display or present alliance; we reflect, contemplate and change alliances. Thus, alliance is not 

toward a soul-search of commonness, but a soul-shaking unity. It is not harmony, friendship and 

consensus; it is divergent, asymmetrical and conflicting.  

 Accordingly, I suggest we understand solidarities as precarious both as a critique and an 

alternative. First, I take my departure point for precarious alliances from Pierre Bourdieu's 

discussion on precarity in which he defines its major effects as:  

the de-structuring of existence, which is deprived among other 

things of its temporal structures, and the ensuing deterioration of 

the whole relationship to the world, time and space. Casualization 

profoundly affects the person who suffers it: by making the 

whole future uncertain, it prevents all rational anticipation and, in 

particular, the basic belief and hope in the future that one needs 

in order to rebel, especially collectively, against present 

conditions, even the most intolerable.
122

 

 

Radical politics, too, are either "casualized" in the forms of NGOs or "de-structured" through 

marginalization of the radical politics to the extent that radical political labor is marked as the 

marginal, the threat and in some instances, like Turkey, the terrorist. In that sense, solidarity 

building especially across differences today, similar to other strategies, is precarious as it is 
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forced into a constant anxiety of insecurity (for instance police violence and surveillance) and 

loss (for instance of funding, of income, of life). 

  On the other hand, albeit probably counter-intuitively, I approach precarious alliances 

also as a radical political strategy today. Keeping in mind the collective actions after the 2000s all 

around the globe from uprisings to youth-initiated movements, I suggest that radical politics 

present a trajectory that gradually distances itself from fragmented identity politics towards 

solidarity building and alliance politics. 

  In other words, in the given context where even the radical social change labor is 

threatened into the brutal relations of neoliberal capitalism, ongoing colonialism,  imperialism 

and heteropatriarchy either through NGOization or being forced out to the margins, I perceive 

any praxis of solidarity as precarious. Because, we know that solidarity praxis for today's radical 

politics is more than a strategic move or a collective decision. We know that in alliance work 

groups depend on each other to build and more importantly sustain solidarities. However, in 

today's precarious solidarities dependence for each other is extreme since the very existence of 

radical politics, be in alliance or not, is threatened by external forces that we have never 

witnessed before such as funding regimes as I mentioned in the previous section, or hegemonic 

tools like neoliberal populism which I will discuss in Chapter 3 describing Turkey's current 

context.  

 On the other hand, it is also true that these new external forces on radical politics make 

sustaining alliances even harder. I have already discussed why it is significant for us not to focus 

on imagined similarities and fabricated commonness. It is in fact what forging solidarity is not. 

Sometimes, it is easier, or even required, to cut the alliances we have built to, for instance, get 

funding from granting agencies. Hence, similar to precarious work, we have no guarantee or 

security in each other's allyship. What differs today's solidarity building practices from previous 

moments of resistance is precisely this temporality: the question now is not how to build 
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solidarities but how to solidify them. Similar to precarious labour in which short-term, 

temporary/casual employment is agreed over long-term unemployment, in a political environment 

in which apathy, fear and cynicism haunts especially the youth, precarious alliances are preferred 

over a-politicization or de-politicization. 

 No alliance lasts forever, since alliances are now precarious. Precarious solidarities are 

ephemeral, temporary and they shift frequently. Precarious solidarities are the product of 

neoliberal capitalism, measuring precarious solidarities with the value and logic systems of 

neoliberal capitalism is antithetical to the geist of radical alliance politics. A collective cannot be 

considered 'unsuccessful' because they disband after two years. An alliance cannot be granted 

'infeasible' because they attempt to work together as historically privileged and the oppressed. It 

is also unnecessary to 'assess risks' of a solidarity because precarious allies are accomplices
123

 

thus precarious alliances are risky, challenging and unsettling.  Precarious alliances reject 

NGOization, their success is in their process not in results of accomplishing institutionalization. 

Their feasibility is in their determination, not in their sameness. They build communities, not 

capacity. They enhance ethics not skills. They maintain politics, not operations.    

2.7 Conclusion 

Overall, in this chapter I traced alliance politics literature from within New Social Movements 

and identity politics debates. I argued that alliance politics emerged as a crystallized form of 

critique towards NSMs and identity politics deriving especially from anti-racist, anti-capitalist 

feminist interventions. I also looked into the effects of NSMs and identity politics tracing the 

common trends in radical collective action from the 1990s to this day. I argued that radical 

politics have been heavily demobilized, depoliticized and fragmented due to neoliberal 

reconfigurations such as NGOization, professionalization and institutionalization. In such a 
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political culture, I suggested that alliance politics is a vital and urgent option for radical politics 

today. By focusing on the downfalls, possible risks and critiques of how alliance politics is 

largely shaped today, I offered an alternative conception of solidarity praxis, precarious 

solidarities, which centralizes a critique of neoliberal reconfigurations which deradicalized and 

balkanized the radical politics.  

 The Anti-Capitalist Muslims as a group who brought together two distinct and 

historically conflicting identities, the Left and Muslimhood, present a recent, everyday case of 

how precarious alliances operate today. Although some argued for the transformative potential of 

such alliances
124

, what my research suggested is that praxis of solidarity across diverse groups are 

in fact precarious despite the transitory conjectures that allow similar groups to come together.   

 But, how to scholarly engage with precarious solidarities? For that, I found the 

methodological approach of Institutional Ethnography-Political Activist Research very helpful. In 

the following chapter, I will outline the principles of this approach and explicate how I utilized it 

in my own research.   
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Chapter 3 Methodology: Institutional Ethnography, Political Activist 

Research  

      

     In swallowing us, they expose their squishy insides, their 

ineptitudes and the causes of their indigestion  

A.K. Thompson
125

  

 

But isn't the human factor what connects us so deeply to 

our past? Will future generations care as much for 

chronologies and casualty statistics as they would for the 

personal accounts of individuals not so different from 

themselves? 

Max Brooks
126

  

3.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, I will outline Institutional Ethnography, a  methodology put into circulation by 

Canadian feminist sociologist Dorothy Smith, while providing brief examples of how this 

methodology is put in practice and on what basis it could be useful. Later, I will describe Political 

Activist Research of George Smith, a student and collaborator of Dorothy Smith, who expanded 

Institutional Ethnography to radical political labour and groups. Again I will briefly discuss some 

of the examples of Political Activist Research in order to show how I benefited them as a 

researcher. Then, I will turn to why and how I utilized this approach in my own research with the 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims in their efforts of solidarity building across various groups of Turkey.   

3.2 Dorothy Smith's Institutional Ethnography  

Dorothy Smith's Institutional Ethnography offers a mode of inquiry while providing a critique 

towards mainstream sociology as well as conventional forms of ethnography. Her methodology 
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derives from the critique of mainstream sociology and ethnography's engagement with research in 

which the researcher, mostly with the male gaze, conceives the social as if the researcher himself  

is outside, not interested or not related to it. Male hegemonic practice of social science perceives 

and studies social relations and governmental, legal, educational, political and economic 

institutions that manage, organize and operate these relations in a way that these relations are 

highly structured and free from human interaction and experience. Thus, as a feminist scholar 

Dorothy Smith starts her work by first centralizing the people's every day and every night 

experiences of these relations.  She argues: 

[Institutional Ethnography] is to do with recognizing that you are 

always there, that what you discover is always seen, interpreted, heard, 

experienced by you as you are situated historically in the ongoing, 

never-stand-still of the social. It is the recognition that the social as your 

research phenomenon is to be found in that ongoing process of which 

you are part. Reifying the concepts that you may use to hang on to what 

you can observe and giving them substance in your written account is at 

odds with recognizing that what we are calling the social is only to be 

discovered among actual people and their ongoing activity.
127

 

 

This approach to the research does not perceive the researcher as a source of knowledge or the 

authority over knowledge production but as part of the social, whose lived experiences are also 

shaped and controlled by the larger complex webs of relations. Thus, Institutional Ethnography 

(...) acknowledge that knowledge is produced through a reflexive social 

process of mutual determination and learning from other people. In 

other words, we learn from doing, from social practice, and from inter-

acting with others. Most ruling forms of knowledge subscribe to an 

objective, value-free approach, pretending that the world can be 

explored from some disinterested neutral place somehow above or 

outside the social. This produces a managerial knowledge that then can 

be used to regulate social problems and movements.
128

 

 

Furthermore, by centralizing experience in the social, it also challenges the very idea of research 

as the act of exploring, excavating, extracting knowledge from a source that is inherently distant 

                                                     

127
Dorothy Smith, "Introduction" Institutional Ethnography as Practice. Ed. Dorothy Smith 

(Rowman & Littlefield. 2006) 2.  
128

Caelie Frampton, et al. "Social Movements/Social Research : Towards Political Activist 

Ethnography" Sociology for Changing the World: Social Movements/Social Research Eds. 

Frampton Caelie, et al (Fernwood Publishing, 2006). 



 

62 

 

and unrelated to the researcher. As Dorothy Smith puts it "it shifts the ground of knowing, the 

place where inquiry begins."
129

 

 Institutional Ethnography, in short, is the study of these complex relations of power, how 

they organized, managed and operationalized through the everyday experiences of the people, it 

is "the investigation of empirical linkages among local settings of everyday life, organizations 

and translocal processes of administration and governance."
130

 In other words, "institutional 

ethnography is an incitement to [Himani Bannerji's] return the gaze  so that oppressed people can 

look back at their oppressors to see how the oppression they live is socially organized. In 

institutional ethnography we look upon the lookers to see how they do it."
131

 

 According to Dorothy Smith, in contemporary societies power relations and how they are 

organized and affect everyday lives of the people is highly unstable and variant. That is, giving 

the example of the World Bank, it is quite confusing even for the political labourers who want to 

organize against it to locate the World Bank and how far and deep its operations affect everyday 

world. She argues: "Contemporary struggles for social justice operate on this ground, familiar, 

taken for granted, and yet in its reaches and dimensions of organization only at best partially 

visible"
132

 

 The aim of Institutional Ethnography, then, is to make visible where and how 

institutional complexes, like World Bank, connect to other institutions, operational sites, 

discourses and courses of action by focusing on particular operational sites, or points of these 

institutional complexes, like World Bank's micro financing for female headed households or how 

World Bank funding for NGOs control the discourses produced by the organization.   
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 Dorothy Smith identifies this complex web of relations as "the ruling relations" and their 

coordination, control and actual operations as "the forms in which power is generated and held in 

contemporary societies"
133

. She argues "[the ruling relations] are those forms that we know as 

bureaucracy, administration, management, professional organization, and the media. They include 

also the complex of discourses, scientific, technical and cultural, that intersect, interpenetrate, and 

coordinate the multiple sites of ruling."
134

 

 Dorothy Smith in her conceptualization of the practice of Institutional Ethnography 

focuses on texts as one of the central mode of inquiry for the exploration of how the institutions 

are mediated and control everyday lives of the people. By text, Institutional Ethnography does not 

refer to documents per se, but what people can touch, read, hear or see in their everyday lives. 

Texts are created institutionally; they represent a medium that mediates the ruling relations. The 

ruling relations are mediated, replicated and disseminated through textuality, and they are 

experienced by the people through texts: "[the] organized character of institutions and agencies 

depends heavily on the various uses of texts to coordinate, order, provide continuity, monitor, and 

organize relations between different segments, phase and levels of organizational courses of 

action. Organizational texts order and coordinate activities, which are dispersed spatially and 

temporally in a variety of organizational settings"
135

 

Texts also, generally, are meaningful in the local settings, yet they can also be replicated and 

translated into translocal context. "The magical character of replicable texts from the point of 

view of institutional ethnographic interest is that they are read, seen, heard, watched and so on in 

particular local and observable settings while at the same time hooking up an individual's 
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consciousness into relations that are translocal."
136

 How texts are produced and reproduced, how 

they operationalize the ruling relations in the local settings and how they translate themselves 

linking locality to translocality is the aim of Institutional Ethnography:  

Discovering, then, how texts articulate our local doings to the 

translocally organized forms that coordinate our consciousness with 

those of others elsewhere and at the other times is the objective. 

Ethnography stretches beyond the locally observable to describe and 

explicate in the text a local coordinating of people's consciousnesses 

that hooks in the ruling relations within which institutions form 

functional complexes.
137

 

 

In short, then, if Institutional Ethnography is a mode of inquiry that maps out the ruling relations 

through everyday and night experiences of the people, texts can be considered as the pins on that 

map, locating the local operations of institutions that would reflect itself in the translocal 

coordination of the ruling relations.  

 Mapping out is, in fact, a common conceptualization of the practice of Institutional 

Ethnography
138

. However, it is always used with caution as mapping as a technique may remind 

the colonial, male-hegemonic attempts to categorize the world as it desires to gaze. Yet, mapping 

out in Institutional Ethnography does not focus on how to structurally organize or mechanically 

categorize the ruling relations with a top-to-bottom approach. Rather, it focuses on the dialectical 

relationship between how the ruling relations shape the experiences of the people and how the 

people experience the ruling relations in their every day and night lives. As Kinsman puts it: 

"From the standpoints of the oppressed groups or social movements, we map out the social 

relations that participate in the oppression or marginalization of the oppressed group or 

movements."
139
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 Given this background in epistemologies of this mode of inquiry, Institutional 

Ethnography may sound quite abstract. Yet, because of the fluid character of the textually-

mediated ruling relations and how they are experienced in every day and night by the people, it is 

a fruitful ground for many forms of scholarly work. Moreover, because it centralizes everyday 

experiences of the people, it does not start the fieldwork with a toolbox, set of knowledge or pre-

conceived ideas of how institutions actually work for the specific people. This does not mean that 

it highlights a certain form of objectivity. Rather, it warns the ethnographer about their 

positionality in the nexus of the ruling relations, and focuses on the self-reflexivity during all 

stages of the research, from pre- to post- field. As an Institutional Ethnographer, Grahame asserts: 

"The field continuously opens up as the researcher explores the institutional nexus that shapes the 

local"
140

. This character of being self-reflexive and being open to the paths that the ethnographic 

field, and precisely what people's experiences tell about the operations of the ruling relations 

gives Institutional Ethnography a rich potential for various engagements with it.   

That is why, there is no formula or how-to book for Institutional Ethnography but there are texts 

that would exemplify the previous works done using this methodology in order to show some 

similarities and differences.
141

In that sense, I will also, briefly, mention the works that are most 

frequently referred to as examples of the Institutional Ethnography.
142

 

 The first examples of Institutional Ethnographic research was mostly focus on the health 

care and how it was organized from the point of view of the people who are a part of it
143

. For 

instance, Smith, Mykhalovskiy, and Weatherbee's study on the institutional organizations of 

health care from the standpoint of the people with HIV is a really strong early example of 

Institutional Ethnography's promises. In this study, they argue that unlike the mainstream 
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approach that centralizes bureaucratic, legislative or professional policies, agencies and 

organizations, "it is a study of social organization- first, in terms of the "lifework" of people with 

HIV infection, and secondly, in terms of the social organization of the delivery of social 

services."
144

. Then, they add "our problematic arises out of the everyday experience of people 

with HIV infection as they encounter the organization of social service agencies. (...)What we are 

particularly interested in is how the "lifework" of people with HIV/AIDS is impacted by both the 

stigma and stage of their illness in relation to the operations of social service agencies."
145

 

Second, Alison Griffith's work focuses on single mother families daily experiences around the 

institution of education that included a wide range of textually mediated nexus from school board 

policies to teachers' and principals' daily interaction with the kids coming from single parent 

families. Griffith argues that the sociological and psychological mainstream scholarship and 

discourse focus on single parent families as dysfunctional in terms of the reproduction of the 

social and "designate them as different and then reads back from the child's participation in 

society to identify their single parent family", then she lays out her approach derived from the 

Institutional Ethnography; "The focus of my research was not on single parent families, but 

rather on the textually mediated, discursive practices that constructed us as different."146
 

 The third example is by the prominent anti-racist, Marxist feminist Himani Bannerji, 

specifically her article titled Beyond the Ruling Category to What Actually Happens: Notes on 

James Mill's Historiography in "the History of British India".147
Although it is quite different than 

the other examples, since it is not a fieldwork, I think it is one of the most significant examples of 
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how text can be analyzed in its capacity to both manage and, in critical engagement, reveal of the 

ruling relations. In this article, Bannerji focuses on the History of British India, a text written by 

James Mill (1773-1836), one of the pioneers of Orientalist thought, liberal economy and "the 

Examiner of the India House, the highest point in England of the most lucrative instrument of 

colonial rule."
148

Thus, the text of James Mill was considered as one of the "compulsory texts"
149

 

by the actors of colonial rule in India, from missionaries to the administrators. 

 In her article, Bannerji discusses this central text using Institutional Ethnography's 

conceptualization of text as ideology. In that sense, she argues, Mill's text is to construct a 

historiography of an Imagined India, which in return was acclaimed as the truth about the history 

and culture of people of India in the Western eye. "The History of British India had but one main 

objective, to project and promote British rule in India. This objective required a representational 

characterization of the object of rule-namely, Indian peoples. The remainder of the three volumes 

is dedicated to this enterprise, the construction of a definitive socio-moral version of India."
150

In 

other words, Mill's text reproduces the colonial imagery of India as a/the traditional barbaric other 

of the West by producing knowledge, which in fact later became the legal base, of the British 

(colonial) ruling in India.  

 The last example is of George W. Smith, who was a student and collaborator of Dorothy 

Smith. However, his contribution to Institutional Ethnography extends the practice of it, which 

was later referred to as Political Activist Research. Because my own research was informed by 

this approach quite directly, I would like to spend some time discussing it.  

3.3 George Smith's Political Activist Research  

George Smith was a scholar who worked closely to Dorothy Smith and also a political labourer 

who was a part of gay liberation and later AIDS movement in Canada till he lost his life to AIDS. 
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His early study on the police raids on the bathhouses where gay men of Toronto were frequent of 

and later his study on the accessibility of the AIDS treatment in Ontario, Canada not only 

provides a significant example for Institutional Ethnographic practice but also extends it from 

individual experiences to the standpoints of the social movements. According to Smith, "through 

confrontation with ruling regimes, political labourers are able to uncover aspects of their social 

organizations. Through forms of engagement that start from the standpoint of the everyday 

aspirations of their participants, these participants quickly come into contact and conflict with the 

organizational and administrative logics of the institutions they crossed."
151

Thus, the 

confrontational moments of the social movements with the ruling relations, or politico-

administrative régime152
as George Smith calls them, provides a ground of investigation that 

would reveal the operations of the textually mediated ruling relations that manage and rule the 

everyday lives of the people. These moments of confrontation between the political labourers and 

the ruling regime provide "a breach, a point from which to begin investigating both the everyday 

operations of the institution and the tools and techniques to which it has recourse in those 

moments when it feels challenged."
153

 

 According to George Smith, social movements in their confrontation with the ruling 

relations provide a base of insider's knowledge. For instance, bath raids of the Toronto Police 
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could easily be conceptualized as the prevalence of homophobia within the police forces, or the 

limiting of the AIDS treatment in Ontario to gay communities as the conservative election 

strategy of the government, which would both be true to some extent. Yet, George Smith argues, 

these explanations fall short in explaining how the ruling relations that lead to the raids or 

prevention of the treatment actually works, then adds: "Because it does not have a concrete grip 

on how things function, this kind of theorizing is not much help in effectively challenging or 

changing the workings of a regime"
154

 

 In other words, when conceptualization or theorization of the oppressive regimes that 

social movements are in rupture with do not focus on how these regimes actually work would 

black-box these regimes, in other words, conceive these regimes only on the basis of the regimes 

reactions in the local settings. This, of course, is by no means a critique towards the struggle of 

the social movements themselves "but the ruling social forces within which it is in 

confrontation."
155

 

 That is the reason why George Smith argues, an empirical investigation of the operations 

of these relations has even the possibility of recalibrating the trajectories of the social movements, 

but "overall, they gave the political work of political labourers a scientific basis."
156

 For instance, 

in his studies on the bath raids in Toronto the homophobic state formation was, indeed, a 

perspective already circulated among the political labourers yet his studies provided "a systematic 

understanding of these insights".
157

 And, in fact, this systemic understanding changed the 

trajectory of the gay liberation movement at the time: "The policing paper, for example, pointed 

clearly to the homophobic character of the Criminal Code of Canada and to its role in the 

enforcement of heterosexuality. While this might seem to be obvious, changing the Code was not 
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something with which the gay community or gay liberation politics had concerned itself in the 

decade prior to the bath raids. Efforts at changing the law were aimed instead at human rights 

legislation."
158

 In short, then:  

With political activist ethnography, G. Smith aimed to develop an 

"insider's knowledge of ruling regimes based on the daily struggles and 

confrontations that social movements are already engaged in. His 

premise was that, even though most social movements are to some 

extent "outside of" (or in rupture with) ruling relations, political 

confrontation provides a means for activists to investigate the 

organizing logic of the ruling regimes they oppose. By providing a 

concrete practice of mapping out the social relations of struggle- both 

the dynamics of ruling regimes and of movements themselves- political 

activist ethnography enables a grounded social knowledge for more 

effective forms of activism.
159

 
 

Aside from the studies of George Smith himself, I found A.K Thompson's discussion on direct 

action and anti-globalization movements quite helpful in configuring my research. I believe this 

work is as significant in translating George Smith's scholarship to current formations of political 

labour as George Smith's original work in extending Institutional Ethnography to social 

movements.  

 In his workshops regarding the direct action, A. K. Thompson  notices that the political 

labourers themselves are ready, and in fact, expecting to be equipped with knowledge available to 

them(or made available by the workshop facilitator, Thompson) instead of critically engaging the 

ways that would produce knowledge reflexively. He argues: "Despite being a way of knowing 

enlisted by the very powers we were fighting, political labourers expressed a strong desire to start 

from the standpoint of conceptual knowledge and explain their experiences from there."
160

He 

asserts, quite truly, "the workshop" itself is a social organization in the sense of Institutional 

Ethnographic approach, and himself as the facilitator of the workshop becomes/is the actor that is 
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expected to provide a definition, as the definition of direct action: "Such a definition, according to 

the standards of the objectified knowledge, was a universal object that I could dispense; an object 

that anyone, provided they had come to my workshop, would receive. (...) In this model, 

knowledge is construed as an object that can be "deposited" into the students, the passive 

recipient."
161

 On the other side of the story, when the participants are asked to refer to their 

experiences, they immediately turn to their experiences in the forms of testimonies, which again 

does not provide a ground of investigation of how the social is organized during/after the direct 

action, but arrives at the other extreme, that is, testimony as the truth. This is what George Smith 

opposes in his writing: According to George Smith the conventional/malestream sociology calls 

for empirical, universalized male-hegemonic knowledge as the objective epistemology. The 

feminist standpoint theory that challenged this on the other hand accepts the standpoint of women 

(then later, of the oppressed) as the subjective epistemology. George Smith, following Dorothy 

Smith’s critique, claims "rather a move from an objective to a reflexive one where the sociologist, 

going beyond the seductions of solipsism, inhabits an actual world that she is investigating."
162

 

Thus, in the case of Thompson, the participants of the workshop either expected the facilitator to 

define what direct action means as the objective epistemology, or took their experiences as the 

truth, as the subjective epistemology.   

 Then, in this case what could be the reflexive epistemology? This question in itself 

actually brings together why the Institutional Ethnography-Political Activist Research is relevant 

and useful for social movements in their struggle to dismantle the ruling regimes that control and 

manage the everyday lives. Thompson argues: "For activists concerned with direct action, then, 

the task is twofold: begin developing a reliable knowledge of the social and find an effective 

means of communicating it that does not abide by the conventions of idealist thought [such as the 
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readily available definitions or strategies that are circulated among the groups]"
163

. Then, how 

would that work in the actual setting of a confrontation of a movement with the ruling regime? 

How could it be operationalized?  

 A.K Thompson gives two examples that I found extremely helpful in understanding the 

practice of Political Activist Research for the movements. One is the process of visitations of 

three women arrested during the People's Strike in Washington D.C on September 27, 2002 by 

the political labourers of D.C.' Anti-Capitalist Convergence. Yet, protestors had no knowledge of 

the actual workings of the prison system, a ruling regime that three arrested women from inside 

and their comrades from outside were subjected to in this case. Thompson tells how the "rules of 

the prison" for visits were circulated online among the protestors, a series of regulations that are 

in itself "yet another expression of the antiquated devotion to outmoded gender categories."
164

 

This information, although it seems a tiny bit in relation to the larger operations of the ruling 

regime of incarceration or the police-state force on anti-globalization movements, was powerful 

enough to see a piece of how the ruling regime operates to manage the social movements. 

Considering the widespread arrests as the intimidation of the protestors, how the process of arrest, 

processing, sitting in prison and being outside supporting the arrested becomes vital. And in fact 

this type of information breaks the cycle of state intimidation of the protestors through the means 

of arrests:  

While the state has seemingly relied on arrest as a means to distract 

activist energies and break organizing momentum, this regulatory 

strategy has led in many instances to a new fearlessness amongst 

activists. (...) Through the concrete experience of arrest, many activists 

have come to a better understanding of how the system actually works 

and have, in a manner of speaking, inoculated themselves against its 

mystifications.
165
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Thus, this de-mystification of the operations of the ruling regime through the confrontation of the 

dissidents with it is much useful in trajectories of the social movements. Through this 

confrontation and the knowledge reflexively produced by the political labourers it could be 

possible, for example, to challenge and dismantle the heteropatriarchal regulations of the prison 

system. Would it be possible for an anti-globalization group to prioritize those regulations in their 

struggle without that reflexive moment of political learning, although it is most urgent for many 

social movements in the age of massive arrests during the larger demonstrations?  

 The second example Thompson provides follows a similar trend, this time he turns to a 

sit-in of the University President's office in the University of Guelph in 1997.  He talks about the 

organizing process for this sit-in, which could easily be translated to different localities (trans-

local). Questions like how to reach to the administrative level, how to unlock and lock the doors 

and "once inside, what will we do if administrators or office staff are already there? Is it better, 

legally speaking, to force them to leave the office before locking the doors or risk the possibility 

of locking them in and being charged with forcible confinement?"
166

 Through local confrontation 

the protesters start to investigate outwardly to the organizational practices of the ruling regime. In 

the sense of Institutional Ethnography, it is also the case in this context that those organizational 

practices are textually-mediated. That is, texts such as the Criminal Code of Canada or the student 

regulations of the University are at work in organizing and managing the student activities in this 

case, and protestors, reflexively, return to these texts to find their situation in the larger 

organizational relations of the ruling regime. This pedagogic moment is way beyond the 

pragmatic crisis-solving, it reveals the actual workings of the university system which would be 

otherwise impossible to even start digging.  

 Similarly, Thompson cites, once the occupation of the office started how the 

administrators' first response was to warn students for "not tampering with the files". Thompson 
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argues how this warning taught the students about the importance of the files, which they did not 

even think about prior to this warning, "However, through confrontation, the importance of the 

files was revealed to the protesters as well. In retrospect, we should have been more curious. The 

occupation really only began to scratch the surface of what we didn't know about how the 

university worked"
167

 

 Further, the first precaution the administration took was to call in the fire department 

claiming that the occupation was a fire hazard to the students inside. Considering the widespread 

discursive usage of the ruling regime to call protests as "threat to the public space", this move of 

the university administration is quite revealing:  

Zoning laws, fire codes, property titles: these are the texts that make it 

possible for ruling relations to be conducted in, and occupy, actual 

spaces in the actual world. And because these texts prompt standardized 

and universal courses of action to address ideologically construed local 

"situations", they can be mobilized to regulate a multitude of 

experientially different moments. Given the regulatory capacities they 

enable for those in power, these texts are thus of supreme importance to 

activists as well.
168

 

 

Political Activist Research, as evident in the case of Thompson, provides a significant ground of 

investigation for the political labourer. Yet, the question of academia as opposed to the political 

labour can be considered as a challenge in itself for the practice of this methodology. This binary 

between the academia and social movements is, in fact, one of the most frequently raised 

critiques towards Institutional Ethnography-Political Activist Research. To put it differently,  is it 

possible to dismantle the current university regime that manifests itself as a neoliberal corporate 

institution by at least transcending its limits that  regulates the knowledge production through the 

means of research funding and publishing pressures? Gary Kinsman argues "political activist 

research builds on and extends the research capacities of movement activists and aids in 

subverting the binary opposition of research versus political labour and of inside/outside 
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dichotomy, beyond arguing for either absolute "externality", outside ruling relations, or absolute 

"internality", inside ruling relations." but still warns the practitioners: "If we are committed to 

developing a sociology for changing the world, it is vital that it is not just about developing a 

brilliant analysis in the university world, it also has to be about developing a relationship to social 

movements."
169

 

 What are the ways of juggling between the work we take as political labourers struggling 

against the ruling relations while also trying to map out those relations for a living? One 

suggestion is to "develop alternatives to academic and professional institutionalization" through 

creating spaces in the academia that would enable the academic resources to the activists and 

social movements while also "systematically strategize[ing] about how to defend the resources 

from attempts by university officials to regulate them and deprive social movements of their 

use"
170

 

 Another attempt to break the cycle of academia versus political labour, I would suggest, 

is the usage of language. Let me expand on that: Following Dorothy Smith discussion on text as 

the mediator of the ruling relations, George Smith highlights the investigation of language in, for 

example, codes, regulations, reports and so on as "an understanding of language as operating 

reflexively, conceptually to coordinate and concert forms of social organization" and adds " in 

every instance [of his investigation of language in police reports], language was social 

organization. Thus, the study of a form of social organization became, in part, a study of its 

language."
171

 

 What happens when we switch our lenses to the usage of language in the academia as a 

ruling regime? As discussed in the previous chapter and also discussed above in relation to the 

practice Political Activist Ethnography, the journey of the academia and the street politics with 

                                                     

169
 Kinsman, 155. 

170
 Caelie et al., 260, 262. 

171
 Dorothy Smith cited in George W. Smith.“Political activist as ethnographer.”Social Problems 

37, 4:6 (1990) 645. 



 

76 

 

the discussions stemmed from  the New Social Movements scholarship brought us to a 

postmodern liberal moment in the academia. Ironically, while Stuart Hall argued in relation to 

New Social Movements "movements provoke theoretical moments. And historical conjunctures 

insist on theories"
172

, today we witness a disjuncture in the movements and theory.  

 Given the current regime of the academia in which neoliberal capitalism and knowledge 

production is enmeshed in the form that knowledge is commodified, critical scholarship is 

deradicalized and the academia in general is positioned as a mediator between the state and the 

capital, how the academic knowledge is produced and disseminated becomes highly crucial. The 

so-called post-feminist, post-Marxist, post-racial turn in the academia created a fascination or 

even romanticization of abstractions as a political move against materiality and structures, 

especially when it comes to power relations. Deriving from Marxist conceptualization of 

commodity fetishism, I shall call this abstraction fetishism.  

 I am using this term for two reasons: One is a critique towards the academia as a ruling 

regime. The abstraction fetishism produces a language, a jargon of its own, similar to police 

reports (in George Smith's case) or fire codes (as in Thompson's case). It creates a textual 

mediation in which knowledge of the people is mystified in abstraction. Simply put, abstraction 

fetishism makes the knowledge of the people inaccessible to the people. Also, the usage of this 

language, similar to any other text the ruling regimes utilize, becomes a regulation of the social in 

the academia by forcing itself on the individuals. In other words, academics who are unable or 

simply reject abstraction fetishism cannot take part in the niche market of knowledge production.  

Moreover, in 'activist' circles, those who have access, or literacy, to this language disseminate this 

language as the true way of referring, discussing or struggling against the ruling relations. Thus, 

'activist' circles become spaces where only the privileged can occupy, or survive. 
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 In relation to that, second, abstraction fetishism constitutes a high risk in the practice of 

Political Activist Research. The abstraction fetishism, let unchecked, creeps up in our relationship 

as the researchers with our political organizations, reproducing the boundaries of insider/outsider 

or political labourer/researcher that we are bound to dismantle. Similar to funding, ethics boards, 

publishing relations as regulations of the university as a ruling regime
173

, the practitioners of 

Political Activist Research should strategize constantly for the ways not to reproduce abstraction 

fetishism that alienates political labourers from the spaces that we strive to create with them in the 

academia.  

3.4 Research Rationale and Design and the Overview of the Field 

As Dorothy Smith argues, we are all, as researchers and as political labourers, are part of the 

social, sometimes (maybe most of the times) unaware of our positions in the ruling relations. The 

textually-mediated ruling relations are so embedded in our lives that they are taken-for-granted. 

Thus, mapping out the operations of the ruling relations would help us to reveal and challenge 

them. Following this approach, George Smith focuses on the social movements as entities that are 

outside of these ruling relations, or at least "are in rupture with" them. He sees the potential in 

investigation of confrontation of the social movements with the ruling regime.  

 Following this, I would like to tinker the central role of the confrontation between the 

labourers of radical politics and the ruling regime to reveal the conflicts across diverse dissident 

groups. If we are all embedded in and affected by the operations of the ruling regime, would it be 

possible to say that social movements are free from those operations? Would it be too much of a 

stretch to question the possibilities that social movements reproduce the textual and discursive 

operations of the ruling regime in their conversations with different dissident groups?  

 Thus, my research primarily questions the roots of the points of conflict in solidarity 

praxis in Turkey by centralizing the experience of the political dissident group, the Anti-Capitalist 
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Muslims. I will argue with more evidence in the following chapters, but in short in the case of 

Turkey the ruling regime marks the dissidents on two bases: One is "leftist politics" that would 

include parties and unions and the other is "identity politics" that includes feminists, LGBT, 

Kurds, Alevis and self-identified Islamists
174

. It would be bold to argue that these groups are 

separate from each other. In fact, as I discuss in the following chapter, there are many cases and 

experiences of coalitions and intersections across these groups except for the Islamists. My 

research took the case of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims as a group that does not fit these labels 

created by the ruling regime in Turkey to manage and break the dissidence. Even the group's 

name, which was given to them by the organizing committee of the May Day demonstration in 

Istanbul in 2012, highlights this ambiguous character of the group. This ambiguity, I find, makes 

them unique among the political dissidents in Turkey and their experiences of solidarity praxis 

would reveal much about how precarious solidarities may look like today.   

 Grounding on this methodological approach, I started my field research around the 

summer of 2012, right after the first public appearance of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims. As 

expected from the methodology I utilized, each step I took and each conversation I had during my 

field work revealed much about the group and their solidarity praxis especially with the left. In 

chapter 6, I will discuss these points in much detail. Yet, I think it is also important here to outline 

the methodological decisions I made before, during and after my field work.  

 George Smith argues:  

In beginning from the local historical setting of people's experiences, a 

Marxist-feminist ethnographer must start in a reflexive fashion from 

inside the social organization of not only her own world, but by 

extension the social world she intends to investigate. The latter, 

furthermore, is not truncated at the boundary of a local setting, but 

extends in a contiguous fashion beyond the purview of the everyday. In 

investigating this extra-local realm it is the local experiences of people 

that determine the relevancies of the research; that point to the extra-

local forms of organization that need investigating.
175
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Following this argument of Smith, I first started questioning my relation with the group's 

epistemologies.  

 I started my research with an extensive literature review on left-wing and Islamist 

movements in Turkey in order to locate the group historically and ideologically. Locating a group 

in the complex relations of social movements in Turkey, as overviewed in Chapter 4, requires a 

close reading of major political turning points in the history. Thus, this initial literature review 

almost immediately became a map, a textual material, in which Islamist movements coincided, 

and in almost all cases confronted, with the leftist politics in Turkey.  

 After mapping out this historical/political relationship, first I focused on the text 

produced by the Anti-Capitalist Muslims themselves. Most of this text was circulated on their 

social media channels. Second, I brought together critical perspectives on the group both from the 

Left and Islamist backgrounds. Because their first public appearance was on May Day 

demonstration in Istanbul, most of these critiques were again from the leftist journals and 

newspapers.  

 As soon as I arrived in Turkey in the late April of 2013 immediately after I received 

clearance from General Research Ethics Board(GREB), I contacted with the group and attended 

their second May Day participation in Ankara. It was this first meet-and-greet moment that I 

noticed I was not prepared enough for the 'translation' of my research. For instance, "alliance 

politics" had no translation, meaning or any counterpart either in the academia or among the 

social movements. It is also important to note here that alliance as a word in Turkish (ittifak) 

reflects more of a diplomatic or inter-state relationship (like coalition governments), whereas 

solidarity (dayanisma in Turkish) seems to fit better. Thus, I defined  the research as "a research 

on solidarity culture among us dissidents".  
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 Later, I started to attend their regular meetings, as I was setting up my interviews with the 

members,  the Gezi Park in Istanbul was occupied by a small group of environmentalist on May 

31st, leading to the infamous uprising.  

 Not surprisingly, the uprising became a turning point for the group, and in relation to that 

for my project. Although I was hoping to start my interviews later that summer, I thought 

"ethically" this would be disruptive to the people. It was a time when almost everyone I talked to, 

and myself too, said "I feel guilty if I go to sleep". I wrote on June 2nd, at 4 in the morning local 

time, "The country is up and alive. (...) I don't think it's a good time to have people sit down for 

interviews."
176

Thus, I did not even attempt to organize any interviews, but kept working with the 

group, getting much closer every day, creating bonds and actually becoming fully a part of the 

group. This approach also brought challenges and limitations, which I will discuss in the 

following section.  

 The second text I had for this research was field journals. I had been keeping field 

journals for the first couple of the fieldwork. However, one night during the uprising when I 

noticed that I was circled by the police at the city center in Ankara while trying to find a taxi to 

home, I remembered the journals I was carrying around. Although I kept every name anonymous, 

it was easy for the police to make the connections. Thus, I got rid of the journals immediately, 

tearing off the pages and dumping them in a number of garbage cans around the city center. 

When I came back to Canada, late August of that year, the first thing I did was to write down 

whatever I remembered, consisting of our conversations with the group, the reactions (both 

positive and negative) to the group as well as the reactions I personally received in conversations 

after I told I was affiliated with the group.  

 Prior to the disposing off of field journals, I was also concerned that in the haste of the 

uprising, I would not be able to take excessive notes or because of the mental burden of the days I 
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would lose my ground as a political activist ethnographer. As was the case for the previous 

uprisings in the region, the social media channels, particularly Twitter, was used broadly among 

the protestors and I was also trying to follow the events especially in the other cities via Twitter. 

The moment the Anti-Capitalist Muslims stepped into the Gezi Park with a huge banner quoting a 

sentence that is frequently attributed to Karl Marx, there were a number of tweets (with photos) 

sent from the park. Some were quite critical but  most were quite celebratory. When I noticed that 

diversity in reactions upon seeing the Anti-Capitalist Muslims in a demonstration that would 

grow to an uprising the very next day, almost reflexively I started taking screenshots of those 

tweets and kept collecting those "photos" as digital textual data. While these photos themselves 

constitute quite a significant data in relation to show the reactions of everyday people towards the 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims, and how these reactions changed in the span of four years, from the 

uprising to this day; they were also useful for me to reconstruct my field notes as mnemonic 

devices. Thus, the field journals and the screenshot/photos became the second set of text for this 

research.  

 During the second year of my research, in 2014, I decided to continue my (participant) 

observations. Being away from the country was hardest that year. The streets were still filled with 

people protesting each day, and not being able to take  part in it was the worst challenge. Yet, 

thanks to the reflexes of "citizen journalism" which grew wider during the uprising, I was still 

able to follow most of the protests. Also, after the uprising, the group was most well-known in the 

public eye as well as in the media. For instance, they were invited to debates on TV channels as 

one of "the representatives of the youth in Turkey" usually along with one socialist/communist, 

one social democrat, one nationalist and one member of the ruling party. I watched and collected 

most of the media appearances of the group. These videos, along with the notes I took, are the 

third set of text I analyze in this project.  
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 When I returned to Turkey in the summer of 2014, the wave of solidarity which 

organically built during the uprising was  almost altogether dispersed, the well-known crack 

among the different actors of political dissidence was surfacing again. This summer, too, I 

decided to postpone the interviews. I thought the anger and frustration lingering in the air during 

that summer due to the witnessing of the June Resistance mostly crumbling away at large and 

already ongoing unresolved discussions on solidarity practices of the group, would prevent a 

deeper discussion on how we build solidarities with the group. Moreover, George Smith's account 

on 'data gathering' was quite inspiring for my own research. He asserts:  

I never set up separate, formal interviews with bureaucrats, politicians 

and professionals, or with gay men and people living with AIDS in 

order to collect data. Rather, the route of access was determined by the 

course of confrontation, which in turn was determined, especially in the 

research on AIDS, by the analysis of the data. Thus the research had a 

reflexive relation to the political struggles of people. Data gathering, 

nevertheless, was active rather than a proactive process. In every 

instance, the research constituted an exploration of the administrative 

and political sites of a particular regime, starting from my location in 

the everyday world.
177

 

 

Thus, it was not till summer of 2015, I started my interviews. I conducted ten interviews in 

Ankara and Istanbul with members. Conducting formal interviews as I explain further in the 

following section became a challenge though due to my participation with the group. Although I 

aimed at a equal distribution of self-identified male and female participants, unfortunately it was 

not the case. Most of my interviewees are male. Given the fact that there is also a 

disproportionate gender distribution in most of the cities, it was inevitable. However, I managed 

to have an equal distribution of left-wing and Islamist/Muslim backgrounds.  

 In line with the regulations of GREB, in all the interviews I asked and recorded verbal 

consent for participation and recording the interview. I also distributed an information sheet to 

most of the members, which included my name, institution and contact information for myself, 
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my supervisor, my department and GREB. I encrypted the voice recording immediately after all 

interviews, and uploaded them to a private cloud account. I did not transcript the interviews till I 

got back to Canada, the transcriptions were also encrypted.  

 Some of the data I collected, especially some quotations, meetings and direct action 

examples,  are not recorded in this dissertation due to security concerns to group members. Even 

for the limited parts that I used, there still may be a risk to the participants, thus I will not 

disseminate this dissertation publicly for five-year period after the defense.  

 

3.5 Challenges and Limitations of the Study 

Beside the limitations of the now mainstream neoliberal university
178

, such as funding and time-

limits, I faced certain challenges and limitations before, during and after the fieldwork. A 

fieldwork coinciding with a popular uprising was not a limit, for sure, but it also had its 

drawbacks. For instance, deciding not to conduct interviews with the group members during or 

right after the uprising was a significant moment for me. I believed it was time-consuming as the 

group had its most productive days during that period by meeting new members, building 

relations with other dissidents and managing more urgent  logistic needs such as opening up 

centers.  Thus, taking approximately two hours for interviews from the members were not 

feasible. Even if they could make the time (and I am sure they would), I believed it was unethical 

to take the precious time during that time-period for my own research.   

 As I explained, maintaining the security of the data, especially field notes was probably 

the biggest challenge for me. In relation to that, since the group shrunk dramatically especially 

since the last two years, keeping the members' identities anonymous was another challenge. Most 

of the members gave their consent to use their own names, but especially for those who did not, 
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even pseudonyms weren't enough to keep their identities anonymous. Thus, I chose not to use 

more personal data, such as personal histories, previous and present ideological backgrounds, 

demographics and family backgrounds. They all had brilliant and most striking stories and views, 

however it was an ethical decision for me to omit those stories to keep their identities anonymous. 

Because, especially given the current political atmosphere and threat on dissident, it is a risk that 

cannot be overlooked.  

 Finally, the biggest challenge in writing this dissertation for me was similar to probably 

all ethnographic researches. Especially for critical ethnographies such as institutional 

ethnography which reject the hierarchical relationship of the researcher and the researched, 

sharing the stories of the participants by centering their narratives while at the same time keeping 

the integrity of the research through juggling the risks, ethics, security and funding and timing is a 

challenging task.  More so, during the field, balancing my background in the academia as a 

researcher with my role as a member in the group sometimes became intricate. On the one hand, I 

have always been extra-careful not to use academic language and attitude or name or jargon-

dropping. While this is not only a field-specific issue, it was a significant personal moment for me 

to reflect on my relationship on language and academic 'schooling'
179

. On the other hand, 

especially during our decision-making meetings for joint protests or meetings with other groups, I 

was also hesitant to make any contributions fearing it might affect the group's decisions or 

practices  although it was required from me as a member. Thinking back, I would like to think 

that I found a healthy balance although it was definitely a challenge.  

 More importantly though, my personal relations with the group members made the 

writing process really hard. Since the group also decided to disband itself, writing over their/our 

experiences was really emotional. It was also yet another challenging task not to express myself 

over-emotionally. But I must admit, I failed in that in many occasions.  
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Chapter 4 Situating the Anti-Capitalist Muslims in the History of 

Political Dissent in Turkey(1945-2003)  

If there was hope, it lay in the proles. 

George Orwell
180

 

 

If the world was to be burned down, it will be the wretched. 

Muslum Gurses
181

 

 

4.1 Social Movements in the Turkish Context  

To analyze the uniqueness of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims as a case of precarious solidarity in the 

Turkish dissident politics, it is necessary to add specificity and examine the political and 

historical context from which they emerged.  It is also important to note that there are some key 

differences in the Turkish context with respect to the twentieth century West. Though inspired 

and influenced from the Western debates within Left-wing politics, Turkish Left movements did 

not follow a linear ideological and organizational pattern from labour and student movements to 

the New Social Movements, as outlined in Chapter 2. In fact, it was not till the 1990s that 

identity-based political organizing gained momentum in the larger dissident politics in Turkey. 

More importantly, even after the 1990s, we see that both labour-centered and identity-based 

politics exist, sometimes in harmony and sometimes in conflict.  

 As for the rise of Islamist political parties, the Turkish case not only differs from the 

West, but also from the larger patterns of dissent that shaped the Global South. Rather than 

emerging as an opposition (as seen in Egypt, Tunisia and Iran, among many examples), the trend 
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in Turkey was that  Islamist movements largely aligned with state-power particularly during the 

Cold War as ‘junior’ partners, or after 1980 as beneficiaries of the military intervention, and 

ultimately from 2003 onward as the primary heirs to the authoritarian state apparatus. 

 From its consolidation after the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in WWI,  Turkish social 

movements on the Left have a long, deeply rooted, dynamic but anguished history. Leftists 

positioned themselves, particularly labour and student movements, on the basis of anti-(US) 

imperialist and  in favour of socialist discourses. By contrast, nationalists and Islamists, were 

commonly in solidarity against these socialists. It was the common  threat of “Godless 

communism” that kept this alliance intact through much of the Cold War. The violent opposition 

between anti-U.S. Left and the anti-Soviet Right nationalists and Islamist is all the more highly 

significant when we consider how the Anti-Capitalist Muslims managed to bridge this huge 

divide. 

 Of course, most political histories of Turkey have been written from a top-to-bottom 

point of view, particularly from a state-centered approach that foreground such events as the coup 

d'états
182

 and modernization to the exclusion of "facts on the ground."
183 

This chapter attempts to 

focus more on the social movements, that is, on how the people reacted to the events or changes 

at the state level rather than how the state intervened the everyday life of the people. As such, I 

will highlight state-level changes and interventions only to contextualize the environment from 

which these movements flourished.  On the other hand, the histories of social movements tend to 

focus more on either individual movements or organizations or the applications of the social 

movements theories in Turkey. In this chapter, what I attempt to do is to bring together pockets of 

resistance from different historical contexts and show how they affect each other. As I discuss 

more in detail in chapters 2 and 5, in my opinion no movement, no critical discourse and no 

uprising (including the June Resistance) can develop on its own, free from its past and context. 
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Given limitations of space, however, this chapter provides a glimpse of the historical conditions 

in Turkey which produced new social movements and the linkages between them. 

4.2 Isyan, Devrim, Ozgurluk
184

[Rebellion, Revolution, Freedom]: Left Popular 

Movements Before 1980 

The journey of the Left dates to the turn-of-the-twentieth century, that is before the Turkish 

Republic during the late years of the Ottoman Empire. In fact, it was Ottoman reformers who 

were exiled to Baku that first encountered the ideas of Marxism and those of the Comintern (The 

Third International) among the oil workers. The first Turkish Communist Party was founded by 

these individuals in exile in Azerbaijan in 1920. Many of these first communists including their 

leader Mustafa Suphi did not survive, and were killed en route to Ottoman Anatolia
185

 to join the 

Independence War of  1919-1923. The assassination of the members of this group who are 

commonly referred to as the Onbesler [the Fifteen] is considered one of the earliest political 

assassination of the country.  

 This part of the history is not without critical controversy. The debates on whether we can 

call this attempt a valid form of Marxist organizing given a context where there was little 

industrial labor [albeit despite the factories of Izmir and the coal mines of Zonguldak), let alone a 

clear class formation, remains an ongoing debate.
186 

These debates, indeed, are much fruitful in 

discussing the roots of the class struggle as well as the historicities of class formation in Turkey. 

Regardless, this experience, that ended violently, is important in understanding the state's 

interventions to Marxist, and in general leftist, politics in Turkey. Because, the assassination of 
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“the Fifteen” might have been the first, but for sure not the last of the violent attempts to crush the 

Left by the state.  

 As Turkey industrialized in the 1950s and 1960s, class-based Left mobilization increased. 

The election of a conservative government of under the Democrat Party led by Adnan Menderes, 

which had won Islamist support, provided the impetus for protests that brought together students 

and workers as well as party members. According to Erik Zürcher, the demonstrations in 1960 

which are known as the” 555K”
187 

against the Democrat Party run government mark the first time 

the political dissidents took to the streets in defiance of  government policies.
188

 Indeed, it is from 

this point onward that the street became the primary theatre for political dissent in Turkey.  

 Later, Menderes's government was overthrown by the 27 May 1960 military intervention 

and a new constitution was established. It actually responded to many of the demands from the 

street protests: it pledged to  introduce a constitutional ground for rights and freedoms, including 

the right to assembly, unionization and establishment of political parties. Leftist politicians 

utilized this new constitutional foundation to strengthen their organizations and strategies. With 

the protection of the rights to assemble and protest, there was a rapid increase in the political 

organizing -- referred to as demokratik kitle orgutleri (democratic popular organizations) --  in the 

form of labor unions, student societies and professional organizations that represented groups 

from musicians, teachers, engineers and  architects to doctors and police officers
189

.  

 One of the characteristics of these movements was that they did not aim to take part in 

the parliamentary system but furnished a foundation for revolutionary popular mobilization. This 

development was influenced by and reflected conditions found in  revolutionary movements 

across the Global South. Like the Palestinian and Cuban revolutionaries, the Turkish Left located 

                                                     

187
555K was a code word for “on the fifth day of the fifth month, at 5 o’clock in Kızılay, capital  

city center.   
188

Erik Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History.(I.B.Taurus, 1993:2004). 
189

Yavuz Yildirim, "An Overview to Transformation of Turkish Social Movements" Egitim, 

Bilim, Toplum 10:38 (2012) 8-32. 



 

89 

 

itself as part of an international anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist independence front. Establishment 

of this front was also a reaction to the Democrat Party's decade long rule, between 1950 and 

1960, that brought an important increase in U.S.-Turkish cooperation against the USSR which 

utilized development and foreign aid as a means of countering the appeal of Marxism. As in 

many cases around the globe during the Cold War, Turkey, too, was 'granted' the Marshall Aid 

that was utilized to mechanize and industrialize rural Turkey. Thus, the question of Turkish 

independence, or as most commonly phrased at the time as becoming a “fully independent 

Turkey" [Tam bagimsiz Turkiye], became the rallying cry against the partnership of Turkey with 

the US. Although many principles and conceptualizations signifying various angles of Marxist 

thought (such as through which strategies the independence would be achieved, prioritizing rural 

or urban organizing, or farmer or worker revolution and so on) seemed to mark a division among 

the groups, this rhetoric of independence was the point of convergence that allowed different 

groups on the Left to coalesce. 

 One of the most successful examples of pulling these different elements together around 

the notion of Turkish ‘independence’ was the Workers' Party of Turkey [TIP], which was 

established in 1961. Thanks to their massive organizing, in 1965 they gained 15 seats in the 

general elections and were the socialists ever in the Turkish parliament. Founded by the unionists 

and led by a highly influential socialist lawyer Mehmet Ali Aybar, TIP also had organic relations 

with the student and labor movements. In fact, it is possible to argue that it was a coalition for 

diverse organizations from unions to student organizing, from workers to farmers.  

 However, this coalition did not last long. There were two reasons for the dissolution of 

this party. The first was the 1968 crisis in Czechoslovakia crisis. Like its socialist counterparts in 

Europe,  TIP  membership was divided on whether to support the Czech rebellion or the Soviet 

repression. This diversion in the party resulted with Mehmet Ali Aybar losing his position to 



 

90 

 

Behice Boran, a well-known socialist sociologist and politician.
190 

The second reason for TIP’s 

demise was that these intense internal ideological debates within the party tended to alienate their 

base constituency. While the street politics, particularly the student movement, were dramatically 

rising and clashes with the state and ultra-nationalists were growing more intense every day the 

party was not able to capture the momentum on the streets and it did not support the protests.
191 

 

 The party was banned after the 1971 putsch. Hundreds of members, including the leaders 

such as Behice Boran were imprisoned. Although Boran reinstated the party after her release in 

1974, the party did not regain its former strength. At the time, conflicts between the socialists and 

the state-backed ultranationalists escalated dramatically to violent conflicts. Many members of 

the TIP and the leaders of various student organizations were killed in armed resistance, such as 

Ulas Bardakci, Mahir Cayan, Sinan Cemgil or executed such as Deniz Gezmis. With the 1980 

coup it was banned once and for all.
192

  

 The '68 movement in Europe, that was discussed in Chapter 2, also influenced Turkey’s 

Left. The  '68 generation, as they were called, embarked on street protests. Nevertheless, the shift 

from the 'old' social movements to the New Social Movements did not really take place among 

the protestors in Turkey until the 1990s. Independence from neo-imperialism remained the central 

issue and thus the Left in Turkey allied itself with popular movements in Latin America and the 

Middle East.  As such, in the 1960s Turkish politics were  not marked by a true cultural turn in 

politics, as in the West. Although young people of high school and university age were at the 

forefront of many demonstrations and actions on the street, their goal was not to ‘liberate’ 
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themselves but to work toward building a  popular movement that talked to all sectors of the 

society and would lead to the foundation of a socialist state.  

4.3 'Godless Commies and their Rivals' : Islamism and Right-Wing Alliances in 

Turkey  

This digression is necessary in order to discuss the development of a more identity-focused but 

also politically active groups in Turkey. Similar to Left wing politics, political Islam as an 

ideology dates to the late Ottoman Empire. Under the Ottoman sultan Abdulhamid II (r. 1878-

1908) the state took an active role in promoting Islamic internationalism in order to rally its 

subjects and gain support from Muslims outside of the empire. However, it is possible to argue 

that political Islam as an ideological approach and active political engagement independent of the 

state direction only found its way into the political landscape in the 1970s with the foundation of 

a series of Islamist parties, beginning with the National Order Party (MNP, banned after the 1971 

military intervention) and the National Salvation Party (MSP, closed down by the 1980 coup), 

both of which were led by Necmettin Erbakan.  

             The MSP campaign in 1972 promised give voice to “the silent Muslim majority”,
193  

which continues to resonate in Turkish politics today.  Considering the political conjecture of the 

time in which labour and student movements had gained an incredible momentum, and when Left 

and Right wing politics became deeply polarized but highly mobilized forces on the street,  “the 

silent Muslim majority” meant two things: first it was an obvious critique of the self-defined 

‘laic’ or secular state which was argued controlling, if not silencing, Muslim political identity; 

and second it expressed a rejection of the manifestation of political protest on the street, whether 

Left or Right which did not address itself in terms of  “Muslimhood.” Thus, MSP importantly re-

framed the politics of the time in order to include Islamism for the first time as a legitimate and 

powerful political tendency and an independent ‘third’ path between Left and Right wing politics.  
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 The MSP was founded on an ideological framework elaborated by Necmettin Erbakan 

called the Milli Gorus (National Vision). The Milli Gorus doctrine was based on two inter-

relational processes: On the one hand, it calls for a pedagogy based on Islamic teaching in order 

to create a religious and moral population. It considers the general public as a degeneration of 

moral values due to the direct imposition of Western value systems. On the other hand, to 

dismantle this Western imposition on the public, it calls for an independent economy thus argues 

for a massive national industrialization and economic development.   

 Although Islamists rejected part of the Right wing national agenda, they shared animosity 

for the USSR and People’s Republic of China. Thus, in understanding the rise and ideology of 

Islamism in Turkey, it is significant to highlight its alliance with the nationalists against the Left. 

In the midst of the Cold War era, a state-sponsored group, “The Associations [engaged] in 

Struggle against Communism” (Komunizmle Mucadele Dernekleri) were established during the 

mid-1960s with a base mostly in Turkish nationalist youth organizations, and from the newly 

emerging Islamists. As evident in the title, these associations were founded against and held 

responsible for many attacks on Left organizations and demonstrators. One of the most violent 

and definitional acts of this collaboration --  a source of shame for the Anti Capitalist Muslims – 

was the Islamist-Nationalist alliance of  “Bloody Sunday.”  

 Bloody Sunday refers to the February 16, 1969 protests against the U. S Sixth fleet 

anchored in the harbor of Istanbul between 1967-1969 . More than thirty thousand protestors, 

mostly students from Left parties,  gathered outside of Istanbul University in Beyazit Square 

against this symbolic presence and launched an anti-imperialism rally. It was the police who 

began the attacks on these demonstrators forcing them to retreat toward the center of the new city, 

at Taksim. There, they were met with another large crowd, mostly affiliated with the Associations 

of Struggle against Communism. During the violence assault on Left hundreds were injured and 

two were killed.  
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 A well-known article of the Islamist writer Mehmet Sevket Eygi written the day before 

the Bloody Sunday is still widely considered as one of the reasons that incited crowds to attack on 

the protests that day. Eygi wrote: "Oh the People of Turkey, oh virtuous Muslims. Everybody get 

ready for the fight against the obscenity of communism. Your faith is in danger. Your religion is 

in danger. The mosques are in danger. Rise up of ehl-i Islam( People of Islam). Prepare for 

action"
194

. Later, on Sunday, a group of youth performed salat (prayer) in front of, and most 

importantly, towards the fleet before the attack on the protests. 

 While there are many examples like this in the political history in Turkey, the Bloody 

Sunday is one of the most notorious and emblematic of the tactical alliance between nationalists 

and Islamists. The Bloody Sunday was a moment which revealed that although Turkish 

nationalism and Islamism who otherwise were irreconcilably divided in terms of world views and 

political organizing, the so-called struggle against communism could become a common ground.  

 It also paved the way for them to borrow from one another, both discursively and 

ideologically. For example, Necmettin Erbakan's doctrine Milli Gorus was introduced  in 1969, 

same year before  the Bloody Sunday which almost immediately led Milli Gorus-based youth 

organizations, like National Youth Foundation. On the other hand, the Nationalist Movement 

Party put forward the slogan in their 1969 convention which brought together  Turkish and 

Muslim identities:  "The Turk [stands] like the Tanri Mountain, the Muslim [stands] like the Hira 

Mountain." This signaled a significant departure  in the platform of the  nationalist movement
195

 

towards an inclusion of Islam, if not Islamism.   

 In short, then, what dominated the Islamist politics in Turkey till the 1980s was this 

power alliance between the Islamists and Rightwing nationalists which was fueled by Cold War 
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anti-communism that was backed by the state itself. It was the street violence between the 

Islamist-Rightwing allies and the Left that would be used as the pretext of another military 

intervention in 1980.   

4.4 The 1980 coup d'etat and its Aftermath  

The 1980 coup d'etat was a hammer that crushed popular movements across the ideological 

spectrum, but fell most brutally on Leftist parties, student organizations and trade unions.  In the 

period between 1980 and 1985, more than 650,000 people were arrested, approximately 

1,700,000 people were designated as “dangerous” and 30,000 people were forced into exile.
196

 

 The junta that formed after the 1980 coup introduced a new constitution that practically 

undid almost all laws that enabled the democratic popular movements, freedom of assembly and 

organization. From unionization to party politics, from student organizing to charters for 

associations, the laws were all scrapped away and re-written by the junta. Moreover, the junta 

introduced new institutional bodies. One of the most illuminating examples would be the Council 

of Higher Education (YOK) which was established as a higher body of administration for all 

universities in Turkey. Thus, universities lost their autonomy to YOK which was established to 

control, monitor and eventually police any form of political dissidence in universities. While 

YOK was responsible for surpassing academic knowledge production as well as political 

organizing in the universities on an institutional base, it also introduced certain regulations that 

would reveal the fascist mindset of the junta. According to these regulations, for instance, all 

students were to partake in physical education classes that would "tire them off" from political 

activities. Also, in university cafeterias tables and chairs were nailed down and arranged in a way 

that not more than 5-6 people could sit together. The commonly called "the dress code" for the 

universities banned certain cuts of facial hair as well as dress such as parkas which were cultural 
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icons for political leanings. Interestingly, this dress code that aimed to de-politicize the 

universities, later became the base for the ban on veil in the Turkish universities and Islamist 

mobilization in the 1990s.   

 While the '68 generation in Europe turned its face to cultural politics and later translated 

the New Social Movements into a rhetoric of civil society during the 1980s and the 1990s, for 

Turkey the case was quite different from Europe in that respect too. The residues of the junta 

regime during the early 1980s were not easy to clean physically and psychologically from the 

political imagination of the dissidents in Turkey. On the other hand, the constitution rewritten by 

the junta was extremely limiting in terms of  political activity. Yet, by the late 1980s  political 

dissidence started to flourish yet again in the public scene.  

 When the martial law on cities was mostly lifted by 1984 around the country, the very 

first political group that managed to start organizing was feminists as they went relatively 

'unnoticed' by the military regime
197

. It is possible to argue that these first feminist groups were 

inherently solidarity movements since these women were previously organized under different 

(and mostly distinct) fractions of political groups yet they had to come together to survive the 

coup d’etat through solidarity. The prominent feminist Sirin Tekeli recalls: "Then there was the 

coup. Politics ended. Organizations were shut down. Militants were arrested or went to exile. 

While men were sent to jail, female militants were able to live, albeit underground, in the society, 

because they were not in positions of leadership [hence were not arrested]."
198

 

 Another ground of mass organizing was the Kurdish liberation movement. The Kurdistan 

Workers' Party, PKK, was founded in 1984 with the aim to achieve a Marxist-Leninist revolution 

and to build an independent Kurdish state. The leadership of the PKK was also affiliated with the 

student movements during the 1970s, mainly the largest revolutionary Marxist group, the Turkish 
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Revolutionary Youth Federation(DEV-GENC) and some of them were imprisoned during the 

1971 and 1980 coups. After the 1980 coup, the group returned to the Kurdish region in Turkey 

and established the PKK. From that point on, the guerilla (both urban and rural) warfare in the 

region as well as in the larger cities of Turkey in the West grew rapidly. It is needless to say that 

the Kurdish movement is a deeply rooted and strong popular movement, while it also crystallized 

any form of political dissidence into armed conflict in the eye of the state. That is, the state 

utilized the conflict with the Kurdish guerilla to mark and marginalize any leftist group as 

'separatists' or  'terrorists'.  

 The third significant group, to organize later during the mid-1990s were the students. By 

1992, university students had started to find ways to bring together various small-scale student 

organizing in the universities. Especially given the rising numbers of the Disappeared among 

university students
199

, the need to build a coalition for all university students was urgent. Thus, by 

1995 platforms like, the Platform for University Students in Ankara and Istanbul and as a 

coordination between these platforms, The University Students Coordination of Turkey were 

founded as umbrella organizations. The platform was twofold: While it organized massive 

protests, that included not only students who already had affinities with the leftist organizing, but 

all students, against police brutality in universities, the YOK, the tuitions and the neo-

liberalization of the universities through the establishment of the first private universities. The 

platform also provided a space for the students to initiate coalitions with workers, feminists and 

peace movement.  

 The case commonly referred to as the Youth of Manisa Case, became a turning point for 

the student movement of the 1990s to find a ground for popular support. The Youth of Manisa 
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Case refers to 16 middle and high school students who were arrested for writing "No to Tuitions" 

on a wall in the small city of Manisa. They were tortured brutally for almost 11 days while their 

arrest were kept secret from their parents and their lawyers. The torture chamber in the police 

station where the kids were held was found by coincidence by a parliament member, Sabri Ergul 

who was able to expose the torture inflicted on kids as a first-hand witness
200

. Through this case, 

the public opinion towards the student movement grew more and more sympathetic while voices 

against police brutality and torture, as well as state repression on political dissidents grew louder.  

 While student movement gained strength, the New Social Movements started to affect the 

political dissidence in the country by the 1990s, almost thirty years of their European 

counterparts. For instance, the influence of women's movement exceeded the limits of street 

politics and became institutionalized through first women's studies departments in the country.  

Similarly, LGBT movement began to develop in alliance with anarchist students in the 

universities
201

.  

 While the peace movement was an organic part of the socialist politics of the 1970s, for 

instance Behice Boran of TIP was also the founder of Turkish Peace Association; during the 

1990s, a rhetoric of "social peace" surfaced. Given the warfare between the state and the Kurdish 

guerilla, as well as the state's brutal contra-guerilla tactics, such as "missing" protestors under 

custody, mass killings, deaths under torture and unsolved assassinations of Kurdish and Turkish 

politicians, the peace movement in the 1990s gained prominence. The movement had two 

trajectories: one was the growing mobilization for conscientious objection
202

 while the other was 

to organize in support of the victims of torture and inhumane treatment through awareness and 
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judicial help. The Human Rights Association (IHD) and the Progressive Lawyers 

Association(CHD) are the most significant examples of this trend.   

 In relation to that, the Kurdish movement also stepped into the civil politics through 

parliamentary representation with the People's Labor Party(HEP) however HEP, and the 

following six other parties over the course of twenty years, were  banned from politics. For the 

Kurdish liberation movement, the 1990s were to expand the guerilla warfare to democratic 

politics which required a discursive shift from Marxist-Leninist popular armed front to a social 

movement that sought national recognition, identity based rights and freedoms.   

 In fact, the rights and freedoms discourse signifies an overall shift in the leftist politics in 

Turkey during the 1990s. There are two reasons for this shift to identity politics: One is more 

related to external forces. That is, Turkey's long lasting endeavor to become a member of the 

European Union (EU) required certain legislations to be passed by the parliament such as acts 

against torture and inhumane conditions in prisons as well as the promotion of the civil society. 

Civil society here signals the western liberal understanding of expression and representation of 

the people in extra-institutional bodies. In the case of Turkey, civil society idea was directly 

translated into NGOization.
203 

Through the pressure from the EU, democratization of the civil 

society was understood in terms of establishments of a number of identity and rights-based 

associations and foundations. This, of course, had many positive effects on the public. For 

instance, through the rhetoric of human rights, a number of issues that had been suppressed or 

silenced by the state for decades such as the freedom of expression, freedom of press, direct 

democracy, ethnic and religious diversity , became a central ground of discussion for the media 

and the general public.  

 On the other hand though, I would argue, these discussions on civil society, 

democratization and basic human rights and freedoms were circulated in a top-to-bottom 
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approach. In other words, they were not the exact translation of the demands that derived from 

and had strong ties with the general public such as the anger towards police brutality, corruption 

in the government, and impoverishment due to newly introduced neo-liberal state policies such as 

privatization. Rather, they were introduced by the state in the form of legislations, laws and 

regulations but were neither popularized nor internalized by the general public or the dissidents. 

For instance, while the regulations convicted any form of torture, the police still continued its 

brutal conduct towards  protestors and their lawyers presenting the new regulations alike.  

Because of this discrepancy of top-to-bottom introduction of the human rights discourse, the 

rights and freedoms rhetoric during the 1990s was in a way twisted. The most marginal but 

significant example of that would be the 12 December 2000 Police Protest. The funeral of two 

police officers on December 12, 2000 turned into a protest of approximately 4000 riot police. The 

officers shouted many slogans that day such as "down with the government" and "the martyrs are 

immortal". Also, waving their guns in the air at the Istanbul University Beyazit Campus, a 

traditional space of student organizing, they  chanted "down with the human rights". For sure, this 

case is quite marginal yet I have witnessed many instances of the rhetoric of rights and freedoms  

being emptied out of content. For instance, in 2007 right after  March 8, we, as the only feminist 

group at the time on campus, had an information desk regarding the sexual assaults on the 

campus of Middle East Technical University. I remember the chill I had upon seeing a group of a 

couple of young engineers in their last days of schools to run towards us and start shouting with 

joy: "Our right to sexual assault cannot be obstructed".  
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4.5  'Tamam Insallah'
204

: A Post-Coup Post Islamist Turn?  

As mentioned earlier, the coup d’etat in 1980 as a “response” to the social movement of the 1960s 

and 1970s marks the political history of Turkey as a sharp edged knife which seized all political 

activity  to exist as deemed illegal at the hands of the junta. Thousands of leftists and hundreds of 

nationalists were arrested, killed, or forced to exile. Also, all political parties, including the MSP, 

were banned. In order to “sustain the order”, the military rule favored dearly a new state ideology 

called “Turk-Islam Synthesis”
205

.Although Islamists could not get passed the “scale of 'safe' 

polity” of the junta for being “too marginal”, neo-conservative, liberal politics managed to gain 

support of the junta thus the people.
206

The first civil government after the junta was neo-

conservative, neo-liberal Motherland Party (ANAP) under the leadership of Turgut Ozal. Ozal's 

ANAP introduced open market economy accompanied by a massive pike in unemployment and 

corruption. However, a religious rhetoric was also intrumentalized, emphasizing Ozal's religious 

affinities with certain Sunni Muslim sects and orders.
207

 Thus, in a sense what Ozal represented, 

as a neo-conservative, neoliberal religious entrepreneur was favoured by the junta as the first 

"reconstruction" government.  What was significant in terms of Islamism in Turkey, however, 

how religiosity was operationalized as a major force for governance for the first time in 

Republic's history.  
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 In the meantime, National Salvation Party changed its name to Welfare Party (Refah 

Partisi or RP) in order to be able to run for the election. The Junta's favoring of Ozal's merge of 

neoliberalism and Islam started to show its impact on Turkish politics through RP as the 

representatives of Islamism
208

. From 1991 election onwards, the RP managed to grow steadily, 

gaining approximately 17% of the votes in 1991 and winning major cities elections.  By 1994 

they were the largest party in the parliament. 

 In 1995, Welfare Party captured political power with the coalition of another liberal 

conservative party, True Path Party (DYP). Erbakan, leader and ideologue of the Welfare Party 

and the Prime Minister at the time, declared officially and discursively that the new imagination 

of the state is fuelled by the Islamist politics based on the Milli Gorus doctrine. Some examples 

for the new imagination could be a proposition for an Islamic monetary union, an Islamic 

currency (Islam Dinar) for the economic pacts between other Muslim majority countries and 

Turkey, long discussion in the parliament regarding a possible Islamist revolution and 

government aids to fundamentalist groups under the name of social and cultural activities
209

.  

 The most significant aspect regarding the triumph of the RP was how it could manage to 

become so powerful while no other political group, be it a party or a movement, was able to 

mobilize the masses as the RP did. Many scholars
210

 argue that the grassroots movement of 

Islamist women behind the Welfare Party’s victory is the most important determinant in this 

success.  

 The success of the RP derived from Islamist women whose almost militant discipline 

moved a vast majority of impoverished, marginalized people around the urban centres. Sibel 

Eraslan, the chairwoman of the party's ‘Ladies Commission’ in 1995, was one of the most 

influential women of  the period. In an interview she claimed that she organized a core group of 

                                                     

208
 I further discuss my choice of the term Islamism in the following section.  

209
. Mehmet Ali Birand, (dir), "Son Darbe: 28 Subat" (2012).  

210
 See for example, Göle, Ilyasoglu. 



 

102 

 

18,000 women across urban Turkey, most of whom were based in Istanbul. These women, in 

turn, reached out to more than 200,000 women through meetings in community centers and even 

literally by knocking on every door.
211

 

 Moreover, the ban on veil
212

 as one of the most important ground for these women to 

struggle made their movement quite distinct from their male counterparts. Although the ban on 

veil had been utilized as a political tool, or rhetoric for public favour before by conservative 

parties, during the 1990s the veiled university students, especially in larger cities such as Istanbul 

and Ankara, made their cases claiming the veil issue is a women’s issue. In other words, they 

argued that being a veiled Muslim woman marked their positions in public space, whose borders 

are strictly determined on the basis of patriarchal power relations in no way similar to their male 

counterparts. They were visible for once because of their veil, and this made them vulnerable to 

the public. And that’s why, they argued their experiences can only be analysed and acted upon by 

women themselves. This was, for sure, a great challenge for the circles they were coming from, 

although they managed to build solidarities, albeit tentative, with the feminists of the country.  

 More importantly, the demonstrations to abolish the ban on veil, which went as far as 

hunger strikes and violent conflicts with the police
213

, also signify a turn in political Islam 

towards identity politics. As mentioned in the previous section, the rights and freedoms discourse 

and politics of identity started to mainstream among the dissidents in Turkey during the 1990s, 

and for the Muslim youth it was also a turning point to self-identify vis-a-vis Muslimhood. 

During this period, we see a trend in political Islam that borrows language and tactics from the 
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Left like never before, which utilizes identity-based demands of recognition, or as Berna Turam 

calls it, "a demand for more recognition for faith-based and morally conservative ways of life, 

which have been looked down upon by the Westernized elite"
214

. In fact, from  1990s onwards, 

we witness mushrooming of Muslim associations such as MAZLUMDER (The Association for 

Human Rights and Solidarity with the Oppressed), a human rights organization founded in 1991 

by mostly Islamist lawyers and OZGURDER (The Association For The Freedom of Thought and 

Educational Rights)founded in 1999 by activists against the ban on veil. These organizations also 

took their cases beyond the Turkish courts, utilizing the legal channels of the European Union,  

such as the European Court of Human Rights to plea their cases against government sanction and 

repression. Moreover, there was a tendency among the Muslim youth to get organized in the form 

of more informal groups under broad titles like Muslim Feminists of Ankara.  

 In 28 February 1997, another military intervention, albeit different in its practices from 

the previous coups, hit the country. Although it is mostly considered a direct intervention to the 

Islamist rhetoric of the Welfare Party, it was also a tour de force of the military for the growing 

dissident movements on the street, Islamists and leftists alike
215

. Regardless, the Welfare Party 

and majority of the leadership including the founder Necmettin Erbakan were banned from 

politics.  

 The ban on the Welfare Party and later the defensive attitude of the party leadership 

caused a major disappointment in the constituency of the party.
216

 Especially their acceptance 

without much resistance of the terms forced by the military and later the following party, the 

Virtue Party(the FP)'s less radical rhetoric were considered by the constituency a break from the 
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founding doctrine of the Milli Gorus
217

. Indeed, FP changed its discourse from religious moral 

values for national, independent economic development to democratic values for human 

development. "The FP advocated democracy, liberty, human rights and the rule of law. It also 

emphasized the importance of dialogue, tolerance and respect for diversity of opinions. In 

contrast to its preceding parties the MSP and the RP, the Virtue Party adopted a positive approach 

towards the EU and the United States."
218

In fact, it was the first time for the party and its tradition 

to visit the US and while in the States the leader of the party, Recai Kutan, defined their new 

politics as "modern conservative."
219

They also tried to include more liberal and liberal-

conservative candidates and party members ranging from journalists to artists.  

 This shift can be understood through Asef Bayat's conceptualization of Post-Islamist turn. 

According to Bayat, Iranian Islamist Revolution in 1979 was the turning point for Islamism, 

which can be understood as "a systematic attempt from above to Islamicize society and the 

economy. In the early 1980s, a cultural revolution was launched to transform the education 

system, from universities down to preschool nurseries. The idea was to set up a religious 

curriculum, employ Islamically-committed instructors, and add Islamic extra-curricular activities. 

The aim was to produce and reproduce Islamic citizens."
220

 

 Based on the definition of Bayat, although he defines Islamism in the Iranian context, it is 

possible to argue that Milli Gorus doctrine as well as the parties built upon it had a similar nature 

of ideology and politics of Islam. Indeed, especially the National Salvation Party and later the 
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Welfare Party tried to build close ties with Iran both discursively and later in their government 

actively.  

 According to Bayat, post-Islamism is 

a condition where, following a phase of experimentation, the appeal, 

energy, symbols and sources of legitimacy ofIslamism get exhausted, 

even among its once-ardent supporters. As such, post-Islamism is not 

anti-Islamic, but rather reflects a tendency to resecularize religion. 

Predominantly, it is marked by a call to limit the political role of 

religion. In contemporary Iran, post-Islamism is expressed in the idea of 

fusion between Islam (as a personalized faith) and individual freedom 

and choice; and post-Islamism is associated with the values of 

democracy and aspects of modernity. It is expressed in the idea that 

Islam does not have answers to all societies' social, political, and 

economic problems. Post-Islamism implies an understanding that not 

only is Islam compatible with modernity, but its very survival as a 

religion depends upon achieving this compatibility. Yet, there also is a 

strong quest for an independent modernity.
221

 

 

Post-Islamist turn can indeed be observed in the rhetorical change in the Virtue Party after the ban 

on their predecessors, the Welfare Party. Despite the attempts to 'liberalize' the party at discursive 

and active levels, however, the Welfare Party could not manage to convince neither their 

constituency nor the opposing public. For instance, Mehmet Bekaroglu, who later became a vice 

president of the party, writes in his memoirs, when the Virtue Party was founded right after the 28 

February  military intervention, the polls showed that the party was pushing to become a majority 

government. However, after the rhetorical switch, the votes started to plummet. On the other 

hand, the trust that the party was trying to build through the rhetoric of rights, freedoms and 

democracy among the non-constituents was not working. He writes "(...)according to the polls, 

we were the first party by 25-30% of the votes but also the first party that the other voters said "I 

would never vote for"."
222

   

 The interesting dynamic here was not only the post-Islamist turn in the party in itself, but 

also how this rhetoric of democratization of Turkey was appropriated by some fraction within the 
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party. The process was framed as if it was not the party's new politics but the initiative of a group 

of young party members', commonly referred to as yenilikciler or the progressives.
223

 In fact, once 

the Virtue Party was banned again in June 2001, the progressive group found the Justice and 

Development Party (AKP) relying on the post-Islamist discourse introduced by the Virtue Party 

and won the general elections in 2002 for the first time and remained in power since then.   

 As mentioned earlier, the Islamist politics met a point of divergence on the basis of 

understandings of traditionalism and modernity, which gave rise to the AKP as their progressive 

wing. The AKP’s stance in this divergence begs further discussion in order to fully grasp the 

zeitgeist of Turkey. The AKP distanced itself from the former Virtue Party announcing it as a 

platform of schooling, a discipline which required reformation. The traditionalism learned in that 

discipline was inherited as a critique of Kemalist principles, specifically lacisim, but moreover 

instead of embracing Islamism as an ideology, a juxtaposition of neoliberalism and conservatism 

has been considered more fit for the new party. As Bekaroglu rightly put: "Now we understand 

better that with the AKP, the Islamic tradition did not reform itself, only the right- wing 

opportunism found a new ground to flourish."
224

 

 Thus, in the post-coup politics in Turkey, with the AKP Islamism is repacked as a new 

formula for the all right wing politics in Turkey, as the AKP merged its Islamism with 

conservatism of  the 1950s' DP and neoliberalism of the 1980s' ANAP. More so, while Welfare 

Party tried to build its politics on ummah idea especially in terms of international relations as 

discussed earlier, the AKP constructed itself as the resurrection of the Ottoman Empire. In fact, 

the relations with Syria and Egypt that are deemed on several occasions as 'an internal affair', 

newly built Aksaray (White Palace) on a massacre of city forest in Ankara as well as many 

occasions of referral to ecdad(ancestry) can exemplify this tendency to Neo-Ottomanization.  
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4.6 Muslimhood, Islamism, Political Islam: A Discussion on Terminology 

In considering the parallel history from the foundation of the republic to the 1980 coup d’etat of  

political Islam in Turkey, it is necessary, I believe, to discuss briefly the usage of the terms. In 

understanding the terminology of Muslimhood, Islamism and political Islam  in Turkey, the most 

common framework offers a distinction between 'ordinary Muslims'
225

 and political (or 

politicized Islam). The prominent sociologist, Serif Mardin pointed to the complex relation of 

identity with respect to Islam in a Muslim majority country. On the one hand there are political 

agendas which define themselves as Islamist and on the other hand most people see themselves in 

terms of a quotidian notion of being Muslim (Muslimhood); Islam is institutionalized by the state 

which has traditionally controlled religious organizations; and  there is a commonly practiced 

identity found in a type of "folk Islam" which is more flexible, transitory, and ever-changing.
226

 

Yet, it is also significant to note here that "folk Islam" does not refer to a single culture per se, as 

it is also experienced, lived and performed in a multiplicity of cultural expressions.
227

  

 Political Islam and Islamism, on the other hand, highlights a centralization of religiosity 

as the ideological ground of mobilization. While what Mardin called 'folk Islam' is performed in 

multiple contexts and forms thus hard to be generalized, political Islam and Islamism is framed 

through a set of ideas, doctrines, leaderships, constituency and larger economic, social and 

cultural relations.  

 Most scholars of Islamist movements in Turkey approach the distinction between 

Muslimhood and Islamism as a distinction between a daily practice or performance and a world 

view or world order based on Islam. However, Muslimhood as experienced in Turkey does also 

provide a world view though it is not necessarily "politicized". As mentioned earlier, "folk Islam" 

or everyday Muslimhood is not a cultural practice, but rather a as a force that shapes everyday life 
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in Turkey. From my perspective, the real divide between Muslimhood and Islamists does not 

relate to the levels of religiosity or piety but rather to levels of  political engagement. That is, I 

believe most of the distinctions between Muslimhoods and Islamism fall short as most of them do  

not differentiate between Islamism and a Muslimhood that still considers their religion as their 

base of world view, yet rejects Islamism as a political ideology. Thus, Islamism in Turkey, as I 

tried to elaborate in the previous section, should be understood as a demand and effort 'making' a 

world based on a conservative, right-wing understanding of Islam. Yet, a differentiation to make 

space is necessary for self-identified Muslim groups who reject religious conservatism of Turkish 

Islamism yet still considers Islam as the base of their world views in their everyday lives, as I will 

argue with respect to the members of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims.  

  In relation to that, Muslimhood is not free from politics, since, as I argue, it is an 

identity, not a culture. Thus, it should also be understood as a political process of identity-

formation. For instance, 'Muslim' among the Anti-Capitalist Muslims refers to Muslimhood as a 

political identity that signifies a political attribution to Islam and a specific interpretation and 

performance of the religion. However, not all religious/pious people in Turkey claim Muslimhood 

as a political identity but simply as a self-identification of religiosity, as a cultural practice, as part 

of "folk Islam". Thus, in this project I will refer to Muslimhood as a self-identification of 

individuals who politically engage with Islam, unless otherwise stated. 

 Furthermore, Islamism and political Islam are used mostly as two distinct concepts in the 

western academia. The reason for that, I think, is to divide political Islam, as in party politics and 

identity politics, from Islamism that is perceived as fundamentalism. I also think that 

fundamentalism is already a term loaded enough to cover extremists in Islam. Thus, I will use in 

this project Islamism and political Islam interchangeably to refer to ideology and mobilization 

based solely on Islamic teachings.  
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 Most importantly though, any categorization around Islam and Muslimhood to define the 

framework of political Islam and Islamism, refer only to Sunni Islam in Turkey. In other words, 

no other Muslim religious identity in Turkey, such as the Shi’a minority [the Alevis] would be 

automatically excluded as would be groups like the Donme [Jewish converts to Islam].  

4.7 From Identity Politics to Neoliberal Populism: 

In this chapter, I have outlined the major trajectories of the Left and Islamist organizations from 

post-WWII to the early 2000s. These different paths are necessary to situate the emergence of the 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims  as well as their unique position in the overall political landscape. that 

while the labour based politics largely remained active despite the 1980 coup's sweep, a 

discursive shift towards identity politics also gained momentum in post-coup politics. Before the 

coup, Islamism aligned more with state-power and right wing politics on the basis of anti-

communism of the Cold War era. While the coup prioritized the political Islamist tendencies as a 

stabilizing force, the street politics of Islamism reached to a point in the post-coup era which 

borrowed a language of right and freedoms from the left and political organizing in the forms of 

NGOs and loose affinity groups.    

 Yet would be the global conjuncture after 2001 that gave the Islamist AKP its final boost 

into power. In this contextual framework, the AKP is mostly defined as a 'moderate Islamist' 

party, especially in the West which means that their Islamist background, or Islam itself, does not 

necessarily separate them from global neoliberal, neoconservative trends. What differs from the 

Western contexts of neoliberal neo-conservatism, however, is how the AKP captured the political 

Islam's post-Islamist shift to adopt additional discourses: a human rights and democracy discourse 

from the post-coup Left while also appealing to conservatism and neoliberalism to merge right 

wing politics in Turkey. In the next chapter, I will expand on this.   
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Chapter 5 AKP's 'New Turkey': Neoliberal Populism, Consent-Making 

and Resistance  

The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living. 

And just as they seem to be occupied with revolutionizing themselves and things, creating 

something that did not exist before, precisely in such epochs of revolutionary crisis they 

anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service, borrowing from them names, battle 

slogans, and costumes in order to present this new scene in world history in time-honored 

disguise and borrowed language. 
Karl Marx

228
 

 

You will build up tomorrow from today,  

It will be your history.  

'Venceremos'
229

 

5.1 Introduction  

In the previous chapter I tried to provide the context in which to situate Leftist and Islamist 

politics before 2002 as well as to understand the rise to power of the Islamist AKP. In this 

chapter, I will analyze how the AKP managed its message and positioned itself as the 

representative of not only Islamism but also conservative neoliberalism with respect to the 

restoration of democratic governance in Turkey in the long transition after the 1980 coup d’etat 

and with respect toward norms and ‘values’ which might appeal to Muslimhood. I argue that what 

emerged from this historic conjuncture and their own ideological positioning was a form of 

consent-making that one might call “neoliberal populism”. It is this harnessing of neoliberalism 

on one side and the appeal to the ‘everyman/woman’s” version of Muslim identity (Muslimhood) 

that provides the background for understanding how a group like the Anti-Capitalist Muslims 

might coalesce and why their appearance on the political scene might be very disruptive to both 

preconceived notions of the Turkish Left as well as the Anti-Communist/Rightwing/Islamist 

coalitions of the late Cold War period.  
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 This chapter, in particular seeks to understand how the AKP operationalized neoliberal 

populism in the everyday lives of the people to win their consent. AKP’s version of populism, as 

other brands of populism, relies on a polarization of the society between “us” and “them.”. En 

route to achieving power, AKP strategists actually received support from Liberal-Left, among 

others, by appealing to the shared goal of democratization and by targeting the military as a 

common enemy. After all, the military with its allies in the ‘Kemalist’ bureaucracy had 

intervened in politics many times against both Left and Right. The result was, though at the time 

unrecognized by many of its Left-Liberal allies, was that this process earned the AKP an 

unprecedented legitimacy in the eyes of much of the population even as it shunted the causes 

championed by the Left  -- unionization, economic and social justice, support for minority 

religious communities – to the background of the political –ideological landscape.  The chapter 

thus focuses on how such an appeal of embracing the neoliberal policies (such the deregulation of 

the economy and interests in state enterprises, which pacified potential opposition from the 

entrenched capitalist classes in Turkey) was able to create a very enduring but highly polarizing 

appeal to the majority of the Turkish population even as it would eventually engender a strong 

although highly fragmented resistance to the party. 

  Thus, in the second section of the chapter, I point to what can be called pockets of 

resistance against the AKP's 'New Turkey' which crystallized between 2008 and 2013 and led to 

one of the biggest uprisings in the history of the country, the June Resistance of 2013. In contrast 

to some critiques, I believe that the uprising was not simply a revolt of the secular middle-classes 

to an Islamist regime. Rather, this interpretation was in fact a by-product of the AKP's neoliberal 

populism and its ‘spin machine’ which sought to perpetuate a set of fabricated dichotomies which 

downplayed real economic, cultural, and political grievances across a broad spectrum of Turkish 

society.    
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5.2 AKP's 'New Turkey': Defining a 'Conservative Democracy'  

AKP's ascension, as I noted in the previous chapter, could be approached using Asef Bayat’s 

conceptualization of the “Post-Islamist turn.” AKP's founders including today’s Turkish President 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan and former President Abdullah Gul were part of a clique in the Virtue 

Party. However before 2002, the Virtue Party could not make inroads into the political system 

with the military continuing to be the gatekeepers in the political area and preventing them from 

assuming executive positions in government including the prime ministership. In fact, as I noted, 

the military banned the party along with its leaders; in subsequent iterations, this party lost much 

of its constituency as began "softening" their discourse (meaning that they turned away from a 

traditional Islamist to a human right and freedoms discourse)  

               In this period of waning appeal, it was the 'progressive' wing of the VP who managed to 

salvage its constituency. These supporters included highly politicized Islamists both representing 

substantial areas of economic power (particular in retail and import/export areas) as well as 

religious conservatives; it also  included many of the urban poor, rural migrants whose livelihood 

or social welfare (access to health care and other support) relied upon the aide distributed by the 

municipalities controlled by the Virtue  Party. Once the VP was banned, key individuals, 

including the future Prime Minister Erdogan, resisted the temptation to join in the creation of 

another version of the VP. Instead, he and his clique founded their own party in 2001, the Justice 

and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi or AKP) which would have almost unbroken 

success at the polls from 2002 onward.
230

  

 From the perspective of global politics, the AKP's positioning as a "moderate Islamist" 

party allured the Western political power in the midst of the post-9/11 conjuncture. Especially 
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their support for Iraq War in 2002-2003 (though the parliament rejected the involvement of the 

Turkish troops in the invasion thanks to a massive public rejection of the war and clear reluctance 

by the military), their positive attitude towards the EU (in contrast to the traditional Islamist 

position) and their eagerness to embrace neoliberalization set the AKP off. Indeed, it emerged as 

the poster child for the West: a model party for 21
st
 century re-structuring of the Middle East and 

North Africa region in concert with global capital. In the decade that followed the foundation of 

the AKP, a number of parties with similar ideology and names sprung up across the region from 

Morocco to Pakistan.  

 From the perspective of local politics, the AKP appealed to a variety of constituencies 

which were beyond the traditional Islamist base. From religious Kurds to Sunni sects and orders, 

from Liberal-Left to secular conservatives, from Islamic and secular bourgeoisie to the urban 

poor, the AKP consolidated power by mobilizing a range of discourses from democratization to 

development, from stability to economic growth. A pivotal point in the consolidation of AKP rule 

and its relationship to its 'most unlikely ally', the liberal-left, was the 2010 referendum for 

constitutional reform.  AKP, as it had done previously, used this opportunity to introduce a 

reform that took away as many rights as it proposed to advance. That is, the reforms it proposed 

promised certain civil liberties (specifically democratization) even as it eroded other, hard-earned 

rights (such as unionization and right to assembly). Thus, while AKP’s referendum was designed 

to minimize the military’s influence on Turkish politics and provide a means to bring to trial 

those officers responsible for the coup and a junta of 1980s, it limited numerous rights previously 

enjoyed by workers and by unions in terms of political organization and rights of expression and 

assembly.  

 While Leftists took divergent stances, many Liberals were persuaded by the anti-military, 

seemingly pro-democracy provisions of the referendum. Groups, including many prominent 

figures, artists, and academics that supported the AKP's referendum organized a campaign under 
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the slogan, "Yes, But Not Enough" (Yetmez ama Evet or YAE). YAE supporters claimed that the 

package was not perfect but constituted a good starting point.  Unfortunately, they would be 

disappointed: from the trial of members of the post-1980 junta to investigating and arresting those 

responsible for political assassinations and resolving the cases of the Disappeared, few of the 

promises made by the government were kept.  In the process, greater polarization ensued not only 

for and against the AKP government but also between groups on the Left/Liberal part of Turkey’s 

political spectrum. Some groups, such as the Amargi Feminist Collective, one of the most 

prominent feminist organizations actually disintegrated, with some members taking the AKP side 

and others sharply opposed to it. The division in this particular NSM serves as a fairly accurate 

expression of the division within society as a whole: religious conservatives and liberals 

supported the AKP as a bringer of democracy (albeit with costs to working people and political 

rights) while other groups on the Left protested these costs. These groups including a wide and 

unusual array of ideologies and identities that ranged from traditional Turkish nationalists and 

Kurds who sought greater cultural rights and regional autonomy to Marxist feminists, members of 

the LGBT community, in addition to members of socialist and social democratic parties.  

 After the referendum, the AKP’s response to dissent grew increasingly severe. 

Emboldened by the majority it won in the elections, the leadership of the party took greater steps 

to ensure its absolute control. Over the next decade, the AKP’s real commitment to 

democratization proved self-limited by a cultural and religious agenda.  Erdogan’s self-acclaimed 

“advanced democracy” program attempted to accomplish the following: to reform the traditional 

Republican “Kemalist” core principles which enshrined secularism and military as the pillars of 

the political system; to tame the military by putting the army directly under civilian political 

leadership
231

; and to undertake an international public relations campaign to turn Turkey into a 
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role-model for the Middle East and North Africa region by showcasing the “happy” marriage of 

neoliberalism and religious conservatism. As an unsigned article in the Economist following the 

2011 election commented:  

Ever since Mr. Erdogan won his battles with the army and the judiciary, 

he has faced few checks or balances. That has freed him to indulge his 

natural intolerance of criticism and fed his autocratic instincts. 

Corruption seems to be on the rise. Press freedom is under attack: more 

journalists are in jail in Turkey than in China (...)  On top of this, on the 

campaign trail Mr. Erdogan has begun to take a more stridently 

nationalist tone: he and his party are no longer making serious overtures 

to the Kurds, Turkey’s biggest and most disgruntled minority.
232

 

The referendum and landslide victory of 2011 elections demonstrated the success of the AKP 

strategy. Indeed,  Erdogan himself had said that his party would "take off the shirt of Milli Gorus 

(National Vision)" that had been articulated by Necmettin Erbakan. Instead of positioning 

themselves as Islamists per se, they adopted a new program: “conservative democracy.”  

 Conservative Democracy was the title of a book written by Yalcin Akdogan
233

, an 

academic who later became one of the chief advisors to Prime Minister/President Erdogan. He 

was also a parliamentarian and a minister in the AKP government. In this book, Akdogan defines 

the key components of this political philosophy. He defined “politics” as:  

a common ground in which differences in the social sphere are 

acknowledged. The political authority should be based on legal, 

constitutional and political legitimacy. Political power should not be 

concentrated in one person's or a class's hands, there should be an 

understanding of limited governance and state. 

 

He continued, as if to reassure AKP’s Liberal supporters, that “conservatism” meant only that a 

party: 

                                                                                                                                                            

range of academics, journalists, military personnel (as high rank as chief of defense) among many 

other.   
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advocates for progressive and gradual change as opposed to 

revolutionary one; it is predicated on moderation rather than radicalism; 

it believes in tradition, family while preserving historical social gains  

 

As for the specificity of the AKP platform, he assured his readers that the party was committed to 

“democracy, the rule of law, secularism, human rights and liberties” even as it combined support 

for neoliberalism with a paternalistic social welfare agenda managed by private foundations, 

NGOs, and companies. That is, the AKP supports 

economic competition that combined with a free market with 

globalization even as it continues to support the role of state in promoting 

social policies for those who are disadvantaged and [encourages] the 

private sector, voluntary agencies [charity organizations] and non-

governmental/civil society organizations to do the same.
234

 

 

If Akdogan was theoretician, it was, Erdogan who was the AKP program’s public face. Almost 

immediately after the party won its first election in 2002, the AKP organized an "International 

Symposium of Conservatism and Democracy" which opened with an address by the Prime 

Minister
235

. In his speech, which liberally borrowed from Akdogan's book, Prime Minister 

Erdogan summarized the AKP's 'epistemology' in these terms:  "a modern view that does not 

exclude tradition, a universalism that accepts local specificity, a rationalism that does not reject 

spirit[uality] and a [commitment to] change which is not radical or fundamentalist."
236

 

 But this new political position did not receive immediate support from all of the Islamic 

intelligentsia who had been part of the Welfare Party. One of the most frequent criticisms was 

that "conservative democracy" was an invented concept with no intellectual or academic 

credibility. For instance, the journalist Ahmet Tasgetiren argued that other than Akdogan's book, 

there had not been any other work on conservative democracy, and that the book itself was "not 
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[intellectually] rigorous"
237

. In another article , Tasgetiren said "The concept of conservative 

democracy was formulated within the context of the February 28 process and the search for 

external legitimacy for the AKP."
238

  

 Similarly, political scientist Ahmet Yildiz argued conservative democracy had three 

messages:  “The first is [to] the constituency with an emphasis on local sensitivities, the second 

message is to foreign public opinion through a Western ideology such as conservatism which has 

no legitimacy issue [in the West], and lastly, a message to the Kemalist center saying 'we have no 

relation with political Islam.'"
239

  Thus, conservative democracy as a term was not to signal an 

ideology for the AKP, but a justification the lack thereof. In other words, the initial attempts of 

the AKP was not to build an active narrative but a passive discourse, it was not a claim of 

position in the larger spectrum of politics in Turkey, but to mark a non-threatening place in 

relation to the major actors of that spectrum.  

 This 'flexilibility' of the AKP's self-positioning was the reason of it to convince groups 

that are beyond the natural constituency of Welfare Party which include historically rival Islamist 

orders and congregations (such as Ismailaga, Menzilciler and most importantly Fetullah Gulen's 

Cemaat240
) as well as center-right parties including secular conservatives, liberals and left-

liberals.  
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 No doubt, the Left
241

 also had quite vocal critiques towards this new positioning of AKP 

highlighting how conservative democracy is yet another name for neo-conservatism. For instance, 

Merdan Yanardag in an article he reviewed Akdogan's book, which he called "a book full of 

contradictions", argues that AKP's newly introduced conservatism is closer to US neo-

conservatism than European classical conservatism, yet it is "an eclectic of both". More 

importantly, he links conservative democracy to neoliberalism. He writes:  

[For the leaders of the AKP], religion does not suffice to rule the public. 

Because it lacks an economic program and vision. Therefore, Muslim 

societies can also be ruled in accordance with liberal economy's 

principles. Thus, conservative democrat AKP goes through the door of 

neoliberalism. This door is pretty much the same with American neo-

con movement. The difference is in the size of the door: one is smaller 

and one is larger.
242

  

 

That door, in fact, grew bigger: While AKP filled the headlines with slogans like 

democratization, normalization and civil society, the government in 2003 initiated the first wave 

of privatizations
243

 which  affected public owned organizations such as petrochemicals company 

PETKIM, oil refiner TUPRAS, national airlines Turkish Airlines, dairy industry institution SEK, 

the national lottery Milli Piyango  and tobacco and alcohol monopoly TEKEL. Although 

neoliberal wave first hit Turkey in the 1990s with the rest of the world, the structural adjustment 

programs of the 1990s were not able to be implemented easily given the complex relations of 

coalition governments, legal framework that still favoured "public interest" and overall lack of 

popular support. However, in the midst of the 2001 global financial crisis, the AKP government 

found itself almost unchallenged when enforcing the IMF financial policies due to, first, its 

                                                                                                                                                            

and his cabinet showing the large web of corruption, favouritism and bid rigging. This power 

grab resulted in with a failed coup attempt by the Gulenist army officers in the summer of 2016.  
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majority in popular vote and second 'diluting' neoliberal economic policies of the IMF with social 

ones of the EU such as democratization and building a strong civil society
244

. In other words, it 

balanced the IMF and EU's demands as a form of coercion and consent respectively: while the 

AKP government in its first term of governance between 2002 and 2007 rapidly introduced 

privatization and a system of outsourcing and subcontracting, it also put a discourse of democracy 

and human rights forward. For instance, an unsigned article of Turkish journalist Amberin Zaman 

right before the 2007 general elections in the Economist was calling the population to keep on 

with the AKP government as:  

Mr Erdogan's government has been Turkey's most successful in half a 

century. After years of macroeconomic instability, growth has been 

steady and strong, inflation has been controlled and foreign investment 

has shot up. Even more impressive are the judicial and constitutional 

reforms that the AK government has pushed through. Corruption 

remains a blemish, but there is no sign of the government trying to 

overturn Turkey's secular order. The record amply justifies Mr 

Erdogan's biggest achievement: to persuade the EU to open 

membership talks, over 40 years after a much less impressive Turkey 

first expressed its wish to join. 

 

After winning the 2007 general elections with another majority, and 2010 constitutional 

referendum, Erdogan's AKP government took yet another turn with the power of concurring 

majority votes: the EU succession process gradually slowed to a point of virtual stop, the 

conservative democracy rhetoric almost completely withered away, and finally Erdogan's 

government started its never-ending struggle with the opposition, whoever it might be: 

The others, meaning those who divert from "the average" that is 

imagined as "Turkish, Sunni, masculine, right-wing" or in short, from 

"national-moral values": Today it means Kurds who demand freedom, 

Alevis, women, non-Muslims who demand "recognition of difference" 

LGBTI individuals, workers who create trouble with their 

demonstrations and "disturb the peace", environmentalists, students, 
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young men and women who dress differently, let their hair grow, wear 

piercings and rings and walk the streets in embrace.
245

 

   

During the first decade of their rule, the AKP government managed to first, bring the peripheral 

bourgeoisie to center
246

, second, neutralized the secular bureaucracy including the army, 

judiciary, education and health systems, and third created its cadres, albeit shifting frequently, to 

fulfill necessary posts both in economy and governance. While all at the same time, police 

surveillance and violence, arrests on political reasons for students, lawyers, journalists and 

politicians as well as a larger paradigm of the ruling regime versus its designated others has swept 

the country. On TV channels and newspaper columns as well as academic papers a "new 

paradigm" for Turkey became a catchphrase.  For instance, on August 25 2008, the prominent 

Turkish newspaper Hurriyet, whose relationship to authority from all coups to all governments 

has been pro-power, was published with the headline New Turkey. It was indeed a declaration of 

the new regime where Erdogan holds the core of power and the state is being rebuilt around him 

and for him:  

In effect, the AKP has started a comprehensive operation against the 

state bureaucracy to control the core of its effective power and switch 

the relays and circuits of power to advance the long-term political 

interests of its constituency. These include subordination of certain state 

apparatuses to others, establishment of its own parallel power networks 

within the state bureaucracy, penetration of key apparatuses through the 
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deployment of its own special corps, and absorption or even the 

decapitation of the republican bureaucratic elites. (...) Long-term 

activists from the Islamic movement were appointed to significant posts 

of several important ministries. Several state corporations and other 

institutions were filled with pro-Islamic cronies. Secularly oriented 

midlevel bureaucrats were either pushed out of their posts and 

transferred to rural areas or were forced to undertake meaningless tasks 

to encourage early retirement and vacate positions.
247

  

 

 Thus, in the first two term in power between 2001 to 2011, the AKP utilized and 

instrumentalized the sources of state, media, judiciary and economic power: professional 

organizations like unions and chambers were almost dispersed, media is taken over almost 

entirely, education system was reformed favoring religious education over secular one, and 

universities were put under great pressure through neoliberal funding regimes as well as 

favoritism of pro-government academics
248

.  Although the picture is grim, this still does not 

explain how the AKP harnessed the majority popular support. Next, I will investigate this.  

5.3 Neo-Turkey, Neo-Populism: AKP's Neoliberal Populism  

While I have explained how the AKP managed to enlist at least part of the liberals and economic 

elites to their camp, the question remains is how neoliberalism was ‘sold’ to the poor and new 

urban immigrants in Turkey. It is here that one must consider that this agenda was not simply an 

appeal to conservatism, but a type of "neoliberal populism". Scholarly engagement with populism 

is probably one of the hardest tasks of social scientists since all parliamentary systems one way or 

another utilize populism if not building their base solely on it.  Populism as an area of scholarly 

research tends to unify all populisms, such as the case of most of Latin American left-wing 
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governments and European nationalist right-wing groups
249

, however to what end and to whose 

benefit populism as a discourse is operationalized are crucial points to identify. In the case of 

Turkey, populism is expressed in two different concepts: halkcilik and populizm. Halkcilik (An 

exact translation of peopleism) is one of the main principles of the Republic referring to equality 

of all before law despite gender, ethnicity, religion and most importantly class
250

; populizm refers 

to right-wing populism which can be considered as a narrative of anti-elitism, anti-intellectualism, 

anti-establishment and anti-bureaucracy. Between  1960 and 1970 in Turkey, a type of left-wing 

populism was channeled by Bulent Ecevit, who was then the leader of Republican People's Party 

(CHP). He was in fact commonly referred to as "halkci Ecevit", or "the people’s Ecevit".  

However, other than that specific period and figure, right-wing populism has been the mainstream 

discourse in the Turkish politics. As the prominent Marxist economists Korkut Boratav, Erinc 

Yeldan and Ahmet Kose argued:  

In understanding populism in Turkey, it may be useful to recall a well-

known Turkish saying: "Only God Almighty can give without taking." 

The Turkish populism has historically been a continual attempt of 

government to find ways and means of violating this common wisdom 

during changing balance of forces in favor of popular classes, i.e. how 

to accommodate distributional demands by "giving to labor/the poor 

without taking from capital/from the rich.
251

 

 

Of course, the combination of a neoliberal economic agenda and populism is a more recent 

phenomena. Although it shares a similar background with right-wing populism, it is deeply 

entrenched in neoliberal relations. As Deniz Yildirim aptly puts it; "In short, although 
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neoliberalism in its inception utilized populist techniques, neoliberal populism is a new technique 

of hegemony [to the end that] the wounds neoliberalism [itself] opened do not prevent the 

[capital] accumulation model."
252

 In other words, neoliberal populism is a hegemonic technique 

for the dominant classes that is utilized to create and maintain consent among the popular bases 

who sit at the sticky end of the neoliberal blade. Thus, it cannot be considered merely as a 

political positioning or campaigning. It is directly and deeply related to creating consent for the 

masses to take part in neoliberal mechanics and policies like "marketization", "flexibility", 

"competition", "outsourcing", "subcontracting" and "de-unionization". In fact, Armondo Boito 

argues that it is beyond creating consent, but creating a whole new "support class":  

Neoliberal economic policies prioritize (...) the banking segment of the 

domestic bourgeoisie and the financial segment of imperialist capital. 

This most retrograde segment of the dominant classes has managed to 

construct a support class among the impoverished and disorganized 

segments of the working classes, segments that are impoverished in 

large part as a result of the neoliberal model. It is a sort of alliance 

between the richest and the poorest that brings together, in seemingly 

paradoxical fashion(...). I say "support class" rather than "allied class" 

because this group's support of the bloc in power is inorganic and 

diffuse and is fundamentally ideological-in other words, it is support 

without organizational structure, without its own political platform, and 

without the supporters' needs' being explicitly met by the state's 

policies.
253

 

  

In a sense, then, while with neoliberalism left-wing politics in general, but specifically 

unionization and labour organizing plummeted, through neoliberal populism (or as Boito calls it 

"conservative neo populism") hegemonic classes created a "support class" whose only alignment 

rested with the hegemonic classes themselves. If it is not ideology, organizational structure or 

political platform, then what holds this support class together?  
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 Similar to classical right-wing populism, neoliberal populism, too, still mostly utilizes 

ideologies of right-wing nationalism, and in case of Turkey, nationalism and Islamism. But more 

importantly, it mostly relies on an authority figure, or a leader who represents and embodies 'the 

nation'.  As prominent scholar of populism Robert Barr argues:  

Populist or neopopulist leaders accuse the elite political class of the 

nation's ills and present themselves as defenders of the oppressed, as 

symbols of redemption. As such, they attempt to secure a status as a 

kind of saviour of the masses. A populist's strategy, in other words, 

defines politics as a battle of 'us versus them'. To do this, they must not 

only identify their adversary, but also convince the people that they are 

on the same side of the contest.
254

 

 

In short, then, neoliberal populism may be defined as a hegemonic technique which involves a 

popular leader who harnesses massive support of the poor, the unorganized, the underclass, the 

workers of informal sector through a discourse of  'justice and development' as well as 'stability 

and growth'  in order to create and maintain consent for neoliberal policies that reform, change or 

eliminate economic, political and social structures and safety nets that mostly benefit these 

classes.   

 As a scholar of capital and class relations Evren Hosgor utilizes Gramscian understanding 

of hegemony which argues that the dominant classes rely on an equilibrium of force and consent, 

consent being more vital as the lack of legitimacy for coercion in the eyes of the civil society 

would lead to a crisis in the system. However, through the neoliberal populism the lines between 

coercion and consent blurs. Evren Hosgor writes:  

There is no compelling reason to demarcate crude dichotomies between 

consent and force- as if one would stop where the other starts. Yet as 

the dialectical unity of the moments of consent and coercion blurs, 

consent without consensus becomes a structural aspect of hegemony. 

The party then starts to dominate and not to lead, and it is increasingly 

less obvious that the AKP rules through relations of hegemony.
255
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In other words, while neoliberalism hurts the poorest of the poor the most by forcing them into 

draconian working and overall living conditions, they also become the main core of the consent. 

In a sense, then, how the hegemonic rule coerces the dominated disappears, force and coercion of 

the masses into the neoliberal capitalism becomes neutralized, if not naturalized. This, in turn, 

makes it harder for scholars and non-scholars alike to pinpoint hegemonic relations of power, 

making the hegemonic rule taken for granted if not invisible.  

 As evident in the case of the AKP's 'New Turkey' , neoliberal populism melts into 

popular support,  consent of the masses are utilized as a justification for coercion in the way that 

even coercion becomes normalized as part of consensus, thus hegemony becomes naturalized. 

Hence, I believe it is crucial to unpack how the AKP's hegemony operates in everyday life 

through neoliberal populism. Given the massive complexities of power in any party-states 

including the AKP's so-called 'New Turkey', unpacking all aspects of it would be an impossible 

task. However, I would like to touch upon some examples of how consent-making through 

neoliberal populism under the AKP operates in Turkey. This is a very revealing aspect of the 

ruling ideology in Turkey but more importantly, as an inseparable part of situating resistance 

against it.  

5.4 "Our Struggle is with the Bureaucratic Oligarchy"
256

: Consent-making in 'New 

Turkey' 

As mentioned in the previous section, neoliberal populism also relies on the classical formulas of 

populism such as strong leadership and a fabricated dichotomy of us vs. them. As the well-known 

scholar of populism Cas Mudde defines populism as,  

a thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated 

into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ 
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versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an 

expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.
 257

 

 

It is not a coincidence that for Erdogan and the AKP, milli irade (national will) became a slogan 

for campaigns. It was also used for justification for any criticism towards the government saying 

whatever the government decides is the decision of what they represent, which is the national 

will.  If millet (the nation) is those who support Erdogan and his government, then what or who 

are the non-supporters? The spirit of this question is what has come to define neoliberal populism 

of the AKP in the past fifteen years. Marxist author Sungur Savran comments:  

The political leadership of the Islamist bourgeoisie, with its "oriental" 

culture and conservative ways, has a head start against the 

representatives of the Western-secular wing since they seem to be so 

much closer to the have-nots. Erdogan, himself a self-made capitalist 

with plebeian roots, seems to the multitude of the urban and rural poor 

as "one of their own". This structural divide in Turkish society has been 

thoroughly used and abused by Erdogan throughout his decade in 

power. He has kept alive a policy of social polarization between what 

he calls  the "bureaucratic oligarchy" together with the "interest rate 

lobby" (these are names that denote, respectively, the armed forces and 

the secular wing of the bourgeoisie) on the one hand, and the 

authentically Turkish and [Sunni] Muslim people of the county on the 

other hand.
258

 

 

It is important to repeat again that this social polarization is based on categories that are 

fabricated and imaginary. For instance, Turkish and Sunni Muslim people of the country 

demographically signals the predominant majority of the country, yet not all of them are part of 

the Milli Irade, or the national will. In fact, what Erdogan calls bureaucratic oligarchy, including 

the army, judiciary and bureaucracy, is also predominantly Turkish and Sunni Muslims. We know 

that especially after the 1980 coup, Alevis and Kurds, and mostly the left-wing public workers 

have been systematically forced out of certain ranks of bureaucracy, judiciary and army. 
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However, it is true that Turkishness and Muslimness, as was the case for all right-wing politics in 

Turkey, became two denominators for the AKP
259

. 

 Thus, "the bureaucratic oligarchy” refers something larger than that: If 'New Turkey' is of 

the Milli Irade, bureaucratic oligarchy belongs to the old one, which is of the Kemalist elites. 

Kemalism, or the founding ideology of the republic, has been represented as the force behind the 

oppression of the urban and rural poor which Erdogan aligned himself with. Bureaucratic 

oligarchy, according to Erdogan, is a status quo protected by a military tutelage which privileges 

the elites, while the poor has been oppressed, ridiculed, marginalized and dismissed. Bureaucratic 

oligarchy, since it represents Kemalist elite, is also secular according to Erdogan: The religious, 

the conservative, the religious-school graduate, and the veiled sisters have been oppressed 

especially during the 28 February period at the hands of the laikci(secularists), the "CHP 

mindset
260

", monserler261
  and White Turks262. In understanding how this fabricated dichotomy 

works in everyday life, I believe the following statements of Erdogan would be illuminating:  

(I) 

According to them we don't understand politics. According to them we 

don't understand art, theater, cinema, poetry. According to them we 

don't understand aesthetics, architecture. According to them we are 

uneducated, ignorant, the lower class, who has to be content with what 

is being given, meaning, we are a group of negroes.
263

 

 

                                                     

259
 I would like to remind here my discussion on Turk-Islam Synthesis in Chapter 4.   

260
 CHP-People's Republican Party: the first political party founded by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. It 

has been in power till the multi-party reform in 1945. It is still the major oppositional party. CHP 
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 Mon Cher in plural. A slang for western-minded or modern-looking folks. It is derived from 

the French educated intelligentsia of the Ottoman Empire. Erdogan used it frequently against his 

rival in presidential election in 2014, Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, who was a well-known academic of 

Islamic studies and also for foreign affairs personnel who used to be traditionally secular-

oriented.  
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 White Turk as a concept has been in circulation for a while. See for instance: Arat-Koc.  
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In this statement, it is significant how Erdogan operationalizes "White Turk" rhetoric via 

identifying himself and his constituency as the blacks of the country. Of course, this is, to say the 

least, an underestimation of black geographies and historicities which include a wide range of 

systemic oppression from slavery (transatlantic as well as Ottoman) to state and police violence. 

Yet, this statement should be read as an appeal not to his constituency but also to western media 

and states, situating the AKP and their base as the oppressed group of Turkey by "whiteness" 

which is equalized with intellectualism and art.  

 

(II) 

[In a speech to the youth branch of the party]  

I want a young generation who holds onto their religion! I want a youth 

who holds onto their grudge!
264

  

[Later on, responding the criticism from the opposition leader for this 

speech] 

He (The leader of main opposition party, CHP) says that I am dividing 

the country as us versus them. Get your ears used to it. In my statement 

there is no saying of religious-non-religious, but raising a religious 

youth. I am behind my words. Do you expect from a party whose 

identity is conservative democrat to raise an atheist generation? You 

might have such a goal, but we don't. We will raise a generation who is 

conservative, democrat and protect their historical principles. This is 

why we are here.  

 

 

First, it is important to point on the word "grudge" in this statement. "The grudge of the religious 

youth", I argue, should be read as a yet another example of how the AKP (and in general Turkish 

right wing politics) appropriates language and tactics from the Left and re-shape it in accordance 

with its own political gains and benefits: In this case, "the grudge of the religious youth" is a 

direct reference to the well-known saying of the Turkish left (primarily socialists and anarchists) 

"the grudge of the class" (sinif kini) to define the historically accumulated anger of the proletariat 

towards the bourgeoisie (and to some as well as the underclass). In Erdogan's statement, however, 

'the class' becomes 'the religious youth', and thus their grudge targets 'non-religious', not 

bourgeoisie.  
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 I find this specific statement highly significant also as it shows how the fabricated 

polarization in 'New Turkey' extends religious versus secular binary as it equalizes secularism 

with atheism. Keeping in mind how Islamism was mobilized in the 1960s and 1970s through anti-

communism of the Cold War, for the 'New Turkey', too, atheism equated with left-wing politics. 

Thus, we can see here that seculars are considered de facto "godless leftists".  

 

[III] 

My dear brothers and sisters, these people make art for the art's sake. 

These people don't make art for the people...these people are elitist. 

These people are Jacobin. These people never allow others to enter 

their caste system. Only these people know about theater Only these 

people know about movies, music, sculpture, painting, literature. These 

people look down their noses at the people, at the sweat and blood of 

the people, the culture and choices of the people. For years they have 

belittled them through columns, on their screens. For years they have 

belittled the true servants of this nation-the clergymen... 

 What do we say now? What we say is, brother, you want to act 

in theatre? Move freely, be our guest and establish your own theatre 

amongst yourselves, get into this business privately... Sure, we'll 

provide the stages, if we should like your play our review committee 

can sponsor it, we can support them as well. But the mentality that 

brought you here shall no longer exist. (Emphasis in the original)
265

 

 

In this example, it is evident how Erdogan ties together the privatization of the state theatres with 

anti-intellectualism. Presenting state art institutions as elitist, he justifies the privatization of the 

institutions as an anti-elitist move. In a sense, he creates consent of his base who would lose 

affordable and accessible theatre in their cities and townships with a narrative that marks theatre, 

or art in general, as elitist or even Jacobin, the labels he used interchangeably with "Bureaucratic 

Oligarchy", "military tutelage" and "secular status quo".  

 Bureaucratic Oligarchy, military tutelage and struggle against the secular status quo have 

been three pillars that Erdogan and the AKP built their cases in their first terms which helped 

them strengthen their tactical power coalition among conservatives and liberals alike.  
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 As I mentioned in the previous section, the epistemological or intellectual ground of the 

AKP was limited to Yalcin Akdogan conservative democracy concept which turned out to be a 

bubble that did not survive long. The intellectual void of the AKP, which was required direly for 

consent-making, was filled by conservative and left-liberal intellectuals. This tactical power 

coalition of the AKP and conservative and left-liberal intellectuals, I would argue, is what made 

the AKP's hegemony possible. Because without that coalition, AKP's neoliberal populism which 

fabricated and relied on two opposing camps (Milli Irade vs Kemalist Status Quo) could not be 

operationalized in the everyday life. As Yasli argues:  

In the new power's dispositif266, the ideological coalition of liberal and 

conservative intellectuals burdens one of the most effective functions. 

(...) By situating itself in this fake power-dissent dichotomy and by 

creating a "freedom illusion", liberal-conservative intelligentsia, 

becomes hegemony.
267

   

 

Due to AKP's religious conservatism and neoliberal tendencies, left-liberal's coalition with the 

AKP was mostly considered unlikely. After all, most of the left-liberal supporters of the AKP 

have been well-known figures of leftist circles in academia and in intelligentsia since the 1960s-

1970s. Thanks to this 'unlikeliness' though, left-liberals took the lion's share of  government 

gratitude and thus media attention. Their support as is would have been meaningful for the AKP 

in building the discourse of how the party is open to all sectors, all sects and all ideologies. Yet, 

the left-liberal supporters of the AKP went beyond that and assigned themselves as the champions 

of AKP's struggle against 'Kemalist tutelage' of the system. In other words, although Erdogan's 

call to struggle with the Kemalist elite was alluring especially for his urban middle class 

constituency, after all it was the markers of us against them; the call echoed stronger across the 

left-liberal intelligentsia. However, for intelligentsia and academia, neoliberal populism of 
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Erdogan as is was still a bubble, it did not present a strong intellectual or theoretical ground. Left-

liberals filled that bubble by producing massive amount of academic and intellectual work as well 

as by  disseminating them through frequent media appearances.  

 One of the vanguards of this front is Birikim journal
268

, one of the most well-known 

leftist journals
269

. Birikim, under the editorial of Omer Laciner, published its volume following 

the first election the AKP won with the title "Conservative Democrat Revolution"
270

. That volume 

can be considered the turning point for the liberal-left's positioning vis-a-vis the AKP. It was 

evident in this volume, the authors mostly framed this positioning by defining responsibilities for 

the left. For instance, in the same volume, Ahmet Insel, a well-known academic, wrote the 

following in his article titled "Normalization of Democracy and Modern Conservatism":  

(...) It will be possible for silent, soft but in terms of its outcomes a 

radical transition into a normal democracy in which the gravity point of 

the politics in Turkey furthers away from military-civil bureaucracy and 

in which political movements whose nutritional sources are the social 

base sits at the center of the politics. 

At this point, the critical question will be whether or not the democratic 

left movements can take the responsibility of the mutual midwifery of a 

political regime whose democratic context and practices are normalized 

and the responsibility of guidance for the democratic transition by 

turning a deaf ear to agitations of the statist-secularist circles. In 

Turkey, establishment, normalization and stabilization of a democratic 

republican regime will open the path in the long run for in general the 

left and specifically for the socialists, will help them to concentrate on 

their fundamental job and this will be good. This is the reason why the 

left should be on the alert against tension traps against the AKP and is 

expected to make itself acknowledged as a social oppositional 

movement which engaged itself with the goals of expanding 

democracy, strengthening the social consensus and socializing the 

objectives of economic growth through taming it instead of [engaging 

itself with] nationalism, etatism and authoritarian secularism. It is the 

responsibility of the left, not of the AKP, to move the democratic 

transition perspective beyond the conservative-democrat threshold.
271
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Similarly, another prominent academic Murat Belge in an interview argued:  

In today's circumstances, the first condition for being a progressive and 

a leftist is to contribute to the rooting of democracy in Turkey. (...) 

Lefty words like abolishment of private property etc is not very 

meaningful now. Today, what would change Turkey's mindset is more 

simple stuff. In short, it is a more advanced democracy now. For 

instance, in universities the ban on veil is an unjust of the state on the 

Muslim section.
272

 

 

The support from the liberal-left for the AKP's so-called struggle against the Kemalist status quo 

had yet another layer that played right into the neoliberal populist narrative of the AKP.  In the 

previous chapter, I briefly mentioned the 2010 Constitutional Referendum in which the AKP 

passed a massive amount of law which, among others, direly limited labor organizing and 

drastically hacked education system including the higher education. As I mentioned, the liberal-

leftists organized a platform (Yetmez Ama Evet/ Not Enough But Yes) in support of these 

constitutional changes because in the same reform package was also the necessary legal reforms 

for the junta generals of 1980 coup to stand on trial, establishment of a parliamentary commission 

to investigate the Disappeared cases and so on.  

 The significance of this period was that it marked a turning point for the dissidence in 

Turkey in which the dissent was carved into the camps of neoliberal populist discourse. While 

liberal-left championed itself for standing with democratization, those who opposed to the 

constitutional changes were deemed as the supporters of the Kemalist status quo. During that 

period, TV channels and newspaper columns were filled with fingers shaking at "No Camp" 

calling them coup supporters, oligarchs, elitists, army-boot-lickers and most frequently 

ulusalcilar. Ulusalci literally means nationalists, since the late 1960s it is used in the leftist circles 

to define a small fraction in the left which prioritizes anti-imperialism over class-conflict. 

However, in the paradigm of the AKP's neoliberal populism the term was revived as a cloth to 

cover everyone opposing Erdogan's AKP: The real ulusalcilar, for sure, were among the 

                                                     

272
 Nese Duzel, "Murat Belge ile Roportaj: 2009da Kan Govdeyi Goturecekti " Taraf, 28-29 

January 2008. 



 

133 

 

dissidents to the AKP's 'New Turkey', however the category was expanded to all fractions of the 

left whose politics are labor-centered, CHP constituency (which included, broadly, social 

democrats from predominantly lower-middle and upper-middle class backgrounds) and Alevis 

(who are, not shockingly given the brutal history of the country against them, concerned over 

secularism and Islamist authoritarianism). Moreover, any argument against the AKP on the basis 

for authoritarianism, party-state aspirations or at least their draconian neoliberalisation attacks 

have been faced similar responses in the academia and the media as a paranoia of those who are 

losing power in the bureaucratic oligarchy.  

 While the majority of the pushback  to the AKP's 'New Turkey' was carried into the 

AKP's neoliberal populism, the pockets of resistance all over the country were also marked as 

signals of the so-called ulusalci (Nationalist) paranoia. Thus, most of the pockets of resistance, 

massive demonstrations, sit-ins, strike calls, new organizing tactics among the urban poor to by-

pass newly introduced  anti-terrorism laws etc were left unnoticed except for those who were 

deemed of Kemalist status quo.  

5.5 “When the Legs Rule the Head, All Hells Break Loose”: Resistance from the 

Margins  

In a political environment where I tried to outline in the previous section, the ongoing smaller 

pockets of resistance all around the country from all different factions and ideologies were also 

ignored or silenced mostly in the academia and the media. Right after the June Resistance, the 

mainstream analysis was that this uprising was unexpected and instantaneous. No doubt, no one 

can predict a popular uprising of millions in any given context. However, the deliberate omission 

of pockets of resistance to the hegemonic rule of the AKP due to their participants' character has 

also been a mainstream approach to collective action in Turkey. Thus, those who rejected to see 

these pockets of resistance all over the country did also fail to see how these diverse groups were 

forced to the margins by the coercion of the AKP's hegemony and how they 'empathized' with 
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each other, if not organized together, at the margins against the AKP rule. In a sense, those who 

have been subjected to the state violence at the hands of the police, the judicial system or in 

general by the neoliberal populist discourse,  did build solidarity, if not actively at least 

emotionally. While the AKP's list of cast-outs grew larger, "the opposition 

(muhalefet/muhalifler)" also extended not only as a positionality but almost as a radical identity.  

 For instance, almost all readings of the June Resistance, in and outside of the country, 

used similar lines: Everyone, from all walks of life, was there. However, the line should be: all 

'dissidents', from all walks of life, was there. Because all walks of life, except from those who are 

close to the AKP, has been marked as opposing thus marginal. Isn't it an irony that during his 

very first  speech regarding the uprising, Erdogan used the words 'dissidence' and 'marginal' in the 

same sentence over and over again, almost interchangeably?
273

  On the other hand, isn't it also 

significant that the slogan the LGBT of Turkey introduced almost two decades ago (There is no 

emancipation alone, either all of us together or none of us) became one of the most frequent 

slogans of all demonstrations including the June Resistance in 2013?  

 In short, then, I argue that the June Resistance was not a singular moment of popular 

push-back but a crystallization of ongoing pockets of resistance all over the country post-AKP 

period. All those who have been marked, cast out and 'marginalized', found a moment of unity 

under the broad umbrella of 'the dissidence'. I believe it would be a really significant study to 

chronologically map these pockets of resistance for all through the AKP rule; alas, it is beyond 

the scope of this project. Rather, I would like to briefly touch upon the 5 years prior to the 

uprising, which was, I believe, the most significant years for the dissidence in Turkey.  

 I think the 5th World Water Forum in 2009 is a significant starting point. The Forum, 

which was held in Istanbul, is considered the turning point for the AKP to join the global stream 
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of privatizing the water sources.
274

 The mega projects of  the Hydroelectric Power Plants (HES in 

Turkish) which are built on the rivers and creeks that provide livelihoods especially in the Black 

Sea region (along with smaller projects in the Mediterranean and Aegean coasts) started before 

the Forum, yet according to Beyza Ustun, a prominent academician of Environmental 

Engineering, after the Forum the construction of the plants gained rapid increase.
275

 In the same 

article, Ustun tells how they as the protestors outside of the hotel that the Forum was held faced 

tear gas and arrests. It is important to note here that those protests, similar to the first day of the 

Uprising, were also called a "small group of environmental activists'"
276

, yet the resistance to the 

HES in general, and privatization of water and destruction of the nature by the hands of the 

government and the Islamic capital that grew on government construction bids, have always been 

central in all demonstrations against the HES. Commonly referred to as the "villager resistances" 

against the HES gradually expanded, bringing more attention by the public as well as the 

government. While smaller groups against the HES united under a couple of platforms, such as 

the Fellowship of the Rivers and the Black Sea Revolts, and demonstrated more frequently and in 

larger numbers,  police brutality, unlawful arrests and assaults were also intensified. In fact, when 

a retired teacher and a beloved leftist of his small town, Hopa, Metin Lokumcu was killed by a 

heart attack due to extensive exposure to tear gas in 2011 while protesting Erdogan and the HES, 

police violence became the focal point of public discussion, creating a great dissent
277

.  

 Another turning point for post-AKP dissidence was TEKEL resistance. Right after the 

sale of TEKEL to British American Tobacco, BAT in coalition with the state decided to close 

down twelve factories in Turkey leaving more than ten thousand workers unemployed. The 
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bargain the state offered was to employ these workers in the public sector which would be on 10 

month term contracts with 40% loss of income.
278

 The workers gathered in Ankara while their 

union Turk-Is
279

 was in negotiations with the government. After the workers spent two days 

sleeping in the parks waiting for an agreement with the government, the negotiations were ended 

by the government with no success and immediately the group was attacked by the riot cops. The 

brutal attack on the workers as well as many PMs and union leaders in their midst created a 

public uproar. Workers, on the other hand, did not step back and started a sit-in in front of the 

union headquarters, which is located in the city center of Ankara. With the participation of 

unionized and non-unionized workers from all over the country, and later their families to the sit-

in, as well as a huge solidarity movement from day-long strikes from other Union confederations, 

demonstrations organized by leftist parties and groups around the country and more importantly 

non-politicized public's support such as bringing food and clothes, the TEKEL sit-in grew into a 

full grown resistance. As the days passed by, to protect themselves from the bitter winter 

conditions, the workers and their families started to build up makeshift tents that stretched a 

couple of streets in the city center, turning into a tent city
280

 which was later named after the main 

street the city was built on the Sakarya Commune281. The TEKEL workers' resistance that 

continued for almost three months not only challenged the AKP government that presented itself 

as an impenetrable power core but also challenged the dissidents to reconsider their pessimism 

against that power. In fact, after the TEKEL resistance there was a rapid increase in street politics 

ranging from students to unions, from parties to identity-based organizations.   
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 Another case, which I think had direct affects on the spread of the Gezi protests, was the 

resistance of the students of Middle East Technical University (METU) in late 2012. In 17 

December 2012, then Prime Minister Erdogan organized a visit to the METU Campus to observe 

a launch of a satellite produced in this university. METU students, known for their dissident 

character since the establishment of the university in the late 1950s, organized a protest against 

Erdogan. However, the reaction was again heavy handed. With 3600 riot cops, 12 armoured 

vehicles, 8 TOMAs [water cannons] and 105 detail cars, the police invaded the campus but was 

not able to disperse the students or staff and faculty that supported them. The clashes of the 

students with the police did not make to the news stations till it was framed as an attempt to shut 

down the satellite launch. However, through the social media channels, particularly Twitter, 

Facebook and Ustream that allowed protestors to live feed from the protests; dissidents all over 

the country as well as the general public were informed and outraged. The day after, Erdogan 

gave a speech which insulted not only the students but also the faculty by saying "if these 

professors raise their students like this, shame on them, too. We don't need such professors"
282

. 

This was a cue for two groups: On the one hand, many university administrations as well as 

faculty and student groups immediately started to publish statements condemning the METU 

administration and faculty, yet again declaring their allegiance to Erdogan's 'New Turkey'. 

Erdogan's insulting speech as well as certain academicians' sycophancy aggravated many, which 

made the second group. By the end of the day, other university administrations and faculty and 

staff associations released their solidarity messages condemning Erdogan and warning about the 

police state that Turkey was becoming. In the meantime students organized immediate solidarity 

demonstrations in more than 20 cities and more than 30 universities under the banner "METU is 

Up". METU is Up resistance was one of the biggest student organizing since the 1990s, and I 

argue, that feeling of solidarity and resistance made the June Resistance possible. From excessive 
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police brutality to the silence of the mass media, the usage of social media and citizen journalism 

to Erdogan's never-ending insults of the protestors and from the creativity of the protests to public 

sympathy, METU is Up was a precursor of a growing resistance which gave birth to the June 

Resistance 6 month later.
283

  

5.6 The June Resistance or "So, what happened exactly?" 

The June Resistance in 2013 began as a protest against the Istanbul municipality’s decision to cut 

down approximately 100 trees in the Gezi Park
284

 as a part of the Taksim – city center of Istanbul 

–Pedestrianization Project. The project included demolishment of Ataturk Kultur Merkezi 

(Ataturk Cultural Centre, mostly referred to as AKM), a symbolic building of Istanbul and 

modern Turkish architecture, to make room for a ground parking lot, a mosque, a road expansion 

for overgrowing traffic as well as a giant shopping mall built on top of the Gezi Park. The project 

also included reviving Topcu Kislasi, an Ottoman Barrack which was demolished due to its 

deteriorating physical condition in 1940. 

 The tents and signs of this small group of protesters were violently attacked by the police 

on the night of May 30th, and later during the day on May 31st. Footage in the social media 

showing the protesters beaten down and their tents burned by the police and municipality's 

security  ignited a country-wide solidarity movement demanding, first the withdrawal of the 

Pedestrianization Project and second the resignation of the authoritarian Turkish government. In 

the afternoon on June 1st, the police started to fall back from Taksim and Gezi Park after two-day 

long clashes with the protesters and the Gezi Park was occupied by the protestors. For two weeks, 

the dissident groups of 'all walks of life'  including; socialist, nationalists, environmentalists, 

feminists and LGBTQI among many others; held a commune in the park. In this small commune, 
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which was mostly described by the attendees as a 'heaven', exchange of money was not allowed 

and the responsibilities for the daily activities from cooking to organizing workshops as well as 

the security were shared equally and collectively. After two weeks, however, on June 15th the riot 

police brutally attacked the park once again evacuating the commune once and for all.  

 The protests exceeded the limits of Gezi Park, or Istanbul for that matter. Since the 

inception of the Gezi Park protests, Turkey has witnessed the largest demonstrations in the 

country’s history. In 80 of Turkey’s 81 cities, protests continued for approximately two months. 

The excessive use of tear gas, water cannons as well as physical violence by the police resulted in 

9 deaths and over 8,000 injuries
285

 all over the country. While the commune was set up and 

running in peace in Istanbul; police violence reached a peak point in other cities, especially in 

Ankara, Izmir, Eskisehir and Antakya. In fact, especially in Ankara and Antakya there were less 

than two days without police attacks on the street in a 45-day-long period, preventing these cities 

from having similar occupation sites.  

 The discrepancy between Istanbul and the rest of the country became so deep that it 

almost created a mental or emotional break of the protestors in others cities with Gezi Park 

commune. In the second week of the occupation of the park by the protestors, there has been 

many official gatherings with the government officials, including then-Prime Minister Erdogan. 

In those meetings, the representatives of the Gezi Park focused mostly on the Pedestrianization 

project, which initiated the first protests. Police violence and unlawful arrests were deemed 

secondary by the representatives of both protestors and the government while calling the 

government to resign was not uttered at all. In fact, the last meeting with Erdogan ended with an 

agreement on that the government will follow the court orders regarding the future of the park 

with a possibility of a plebiscite in the neighborhood surrounding the park whereas the other 
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cities kept pushing for a government resign. In a sense, then, the uprising of millions was diluted 

into the park, the ground of ignition. This forced centralization of the uprising in one context 

became the main perspective of how the uprising was framed and interpreted. In the following 

section, I will unpack how this interpretation emerged from and reproduced the neoliberal 

populism of the AKP.     

5.7  The Real Fall from Heaven: A Provincial Perspective, Is Everywhere Really 

Taksim?  

Gezi Park, mostly the movement but specifically the commune, has been mostly referred to as  "a 

heaven" by academics, journalists and participants themselves including my own group the Anti-

Capitalism Muslims
286

. Even Ihsan Eliacik, the leader
287

 of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, when we 

were able to talk briefly on the phone during the uprising, called me to the park, saying "it is 

useful for your study" and "you are missing out the heaven"
288

, which I responded  saying that 

every heaven had a hell, so I couldn't leave Ankara.    

 The police attacks ended in Istanbul in the third day of uprising, yet, as I mentioned, 

cities like Eskisehir, Antakya, Izmir and Ankara did not have that luxury. For the case of Ankara, 

the politics and tactics of urban spaces both for the protestors and the government differ widely 

from of Istanbul. In Ankara, the main center of the city, Kizilay Square, has been closed to 

demonstrations since 1999
289

. Its close proximity to government buildings, including the 

parliament, was utilized as a justification for this decision. The adjacent park to the Square, 

Guvenpark, was also unofficially closed to demonstrations: the park is an unofficial transfer point 

for busses and dolmus290 and the mayor of the city, who has been in power for 24 years despite 

the lack of meaningful city management skills and corruption cases,  kept expanding those bus 
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stops at the expanse of the park ground. Moreover, since the late 1990s, the park was also utilized 

as a hub for riot cops as it had quick access routes to anywhere in the city center. Moreover, 

Ankara, unlike Istanbul, is a city that was carefully designed during the early republic. It was 

built on the basis of a city planning in which a grid system of smaller streets connects to larger 

boulevards and squares. These boulevards, like Ataturk, GMK, Mesrutiyet, Eskisehir Yolu, which 

all cut through or around the Kizilay Square, have been expanded over the years making them 

wider and wider.  Thus, for Ankara, taking over what is equivalent of Taksim Square and Gezi 

Park had different political meanings and required different logistics and tactics. The Square was 

taken over by a great crowd for the first two days but it was impossible to hold it as the police 

could circle the Square from every direction and due to the width of the Boulevards maintaining 

barricades was impossible
291

.  

 Thus, people retreated towards smaller centers, the most significant one being Kugulu 

Park. The disadvantage of Kugulu Park was its close proximity to the US Embassy. The major 

conflict with the riot cops have been on the street leading to the Embassy, while protestors had no 

intention to approach the Embassy or any government building for that matter.  

 Other major centers were neighborhoods which were predominantly Alevi and/or secular-

leftist,  such as Dikmen (my neighborhood) and Tuzlucayir.
292

 Another neighborhood in which 

conflict with the police was frequent was Yuzuncuyil which is the surrounding neighborhood of 

the Middle East Technical University. These three neighborhoods were subjected to police 

violence even months after the uprising.   

 As the Gezi Park was occupied and the other cities all around the country took to the 

streets and city centers, the initial reaction from the government and the mass media which was 
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(and still is) wholly dependent to the government
293

was to first ignore the uprising and later 

slander the protests as 'a radical secularist, or even an atheist attempt to overthrow the 

government'
294

.  

 This, secular-middle class riot analysis of the uprising took root deeply in the academia, 

too. While looking into the demonstrations in others cities, many scholars, of course aptly, 

witnessed a different paradigm: in any demonstration outside of the park, the slogans were to call 

the government to resign and the protestors in these cities positioned themselves based on 

everything related to the AKP's 'New Turkey', which included pseudo-religious reframing of laws 

especially regarding education (turning regular schools to religious ones to an extent that many 

neighborhoods now have only religious schools in their districts), gender relations (drastic rise in 

femicides, restrictions on abortion and so on) and  neoliberalism's aftershocks (precisely 

subcontracting, indebtedness to a number of banks as a daily survival mechanism and rising 

work-place deaths). This positioning was diluted into a secularist paranoia of lifestyle choices, 

which was best described as the limitations on alcohol sales. I am not arguing alcohol regulations 

were not a part of it (Cheers to you Tayyip [Serefine Tayyip]) was one of the most frequent 

slogans after all), yet it was also symbolic in terms of its denotations in the AKP's 'New Turkey'. 

Regardless, the mainstream interpretations created a paradigm in which 'kids' in the park were 

depicted as anti-authoritarian in nature, whereas 'others' were still stuck in their secularly oriented 

middle class grievances.  

Especially outside the major cities, in Anatolian cities where the left's 

sphere of influence is very limited, ulusalci groups succeeded in 

capturing the leadership of the movement, giving it an anti-government 

and nationalist rather than anti-authoritarian meaning. The clarity of the 
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political messages of these groups also allowed them to influence 

secularly sensitive CHP voters.
295

  

 

For them, it was not the AKP per se, but 'some' policies and regulations by the AKP government 

(such as cutting down the trees for constructing projects without taking people's opinion in line 

with liberal democratic principles), the AKP had still hope according to them to democratize the 

country. 

 Calling demands or grievances against the AKP's 'New Turkey', whatever that might be, 

a marginal part of the uprising, whereas centering all analysis and discussions on the park, no 

doubt, reflects the reality but creates a myth that pretends like the truth. In other words, it is a 

reality that the police violence on the group in the park in the first day was the spark behind the 

uprising, however the uprising was never limited to the park. The deliberate omission of the 

demands and grievances of the protestors is similar to the pockets of resistance prior to uprising.      

 Moreover, what this myth of secular middle class uprising shows us is that the arguments 

surrounding this myth are produced and disseminated from 'the center'. In other words, all of the 

scholarly engagements, and journalistic ones too, were Istanbul-centered, as if the uprising was 

all about Istanbul or took place only in Istanbul. This 'center-periphery' discussion regarding the 

uprising, in fact, became a focal point in naming the uprising: While the 'mainstream' academic 

and intellectual work both in and outside of the country use Gezi, those who challenge this 

Istanbul-centered reading of the uprising utilized June, marking the month of the resistance.
296

  It 

is also ironic to see that even if there was a  non-Istanbul-centered analysis, which was rare, it 
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was treated as "a case study"
297

, and more disturbingly some were even written by people who 

were not in those cities during the uprising.   

 What is the significance of this? It is important to look into what "secular middle-classes" 

represent. As I outlined in the previous section, the logic of neoliberal populism of the AKP relies 

on a dichotomy between the leader as the representative of the 'New Turkey' against those who 

are of the old one. While 'New Turkey' represents conservatism, religiosity and economic growth 

and stability based on neoliberalism, the old one represents the modernists, progressives, leftists 

and seculars. The rush to mark crowds in other cities as secular middle-classes who are anti-

government, is thus yet another example of reproduction of neoliberal populism. As I tried to 

show in this chapter, the AKP 's 'New Turkey' ideology coerced masses to the margins where the 

dissidents found each other, strengthened each other's resistances and at the end they briefly 

flowed together like a spring to a beautiful, almost poetic uprising. Yet, consent-making 

mechanics of the ruling regime which utilized neoliberal populism as its most powerful tool was 

yet again operationalized at the hands of the same circles who provided the material and 

intellectual ground for neoliberal populism. This is our grand despair, as the dissidents of this 

country.   

 All in all, the mainstream interpretations of the uprising framed the biggest collective 

action of the country into a paradigm which reproduced the neoliberal populism. However, it was 

a turning point for dissident politics in the country which was gradually but surely silenced, 

ostracized and marginalized to transcend the boundaries that the AKP ideology built around the 

opposition. After all, regardless of now mainstream interpretation of the uprising, or to put it 

more appropriately, the ruling regime of knowledge production on the June resistance, it was an 

uprising that trashed the imaginations of acceptable citizen (makul vatandas) of the government, 
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and acceptable dissident (makul muhalif) of the ruling regime of knowledge production on the 

June resistance.  Most importantly, of course, the AKP's ruling regime has been and will be 

haunted for years to come because, as the slogan goes, "when justice fails, June prevails".  

5.8 Conclusion: From New Turkey to New Islamist Populist Authoritarianism 

In this chapter, I looked into how the AKP emerged as the 'progressive' clique of the Islamists in 

Turkey and harnessed the majority votes over and over again for the past fifteen years. I traced 

the discursive moves of the AKP from conservative democracy to neoliberal populism which 

included: 1) reassuring the world economy and global neoliberal capitalism, 2) gaining support 

from liberal-left on the promise of democratization, 3) by seducing the Poor with a combination 

of identity-based political appeal to Muslimhood and resentment for the non-religious and/or 

secular and paternalism and 4) by eventually using the state apparatus to repress dissent from the 

opposition. I argued that neoliberal populism has been instrumentalized by the AKP to fabricate a 

dichotomy in the Turkish society which signified religious/oppressed/poor/new versus 

secular/elite/middle class/old. I have also argued that those who fell outside of the "new" 

paradigm of the AKP were pushed further to the margins while at the same time brought together 

at the margins. These emotional, if not active, solidarities of the AKP ideology's marginalized 

created a potential of dissidence and pockets of resistance, which have been ongoing almost as 

long as the years with the AKP. Yet, they went unnoticed as they were deemed of the secular, 

elitist, middle-class thus "old" dissident politics. These 'unnoticed' pockets of resistances 

crystallized in 2013 when the country witnessed its biggest popular uprising in its history. I also 

looked into in this chapter how the neoliberal populism of the AKP was instrumentalized yet 

again in the case of this uprising, marking the uprising as a "secular, middle-class riot".  

 The Anti-Capitalist Muslims as a group among many gained a great popularity during the 

uprising as they were the only group that challenged this fabricated dichotomy of the religious 

versus secular. The A-C M in their alliance with the other dissidents of the country before, during 
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and after the June complicated, challenged and delegitimized the AKP's neoliberal populism. 

Some groups the A-C M allied with tokenized them by over-emphasizing their Muslimhood, yet 

again re-producing neoliberal populism of the AKP. The AKP, on the other hand, trivialized their 

significance by over-emphasizing their anti-capitalism.  Where does the Anti Capitalist Muslims 

stand in this complex web of political alignments, ruling regimes and their mechanics? What did 

the uprising bring into and taken away from this group, which was one of the most 'popular' one? 

How did the neoliberal populism affect this young group? Next, I will look into these questions 

and further.  
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Chapter 6  A Case of Precarious Alliance: The Anti-Capitalist Muslims 

Don't promise us heaven: we don't want it. 

The world will become heaven though our own hands, by means of our toil. 
Grup Yorum 

 

My religion consists of justice, rights, and conscience. We share the 

same faith with those who live in accordance [with these principle],.  . . 

. Instead of being in heaven with a Hajji [a Muslim who makes the 

pilgrimage to Mecca] who would evict young newlyweds because they 

are unable to pay their rent, I would burn in hell with an atheist who 

weeps for a [stray] cat.  

Ihsan Eliacik   

6.1 Introduction: What is in a name?   

On May 30 2013, I sent a direct message on Twitter to the Anti-Capitalist Muslim's Ankara 

account. I identified myself as a researcher who works on "solidarity dynamics of the dissidents 

in Turkey" and would like to specialize on the Anti-Capitalist Muslims."How nice!" responded 

the person who was moderating the account; I double-checked the meeting location and time: it 

was to be the May Day demonstration in Ankara that was taking place the next day.  

When all was arranged and I promised to meet them, I asked myself: "Will I really march 

with them?" I still didn’t know. After all, May Day remained 'special' for me. For me it signified 

many transitions in my political mobilization: May Day was the time I first demonstrated alone 

(without my parents) while attending high school; it was my first march with a political party; and 

then, with a union; on a subsequent May Day, I also marched with feminists as well as with my 

fellow students from Middle East Technical University. This was the occasion when my mother 

started to come to demonstrations with me  and I, after that, began to attend demonstrations with 

her. It was on a May Day demonstration that I first encountered tear gas and suffered police 

violence. Would I really share a May Day a group that I had only just met by Twitter?  
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 The next day, I was even more concerned. It was my clothes: we planned to meet in front 

of a mosque. Typically, I avoided mosques because of the dirty looks they give me when I am 

dressed in  shorts. So I decided: no shorts.  

             En route to the mosque, I walked through the neighborhood  surrounding the mosque. 

This  neighborhood had undergone extensive gentrification. The old brick houses had been 

painted in flashy white paint. The mulberry and poplar trees that I remembered from my 

childhood visits had been cut down. The paths and the stairways towards the mosque, the huge 

yards surrounding it -- everything the eye could see – had been turned into grey cement. And 

there they were: the red and black flags of the group beamed against this sea of grey cement. 

Seven men were holding the flags. 

            At this point, we encountered one another. Younger members had begun distributing 

leaflets to people waiting for the next prayer session. They found it interesting that I found the 

group interesting. Older members of the organization who sat next to me started to ask me 

questions:  “What do you do? “Where do you study?”  “Where did you complete your 

undergraduate degree?” Which Ankara neighbourhood do you live in?  I answered each question: 

“ I am a student; I study social sciences in Canada; I finished my B.A. at Middle East Technical 

University; I live in the Dikmen neighbourhood.” 

              Each one of my answers provoked raised-eyebrows, then a moment of contemplation, 

then a "very nice" with a tone of 'tolerance'. To them, I was an outsider, a Leftist yet someone 

who was willing to join them. This explained the 'very nice' comments and 'tolerable' tone.  Out 

of  the seven members only one person was somewhat familiar with my answers, or more 

appropriately, with what those answers represented, Realizing my political persuasion, he too 

talked about his experiences on May Day. For him it felt like a bayram (holiday).  In this way he 

signaled: he was also a Leftist and he wanted me to know that.  
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 Suddenly, I heard the footsteps of  a group of men who, exiting the mosque, were running 

towards us. They were wearing some sort of uniforms: not police, but from their uniforms I 

realized that they were from a private security firm. I had no idea about until then that  private 

security in the mosques, because why would there be? But here they were, one hand on their 

batons (the only weapon they have) the other trying to take away the flyers, they started yelling: 

"you cannot distribute them here! This is a mosque! Siyaset yapma burda (don't 'make' politics 

here). It is forbidden, you can't". The younger ones with the flyers in their hands challenged them, 

the temper was risen. The leftist friend jumped into the two groups. Taking a flyer from the 

young A-C M member, he gave it to  and gives it to the security guard. He said, "brother, just 

listen to what it says: the authority belongs to Allah; down with global capitalism". As he 

finished, the guards mumbled: "we have no part with such stuff. Kapitalizm mapitalizm. You 

cannot talk about those stuff here". Again, he counters: "No no! Listen! Aren't you a taseron? 

(subcontract worker) Do you know your boss? Let's say your boss is Melih [Melih Gokcek, 

Mayor of Ankara].  We are just saying that Melihten buyuk Allah var [Greater than Melih is 

Allah].  Or do you think Melih is greater than Allah?" Although the guard is clearly offended by 

such comments, the ACM member continued: "The flyer
298

 uses Allah's words. See: there is not 

for man except that for which he labours" (Qur'an, 53:39). Where else could we invoke Allah's 

words if not in a mosque? Allah is speaking about you, a labourer;  why would you stop us?  

From whom are you protecting this mosque ? Who owns this mosque?"  

The guard lowered his voice. In almost a whisper, he implores: "Abi  [Elder Brother, a 

term of respect], you will get me in trouble. I am not against what you are saying, I will keep this 

flyer too. I will read it after my shift. But I have my orders. I cannot let you distribute these flyers 

here. Emir buyuk yerden [The order is from the top].  Don't get me into trouble abi." What he said 
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was true: allowing the A-C M to distribute  leaflets could definitely get him into trouble. So we 

moved on.  

 One question in this exchange stayed with me: Is there an owner to this mosque? It 

seemed to be the case.  The mosque became a place that is protected by the municipality's private 

security firm; it is a place where there are orders from the top against 'making politics' . But 

haven’t the mosques already become politiziced in terms of their  physical as well as symbolic 

meanings; aren’t they operationalized as the grounds of consent-making for the AKP hegemony?  

In the previous chapter, I discussed the AKP's neoliberal populism in which the non-aligned Left 

and secular-leaning groups have been marked off as the 'other' and where the President is 

presented as the leader of the religious folk, the Sunni Muslims. He represents the mosque-goers 

in the country and the ummah [Muslim community broadly] globally. Is he now also  the owner 

of the mosque and of  religion itself?  

 If the neoliberal populism of the AKP  promoted a dichotomy where all dissidents were 

forced to the margins as seculars, they have also centralized, monopolized and capitalized 

religion to create a shield of popular support at the center around Erdogan. Similar to how 

nationalism was instrumentalized against the Kurdish populations in and outside of the country 

and similar to how the AKP's neo-Ottomanism  was used in their rather decaying international 

politics in the past decade including Syria and Egypt; the party's religiosity too, is utilized as the 

most powerful resource to keep his supporters at the center around him against the dissidents, 

whom he deemed de facto secular. Thus, "is there an owner to this mosque?" itself is more than a 

question which disturbs Erdogan's instrumentalization of the religion and his representation of the 

religious people. The question signals the possibility of a Muslimhood that is not defined or 

represented by Erdogan or by the AKP.  

 It is this challenge and this disturbing question that makes the Anti-Capitalist Muslims  

unique. What the Anti-Capitalist Muslims signal in their name is the fact that there are capitalist 
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Muslims in the country, who built their hegemony on the basis of exploitation of other Muslims 

and by taking advantage of the neoliberal system globally even as they generate consent based on 

a fabricated dichotomy between “Muslim” and “secular” citizenss.  What the Anti-Capitalist 

Muslims has achieved just by taking to the streets was to disturb directly the hegemonic 

mechanics of the AKP's 'New Turkey' by revealing its tools of neoliberal populism.      

   In that sense, this group is a ground where 'precarious alliance' is most evident. Because 

this challenge to the AKP's hegemony also pushed them towards the margins where they joined 

the larger category of dissidents. At the same time, though, they are ontologically related to the 

core of the hegemonic project of the AKP due to their Muslimhood. In other words, their alliance 

with the anti-capitalists of the country is precarious due to their fundamental relationship with the 

hegemonic power.  

 In this chapter, I look into the details of the group as an example of precarious alliance: 

First, I will focus on their reconciliation with Islamism in a country where it is one of the main 

instruments for the neoliberalization of the country. Next, I will turn to their ideological ground 

vis-a-vis a profile of their mentor, Ihsan Eliacik followed by the group's organizational patterns 

and solidarity practices. The group gained its greatest momentum with the June Resistance: In the 

fourth section, I will focus on their parts and effects on June resistance. The fifth section will 

summarize the reactions to the group from the left as I believe the perception of the group in the 

left dramatically shaped the group's self-imagination. In relation to that, the last section will 

address how this precarious alliance of the Muslim youth and anti-capitalist organizing crumbled 

at the end. I believe that even in my limited representation of the group theirs is a much 

illuminating experience of solidarity praxis for the dissidents of the country and beyond.  

6.2 'Rejecting the Legacy, Restoring the Honour': Conflict as a Tool of Solidarity Praxis 

The emergence of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims is unique in the Turkish context for other reasons, 

particularly with respect to  historical conflict between the Left and Islamism. As outlined in 
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chapter 4, the political history in Turkey specifically from the 1960s to the 1980s had been one of 

violence. By naming their group the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, the members have made an 

acknowledgement indeed shame for this violence. As a Muslim youth organization, for the first 

time in the country, they announce that they reject a shameful legacy. They call this relationship 

to their ontological ground "rejecting the inheritance, restoring the honour" [Redd-i miras, iade-i 

itibar] and utilize it as a slogan.  

Moreover, in contrast to the Cold War legacy of aligning with the West, they also  self-

identify as anti-imperialist: "It is unacceptable that millions are murdered, raped, uprooted and 

displaced for the sake of the new resources and new markets for capitalism. Against the 

imperialist siege, the anti-capitalist Muslims supports unity of the peoples and revolutionary 

struggle of the oppressed"
299

. As I mentioned in the contextual chapter, anti-imperialism rhetoric 

has been central to left-wing politics in the country especially during the 1960s and 1970s.  

 Equally significantly, the group first formed as an association they deliberately selected 

the name "The Association of Struggle Against Capitalism" [Kapitalizmle Mucadele Dernekleri]. 

This is no less than an explicit rejection of the Right-wing-Islamist alliance of the 1960s:  “The 

Associations of Struggle Against Communism.” It was a gesture of acknowledging this history 

and legacy that the group flourished from, while also reclaiming a Muslim youth identity that is 

antithetical to it. As Ihsan Eliacik, their mentor puts it: "What is significant here is that these 

associations are established by the people who come from religious circles. This is a first in 

Turkey. Also, in my opinion it is a milestone, and it needs to be emphasized. This is not 

something that the youth of the left is doing, on the contrary, it is the kids or even grandkids of 

those rooted in the Associations of Struggle Against Communism."  
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 The rejection of the Associations of Struggle Against Communism and the legacy 

burdened with them by the Anti-Capitalist Muslims goes further:  the Anti-Capitalist Muslims do 

not identify with any of the terms or conditions such as Islamism, political Islam or Post-

Islamism. Derived from the political history in Turkey, and the trajectories the Political Islam 

took in the country, they in fact 'reject' political Islam. They argue that any form of political Islam 

in Turkey ended in what Ihsan Eliacik calls "abdestli kapitalizm" or, "capitalism purified by 

abolutions". In a sense, political Islam's historical route, with the in and outside forces, ended up 

in a marriage of capitalism and religion. As Ihsan Eliacik comments frequently, "[P]olitical Islam 

has reached its intellectual limits" with this marriage. Sedat Dogan, one of the core members of 

the group claims: "we have left political Islamism to become Muslims again. No one should 

expect from us a discourse that would create camps and marginalize the peoples in poverty."
300

 

Thus, they utilize Muslimhood as an identity that signifies not the religiosity in terms of faith and 

rituals but as a political and historical positionality which centers an understanding of 

revolutionary struggle against oppression and is willing to ally with "whomever self-identifies as 

anti-capitalist"
301

.   

 But the group is known popularly by another name: "the Anti-Capitalist Muslims". This 

came about because in attending the May Day demonstration in 2012, one of the organizers of the 

march asked for  the group's name to include it in the opening ceremony. Without much thinking 

one of the members of the group offered: "We are Muslims and we are against the Capitalists". 

Being very busy as he attended to the details of the rally, the organizer concluded: “so  Anti-

Capitalist Muslims it is!"
302

 From that time onward, the group accepted this new name and have 

since been publicly recognized as such.  
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6.3 'The Watermelons' or Islam and Left in Turkey : A Profile of Ihsan Eliacik 

After the first May Day appearance of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims in 2012, Ihsan Eliacik, who 

seemed to be leading the group, attained growing popularity in the media. I was able to follow 

him from Canada as he was on TV almost every day on various national channels mostly for one-

on-one interviews. In most of these interviews, he was introduced as a "scholar of Qur'an", a 

"theologian" or a "thinker". I also started hearing more and more of what a good speaker he was 

from my family and friends. He was indeed quite provocative in those interviews: he seemed to 

have no restraint, not to  hold back his opinions about the Islamists and the AKP. He coined many 

terms for them: abdestli kapitalistler [capitalists who perform ablutions before prayer] was one;  

another was eski mucahit-yeni muteahitler [ex-jihadists, new contractors] . Such comments 

became very popular and assumed the role of slogans.  They went mainstream. His words were 

posted on social media with or without a reference to him. It shouldn’t be a surprise: he touched a 

nerve. He hit such an obvious sore point. His definition of the AKP cadres fit perfectly: an 

Islamist party that has risen on the benefits of neoliberal-capitalism. Indeed, his popularity in the 

country exceeded beyond what I could have ever imagined.  

 I met Ihsan Eliacik in May 2013, one month before the June Resistance but after I 

became affiliated with A-C M. He was due to give a speech for a panel at Ankara University's 

Political Sciences Faculty, a historically Left-wing department. He was a big, tall man with a 

tired-looking face with a big, loud almost contagious laugh. The turnout for the panel, which 

ended up being held in the cafeteria due to the dean’s refusal to admit him to the auditorium, was 

enormous. It was largely made up of university students; those who couldn’t fit inside the 

cafeteria listened to the speeches from loudspeakers posted in the backyard and in the hallway. 

The speech focused on his interpretation of the Qur'an: attuned to the ideological tendencies of 

the Left-leaning crowd, he touched mostly on the critique of private property found in the Qur'an. 

His talk included references to Marx and Engels and explicitly positioned himself with respect to 
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the AKP's vision and policies of the 'New Turkey'. As he repeats frequently in his books and 

interviews (see Appendix I), he argued that Islam rejects capitalism as it rejects "accumulation of 

wealth,"
303

 instead it calls for a redistribution of wealth in which "everything but the lover's cheek 

will be shared."
304

 

 Watching the interaction between speaker and audience, I noted the tension in the room, 

especially as the Leftist students began to take in his words. After all, Eliacik’s world view was 

shaped by religion, though he does not call himself an Islamist. Around me many students 

murmured their reservations; others, however, defended Eliacik: they commented how "weird" 

and "unusual" he was for an Islamist. As Eliacik’s talk continued, I saw the stiff faces begin to 

relax; here and there a student cracked a smile. Soon, smiles turned to hearty belly laughs, 

particularly at his jokes on the Qarmatians:305
 "If I dig a bit further, I will probably find a 

hammer and sickle! What else do you need? " At the end, most of the audience was clapping and 

cheering, taking 'selfies' with him. I heard a smiling young woman ask: "Hocam [my teacher, a 

title of respect], it's all very well and good what you are saying but why do you have to include 

Islam in it? [Islam'i niye katiyorsun ki isin icine?] Why do you need the religion to support your 

arguments?" In response, Eliacik laughed: "I don't include Islam in these things, these things are 

Islam. Religion is these things."  

Later that day, I asked him about this conversation. He said "I hear this comment a lot. I 

know what she means by Islam and religion. She rejects a religion that has built palaces, is 

interpreted by old, bigoted clerics. We  reject that religion too. I just explain to them what Islam 
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is but they insist on accepting that palace religion as 'the Islam', because it is easier to reject [since 

it is obviously problematic]"
306

.  

 That day, and many days after that, I followed him around in different cities, with 

different audiences. Wherever he went, I witness a similar scenario: the audience was tense and 

unreceptive and filled with trepidations but the talk ended with great warm and even embraces for 

him. I learned that after every speech, he chooses to go to a cafe, especially one that serves 

nargile (water pipe) if possible. 

           In these cafes, tens of people, retired teachers, workers, high school and university 

students, surround him. The crowds are so large at times that he often  has to move to larger 

places to accommodate their numbers. I find it interesting that at times they do not ask questions; 

these individuals just want to sit with him and listen to him speak. And he has a lot to say; it 

seems his energy does not flag. But he doesn't 'preach' either. It is a conversation:  he asks these 

people about their everyday life, their children, their jobs, their schools; he asks them whether 

they enjoyed his talk. Invariably, there is at least one person who is not very happy with the 

speech and demands  further explanation. As he explains, Eliacik often opens yet another 

disquisition.  

 In those crowds, there are also undercover police as well. We recognize them from their 

attire which consists of navy blue pants, light blue shirts, and blue caps. It is just as easy to 

identify them from the bump in their back pocket since they always carry their guns and their 

walkie-talkies with them. Sometimes you can even hear radio chatter.  

 The group spent long hours in smaller groups, talking over tea and coffee, we came to 

call these meetings "after-parties".  He is more relaxed and we make sure that the police are not 

around. We don't need to talk about it, because we know that it is not fear that makes us avoid the 
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police. It is rather a precaution:  on May Day in 2012 while he was marching with the Anti-

Capitalist Muslims in Fatih, Istanbul, his daughter who is affiliated with anarchism was arrested 

across the city in Sisli. She remained in custody for four days (longer then the legal custody 

period at the time), which was considered by many as a warning directly to him from the police. 

A similar threatening message was the police raid of his home during the June Resistance. In an 

attempt to discredit him,  they must have leaked to the media they found "pornographic videos 

and books on anarchism" there, a definite attempt to smear him.  It was clear that he had become 

a target of government repression, not uncommon in these days for a popular figure in the 

opposition.  

 It was during those "after-parties" that I learned more about him.  He is from Kayseri, a 

central Anatolian town with a substantial petite-bourgeoisie of shopkeepers and artisans. This 

conservative pro-AKP city has grown thanks to the party.  Eliacik has spent most of his life in 

this city. He attended the theology department in the local university, where he sought to "learn 

Arabic and classical texts"
307

. However, he never graduated. He left university as soon as he "got 

what he needed"
308

. He doesn't talk much about his father, but his mother seems to have quite an 

impact on him. He tells stories how she served tea to the police who raided their home to arrest 

him during 28 February 1997 period (see Chapter 3). Eliacik often tells the story of his mother's 

reproach: "all your friends have become  MPs, ministers, prime ministers and even presidents.
309

 

And look at you, you are still wandering  the streets like a meczup (lunatic)"310
.  
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 He was indeed in the same circles of Islamist groups, Akincilar (see Chapter 4) with the 

founders of the AKP during the 70s and 80s. He was arrested after the 1980 Coup which seems 

like a turning point which shaped his life once and for all. He often tells about his time in jail
311

:  

The idea [of the junta] was to "mix-them-fix-them" [Karistir-baristir]. 

Nationalists, leftists and us, we were mixed in one overcrowded ward. 

Everyone was with their group of course, but at night, it was so 

crowded you had to share the limited space to lay down and sleep. You 

had to sleep together, the leftist that you were in fight with on the street 

was laying next to you so close that you could feel his breath and him 

yours. Just imagine, you learned till that moment that communists are 

the enemies of religion, of the state. You learn to hate them. And there 

you are, sharing everything with them. You face them for the first time 

actually. Just imagine. You also talk of course. A lot. You didn't talk to 

a communist before, and here he is, and you got nothing but time to 

talk. (He laughs)  

 In the cells, [Although he did not explicitly say, he must mean 

the cells the prisoners were put in between torture sessions] I talked to a 

lot of lefties. See, there is nothing else but talk to each other to pass the 

time. What else can you do? I remember one guy, Ibocu312, he told me 

they went to this village. Because, you know it better
313

, they will 

organize the peasants and walk to the cities for revolution. They work 

there for months on the fields etc. They repair their houses, their 

fountains. Everything. But nothing happens. (he laughs). No one is 

organized, no one becomes revolutionary. One day, our guy is filling a 

bucket from the village fountain, which is next to the village cafe. He 

overhears villagers talking about the draught that year. One of them 

says, "it is because of those kids from the city. They are here, men and 

women together, they eat together, stay together and whatever else. 

Have you ever seen them coming to the mosque? Have you ever seen 

them coming to Friday prayer ever? They don't even consume much 

water, so they must not be taking abdest (cleansing) after whatever they 

do together. They are cenabet (impure, unclean). That's why we have a 

draught, 'cos God is punishing us because of them." (We all laugh). The 

guy goes back to his friends and says "pack up everything, we are 

leaving." 

 

During his days in prison, he hears many stories like this, and learns even more about the leftists 

he had been fighting against. After all, under the junta-ruled prison conditions, books are rare, so 
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they exchange them among themselves. They debate over issues of ownership, authority, 

revolution, class conflict and oppression.  His time in prison, I would argue, served as a 

pedagogical moment for him. He says "Many things fell into its place after that". He had similar 

visions for Islamic politics before that period, he remembers, for instance, how they wrote on the 

walls in Kayseri ""towards an Islamic society without classes and borders"
314

. He was also so 

young at the time, no older than 19 years. I always imagined him during that period as a young 

boy who had no ideological discipline but a lot of ideas, energy and curiosity. This, he kept in 

place to this day, he is still not 'disciplined' but full of ideas, energy and curiosity.  

 After that period, he "devoured every book he could find with more of a passion"
315

. Ali 

Shariati was the biggest influence before his jail time, and later on he took some "practical" 

lessons from Shariati which led him to his Qur'an interpretation.  In an interview he says:  

What I’ve learned from the teachings of the Iranian scholar Ali Shariati, 

one of our chief influences, is the following: Shariati was no Koran 

exegete, he didn’t speak any Arabic and, as we know, he studied 

sociology at the Sorbonne in Paris. The mullahs used that against him. I 

didn’t want to hand a similar stick to the holy men in Turkey for them 

to beat me with. 

This is why I analysed the Koran surah by surah [sic] in my work “The 

Living Koran”. This gave me the basis on which to argue that there is a 

clear contradiction between the Koran and the capitalist system
316

. 

 

Reading Ali Shariati side by side with Eliacik's work shows Shariati's "chief influence" on Eliacik 

and the Anti-Capitalist Muslims. Ali Shariati as a sociologist and thinker is indeed one of the 

most influential figures not only for Islamic thought and politics, but also, in my opinion, for 

transnational solidarities across oppressed groups around ideas of anti-imperialism and anti-

colonialism/decolonization. I believe this is evident in his translations of Sartre, Fanon and 
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Guevera into Farsi
317

 which in turn  popularized them among anti-colonial/anti-imperialist street 

politics of the time
318

. His biggest influence on Turkish context of Islam and left debate was, 

however, mostly stem from his discussion on "religion versus religion"
319

 or understanding 

religion both as a pacifying force and a revolutionary kindle. This idea of multiple religions 

operating simultaneously shares similar roots with, which Shariati agreed
320

, Karl Marx's famous 

but mostly mistakenly quoted argument that "Religion is the opium of the people". In reality, Karl 

Marx criticizes what he calls the "irreligious criticism" on religion which understands religion as 

a fantasy or illusion of the human, however, for Marx it is not the human that creates religion but 

from a historical materialist point of view, it is the world/society/history that created the 

conditions for religious belief. Marx writes:  

Man is the world of man – state, society. This state and this society 

produce religion, which is an inverted consciousness of the world, 

because they are an inverted world. Religion is the general theory of 

this world, its encyclopaedic compendium, its logic in popular form, its 

spiritual point d’honneur, its enthusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn 

complement, and its universal basis of consolation and justification. It is 

the fantastic realization of the human essence since the human 

essence has not acquired any true reality. The struggle against religion 

is, therefore, indirectly the struggle against that world whose 

spiritual aroma is religion. 

 Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, 

the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. 

Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless 

world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the 

people
321

. 

 

Similarly, Shariati distinguishes a historical divide not between religion and non- or anti-religion 

(in fact, he argues all nations or groups had a religion one way or another all throughout the 
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history) but a divide between religions, namely between a "revolutionary religion" or "the heart of 

the heartless world" versus  a "religion of legitimation" or "opium of the people". Shariati defines 

revolutionary religion as follows:  

A revolutionary religion gives an individual, that is, an individual who 

believes in it, who is trained in the school of thought or maktab of this 

religion, the ability to criticize life in all its material, spiritual and social 

aspects. It gives the mission and duty to destroy, to change and to 

eliminate that which one does not accept and believes to be invalid and 

replace it with that which one knows and recognizes as being the 

truth.
322

 

 

On the other hand, according to Shariati, a religion of legitimation creates a condition based on a 

spirituality that sits solely on what Marx called illusion. Shariati says:  "in the name of religion, 

people are made to believe, "The situation which you have or which your society has is a 

situation which you and your society must have because this is the manifestation of God's Will. It 

is destiny and fate."
323

. Shariati calls it "the religion of legitimation" as its major principle or role 

is to legitimize the status quo.  He sees  reduction of the "heart of the heartless world", or the 

revolutionary potential of the religion in its historicity into an opium that pacifies masses and 

traps them into a logic of predetermination, fate as well as a system of punishment and reward, or 

in other words, after life.  

 Shariati's works were not translated into Turkish till the 1980s and when finally they 

were, it was with not without 'complications'. In his epilogue to one of the earliest translations of 

Religion versus Religion, the translator, who is also another prominent scholar of law and Islam, 

Huseyin Hatemi notes "two dire problems" of translating Shariati:  

First, if we say it in his own terms, Ali Shariati is no "Safavi Shia" 

thinker. That is why his writings did not only invite backlash from the 

government during the Shah period, but also from "Safavid Shia" 

circles. In the case of translating his work into Turkish, due to different 

environmental conditions, it may be possible to get a negative reaction 

from the opposite; again in his own words, "Umayyad Sunnism".  
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Another difficulty  to take into account stems from late Shariati's being 

an Islamic thinker. (...) Although our constitution [similar to Shah era 

constitution in Iran] acknowledges freedoms of religion, conscience, 

thought and science, even a scientific translation is not as easy as it 

looks. That is why, keeping in mind the reactions from both the 

"Ummayad Sunnism" and the authorities who lack constitutional 

knowledge,  some sentences in the text you have here were mildly 

"softened"[yumusatilmis] and summarized. These sentences were 

highlighted in the footnotes. I know, a translators with respect to their 

reader shouldn't do that. Yet, worry comes before respect. I hope that 

the readers will be understanding
324

. 

 

Hatemi's predictions were accurate. Works of Shariati was groundbreaking and "Ummayad 

Sunnism", or what Eliacik called "the palace religion", of the Islamists of the time really 

uncomfortable. Eliacik, with his few friends
325

, kept bringing these ideas along with others in 

their circles and in youth organizing meetings during the 1980s. It wasn't much appreciated. He 

says "they called us watermelons: green in the outside and red in the inside,"
326

 meaning they 

'looked' Islamists but they were communists in the inside. He also recalls: "They said you are 

more dangerous than the communists because you call for a classless society from under a 

religious cover."
327

  His first questioning of anti-communism propaganda across nationalist and 

Islamist circles was ignited with these comments, with how he was marginalized from the very 

circles he went to jail for. Thus, for almost a decade after jail, he focused more on study and 

research.  

 In the early 1990s, he started publishing his first books: On Faith (1992), Islam and 

Social Change (1994) and Revolutionary Islam (1995). On the basis of these books, and his other 

articles in local journals
328

 and newspapers, he was trialed in court in more than thirty cases 
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during the 28 February period with the accusation of "reactionism" [against the state]
329

.  After 

the 28 February trials, he moved to Istanbul. He says "I was so secluded there, I couldn't reach 

many people anymore."
330

 He did indeed publish more than ever (24 books in total), including a 

'bestseller', his interpretation of the Qur'an: Yasayan (The Living) Kuran. With his arrival in 

Istanbul in the early 2000s, he initiated many reading and discussion groups, the latest being the 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims.   

 His life is representative of the conflict between the Islamists and the left, and why the 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims is a unique group. As mentioned earlier, the indoctrination of Cold War 

anti-communism propaganda is an inseparable part of political Islam in Turkey. The reaction to 

religion in the leftist circles, thus, stems not from an ideology or politics per se, but an everyday 

experience and collective memory of violence which dates back to that indoctrination. It is also 

the truth in the opposite direction, for the Islamists of the country left-wing politics, which would 

cover a wide range from classless society ideal to egalitarianism, social justice and democratic 

society, is still decoded in accordance with the anti-communism propaganda of the period.  

 Thus, the conflict of leftist ideas within Islamist circles is more challenging than it is to 

the leftists of the country. After all, social justice, oppression and resistance are not strange 

concepts to the Left, thus, it is natural for Ihsan Eliacik and the group emerged from his 

positioning to be in solidarity with the leftists. However, their challenge to the Islamism is deeper. 

The name-calling such as watermelons, green communists and so on is significant in the sense 

that it signals a rejection from within the circles this group emerged. During the AKP years, 
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however, this rejection became more radical.  It is not a coincidence that in one of our 

conversations, one group member said:  

The risk Ihsan Hoca took is way bigger than what is imagined. He took 

the risk of the medeni olum (civil death), you know, he rejected 

everything he grew up with, his friends maybe his family, too. Just 

imagine, he could have been a Prime Minister now, he could be rich and 

everything. But he chose the civil death in those groups. And he did that 

not knowing that he would be accepted by the other neighborhood
331 

either. Just crazy, you know.
332

  

 

From the perspective of Islamic politics, the concept of civil death is indeed striking to define 

Ihsan Eliacik personally, and the Anti-Capitalist Muslims as a group. My friend who defined 

Ihsan Eliacik with the concept had no intention of academic or intellectual interpretation. Rather, 

the term at the time of this conversation was newly put in circulation by journalists and certain 

academics who are known for their close relations to Erdogan and used against the critiques of 

the government. They published many lists on various media outlets with names (journalists, 

academics and so on) who 'deserve' civil death
333. The call for civil death in those articles meant a 

radical segregation, ostracization and exile from the social and political (and economic) spheres. 

In the case of Ihsan Eliacik, according to my friend, it was a banishment from the Islamist circles 

he grew up in because in those circles Islam, religiosity and Muslimhood are now defined in 

proximity with the AKP. In a sense, what Erdogan presents as Muslimhood is now equalized as 

the religiosity and that religiosity is in peace with neoliberal capitalist values and relations. Thus, 

what Ihsan Eliacik stands for, an anti-capitalist Muslimhood, becomes a religiosity that is rejected 
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and further ostracized, because his rejection of "palace religion"
334

 is also a rejection of what 

Erdogan and the AKP has risen on.   

 As I argued in the previous chapter, the AKP ideology created its margin on the basis of 

neoliberal populism's fabricated secular versus religious dichotomy. The seculars, whatever that 

might be, were forced to sit on margins which at the same time brought them together as the 

larger group of the dissidents. For Ihsan Eliacik, and the idea of anti-capitalist Muslimhood, 

disturbs this mechanic not from the margins but from the very core. It is different than a secular 

challenge, evidently: a secular challenge to Erdogan's capitalist Islam would be easier to tackle 

with, as was the case in the June Resistance because it is easier to discredit the dissidence by 

calling them the representatives of secular middle classes or elites. Thus, 'the usual dissidents' can 

be taken care of easier, whereas Ihsan Eliacik has to 'civilly die' because the dissidence he 

inspires does not attack capitalism of the AKP, he attacks Muslimhood of the AKP which is one 

of the main instruments for the AKP's consent-making mechanics. His self-identification, and 

socialization in the Islamist circles as well as his education and knowledge of Qur'an and the 

religion gives him a legitimacy that makes him somehow immune to the smearing of the 

government and government-controlled media as an anti-religion or atheist dissident.  It is for this 

reason, Eliacik and the group is unique in the larger spectrum of political dissidence. It is for sure 

what gave him this great popularity, as I mentioned at the very beginning of this section. He did 

indeed touch a core that has been made untouchable to somewhat secular dissidents of the 

country. In the following section, I will look into how this idea of anti-capitalist Muslimhood was 

practiced by the only group which took this rather heavy burden on their shoulders. .     
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6.4 "We Have another World in our Hearts"
335

: The Rise of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims 

 The epistemological ground of the group is inspired deeply by a wide range of Islamic 

thinkers/revolutionaries from Ali Seriati to Malcolm X. They argue for an egalitarian 

understanding and praxis of Qur'an and Islam in general. Qur'anic verses such as “Those who, 

when tyranny strikes them, they defend themselves with the help of each other” (42:39), "there is 

not for man except that for which he labours" (53:39), and "of His signs is the creation of (...) the 

diversity of your languages and your colors."(30:22)are repeated frequently in the group 

statements and banners. They claim that Qur'an should be read on one principle: There has 

always been one conflict that shaped the world, the conflict between the oppressor (zalim) and the 

oppressed (mazlum). They argue that from the first day the Qur'an was revealed to Prophet 

Muhammad to this very day, the social, political and economic structure of the society is based on 

this conflict. This one principle makes the foundation of the group's organizational practices. 

They build solidarity on the principle they derived from the Qur'an "the identity of the oppressed 

(or the oppressor) shall not be questioned". This approach makes it possible for a Muslim group 

to be able to ally with 'traditionally rejected' groups such as the LGBTQI in Turkey.  

 I asked the members I interviewed with about their solidarity practices with diverse 

groups, with which groups they had trouble or ease while allying with. Except for one, all 

members said they built really strong relations with the other dissidents. One interviewee
336

 

specifically raised the issue of unlearning as a process the group and other groups they allied with 

had to go through. They said:  

You have some ideas for them and they have for you. You know, you 

go to a meeting or run into each other in demonstrations, it is like a 

playground you know (laughs). There are frequent questions they ask, 

or they want to ask. It is the same for you. We don't know stuff about 

each other, we are also too shy to ask etc. But at the end, you know, you 

are there, sometimes beaten down together, they carry you to a safe 
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place or something. All those questions, judgements are all gone. You 

know, you unlearn everything that you know
337

. 

 

When I ask further about what judgements they have or they think the others have for them, one 

of the interviewee
338

 said:  

For instance headscarf, at the beginning [early in her organizing with 

the group], I thought like in demonstrations everyone will be looking at 

me [giving the dirty looks] because I wear headscarf, like I am an agent 

[of the AKP] or something. (Laughs). But I know that it is also 

something I learned. I never had a bad experience, everyone was 

friendly and comradely [yoldasca]. I questioned myself: "Where do I 

get these fears? Is it them, or is it me?". I questioned what I think for 

them, you know, I thought maybe they have similar fears like me. 

Learned stuff [ogrenilmis seyler], you know. But I am glad I went to 

demonstrations and stuff, because it gave me a perspective about me 

and others. 

 

When I asked about the friendliest and toughest allies, I had various answers but majority seems 

to have good relations with the LGBTQ, the reason for that could be LGBTQs traditional 

relations to anarchist organizing in the country. In Ankara, it was also the case for us, we shared 

meeting spaces, organized joint discussions and anarchists (whose many members were also part 

of the LGBTQ organizing) have always been the first to help with our larger public gatherings 

like iftars on earth. 

 The toughest allies question wasn't much appreciated, I must admit. During the 

interviews, I had a feeling that if they said something about those groups they would hurt 

someone or lost the already fragile relations.  Even in their brief comments, they almost always 

finished their sentences with "which is OK" or "which is understandable". Most of the members 

said "some leftist groups" but one of the interviewee specified the Communist Party members as 

the toughest ally
339

. As I will discuss further below, there have been a harsh critique towards the 

group from some socialists arguing the group is yet another indication of Islamization of the 

political space. But the same interviewee also said while they have been quite cruel on their 
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writings, "at the end, streets are different. We march together, demonstrate together. The rest can 

be solved."  

 The demographics of the group has an utmost heterogeneous character. While it changes 

drastically from one city to another, most of the members come from religious conservative 

families. Some have had religious education and started their political life in youth organizations 

of Islamic groups or parties. But the majority of these youth had no previous political organizing 

before the group. On the other hand, many members have deep personal-historical ties to leftist 

organizing and are more experienced with direct action. They are more experienced in terms of 

the leftist organizational practices such as self-criticism and more keen on socialist/anarchist 

ideas of self-governance and autonomy in their practices.  According to my observations, this 

disproportion of political organizing experience resulted in an untold, almost naturalized division 

of labor. Especially when it comes to discussions around police surveillance or riot police 

encounters or tasks like using public spaces for propaganda which is deemed the most risky are 

left at the hands of the leftists. I do not mean that non-leftist members had no relationship with 

the police or street politics but more 'dangerous' tasks were always 'somehow' left to the leftists.  

 Regardless, the group's decision making process reveals much about the commitment to a 

somehow democratic process. Their decision-making is based on an Islamic principal of shura, or 

consultation. The word shura in relation to socio-political relations is mentioned in two places in 

the Qur'an in two different contexts. The first one (Qur'an, 3:159
340

) refers to the consultation 

process between the leader (Prophet Muhammad) and the people. Most commonly among the 

Qur'an scholars, the verse is interpreted in the way that person(s) holding power (be it a prophet, a 

state leader or a leader of an organization such the Anti-Capitalist Muslims) in a socio-political 

relation is obliged to take consultation from everyone that would be affected by the decisions the 

                                                     

340
 "So by mercy from Allah , [O Muhammad], you were lenient with them. And if you had been 

rude [in speech] and harsh in heart, they would have disbanded from about you. So pardon them 

and ask forgiveness for them and consult them in the matter. And when you have decided, then 

rely upon Allah . Indeed, Allah loves those who rely [upon Him]." 
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leader makes. The second context in which the word consultation was used in the Qur'an 

(42:38
341

) is not related to leadership but social relations among the followers. This specific verse 

is interpreted mostly in relation to day to day social relations among Muslims as equals.   

 According to these interpretations, mutual consultation is an obligation for Muslims in 

their conversations with one another. More importantly though, it is believed that sharing 

whatever is provided by God (such as wealth or responsibility to the community) must be shared 

equally through mutual consultation. The Anti-Capitalist Muslims, following Qur'an scholars, 

such as Eliacik, of more socially egalitarian interpretations, understand and follow this principle 

as their base of organizing. They see shura as one of the many examples of Qur'an for an 

egalitarian, even communal society, or dar-ul salaam (the land of peace). In that sense, all 

decisions regarding the group's activities including day to day routines or their political labour is 

organized around the principle of shura.  

 Thus, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims strongly reject "conventional" modes of top-to-bottom 

organizing. Instead of a leader, they use a system they call "spokespersonship" which rotates two 

or three times each year and is selected through shura, mutual consultation. After each public 

appearance of the spokesperson, feedback from the group from all of the members is asked and 

processed collectively via the social media channels. In case of general discomfort in the group, 

the spokesperson is well-aware of their responsibility to step down with as little as possible 

personal conflict with the rest of the group. The issue of what can be called 'natural leadership' 

however has been another issue. Especially, for a young group who initiated their political 

organizing around a public figure whose popularity exceeded the group, the issue of leadership 

became the paramount problem for the group. I will look into that further in the following 

sections.  
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 "And those who have responded to their lord and established prayer and whose affair is 

[determined by] mutual consultation among themselves, and from what We have provided them, 

they spend." 
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 The shura principle also defines the group's day-to-day activities. All group-related tasks 

such as physical labour (i.e. doing the dishes after hours long meetings), writing media or public 

statements, attending demonstrations or publishing a journal are organized and managed by group 

members on a voluntary basis. They give utmost care not to push or force anyone to get work 

done while also making it clear that attendance to the meetings (which can be considered the least 

labour-intensive work in a dissident political organization) is mandatory to those who want to 

have a say in the shura process. The economic relations of the group (i.e. running costs of the 

centers ranging from as much as rent to as little as tea and publishing costs of the flyers and 

posters) are also handled through a system based on shura. The costs of each city are announced 

on a closed Facebook group and everyone is called to contributions based on their income. I must 

note here that when there is an unexpected expense (such as a larger shura meeting in one city in 

which all members from all cities need to travel and be accommodated in the host city) the group 

uses two expressions interchangeably: it is either "to make shura" or "to make commune". While 

the two words come from two distinct worlds of meaning, Islamic discourse and the leftist 

practice respectively, in their daily conversation the group members can utilize them without any 

difficulty.  

 In the four-years of their organization between 2012 to 2016, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims 

have organized many demonstrations, sit-ins and short-term hunger strikes mostly in solidarity 

with other dissident groups: leftists, Kurds or Alevis. The May Day, the May 6th
342

 and the 

November 6th
343

 became platforms for the group to practice solidarity with the leftists. For the 

Kurdish liberation movement iftar on earth in Roboski
344

 and for Alevi population the 
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 The memorial march for the revolutionary leaders Deniz Gezmis, Huseyin Inan, Yusuf Aslan 

who were executed by the 1971 Junta.  
343

 The day the Higher Education Council was established. It has been a day since the 1990s 

where students and academics demonstrate against the institution demanding free autonomous 

higher education. See also Chapter 4.  
344

 Roboski is the small town whose 36 youth were bombarded by the Turkish Air Force as they 

were 'mistaken' as PKK  guerilla. 



 

171 

 

participation in July 2nd
345

 march in Sivas have been turning points. One of the members
346

 told 

me about their experience in Tuzlucayir, a predominantly Alevi and leftist neighborhood
347

.  

So we walk into the neighborhood, every road is closed some by the 

protestors, some by the cops. Anyways we walk, we have those long 

banners at hands. We chant "La Ilahe Illallah" [There is no authority 

but Allah]. So this friend of mine, who lives in Tuzlucayir, takes refuge 

in someone else's house, they are watching the clash from the windows. 

Anyways, they hear us, you know, La Ilahe Illallah, La Ilahe Illallah. 

The mother of the house blacks out. (Laughs) You know, she faints. 

She says: "they [the AKP] unleashed the jihadists on us, they are going 

to kill us" (Laughs). My friend calls me and he says "is that you guys?" 

I say "yes, what's wrong?", he says "God damn your slogans, abla here 

lost her mind". Anyways, so you know people get unsettled because 

they saw things, you know, Sivas, Maras all those massacres. Can you 

blame them?  

 

I have also watched that demonstration from Canada thanks to citizen journalists whose numbers 

grew widely during the June Resistance. I could recognize our banners from a far in the screen, I 

couldn't hear the slogans, but I heard cheers and whistles. The young man who was broadcasting 

said "the Anti-Capitalist Muslims are here friends. You can hear the cheers. People are ecstatic to 

see them here"
348

. When I told this to the interviewee who told the story above:  

oh yes, yes, they were super-sweet. People were running towards us, 

hugging us. It was a terrific feeling you know. Didn't you see the photos 

on Facebook? We had tea glasses in our hands. This old lady brought 

tea to us.(Laughs) Imagine there is tear gas, rocks thrown at the cops 

and everything, and this lady with a tea tray at hand (Laughs). Yeah, 

they were really happy we were there.  
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 In July 2nd 1993,predominantly Alevi intellectuals, academics, students and artists were 

attacked in their hotel in Sivas while they were to attend an art festival. 35 of them were killed as 

the hotel was set on fire by the Islamist mobs.  
346

 Interview, 28 May 2015, Ankara. 
347

 In 2013, there was a government and Gulen movement joint effort to establish religious 

institutions which would house a mosque and a cemevi (traditional Alevi gathering place) under 

the same roof. Tuzlucayir was the first pilot area for the project but received a great uproar from 

the residents calling the project assimilationist. There has been protests against it which faced 

harsh police violence.  
348

 Unfortunately, I did not have the means of recording that video, and since it can be used 

against the protestors, citizen journalists mostly do not keep a record of their videos online. 

However, other media outlets gathering their news from those citizen journalists made a record of 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims entering the protest site that night. see: "İmamın Ordusu Aleviler'e 

saldırdı" odatv 08 September 2013. 
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Their appearance in the May Day demonstrations prior to the uprising, and all these 

demonstration before and after, which are all predominantly leftist spaces in terms of history and 

discourse, has not only marked a unique experience in the Turkish leftist political history but also 

demonstrated a discursive and active divorce from neoliberal conservative Islam. Considering the 

hegemonic project of the AKP which built on religion as well as neoliberal capitalism, rejection 

of "palace religion" and instead presentation, or even embodiment, of a new interpretation and 

performance of Muslimhood is critical for political dissidence in Turkey. In that sense, they not 

only grew solidarity praxis within the left but also challenged the image of a Muslim youth these 

demonstrations have symbolic value in the groups relationship with the political dissidents in 

Turkey, their biggest impact has been within the  June Resistance.  

6.5 Iftars on Earth: The Anti-Capitalist Muslims and the June 

Resistance   

 

Figure 1 Anti-Capitalist Muslims' banner in the Gezi Park. May 31st 2013, Istanbul 
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The group entered the park on May 31st putting up a huge banner reading:  Sovereignty / 

Commodity
349

  is of Allah,Capital get out!” From the very beginning, the group was extremely 

active in all cities that they were organized in from Izmir to Ankara. They held a Friday prayer 

for those who lost their lives to workplace "accidents" ('labour martyrs'), for those who are on the 

ground at the moment fighting against police brutality and for strength to the protesters all over 

the world to bring the fall of the oppressors. The prayer was protected from the police by fellow 

protestors in the park.  

 Although the Anti-Capitalist Muslims share a great deal of history and tradition with the 

AKP government as they mostly come from conservative families, their revolutionary stances in 

Islam as well as their political labour and solidarity praxis with other dissident groups on the 

ground make them another target in the eye of the AKP government: The group was mentioned in 

the police report presented to the Ministry of Internal Affairs among "the marginal groups, parties 

and organizations that took part in violent acts during the Gezi Park demonstrations"
350

.  

 While the resistance was still ongoing, the Holy Month of Ramadan arrived, which is a 

time when state religion makes itself most visible in Turkey. Especially in metropolitan cities like 

Ankara or Istanbul, municipalities and government agencies set up tents to serve free meals for a 

month for iftar (fast-breaking dinner) especially for those in dire need. While the idea comes from 

good deed of sharing in Islam, it is one of the most prominent spaces where the governing régime 

fosters and reproduces state religion. For example, it is always made sure that the sponsors' 

names are at clear sight, turning the tents into a site for political advertisement campaign. The 

people attending the fast-breaking dinner are forced to get in line and wait patiently for their turn. 

The food is prepared by private catering firms with close ties to the organizing municipality or 

                                                     

349
in Turkish: Mulk. "Mulk is of Allah" repeated in many places in Qur'an. The word Mulk in 

Turkish means both sovereignty (the context of Qur'anic meaning) and commodity or property. 

The Anti-Capitalist Muslims use this verse as a slogan on their banners and flags referring to both 

meanings of the word. 
350

 "Icisleri Bakanligindan Gezi Raporu" Vagus. 20.09.2013. 
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agency. In these tents, the Qur'anic verses regarding calmness and patience are frequently 

preached and also written on the walls on huge banners. It does not advise patience for just 

hunger and thirst during fasting, but for poverty, disempowerment and marginalization. 

 As Cihan Tugal argues,  

fast-breaking tents have become sites of collective consumption. The 

AKP-controlled municipalities began to organize nightly Ramadan 

festivities that went on till daybreak, where people of all classes would 

go to enjoy Sufi music along with pop and rock, nargile, stand-up 

shows, and a wide variety of food. While some of this was free, 

merchants and shopkeepers also participated in a cash basis
351

.  

 

For this reason, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims criticize these iftar tents arguing that these tents do 

not promote sharing but dependence and obedience of the oppressed. As an alternative, the group 

initiated a people's iftar; namely yeryuzu iftari (iftar on earth). The idea was to bring everyone to 

break bread together; a dinner table that is collective, non-hierarchical and equal. It was open to 

everyone regardless of their background or whether they fast during  Ramadan or not. It was 

collective in the sense that everyone brought something if they have anything at all to share. 

When people asked about what to bring, the group answered:"something for yourself and 

something for the person sitting next to you". It was called “on earth” because literally everyone 

was sitting on the ground on this makeshift dinner table promoting non-hierarchical setting. It 

was also "on earth" to highlight that it was for all and by all. Some companies, small restaurants, 

some municipalities of the opposing parties wanted to be sponsors for the iftars yet the 

propositions were harshly rejected.  It was decided that groups in each city would pick the place 

they wish to initiate the iftar on earth on the basis of their cities’ most dramatic location for 

protest. As the Ankara group, for example, we decided to have it in front of some Mosques that 
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 Cihan Tugal, “Conservatism, victorious: Islam and the retrenchment of the secular Turkish 

state,” Post-Islamism at Large Ed.Asef Bayat (Oxford University Press, 2013)109-133. 
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government officials are frequent of.
352

  Similar to my first meeting with the group in Ankara 

which was explained at the very beginning of this chapter, each of our Mosque-iftars on earths 

received harsh response: In one occasion, two of our members were attacked by the security 

guards and later tried to be taken into custody by the police. We got lucky as this mosque and our 

location at the time was really close so our friends were able to get there and save them from the 

police. In another occasion, two of our members were again attacked while they were out putting 

up posters on the walls and this time beaten down by security guards. Our biggest iftar, though, 

was the one which started from the point where Ethem Sarisuluk was shot by the police in the 

second day of the uprising in Kizilay, Ankara. Almost all parties, unions and political 

organizations, including the Sarisuluk family, supported that iftar and we had more than one 

thousand people share bread that day.  

 The Istanbul group wanted to have their first iftar on the first day of Ramadan in Taksim 

Square, a historically symbolic place for the June as well as the preceding leftist demonstrations. 

However, they were banned from the square as the municipality 'occupied' it for their own iftar 

tent. So, the group took to the Istiklal Street, arguably the most important shopping and 

entertainment street in Istanbul, which stretches from the Square to Tunnel (the subway, linking 

the shopping district to the banking centre). The turnout was more than we expected. The 

makeshift dinner table went all along Istiklal Street feeding approximately ten thousand people.  

 In a statement released after their “iftar on earth,” the Istanbul group pronounced:  

Our job is to struggle against the oppression and exploitation whomever 

these come from. Our solidarity with the people from different beliefs, 

different ideologies is the unity of the views that we bring from 

different positions against the same injustice. This unity conduced that 

the people who were divided due to hegemony's divisive politics meet 

each other and pave a way to a new social model. 3 weeks long Gezi 

Park process was indeed another form of the iftars on earth. A place 
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 There are mosques in the cities which government officials including the Prime Minister or 

Governors visit frequently, including the Friday prayers. They come in with a huge army of 

security and mostly prevent citizens to pray in the mosque with them.  
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where money and status means nothing is close to the imagination of 

heaven in Qur'an.
353

   

 

The focus on hegemony is significant here. In fact, the iftar was minutes’ walk from the city 

municipality's (whose mayor is a governing party member) bureaucratic iftar in which a full 

course meal was catered on decorated tables, Sufi music and dance were performed, and there 

was a sitting set up on the basis of a non-official VIP list. The officials were so close to the Anti-

Capitalist Muslims' event that they could hear quite clearly the slogans against them being 

chanted by thousands. That was an open challenge to the hegemony that operationalized the 

religion. 

       Shortly thereafter, the demonstrators were met with a harsh reaction. The street, at the point 

where it meets with the square, was closed down by the riot police who brought in a water 

cannon. Although the police did not attack the event that day, photos showing them threatening 

the crowds and ordering them to leave the people's iftar all the while protecting the state iftar 

made the public furious. People reacted to the police intervention by initiating their own iftars in 

their own neighbourhoods or cities for the rest of the month of Ramadan, including 

neighbourhoods of religious minorities such as Gazi (Istanbul) and Tuzlucayir (Ankara). In fact, 

this praxis has established a new tradition
354

 in Turkey. Since the Gezi, the Anti-Capitalist 

Muslims, as well as other groups of dissidents, have been organizing people's iftars every 

Ramadan.   
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 "Editorial", Ehad, Vol:1 (2014). 
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 While there are historical and traditional examples of such iftars around the Arab world such 

as Egypt, for Turkey this was a first.  
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Figure 2 Iftar on Earth. July 7 2013, Istanbul 

6.6 "We are What We are Told"
355

: Reactions to the Anti Capitalist Muslims 

In the first May Day demonstration I attended with the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, we walked down 

the road to take our place in the cortege. I held a sign reading "down with global capitalism". 

People passed by us, mostly checking the signs, flags to determine who we were. Mostly once 

they got who we were, they first said "Are you Ihsan Eliacik's group? Welcome! Welcome!” But 

some were not happy, I heard here and there under the breath protests and lots of click of the 

tongue. Another group passing by us yelled at us: "where are the women?" Everyone looked at 

me, one even signaled at me. I am "the woman", the group yelling at us are right, I was the only 

woman, this is never a good sign. I got angry: for being invisible by being ignored while standing 

there and also for the fact that there were no other woman. No one actually knew who they were 

or what they meant. I opened my mouth to respond without knowing what to say. Then I saw a 
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man walking towards me, somehow threatening. He yelled at my face "you carry a sign saying 

Allah and you wear no headscarf. You will burn in hell." I said "aren't we all hocam?" He 

laughed it off and we all moved in opposite directions. I got really nervous for the rest of the 

event, but for no reason it seemed. The rest of the day was rather breathtaking: many people 

joined our group "to show solidarity". As we marched with the rest of the groups, people on the 

sidewalks chanted with us, cheered us. A middle-age woman walked to me and gave a hug and a 

cigarette."Where have you been", she asked, "we have been waiting for you". People kept saying 

"say hi to Ihsan Hoca. Bayiliyoruz valla ona! (I swear we adore him)".  We started the march with 

eight people including myself, by the time we reached the square for demonstration we were 

more than a hundred.  

 Before that day I had read a lot about the group, the reactions from the left was somehow 

diverse whereas the Islamists were quite oppositional to the group. These oppositions were either 

based on organizational patterns, or whom they allied with, or more fundamental, or how Islam is 

not antithetical to capitalism. For instance, Umit Aktas, a well-known Islamist academic, argued 

at a panel titled "Islamism in the Neoliberal Era" that the future of Islamism is in re-calibrating 

the ideology around similar scholars like Ali Seriati, Sayyid Qutb and Roger Garaudy
356

 whom 

the Anti-Capitalist Muslims also hold dear to their organizing. 
357

Yet, he also "warns" the Anti-

Capitalist Muslims. He says:  
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 Beytullah Emre Once, "Seytanla onun silahiyla mucadele edilemez"Dunyabizim.com 

05.09.2012. 
357

 I must note here the appeal towards these scholars among traditonalist conservatives is not 

based on capitalism per se, but based on what maybe called anti-Westernism. Keeping in mind 

my discussions on Turk-Islam Synthesis of nationalists and Islamists, this anti-West does not 

stem from, for instance, anti-imperialism but a traditionalism of the nation and the religion. In 

that sense, we see for instance how Ali Seriati's reading on cultural imperialism is operationalized 

by diluting into a conservative anti-Westernism. On another note, it would be a significant study 

to review new generation of Islamist academics and thinkers who operationalized post-colonial 

and post-modern theories in a similar fashion which can be summarized as an instrumentalization 

of post-modern critiques on modernity of Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Guattari and many more 

into an anti-modernity reading.   
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I take the Muslim youth who self-identify as anti-capitalist seriously as 

they manifest a significant dynamic. But I also take the duty on myself 

to warn them as I think the dire strategic mistakes they will make from 

the very beginning will take them to a dead-end. I have no problem with 

their protesting against capitalism or attendance in May 1st 

demonstrations. In fact, it is a significant initiative towards dismantling 

the taboos of both the left and conservatives.  But I am not sure if they 

thought through about their approach, for instance, towards prostitution 

or homosexuality. Maybe they did, but to me it doesn't look healthy. 

Beside the debate on whether homosexuality is a sickness or not 

(because as it is a sickness, it is also hereditary); no one can argue that 

there is no opposition to homosexuality in Qur'an, or homosexuality is 

tolerated [in Qur'an].
358

 

   

More fundamental oppositions towards the Anti-Capitalist Muslims were based on the argument 

that Islam and capitalism are in fact compatible. Mustafa Akyol, a self-identified conservative 

liberal writer, is one of the leaders of this front. He and Ihsan Eliacik were on the screen 

frequently in the first years of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims for debates. An interview with Akyol 

starts with the following introduction for the Anti-Capitalist Muslim as seeing "Every Muslim 

who is successful in trade (ticaret) as a sinner (haram yiyici: literally consumers of the forbidden), 

exploiter, cruel and selfish."359 This equalization of the trade and capitalism stems from the fact 

that Prophet Muhammad was also a tradesman. It has been the main argument for the 

compatibility of Islam with capitalism for many during the AKP years and further. Mustafa 

Akyol has been quite influential in building onto this argument with his book titled Ahlaki 

Kapitalizm (Virtuous Capitalism, 2012) arguing it is not capitalism per se that is destructive and 

exploitative but how it is practiced. His arguments do not differ much from Max Weber' 

Protestant Ethics, or what is widely defined as Calvinist capitalism. In response to leftist 

interpretations of Islam which includes the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, he writes:  

The social justice principle in Qur'an is based on almsgiving of the rich 

of the society to the poor with their own will and consent. Since the 

private property and inheritance are secured in various verses, no one's 

property can be seized. Zakat (obligatory almsgiving) and sadaqa 
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(charity)360
are beneficences not taken by force but given voluntarily. In 

other words, Qur’an does not mention "revolution" of the poor or 

"collectivization" of the goods, but refers to the capital owners for being 

virtuous and compassionate. 

This is the reason, Islam would never be compatible with socialism: In 

socialism, there is state ownership instead of private property and it is 

aimed towards a "classless society". If the society was classless, who 

would give zakat to whom, what would it mean to be a benefactor?
361

 
 

In a sense, then, these unsubstantiated arguments of Akyol does not stem from a deep 

interpretation of Islam but rather a reproduction of anti-leftism of conservatism and liberalism. As 

I mentioned in this chapter, the profound anti-leftism in the country made it possible for many 

unfounded arguments such as Akyol's and others convincing to many.  

 Turning back to the other side of the political spectrum, the left had more diverse 

responses, but mostly positive. After all, Islam and left debate has been around since the 1970s, if 

not earlier. However, with the rise of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, the debate flared up again. The 

liberal left, no doubt, were the first ones for this new trend, though not alone. Birikim journal 

published one special edition for the debate along with many more articles in their previous and 

later volumes
362

. The socialist left, on the other hand, had a more distant relationship with the 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims. After the group's first May Day appearance, Baris Ince, the editor of 

daily Birgun, a significant newspaper of the socialist left, wrote an article titled "Revolution does 

not come with insallah or masallah". In this article he writes:  

We are going through a period in which everything is explained via 

religion. The main determinant of the politics is religion (...) When this 

is the case, the only ground for the left to rise is understood by some 

through learning the religion, and if possible by going to the mosques. 

(...) 
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 Both mean almsgiving. Sadaqa can be translated as charity whereas zakat is obligatory.  
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 Mustafa Akyol, "On Islam and Capitalism(1)" derindusunce.org. 11.08.2008. Akyol's other 

justification for an Islamic capitalism in Turkey is that seculars of the country prevented the 

religious capital to flourish because they are etatist and against the free market. See for instance, 

Mustafa Akyol, "Why Laicists hate Islamic Capitalism?" haber7.com 02.12.2012.  I would like to 

remind the reader of neoliberal populism of the AKP here.  
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 These articles were collected in Kazim Ozdogan, Dervis Aydin Akkoc. (Eds) Sol Ilahiyat: 

Dini Soldan Okumak (Birikim 2013).  
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On May Day, why did the youth who self-identified as "anti-capitalist 

Muslim" felt the need to emphasize Muslim identity? Did the workers 

who marched with the unions reject the religion? Aren't there any 

Muslims among them? Or is Muslimhood an oppressed identity that 

you are in the fight to defend that identity? If Muslimhood is a 99% 

proportion as you frequently say, then what is the problem? 

Nevertheless, if your Muslim identity is oppressed, then by whom? The 

AKP? The 1% minority? (...) 

In an advanced political atmosphere, the political sphere would be 

shaped not by religious-nonreligious, but with the labour-capital, 

oppressor-oppressed difference. (...) The contentious solidarity 

practices, the fight on the streets for rights would be the endeavors to 

reveal this conflict.
363

   

 

On a similar vein, in another article published in SoL (The newsblog of the Communist Party), 

Burak Iyiekici commented on the iftars on earth:  

The iftars on earth took the AKP's moderate Islam interpretation and 

turned it into an in-your-face challenge to it. The AKP, which lately 

experiences a hegemonic crisis in almost everything, now cannot also 

manage Muslimhood either. This is really significant. Moreover, these 

gatherings also show that the Gezi movement can also flex itself in 

accordance with different times and spaces and can re-produce its 

legitimacy. But, lest we forget, the most significant public places of the 

country (in the case of Gulenist Islam in Taksim square/ egalitarian and 

libertarian Islam in Istiklal) became the grounds of conflict between 

various Islam interpretations. It is not possible for us to approve this.
364

   

 

From the critiques published in the main papers of the socialist left in the country, we see that it is 

not a rejection of the group per se but an opposition to Islamization of the political and public 

spaces. Given the fact that Islam is being equalized with the AKP in their hegemonic project 

through instrumentalization of the religion, Islamization of the political and the public also means 

'AKPization' of everyday life or vice versa. What these authors are being cautious of regarding 

the group signals this 'dedifferentiation' of the AKP and the religion.  

 These critiques have been discussed in some of our meetings where the group's 

popularity was utmost and also was brought up in a couple of interviews which also coincided 

with the group's decline. It was interesting to see the emotional responses in the meetings 
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withered away as the time passed. In the meetings, I remember the heated arguments between the 

religious and leftist members which was a reproduction of the neoliberal populism of the AKP. 

We thought the argument they made against the Islamization of the public space should be made 

clear through a statement as the AKPization of the public and the political spheres, or the life. It 

was a sad scene when some friends 'accused' us as "stone head secularists [tas kafa laikci]" 

because these authors, and us in a sense, are still 'scared seeing religion outside of the mosques'.  

After two years of these debates though, in my interviews the predominant feeling was still not to 

agree with the critiques but not to disagree with them any more either. When I asked about the 

failures of the group, one interviewee
365

, for instance, said:  

You know, there were many oppositions, too. Articles in SoL etc. What 

were they saying, Islamization of the life, well that is true now isn't it? 

He [Erdogan] opens his mouth with the religion and closes it with the 

religion. Religion is everywhere if you look at it that way. And people 

are now sick and tired of it, you know. Nefret geldi insanlara. [People 

are disgusted by it]. Now, what will you say to these people? "No their 

religion is not the true religion"? now the guy says "damn all the 

religions" because he had enough, you know. True-false, the religion of 

the oppressed, the religion of the palace, he doesn't care anymore.  

 

I also observed a similar trend: right before and during the uprising, people used to say "and they 

call themselves Muslims can you believe that?" to highlight the discrepancy between cruelty, 

exploitation and destruction of the AKP and Islam. I kept hearing that sentence everywhere, on 

the streets, on TV, in the newspapers: "How do they call themselves Muslim?" After the 

resistance, when Erdogan's neoliberal populism got sharper on the basis of secularism and 

religion, the trend turned to a distancing. I do not mean that there is a fall or rise in religiosity, it 

was never about religiosity, but a discursive divorce from the religion. I hear a lot, for instance, 

"if they are Muslims, I am not calling myself one." Especially after the rise of ISIS in the region 

and their attacks in cities, this distancing became even more vocal. Thus, it is not a surprise that 

the Anti-Capitalist Muslim organizing, at least their popularity, declined with this distancing. 
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This of course, can be considered a minor reason for the fall of the A-C M: In the following 

section, I will look into how the group disbanded itself.   

6.7 End of the Precarious Alliance: The Fall of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims 

Ironically, the first break ups in the group started with the June Resistance. More pro-AKP 

members left the group after the first week of the uprising. Yet, since the first meeting we had in 

Ankara after the uprising, though, had a turn-out of 47 new members, so this break-up did not 

hurt us much. Later, I learned it was also the case for other cities, including Istanbul.  

 The second one happened when I was away, the major issue, according to the long Skype 

meetings with the sides of the debate, was about failing responsibilities. One of the members took 

on the duty for writing and giving a speech in one of Alevi centers, his speech was unprepared, 

and got many criticism from the audience. Given the 'delicate' situation of a predominantly Sunni 

group in solidarity with the Alevi groups, this failure of the responsibility had deeper meanings, 

which led to a debate on "not being aware of the positionalities". Although it is always sad to see 

such break-up, it was really significant for the group actively reflect on positionality, 

accountability and responsibility. As I discussed in the second chapter, although such break-ups 

are considered 'failures', the conflict leading to that break-up was actually quite productive in the 

sense that we were able to talk about self-reflection practices especially regarding personal and 

group's complicities in others' oppressions and responsibilities attached to it. 

 The biggest break-up, however, was about the issue of leadership, unlike other issues this 

one was much fatal.  Ihsan Eliacik, as mentioned repeatedly in this chapter, is the person behind 

this group. His grown popularity, according to the group, exceeded the group itself. Although 

Eliacik himself frequently stated that he is not the founder or the leader of the group, he was 

presented and accepted as such especially in the media and in the public eye. This, in turn, caused 

much discomfort in the group. On top of that, some petty-personal issues as well as (in a 
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member's words) 'unmanaged energy bursts'
366 of the group's youth led the group to banish 

Eliacik from the group. Ankara group, as was the case in many other instances, became the rival 

group to Istanbul center. It was, in my opinion, yet another rivalry between the center and the 

rest. As further discussed in the previous chapter in relation to the June Resistance,  it was yet 

another indication of how dissident politics are imagined and conducted quite distinctly in 

Istanbul and other cities. We have been criticized for attending too many leftist demonstrations, 

having 'too many leftists' in the group or not having enough women in headscarves. In defense, it 

was true that we had stronger relations with the other dissidents  in our city, which in turn brought 

many leftist members to the group. Unlike Istanbul, we concentrated on university-organizing 

through the students in our group, which was also a success unlike Istanbul. For the headscarf 

issue, we demanded a self-reflection for the member who said it, and he posted an apology, yet it 

was brought up again and again in various occasions. For the Eliacik's leadership debate, we 

attempted to further the debate on leadership alone, and questioned Istanbul's leadership in 

organization. Because Istanbul group decided the banishment of Eliacik from the group despite 

our opposition, we argued that it was a reproduction of leadership the Istanbul group was so 

ardently opposed. Overall, looking back now, the issue of Eliacik, I think, was just the end point 

where we got in this group which was solely based on an alliance of leftist politics and 

Muslimhood, or a precarious alliance.  

 In the first chapter, I defined precarious alliance as a phenomenon of the neoliberal era, 

where the dissident politics are already marginalized, where collective action is 'privatized'  yet 

where solidarity is the only possibility for surviving as dissidents in this new neoliberal regime. 

The Anti-Capitalist Muslims, too, was a precarious alliance. It was a ground where anti-
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 There has been some on and off members who demanded personal attacks on Eliacik. 

Although they have not been listened to, the hateful energy against Eliacik they brought into the 

group lingered, raising the dosage of critiques against him dramatically. One of the interviewee 

actually called this "lumpenization" of the group which he saw what ended the group. Interview, 

10 June 2015 . 
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capitalism of the left conversed with Islam that is monopolized in the hands of a hegemonic rule. 

Without anti-capitalism, the Muslimhood the group was trying to present and embody would fall 

short. Similarly, anti-capitalism or leftism in general for the first time managed to corrode the 

religion pillar the AKP has risen on without being marked by the secular-religious dichotomy of 

neoliberal populism of the AKP. Yet, it was precarious not only because of the current regime of 

radical politics, but also due to the historical and traditional conflict between the left and Islam.  

 In my opinion, this precarious alliance disbanded because, first, it fell into the traps of 

what I called in Chapter 2, identicized allyship. Both from the leftists and Muslims in the group, 

there have been words uttered like "You know I don't have to be here, I can get organized 

anywhere, in any union, in any party. I chose to be here, so I think I deserve some respect" or 

"We filled the group with leftists like you as if we needed you".  Especially till the end, both 

group and individual based reflection became identicized like never before. Whatever was put 

forward as an argument for any matter was weighed in accordance with the person's social and 

political positioning or self-identification. Most problematic was that mostly the left-wing 

members were targeted with this identicization. In relation to that, it was also significant that in 

those identicizations it was possible to trace the neoliberal populist rhetoric. Words like "CHP 

mindset", "laicists" as well as ""Kurdist" and "Nusayri"
367

 were being uttered more frequently.  

 Also, I have always found the usage of word neighborhood troublesome. In all writings 

and statements, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims mention two neighborhoods, of the secular/left-wing 

and of the religious. Beside the conservative connotations of the word neighborhood, seeing the 

world as two opposites, untouched and monolithic, is quite problematic. I do not reject and I 

already laid out here that the left politics and Islam have historical distinctions, and it is the 

reason why this group is unique. However, considering these group as two monolithic 
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 Kurdist (Kurtcu) has been used for Kurdish nationalists. Nusayri, a sect of Alevis, has been put 

in circulation most frequently by the AKP to refer to Assad government, and also as an allusive 

insult for Alevis in general.   
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neighborhoods is yet another reflection of how the AKP's neoliberal populism crept into everyday 

imaginations of the country. The group initiated to "break down neighborhood walls" but maybe, 

it was this imagination in the first place of already established, monolithic entities of the left and 

Islam as two distinct neighborhoods was something the group itself could not dismantle in their 

own perceptions.   

 Second, another reason for the end of this alliance was, as I mentioned earlier, the 

hierarchy between Istanbul as the center and rest of the cities.  For a group that tried so hard to 

have a horizontal organizing practice, the hierarchy between the cities was left unchecked. I find 

it quite interesting how we think about hierarchy in radical organizing, again, vis-a-vis 

individuals, but not through different units of an organizing. In the case of the Anti-Capitalist 

Muslims, hierarchy between cities was more fatal than the individuals leaving.  

 In relation to that, third was the case of leadership. I think that the idea of leadership is 

something many radical groups dismiss too quickly without further debate. In the case of the 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims, the leadership issue was diluted into Eliacik whereas authority of certain 

members over others was left unchecked. It was one of the toughest debates for the group on the 

difference between a leader and authority. For instance, the group, till its last day, used Eliacik's 

Qur'an interpretation including their banners and manifesto while the person himself was banned 

from the meetings. As far as I could tell from my experience in Ankara group, he never told us 

what to do with the group, with our practices or any other internal affairs, he had no authority 

over the group. But he was the theoretician or the ideologue which made the group possible, he 

did lead the group in that sense. On the other hand, the hierarchy of the individuals in the group 

was again left unchecked. In other words, although Eliacik was debated vehemently in terms of 

leadership, the other individuals' positions of authority was never questioned. I recall in Istanbul 

when I was conducting interviews, I asked one of the youngest members of the group if she 

wanted to participate in my research while we were passing time for a meeting. She looked at one 
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of the core members in the eye, as if expecting for permission. In all fairness, the person said 

"why are you looking at me girl? do you need permission or something?". But it was a much 

revealing moment.  

 Fourth, and maybe the most significant reason for the group's disbandment is how 

traditionalism became the core of the group's self-imagining. In many interviews, leftist and 

Muslim alike, used the word family in defining their relationship with the group in one way or 

another. All of them mentioned how much time they spent together sometimes by taking time 

from their own families,  how their relationship went beyond a friendship and cared for each other 

as family members and how they see the younger members as their kids. There are two outcomes 

of such self-imagination for the group: First is more personal: Understanding a personal 

organizing on the basis of familial relations at the end requires a 'happiness' in the organization. 

However, politics, especially in our times, are risky, sad and mostly frustrating. Any conflict or 

disagreement in the group causes a great drama where the issue at hand disappears. However, as I 

discussed in Chapter 2, the conflict or disagreement is necessary and mostly productive if the 

parties involved are not fell into personalization. In case of the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, all 

conflicts turned into family affairs in which the older disciplined the younger or meetings were 

turned into times for emotional outbursts or tantrums.
368

 In relation to that, second outcome is 

furthering conservatism in our organization. It has been quite disturbing to hear that caring for 

someone is only imagined in the boundaries of familial imagination. In a political organizing, 

which is quite radical in the current context in Turkey and in general globally, allyship, friendship 

or comradery were considered 'insufficient' and members sought familial connotations for their 

one-on-one relations. Of course, not all familial imaginations are conservative, yet "seeing the 

youth as their kids" has been a rather too frequent statement in our meetings and in the interviews 

especially from the men of the group. This, on the reverse side, is also a self-reflection of these 
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men as fatherly figures for the members of the group. This type of imagination of the self and the 

group, no doubt, produced hierarchy, or normalized the already established authority. In short 

then, this conservative, male-hegemonic reflection of the group through the idea of family 

became the backbone of how the organization is structured. This structure extended further into 

individual relations first, then organizational and inter-city relations, which can be considered as 

the main reason of the disbandment of the group.   

6.8 In lieu of Conclusion 

 Overall, in this chapter I tried to present a youth group in Turkey which has been unique in their 

political positioning. Although there has been individual figures or theoreticians of a leftist Islam 

or Islamic left in Turkey and beyond, the group was the first of its kind in dissemination of the 

idea. It was not an easy task though, the historical and traditional conflict between the left and 

Islam still lingers in the imaginations of the two group for each other. However, in a context 

where Islam was capitalized and monopolized at the hand of authoritarian state, the group's 

appearance was indeed timely especially for all the dissidents of the AKP's ideology. The group's 

experience of solidarity building across the left and Islam, I would argue, is relevant and useful 

not only for the dissident politics in Turkey but also the radical politics in general.  

  



 

189 

 

Chapter 7 Conclusion: Solidarity Praxis, Precarious Alliances and 

Resistance 

Now let us answer the question that the people [in Turkey] 

ask with melancholy, and with laughter when they are tired 

of melancholy : "What will become of this land of ours?" 

Ece Temelkuran
369

 

 

7.1 Overview of the Study 

This project anchored in the larger debates on alliance politics and solidarity building. In an era 

where political dissidence is marginalized like never before at the hands of mainstreamed 

neoliberal values and trends, standing together at the margins against the intricate, complex, and 

sometimes hidden relations of power is not an easy task. In a social, political and economic 

structure where groups of people are exploited, oppressed, marginalized and ostracized in diverse 

ways, solidarity building across diversities to enrich and strengthen our resistances seems like an 

urgent and vital course of action. However, how we do stand together especially since we are all, 

one way or another, complicit in each others' oppression is still a question radical political 

labourers and scholars alike keep focal in their debates.  

 I centralized a youth group from Turkey, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, as a case that 

encompasses these debates through their everyday experiences of  challenges and promises of 

solidarity praxis across difference. This young group, even with their rise and fall, shows us 

solidarity praxes are precarious in today's radical politics in the sense that they are are not only 

deeply complicated and fragile but also generative and productive.    

 In chapter 2, I laid the ground for alliance politics literature in its critical yet interrelated  

relationship with identity politics. First, I looked into the context of what have been called “New 
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Social Movements” and identity politics emerged from, as well the critique of their praxes, 

particularly from the perspective of Third World feminisms, especially through their 

methodological and practical intervention on identify politics, intersectionality. Building on these 

debates as well as commentaries from both academia and the radical politics on solidarity praxis, 

I extrapolated to larger global context in which radical politics have had less autonomy as they 

constantly confront pressure through funding regimes which require a competition among groups, 

NGOization and militarization of the police. Through this framework,  I offered "precarious 

alliances" as an alternative way of understanding political organizing based on solidarity praxis 

today. In a sense, I attempted to frame the solidarity praxis specifically across diverse political 

positionings (such as the left and Islam) in line with the current global social, political and 

economic regimes that are predominantly shaped by neoliberal values and policies. I argued that 

especially for scholarly engagements with radical political labour today, it is urgent to pinpoint 

and reveal the mechanics of these trends in the political organizing. Thus, I utilized Institutional 

Ethnography-Political Activist Research as the methodological approach of this study. Chapter 3 

was allocated to define and explain this approach, especially through the previous examples and 

how I used it in my own research.   

 This study, then, focused on the question of precarity of solidarities today with a case 

study from Turkey, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims. To be able to reflect the historical and political 

significance and meanings of the group, first, I laid out the contextual framework that the group 

emerged from in chapter 4.  

 Chapter 4 was divided in two: First, I contextualized leftist politics of Turkey between 

the 1960s and 2010. I attempted to show what major trends and shifts in leftist dissident, which, 

resembled a lot the path of the New Social Movements and identity politics. The second part 

mapped the emergence of Islamist politics prior to the AKP and its first years with a specific 

focus on the Post-Islamist turn. As a group who reclaims the identity of Muslimhood while at the 
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same time positions itself as oppositional to neoliberalism, the A-C M needed to be situated in 

both of these political imaginations and engagements. 

 Chapter 5, on the other hand, provided a closer look into the years with the AKP rule 

which set the stage for the A-C M's emergence, as well as popularity. In this chapter, I presented 

the political atmosphere in Turkey after 2002, by a close investigation of the AKP's ideology, the 

“New Turkey” as well as by analyzing the sources of resistance to it. I examined the everyday  

mechanisms of  "neoliberal populism” to present how the AKP creates and maintains consent 

despite the brutal effects of privatization, authoritarianism and widespread corruption.  

 In Chapter 6, I focused on the case study itself: the Anti-Capitalist Muslims. As the case 

study of this dissertation, in this chapter I presented how this group embodies the debates on 

alliance politics as well as the dissident politics in Turkey. I argued, the group's introduction of an 

alternative Muslimhood in a context where religiosity is monopolized and capitalized by the 

AKP, the A-C M's challenge to the AKP's neoliberal populism has been unique compared to the 

other dissident groups' resistance. It does not mean that the Anti-Capitalist Muslims' resistance is 

greater or more significant than others, but this unique positioning did in fact stretched the 

frontlines of larger dissident politics to a greater extent. I also discussed the reasons behind the 

fall of the group. To link it back to my theoretical framework, alliance politics and precarious 

alliances, I argued that the experiences of the A-C M, specifically the challenges, would translate 

to other contexts of radical political labour as an example of how precarious alliances operate, 

where they succeed and fail in their solidarity praxis.   

7.2 Contributions of the Study 

Given the current tide of popular movements like Black Lives Matter and Idle No More in North 

America and platform-based organizing in Turkey like United June Movement [Birlesik Haziran 

Hareketi], the solidarity praxis seems to be something that scholars and labors of social 

movements will steer their attentions to. The question why the left in the broadest sense cannot 
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stand together against hegemonic systems of oppression which operate intersectionally seems like 

a question that will possibly grow more relevant every day. An imagination of radical politics, I 

argued in this work, does not fetishize but centralize difference towards a meaningful solidarity 

praxis. As I argued, in the current politico-economic climate of neoliberalism which cornered any 

dissidence as marginal, solidarity seems to be one of the most vital and urgent survival 

mechanisms that we have. Yet, as discussed in Chapter 2, it is also significant for us to re-imagine 

our expectations and frustrations with solidarity praxis. We must understand that all solidarities 

today are precarious: we have no guarantee, security or conformity in our political labour. 

Seeking success, triumphs or 'conquers' is in fact antithetical of what radical politics is or should 

be.   

 My aim in focusing on the Anti-Capitalist Muslims in Turkey was to present an example 

of solidarity praxis that was organically built on unlikely alliances of the Muslim youth and the 

left. Despite the violent history and current regime's monopolization on Muslimhood, the Anti-

Capitalist Muslims has proven themselves as a relevant and meaningful organization which 

centralized solidarity praxis. Their disbandment at the end is also meaningful in terms of the 

challenges and every day conflicts of solidarity praxis. In my opinion, identicized allyship, 

imagining conflict as personal attack or drama, the decline of self-reflection and accountability, 

and the lack of responsibility on the basis of members' complicity in others' oppression has been 

trends that brought down this dissident group. Following the critiques of alliance politics as 

outlined in Chapter 2, in the radical political labour in North America, too, these trends seem to 

take place in many occasions and many context. I hope that the Anti-Capitalist Muslim 

experience of Turkey would translate to those who also feel the challenge of building alliances 

across diverse positionalities and identities and maintain their productive and tranformative 

relationships despite the pracarity of these relationships. I also hope that my initial readings of 

these trends also contribute to those who scholarly engage with dissident politics.        
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7.3 In Lieu of Conclusion 

The last time I attended an Anti-Capitalist Muslims meeting was in Istanbul in August 2015 as 

the most "senior" member in the Ankara group. It was too hot, too humid in the one room place 

that the group paid too high a rent for the center. The atmosphere in this room was so tense that I 

felt like I could grasp it. Since we were there as the Ankara group, we were also to talk about the 

future of the group. In fact, we all knew there were no future. Because we all also knew that the 

'leaders without leadership' already decided that we should disband the group. We as what was 

left of the Ankara group had some concerns, but we also knew that they would mean nothing. The 

5 hour-long meeting started. There should have been a consensus if we were to decide to move on 

or leave the group behind. There were many arguments for the disbanding of the group. The one 

that stayed with me, though, comes from Sedat:   

When we entered that park (Gezi), you know they asked us to give a 

speech. They gave us a go, you know. Millions would follow us that 

day. But that crowd, those cheers, that popularity overwhelmed us [bizi 

asti]. We couldn't deal with that much power coming from that many 

people. We couldn't deal with our popularity. There is nothing left to 

say, let's just leave this god damn name behind. Whoever wants can 

take on it with the burden attached to it. We should move on, it can be 

with a new name, or we can just hang out together for a while, I don't 

care. This is just the end.  

  

It was the end. All the social media accounts were deleted (an irony for civil/social death today), 

but that ridiculously expensive one room place remained to be the center. The group, first 

changed its name and kept on having meetings, I kept attending them thanks to new hip app, 

Periscope. Now, it is also all silent. Ihsan Eliacik, though, "took on the name with the burden 

attached to it", maybe the burden was his all along. There is a fresh new group now, with the 

same name, with different people, with the same logo but with different colors. I haven't met 

them yet, but Eliacik insists that I must meet them.  

 I would like to think that I contributed to the group as much as I learned from them. I 

would like to think that our mark as a dissident group in Turkey was of mutual care and 
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solidarity. I know that the idea of an anti-capitalist Muslimhood will survive as long as 

Muslimhood is defined with neoliberal capitalism in the country and beyond. I hope that our 

experience of precarious alliance with its challenges, and conflicts would translate later on to the 

younger groups, and more so, on to the radical politics who aspire to build solidarities across 

groups that are historically in conflict. As mentioned in the previous chapters, precarious 

alliances cannot be measured as fails or successes. I hope that our group 'became history', so that 

new ones can transcend it. 
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Appendix A GREB Clearance Letter  
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Appendix B  Selected Works by Ihsan Eliacik
370

 

Freedom to Everyone, Justice for Everyone
371

 

I have spent my whole life by telling that 

freedom and justice are necessary for everyone 

as well as struggling for that cause.  

During the 28 February period, I was put on 

trial for 30 separate cases and was acquitted 

from most of them. The years between 1998 and 

2002 went by with the misery and worry caused 

by these trials.  

In the courts, I kept telling the judges that "the 

veiled" are not Iranian spies, that their aim is 

not to topple down the state and that they only 

want to be able to study while they are wearing 

their headscarf.  

 They did not believe me.  

They would start by saying "their agenda is different" and would tell me how bad and dangerous 

these people were. 

It was enough for one to be a branded as a "reactionary" to appear on certain tv channels and 

newspapers.  

                                                     

370
 Unless otherwise stated, translations are mine.  

371
 Ihsan Eliacik, "Freedom to Everyone, Justice for Everyone" Ozgur Gundem 26 May 2016  

Ihsan Eliacik was one of those who were invited to Ozgur Gundem, one of the major Kurdish 

newspapers and news blogs, as a guest writer and co-editor to stand in solidarity against the 

government pressure on the paper. Three months after this article, Ozgur Gundem was shut down 

by the government on accusation of "propaganda for a terrorist organization".  

Figure 3 Ihsan Eliacik, Fan Photo, Uludag 

Sozluk, 2013.  
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Due to my appearance in "reactionary" channels and the interviews I gave to some newspapers, I 

went through a witch hunt and a series of investigations questioning me "why did you appear in 

those channels? You must be a supporter of reactionaries".  

*** 

Years have passed... 

I was on the streets again during the Gezi events and I supported Gezi.  

This time the pattern for questions was the same but names had changed: "what were you doing 

with those capulcular372? Did you become a putschist?"  

I kept telling that those in the uprising were not putschists, enemies of the religion or agents of 

foreign powers.  

Their sentences would always start with the same phrases: "Their agenda is different", "You are 

being abused, they are destructive, anarchists etc." 

*** 

Months have passed... 

They said "he became an Alevi" when I went to a Cemevi373,", they said he became a Kemalist" 

when I went to a conference organized by Republican People's Party's Youth Caucus, they said 

"He became a Kurdist, he joined the PKK" when I participated in the Democratic Islam Congress.   

However, I had not become anything. My ideas, my books have always been out in the open. I am 

an anti-capitalist Muslim who believes in the idea of a revolutionary Islam. With this identity, I 

participate in those events; I stand tall wherever I see oppression.  

For these reasons, I accepted to join the one-day long co-editorship duty in Ozgur Gundem 

Newspaper. 

                                                     

372
 In Turkish, looters. It was a term Erdogan used to define the protestors early on during the 

uprising. Protestors, in return, reclaimed the term calling themselves capulcu. For instance, 

"everyday I am capulling" was one of the most frequent slogan/graffiti on the walls.  
373

 Cemevi is considered the houses of worship for Alevi minority in Turkey. They are not 

considered "official worship places", meaning they don't receive funding from the government 

unlike mosques.  
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My agenda is to protest the pressure on journalists and journalism and to stand in solidarity with 

journalists.  

Before, I went to the police headquarters to stand in solidarity with those who were waiting [for 

the detainees inside] , while pressure on Zaman Newspaper
374

 was ongoing and stood in. 

In fact, Cemaat375
 members beforehand, especially after our Fatih to Taksim March in May 1st 

2012, published a lot of nasty stuff against me.
376

  

*** 

During the Cahiliye377 period, there were tribe idols. Tribes had flags, leaders, chiefs, 

neighborhoods. If a member of the tribe committed a crime, the tribe itself would punish them to 

prevent the other tribes from using it against them.  

Today it is the same... When a 'tribesman' rapes a kid, and when the other tribes use it against 

them, they immediately switch to a defensive position, saying we are not letting you to use this. 

But they do not approve what has happened. [He refers to sexual abuse cases in religious schools. 

Just to avoid criticism, supporters of these schools defend these schools no matter what.]  

Now it is these idols we need to break. 

And we need to do this in a "co-operative function", meaning, collectively.  

Because all the separations between humans, be it religious, linguistic, national, or tribal, are 

temporary, they are not permanent.  

Our faith says all humankind is of Adam, and Adam is of the earth.  

That is why all humankind is equal.  

That is why where we stand is crystal clear. 

                                                     

374
 Zaman was the major newspaper of the Gulen Movement, cemaat,, it was shut down in July 

2016.  
375

 Cemaat is the term commonly referred to Fetullah Gulen's movement. I mentioned them in 

chapter 4 and 5.  
376

 Cemaat media was among those who smeared Eliacik's name, as I explained in Chapter 6.  
377

 Cahiliye period refers to the pre-Islamic days.  
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I tell as a person who was born and raised in central-Anatolia, in Kayseri in a family and in a 

Muslim-Turk-Sunni circle.  

I will stand with the non-Muslim till Muslim and non-Muslim are equal, with the Alevi till Sunni 

and Alevi are equal, with the Kurd till Turk and Kurd are equal, with women till man and woman 

are equal, and  -needless to say , as it is my natural position, with the poor till rich and poor are 

equal.  

Enmity against the Armenian, Kurd and Alevi in the Muslim-Turkish-Sunni circles is wrong. It is 

wrong from a human perspective, ethical perspective and religious perspective. It has to stop.  

Turks should align more with Kurds than Arabs and Persians. This is what geography, 

demographics, history, and in a manner of religiously speaking, "destiny" impose upon us.  

Then, all the peoples of the region should form a democratic, confederal unity on the basis of 

Medina Pact, should build a just, equal and free collective life and should stand united against the 

greedy capitalists of the world. Policies other than this, like war, chaos, violence and death, will 

have no winner but will eventually consume all the parties involved.  

*** 

 

Figure 3 Ihsan Eliacik at the Justice March 2013 
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As the poet Ataol Behramoglu says, ‘there is something I learned from what I have been 

through.’  

If you support freedom and justice, you have to support them fully. 

Not for your religion, language, tribe, nation, neighborhood, party or group; but for each and 

every human being.  

You won't consider whether you will be used or fooled.  

You will speak up in hard times, you will go to places where you won't be cheered but in fact 

booed.  

You won't be scared of being alone, because speaking the truth renders a person alone.  

You won't say "what is the point if I act on this" because the truth progresses really slowly.    

 

What does "There is no compulsion in religion" mean?
378

  

Denying a woman from government offices, schools, university due to her headscarf... 

Dispelling [a parliment member] from the parliament she was elected for by shouting "Out!"... 

Walking up to her saying "let this woman know her place"... 

Taking another woman to the police station, taking photos of her as she is not veiled or some tiny 

bit of hair is visible, and if she insists, expelling her from the city for five years...  

Scolding a shopkeeper for keeping their store open during prayer time, forcing them to close his 

store... 

Cornering another or even beating him up for he is not fasting [during Ramadan]... 

*** 
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 Ihsan Eliacik,. "What does "There is no compulsion in religion" mean?"  Democratic 

Egalitarian Islam (Tekin, 2015)  
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Figure 4 Friday Prayer at the Gezi Park, 2013 

 

Don't ask "who would do that", my sources are solid, some has already happened while some are 

ongoing.  

Debating how many lashes (or whips) for those who don't perform daily prayers...  

If they insist on missing the prayer, arguing for a necessity of prison time or even punishment for 

murted (death) on the basis of "ulema ictihadi"... 

Don't ask me where it is written; my sources are solid, it is written and recorded as "sectarian 

ictihadi"... 

What does it matter that these acts are done in the name of religion or laicite? 

Turkey has become Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Afghanistan, what is the point?  

It is an interpretation of the Supreme Court or a secterian interpretation, why would it matter?  

Arguments are different, but the logic is the same. Isn't it what really matters?  

*** 

When will our geography which has kept producing religious and governance idols throughout 

history breathe freedom?  
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When will the East that killed the human in the name of god and the West who killed god in the 

name of the human perceive that there is an inseparable, interactive and creative relationship 

between them?  

 Can it be right to, say, play the God if they are veiled or pose for God's warden if they are 

unveiled [which is] against the religion, meaning worldview and life style, that people chose for 

themselves?  

Because, beyond writing, I have folder-full of answers from squares, streets and finally from 

court cases against the oppressions on Islamic world view and life style; in this article I will 

confront more with the theoretical roots of the oppression in the religious world. Because this part 

of the question remains as is.  

You see, it fell to my own lot again [to answer]... 

*** 

Figure 5 Ihsan Eliacik, fan art. Source unknown.  
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Now... 

Allah's book says: "You remind them, you are only a reminder. You are not an oppressor who 

imposes [himself] upon them."
379

(Ghashiya, 88/21-22) 

Musaytr in the verse "you are not a musaytr" comes from the same linguistic root with the idiom 

in Turkish satir sallamak [waving a butcher knife meaning threatening someone] as well as the 

words Kasap (satir, settar) [Butcher] and kasap bicagi (satur) [Butcher knife].  

This extrapolates as "oppressor, tyrant".  

Some interpreters argue that this verse which was revealed in Mecca ceased to have an effect with 

other war verses in Medina.  

In this case, an act that was not allowed during the opposition years becomes permissible with 

coming to power
380

.  

One Taliban who talked to make made an argument based on this and was not convinced with 

whatever I said against it.  

So, the Qur'an which said "You are not an oppressor who imposes [himself] upon them." in 

Mecca, now says in Medina "You can be an oppressor now, since you have the power now", is 

that it?  

If oppression is bad in Mecca, how come it can be good in Medina?  

In the Qur'an, verses regarding the war were not revealed for oppression, on the contrary to 

abolish oppression. All of the verses regarding war follow this principal, without a single 

exception. From this point, similar to "all verses regarding social issues side with the oppressed 

and the sufferer", we can also make an interpretation principle saying "All verses regarding war 

side with those who were exposed to tyranny":  

                                                     

379
 Translator's note: His references to Qur'an are from Eliacik's own interpretation, The Living 

Qur'an. The translations are literal of his interpretation.  
380

 This is a reference to Islamic history s Prophet Muhammad was forced out of the city of 

Mecca to Medina where he settled.  
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"Till fitne (oppression, tyranny) [unrest] ends, and till religion (justice) for Allah can be ensured, 

fight with them. If it ends, there is no enmity but to those who oppress (oppressor, despot, tyrant)" 

(Bakara, 2/193)  

Thus, the previous verse, "You are not an oppressor who imposes [himself] upon them", should 

be valid in Medina, too and should be valid till eternity. Because other than the fact that it was 

abolished and deleted in Medina, we see that it was actually confirmed and maintained with the 

verse "there is no compulsion in religion" (Bakara, 2/156).  

Because these verses touch upon a universal wound.  

This wound is that those who take the power at hand becomes an oppressor on others sometimes 

in the name of Allah and religion and sometimes in the name of modernity, modernization, laicite 

etc. Qur'an did not concern about the arguments, but laid a profound principle, but who listens?  

Qur'an mandates each Muslim by way of the prophet to not be a butcher knife-waving tyrant 

(musaytr) but a reminder, someone who reminds (muzekkir). 

[You may ask] Isn't there anything that the Qur'an makes it compulsory?  

Does the Qur'an not draw "red lines" where it says "enough"?  

*** 

I mentioned earlier, there is a verse in the Qur'an that almost everyone knows: "there is no 

compulsion in religion" (Bakara: 2/256) 

This verse means that there cannot be compulsion in any of the three existing relations between 

someone and religion (Islam). Because there is no tahsis (restriction). It doesn't say there is 

compulsion here but there no such thing there.  

Logically, someone's relationship with religion takes three forms: accepting a religion, living a 

religion and rejecting a religion... 

In my opinion, in the verse about compulsion, including "state compulsion", all the three forms 

are banned.  
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Meaning,  

1) There is no compulsion in accepting a religion. In this matter, we see all ulema agrees. The 

decrees are clear that it is not allowed to force someone to convert them to Islam. There is not 

much argument there. From this perspective, it [Islam] is light years away from medieval 

Christianity which had seen forcing someone into church as a theological obligation.  

2) There is no compulsion after someone accepted the religion. Meaning after someone accepted 

the religion, on the contrary to the common belief, there is also no compulsion in the religion. 

There cannot be a compulsion in fulfilling or living the decrees such as daily prayer, fasting, 

pilgrimage, veiling. Because in such decrees which is more in line with hukukullah (God's laws), 

neither in the Qur'an nor in Prophet's sunnah are there any forms of compulsion; let alone a 

punishment at the hands of states. There is nothing other than providing guidance, advice and 

reminder (muzekkir) in cases of not abiding with the worshipping [practices] that pertain [only] to 

Muslim individual. Everyone gives their account to God in the day of judgment. In a manner of 

speaking, God keeps the accounting to themselves.  

We see that the red lines in the Qur'an which require penal sanctioning are for the issues that are 

in line with hukuku'l-ibad (rightful due). At this point, the issue is not postponed to the afterlife 

but requires this-worldly sanctions. We see that law (shariah) is preached in offenses that are 

clearly breaching common good (maruf) meaning human rights (rightful due) and threatening the 

security of  life, property and honor such as killing, stealing, hi-jacking, extortion, theft, 

profiteering, pillage, slander, prostitution and infidelity.  

Everywhere around the world, law, in its essence, is all about these.  

In this case, those who commit or attempt to commit these crimes can be neutralized by "state 

force". What we call "shariah" in the cosmos of Islamic history, culture and language is exactly 

what we call "law" today. Thereby, "we want shariah" means "we want law".  
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Since the state is the only legitimate authority holding the power of the right to use force, this use 

of force is a force against oppression. That is why, as [Caliph] Omar said, justice is the 

foundation of mulk (the state). The moment it deviates from [this principle], it loses its 

legitimacy.  

Then, the state has no duty of what we call "ibadet-i mersume", or -in a narrow sense- forcing 

people to worship or being a warden of worship. Practices like imprisonment to those who don't 

perform daily prayers, bashing those who don't fast, exiling those who don't wear a veil are 

illegitimate since they are compulsion in religion. Or, on the contrary, punishments like 

imprisonment to those who perform daily prayers, bashing those who do fast, exiling those who 

wear a veil are illegitimate since they are disenfranchisement. All these cases are abusing the 

right to use force.  

Now this is where the legitimate authority whose duty is to prevent oppression becomes the 

oppressor itself. In this case, what entangles this situation is a massive rejection and an 

awakening of a people of "ma'seri vicdan", meaning a people of good, pure heart... 

3- There is no compulsion for those who reject religion either. There is no compulsion in the 

rejection of religion, similar to those who accept or live the religion. Meaning, someone who says 

"I want to abandon this religion" cannot be forced by saying "no you can't". We don't see a 

punishment in the Qur'an asking for death to the apostates (murted). There is no punishment in 

this world for those who took this path. It is confined to advise, guidance and reminding the 

afterlife (See for instance, Bakara: 2/217, Maide 5/54). 

In other words, it is also applicable here not to a musaytr (tyrant) but a muzekkir (reminder).  

There is no ground for stories like "kill the apostate" or "It is allowed to shed blood of a Muslim 

in three cases: Infidelity after marriage, committing murder and becoming an apostate...". It is 

understood that these stories were made up by governments of later eras [after Muhammad] to 

legitimize their rules during civil wars and uprisings. Unreliability of these hadiths is proven over 
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and over again (for instance, see: Prof M Hayri Kirbasoglu "Imaginary violence attached to 

Islam: The issue of recm and abjuration" in Islamiyat Journal, January-March 2002).  

With a more optimistic interpretation, conducts like not performing daily prayers, not giving 

obligatory alms, protesting the prayer led by the sultan were considered as abandoning the 

community by rejecting obedience to authority, in other words, apostatizing. In a religious 

society, a political insurrection was suppressed by utilizing religious terms.  

It is similar to today's context where considering tearing up a banknote or burning a flag as a 

resistance to the authority, or even in some cases punishing these acts with death or life 

imprisonment on the basis of forceful attempt to change the constitutional order. However, if 

people from those ages heard this, they would be surprised and say "how come you can punish 

someone for tearing up a piece of paper or burning a piece of cloth?"  

Just like us being surprised at Ebu Hanife being dragged to Friday prayer led by Emevi sultan and 

killed in a dungeon under torture.  

Here we are again today. [Isn't it similar to] considering a critique against the molla in power as 

an insult to Islam, Allah, the prophet and the imams in Iran or considering a critique against a 

general as a [crime of] estranging the people from the military or as an insult to the republic or 

Ataturk in Turkey.  

In those times, too, criticizing the sultan, not to obey him, not to go to the Friday prayer as protest 

of the sultan's decree, rejecting to pay taxes were considered the same as rejecting the prayer, the 

worship, as an insult to the sultan who is the representative of the prophet, as a blasphemy, as 

apostatizing or abjuration (ceasing to be a citizen, the crime of treason!). And once there was a 

war in which bagiler [the insurgents] were killed, murtedler [the apostates] were [considered] 

punished.  

*** 
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Thus, for the apostatizing interpretation [of the Qur'an] which was born as  "a religious decree for 

political power", its power is long gone but its decree continues. There is no meaning now for this 

[type of] interpretation which was created in the age of ihya [improvement] [in other words,] 

Muslim military agrarian empires and in order to acclaim and maintain these empires. More so, 

there is no Qur'anic basis for these interpretations, they are unfounded... 

*** 

See, religion is not "a thing of the conscience" but a "thing that starts with conscience". In its 

roots there is love and compassion, in its body there is mind and conscience, in its branches there 

is freedom and justice, in its fruits there is the happiness for world and afterlife.  

We are not talking about a religion of temples and monasteries, we are talking about a religion of 

life.  

In this religion, there is no church, priest, reverend, monk, or clergy. Islamic faith lives in the 

peoples' hearts, lays its roots in "ma'seri vicdan" (public conscience), grows up in the free will. 

For the society, there is "the state of justice" which is the source of life. It is the state of justice 

that protects the basic values of human beings like life, property, mind, generation and honor and 

prevents tyranny. The meaning of governance in Islam is nothing but this.  

The honor of Islam would not decrease as someone rejects it. Islam doesn't get honorable with a 

person [accepting the religion], but a person gets honorable with Islam. Dignity and honor is 

completely of Allah.  

The world is full of tyrants. If there is oppression in the name of religion out of the Qur'an that is 

"the heart of the heartless world" and the prudence and conscience of the humankind,  then it 

means all is tainted.  
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Selected Interviews with Ihsan Eliacik  

"The Koran and Social Justice"
381

  

Ihsan Eliacik is the first proponent of an “Islamic socialism” in Turkey. In his teachings, he 

criticizes the neo-liberal policies of the AKP and calls for a socialist reading of the Koran.  

 

You and your group, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims, were on the frontline during the Gezi Park 

protests in the summer of 2013. During Ramadan, you organised open-air iftars, inviting 

everyone to break the fast together. What was this period like for you? 

Ihsan Eliacik: During the protests on Taksim Square, we camped out for 19 days in Gezi Park 

and, if you like, fought shoulder to shoulder with the people there. The Gezi demonstrations 

showed us that all we have to do to achieve something as a society is stick together. Gezi was a 

social project in which a variety of forces balanced each other out and which didn’t require any 

outside authority. This sense of community is something new in Turkey; prior to this, there was 

only one specific understanding of governance, and there was no room in that system for anyone 

with a differing viewpoint. 

The young people who were with us on the square were rebelling against authoritarianism, 

totalitarianism and the patriarchy. For them, Erdogan was a conservative, grouchy and 

unsympathetic father figure, and they believe they can only find their identity if they rebel against 

him. 

We see it as our duty to stand alongside the repressed. That’s why we were there. Rumours that 

youngsters had been drinking alcohol in the mosques or that veiled women had been dragged 

down the streets were lies deliberately circulated by the police and intelligence agencies. These 
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lies will now do the rounds for 30 years and influence religious people. It’s just like the anti-

Communist propaganda of the 1970s. 

For about five years now, you and your “Anti-Capitalist Muslim” movement have been sharply 

critical of the AKP government. What exactly do you take issue with? 

Eliacik: We’ve got three main points of criticism. Firstly, on a political level, we take issue with 

the fact that the AKP isn’t changing politics, but conforming to politics. As far as ethics, religion 

and the economy are concerned, there is no change there either. All they’re doing is papering over 

the cracks. 

Equality, solidarity and revolution: “The Gezi demonstrations showed us that all we have to do to 

achieve something as a society is stick together. Gezi was a social project in which a variety of 

forces balanced each other out. Secondly, as far as the economy is concerned, they’re just putting 

capitalism through a ritual wash. They don’t have a plan, an alternative concept. All we’ve seen 

from the AKP to date is that the party is using its privileged position to establish and foster a 

wealthy social class. 

Thirdly, in their foreign policy they take a stand alongside the strong, the jackals. They go on the 

attack with the strong and then complain alongside the weak: on the one hand, they’re with 

NATO; on the other, they are with the people in Gaza or Afghanistan, people who are having 

bombs dropped on them. 

The Turkish approach to religion, ethics, politics and social issues requires fundamental change, 

but so far we’ve not seen that happening. 

The association between Islam and the Koran and anti-capitalist criticism as formulated by you 

is a new concept in Turkey. What is its theoretical basis? 

Eliacik: On 1 May 2012, we held funeral prayers for workers and then went to demonstrate on 

Taksim Square. That was something completely new in both the religious and social history of 
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Turkey. We’re holding dialogue with leftist groups in Turkey, but we don’t represent them. Nor 

do we represent all religious groups. 

What I’ve learned from the teachings of the Iranian scholar Ali Shariati, one of our chief 

influences, is the following: Shariati was no Koran exegete, he didn’t speak any Arabic and, as 

we know, he studied sociology at the Sorbonne in Paris. The mullahs used that against him. I 

didn’t want to hand a similar stick to the holy men in Turkey for them to beat me with. 

This is why I analysed the Koran sura for sura in my work “The Living Koran”. This gave me the 

basis on which to argue that there is a clear contradiction between the Koran and the capitalist 

system. One of the first things that the Koran objects to is wealth. “Karim” means generosity. 

That’s why we carried a banner at the protest with the words: “Property Belongs to God. Down 

With Capital”. 

I’m often accused of dressing up what is actually a fanatical religion. But for me, religion is based 

on the two fundamental principles of fairness and the distribution of property. If a religion doesn’t 

ask questions about distribution and justice, it’s a dead religion. If public funds were redirected to 

the people in the form of education, health, accommodation, electricity and water, then this would 

represent true social justice. 

We are also close to the teachings of the Iranian reformist cleric Ayatollah Mahmud Taleghani, 

the proponent of “Islamic socialism”. Sometimes we are asked whether we have anything to do 

with the Syrian Baath party. Our response is quite clear: The Baath party is a one-party 

dictatorship trying to sell itself as socialist. 

But it was Karl Marx who supplied the best definition of religion. He said that it is the sigh of the 

oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. That’s a 

very poetic definition of religion. Shariati calls it religion versus religion. At the same time Marx 

says – and we witnessed that during the Gezi protests – that in the hands of the ruling class, 

religion can become the opium of the people. 
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Thus far, the Anti-Capitalist Muslims have not formed a political party. What do you think will 

happen in the upcoming local elections scheduled for March? 

Eliacik: I think the AKP will lose votes. This will cause it to reflect. What the Gezi protests 

taught us is that we are should not ask about the identity of the victim or the perpetrator. What I 

mean by that is that it is much easier to be in the opposition than to be in power. At the same 

time, it is not so easy to be in opposition to those who are ostensibly on the same side. This is 

what we’re currently experiencing with the AKP, to which we were once politically close. 

The Gezi protests had a social policy vision, and it won’t be easy to do justice to that. The 

People’s Democratic Congress, or HDK, which grew out of the Gezi protests, must reflect this 

political diversity. But we aren’t there yet. It will take time. 

 

Fasting against capitalism
382

 

Writer and philosopher. İhsan Eliacik was born on December 23, 1961 in Kayseri. He went to 

local schools in Kayseri and completed his high school education in 1980. He went to Erciyes 

University Theology School for a while and left to start his own independent career as an author. 

He worked at “The Last Tomorrow” magazine for four years and at “Word and Justice” magazine 

for eight months and at “Real Life” magazine for two years. He publishes his books at İnşa 

Publishing and he published twenty books so far. He is married and father of five kids. He can 

speak English and Arabic. He lives in İstanbul. 

Ayten Turan: What do you think about the definition “Abrahamic Religion”? Assuming that all 

the prophets were sent by the creator, do you think he sent them so that they could reform the 

religion which was taught by the previous one? There is only one creator, only one religion; so 
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can we say the appointment of the prophets is aimed to provide continuity? Could it be 

interpreted as a phase in a continuum? 

İhsan Eliacik: The separation between Abrahamic and non-Abrahamic religions was created by 

particular historians and it is not something that I agree with. In my opinion, religions are united 

in the aspect of conscience, which means they are all produced by the same conscientious 

reaction. Each religion originates from human conscience but they get spoiled in different ways 

and new religions arise to correct these previous ones. The religions should be separated as true 

religions and superstitious religions instead of Abrahamic and non-Abrahamic ones. Justice, love, 

mercy and feelings of this kind belong to humanity and they are universal. They are not under 

monopoly of any religion nor any ideology. They are correlated with human nature. The religion 

or ideology that seems more decent and more sincere to people spreads among them. After a 

while, people realize that these feelings are taken advantage of and they abandon that religion or 

ideology. New generations come along and they choose to believe whoever seems more truthful 

and defends justice, love, mercy and honesty in a more sincere way and can turn it into an action. 

After a while, those new ideologies institutionalize and the whole thing turns into status-quo; this 

is what happens to every religion. Judaism, Christianity, Islam have demanded all these feelings 

for a while and they spread rapidly amongst people; then status-quo replaced them. Corporate 

church, corporate synagogue, corporate mosque…People drew away from religion when these 

formed and they remained as the religions of the old ages. People of the modern age seeked those 

values apart from religion; they still demanded these feelings and values just not by religion. 

They still craved fort he same feelings; they did not take the God or the Prophet as a reference but 

they still demanded these concepts in a more philosophic, simpler way. There ae not consecutive, 

certain phases in this pursuit of humanity. When you consider all these, I take equality, freedom, 

mercy, love, truthfullness and being true to who you are for reference. This is the ultimate 

purpose of the religions; whoever demands this is the follow-up of the previous ones. 
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AT:  You define yourself as “Anti-capitalist Muslim”. Who do you think is similar to you in 21st 

century? Do you think there are any people that fit your definition? What do you have in common 

and what seperates you from them? 

IE: Koran says that all the believers since Ibrahim are eternally called Muslim. Muslim means, 

the one that craves for peace. The God gave us this name. No shedding blood, no picking wars, 

no destructive competition; let people live in peace and in sync with the nature. I am not talking 

about the corporate Islam , I’m talking about the Islam that is taught in Koran. I’m not talking 

about cults either, they’re corporate Muslims as well. I’m talking about “natural Islam” and 

“natural religion”, where there are no congregations, instutionalizing ; the religion that was 

present at the time of the prophets. That’s why all the believers are called Muslims; in the past, in 

the present and in the future. The term anti-capitalist is a little conjectural; it represents my 

resentment to the system that is dominant. 

AT: Ali Şeriati? Iran is against the West too and Ali Şerati is not very popular there, but it is 

popular in Turkey. Hasan Hanefi is pretty popular in Egypt… 

IE: Of course we’re close to Ali Şeriati. Muhammed Abid Cabiri is popular in Morocco, and 

Hasan Hanefi is in Egypt. There are people in Turkey that we share similar thoughts. The religion 

we give voice to is a little different than the traditional religion. People say we talk about a 

different religion. This is just what I think. Islam is mixed up with tradition, not only in Turkey 

bu all around the World.  I read the Old Tetament too, which is a book of God too, so are Bible 

and Koran and I read them all together.  Koran says that people who believe in The Old 

Testament should live according to it and people who believe in Bible should live according to 

Bible. I really like the part of Yeşea from the Old Testament and I read it frequently especially 

during Ramadan. I really like the part of the Bible that tells Jesus’ sermon at Mount Olive. I am a 

pick reader though; I try to outline the parts that talk about love, honesty and mercy I try to figure 
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out who is close to the repressed, to justice, to equality and to freedom. I note those sentences as 

the words of the God. They dopn’t even have to be in the books. Ali Şeriati is a little more 

socialistic, In Iran in 1979, during the revolution Ayetullah Muttahari was killed by an 

organization called Furkan and they released a manifest afterwards in which Ali Şeriati was 

mentioned. There was a part that said “Islam is at war with clergy and there is no place for clergy 

in Islam”. There is an ongoing revolution and it produces clergy and Ali Seriati wanted to declare 

war against clergy as well.  Ali Şeriati was mentioned in that notice, post-revolution government 

ruled  Seriati out and he was no longer reputable in Iran. He is still popular in Turkey because he 

appeals to young people. He seems interesting to Islamic region in Turkey. People who want to 

learn the religion, people who are tired of the different practices around them find shelter in his 

writings; they see it like a harbor. He is an enlightened person who knows the Koran, the western 

philosophy and he is not straitlaced so he does attract attention. 

AT:  In 1977, Muslim youngsters had attacked the lefties during a protest against the American 

fleet. Recently, you celebrated May 1. What has changed since then? 

IE: The Muslim ideology  with a dominant socialist side is very common in Iran. Ali Sheriati 

comes from the same origin with Mujahids of the Public; they both come from Muslim Marxist 

roots. Just like Jamal Abdul Nasir of Egypt and Hassan Hanefi. Baasism is from this origin as 

well, but it became dictatorship just like Stalinism. When these ideas turn into dictatorships, it is 

inevitable to have a dictator; in Turkey, in Arabic World, in Iran.  No matter if it’s socialism or 

Kemalism we end up having a dictator and often plenty of them. Muslim socialism, like Baas, is 

very common in Arabic World or Iran but interestingly almost all of the Muslims in Turkey are 

close to conservative right. They hate and stay away from the left and socialism because Turkey 

is privately worked on which we cannot see as an innocent action. Oh well, there is much less 

socialism in Turkey, but why? Because Turkey i the first country of the “green line”. CIA agents 

formed a green line against Soviet Union. What did the World look like during World War Two 
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looking from USA’s point of view? The World was separated as North and South; North is 

socialist starting from Soviet Union and including east block and China and the whole South 

region is Muslim. What is there to do? They just formed a green line between those two and made 

them enemies. The North and the South should have been enemies; otherwise it would be the 

World against US. They made those countries ideologically, politically and philosophically 

hostile both locally and militarily. Turkey was the country that was most affected by it. These all 

happened in 70s. They founded anti-communist associations, they assigned many people there, 

they had Turkey join the NATO and they formed an anti-communist youth. This is where our 

conservative, religious generation and the present party in power comes from this origin as well 

as the national vision movement. In my opinion, all religious regions have walked this path, 

without an exception. 

AT:  Does not National Vision manifest include goals like creating our own currency and 

economy? Considering AKP, what do you think about the current situation? What has changed? 

IE: “Not on the right, not on the left, we’re on the way of God” is the slogan of national vision 

movement, but they all ended up in the right wing. I was a part of it as well but then I realized it 

wasn’t working right and we were set up. Islamists, national vision movement, supporters of 

Fettullah and Suleyman; they were all made anti-communist by USA’s support. I thought we 

should have changed this situation and get rid of that image that held us like a straitjacket and I 

gravitated towards anti-capitalist movements. This all came up around February 28, and began to 

get clear after AKP came to power. I was always anti-capitalist in mind anyways. I defend the 

idea of a religion which cares more about the social justice. My second book which was 

published in 1992 was named “Revolutionist Islam”. It’s been twenty years now, I still had the 

same understanding but I couldn’t find the environment to express myself and there was not such 

a powerful Islamic government back then.  We worked quietly in Anatolia for years, without 

having any microphones presented to us. People recently started asking questions and wondering 
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what we have been talking about, which means there is a change here. There are other people like 

us in Iran or in the Arabic world who celebrate May 1. People thought what we did was weird 

even though what we did was very symbolic. We just performed the prayer at Fatih Mosque for 

the dead, for the laborers and for the outcasts. Then we walked to Taksim for May 1. Young ones 

formed a cortege and I supported them. When we first left the mosques, there were 400 people, it 

was 600 by the time we got to Unkapanı and we were around 1100 when we walked into Taksim 

Square. Getting out of the mosque and walking to May 1 celebrations is something new, so it 

drew a lot of attention. I think we should be doing such things. I’m not going there because it’s 

May 1, I’m going there because it’s Labor Day and all the workers and laborers gather there to 

celebrate. As I mentioned in my speech at Taksim, years ago Sixth Fleet of US was in Turkey. 

Deniz Gezmiş and his friends that were members of the left vision were planning on protesting 

this in Beyazıt. Then they were attacked by the conservative religious groups who wated to 

protest the protestors in the same mosque we went to and the Blue Mosque. On May 1, we denied 

this heritage. We said we do not want to be a part of this shameful heritage that lingers upon us. I 

embrace Deniz Gezmiş’s rebellion; we should take place by the ones who are rebelling against 

injustice regardless of their religion. Che frome Latin America or any prophet, it doesn’t matter. 

Thiis is what the prophets tried to teach us. But if this rebellion itself comes to power, produces 

status quo, becomes a repressor of the further rebellions and a source of cruelty and injustice, then 

it should be rebelled against. 

AT: Relying on M. İkbal’s words “Reconstruction of the religious thought in İslam is extremely 

necessary” you say “Religion and practice should be reconstructed”. Can you explain this a little? 

IE: I’ll give three examples from three different religions and those will explain what the practice 

has become very well. First one is the communion from Christian Church. Christians go to the 

church, take a piece of bread and wine and hey unite with Jesus this way. What is a communion? 

What wa sit originally and what has it become? It started as the practice of a real life at the time 
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but then it turned into a ritual at the church. Jesus and the apostles used to share bread and water 

as commune, as a congregation. That was called agape and it meant common dinner for 

Christians. There is no individual food, they eat together, they believe in a communist life and 

this is what we call a congregation. The Turkish word for congregation “cemaat” and “commune” 

come from the same origin which is the Phoenician language. Community, congregation, to be all 

together…Jesus had dinner with the apostles and one night while they were gathered for dinner, 

Jesus got arrested by Roman soldiers and got crucified. The bread they used to eat became the 

little communion bread and water became wine. Today, Christians go to the church and take a 

piece of the bread and a sip of the wine to remember that last dinner and unite with Jesus. What 

they really should be doing is to share bread and food with those who come to the church. The 

rich come to the church, attend the service, and get on their fancy cars and leave. At the same 

time, the poor think of how they will take some food home. Well, what now? You didn’t do what 

Jesus used to do. If you want to do what he did, you should be sharing your water and food with 

the poor and the orphans. If you can manage to make this into a ritual, then you will have 

followed Jesus’ steps. 

Second example is from Islam. There is a tradition of counting beads in the mosque; the mosque 

of the prophet is a center of “salat” which means cooperation and solidarity. After the prayer, the 

prophet used to turn to the crowd and ask if anybody had any problems and this was being 

repeated after every prayer. One says I have no money, another says I have no water or bread and 

the ones who have those items give them to the ones who lack it.  This helps makes the people 

come together and share things. Mosque was not a place to worship. It was a place of sharing and 

this continued for a while until the Ommayads. During Ommayads time, when the imam turned to 

the crowd and asked what they needed, people told their complaints. When they did tell their 

problems, leaders of the mosque wanted to keep them quiet because they thought things got 

complicated in the mosque and they came up with this new application, which was counting 
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beads. They made everybody count the beads with the imam and. When the imam turned to the 

congregation, he wouldn’t ask them to tell their problems anymore but they would count beads all 

together. There was no talking in the mosque and it’s still like this. Religion and practice have 

completely turned into rituals. They should be asking if anyone has any problems and they should 

be organized as an NGO in the mosque. The congregation of the mosque is responsible from the 

poor, the homeless, the orphans and the ones who cannot take food to their homes around them. 

There shouldn’t be only one imam and two assistants but there should be 100 young men and 

women volunteering, then there would be no need for NGOs. 

There are twenty seven thousand NGOs in Turkey which have names ending with cooperation 

and solidarity and there are one hundred and ten thousand mosques. In my opinion, they should 

be renamed as “salatgah” which means the place where people help and support each other. As 

we see, mosque is no better than the church. 

We got one more example and it is from the synagogue. There is Saturday prohibition in Judaism. 

This concept was brought by Moses and it was meant to stop people from getting properties on 

Saturdays. In other words, it is the day of sharing. Whatever you earned in six days prior to 

Saturday, you share them with others on Saturday. You’re not supposed to be earning that day; 

you’re supposed to be sharing. You should take what you need from your earnings and give away 

the rest of it in the mosque or the church as well as the synagogue. The things Moses, Jesus and 

Mohammed did are all essentially the same and I believe in all of them. They are all prophets of 

the God and they all have the same messages. People just built three different “corporate 

religions” on their words. They are frozen and they’re turned into temples bu they are all the same 

deep in the core. That’s why the practice of the religion should be replaced with real life religion. 

For instance, what are the biggest religious crimes? If you ask the Muslims, if you don’t practice 

your prayers and ablution or if you don’t go on a pilgrimage, you commit religious crime. On the 

other hand if you ask Christians the same question, they would say if you don’t go to church and 
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don’t affirm Jesus you would be guilty. Jews would think if you didn’t go to the Wailing Wall, 

this would be a religious crime. These are all rituals of the corporate religions. These are not big 

religious crimes. Big religious crimes are injustice, lying and not being right, loving or merciful. 

If these concepts are present then we can talk about a religious crime, whicg is at the same time a 

crime against humanity. Then we could build the religion on a humanitarian foundation. If we 

keep going the other way, we will have produced separate rituals. We want to keep justice, 

truthfulness and honesty alive by the inspirations of the church, the mosque and the synagogue. 

This is the natural religion and it’s the only religion of the God. If you act against these concepts, 

you would have acted against the God; if you deliver yourself to these you would have delivered 

yourself to God. The other rules are all rules of the church, the mosque and the synagogue. I try to 

see the religions as schools created to keep fundamental values of humanity alive. Whoever raises 

better students; they would be praised and appreciated throughout the next generations. 

AT:  You define some of the Koran scholiasts as “dead Koran tellers”. Why? 

IE: Koran is book that appeals to humanity, which means the meaning of the Koran is restricted 

to humans’ ability to understand. There is no point in looking for astronomy, metaphysics, 

physics or biology in it, Koran is not that kind of book. We could say Koran appeals to people in 

two different dimensions; individually, it appeals to one’s psychological world and socially it 

appeals to one’s social world. We can track human psychology and sociology through Koran; it’s 

humans’ social and psychological world. That’s how I percept the Koran and I read every 

sentence with this point of view. They look for codes and biology information and secrets of 

astronomy. These are not present in Koran and they’re not present anywhere. I don’t believe the 

Bible is full of prophecies, but people try to use it as a source of prophecy. These books are God’s 

books present on the earth and they appeal to psychological and social world of humans. They try 

to correct the  human behavior. They’re sent to gravitate people towards justice, truthfulness and 

honesty, that’s all. If it’s depth that we’re looking for, we should not seek it in the books. God 
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itself or the sky itself has depth. Why do you look for astronomy knowledge in the Book? 

Become an astronaut and get to the moon to conduct a search. Physics or biology or anthropology 

knowledge is in the nature itself. Science is in the nature, not in the Books. Koran, Bible and Old 

Testament are present to give people awareness, not to give scientific knowledge. 

AT:  “Rituals are not the foundation, but the necessity of religion”. What should be the meaning 

we get from these words of yours?“. Is every social ritual a social event? 

IE: Ritual means repeated actions. There is a separation in Islam between service and “nüsuk”. 

Religious service means producing value and work and creating something. To perform the 

prayer, to go on a pilgrimage or to fast are not religious services, they are all “nüsuk”. The real 

service is what you do after these rituals. Why do we bend over during the prayer? It’s very 

theatrical actually. We do it not to bend before anyone in life. Why do we put our noses on the 

floor? So that we are not arrogant in our real life. Koran speaks for itself already. We need to be 

careful about definitions, we should how and where they were used. “Salat” is used in 130 

different places; in 120 of them it is used as helping each other and solidarity. In the other ten, it 

is used as prayer. “Rüku” which means bending over, is used as prostration in dome readings. It’s 

not very hard to comprehend the correlation. 

AT:  In one of your essays, you wrote “Religion is a four dimensional relations web for 

humanity”. What do you mean by that? 

IE: Religion is not solely a concept of conscience, it starts with conscience. It’s your decisions 

and preferences in life. Your religion is the path you follow, your way of living. How you live, 

what do you eat or drink, which way do you want to walk in the future? These are all your 

preferences and they form your religion. 
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AT:  In another essay you take Islam not as “individual rescuing” and “therapeutic” religion but 

as socially rescuing, revolutionist social religion. You think all the parts and sentences n Koran 

refers to a social concept or happening. Why? 

IE: Modern world claims that religion is a matter of conscience. This is true but incomplete. It is 

true that religion originates from conscience. You cannot sort the time as God’s time and our 

time. How could you do that? “Here starts God’s time and now our time has started. “ Does that 

make any sense? Time, is always God’s time. We are before him when we sleep, when we swim, 

when we work even in the bathroom. Islam believes in oneness; there is no separation between 

this world and the other or between body and soul. There is only one truth and different faces of 

it. According to modern understanding, there is the spiritual world and materialistic world and 

ontologically they are different from each other. There is the universe of the God and the universe 

of the man. This is double thinking; whereas in Islam, there is only one truth and nothing else. 

This truth has different faces. Today we’re here, tomorrow we will die, this is a fact. The spirit of 

human comes from its material and vice versa; they’re not separate concepts. You think 

according to the circumstances ant shape the circumstances as you think. You create your 

spirituality according to your materialistic environment and create a materialistic environment 

according to your spirituality, they’re all tangled together.  If you perceive religion as an 

individual salvation, it becomes a matter of belief only but religion is not just about belief, it’s a 

social concept. The prayer, fasting, pilgrimage are all social events. You gather in the mosque for 

prayer, you deprive yourself of food to understand the hungry people and you go on pilgrimage to 

get rid of social ranking and be equal in the white, simple clothes you’re supposed to wear. 

Pilgrimage is a humanitarian show and an equality ritual where the black, the white, the eastern, 

the western and the gender all disappear and you turn around a house all together.  

AT:  What is the best regime for Islam? 



 

223 

 

IE: There is no such regime but a democratic, liberal system is much more compatible with Islam 

rather than an authoritarian or totalitarian system. In my opinion, economical and political vision 

of Islam is close to liberal socialism in our age. I believe both socialism and capitalism need to be 

deeply criticized. Marxism needs to be criticized according to the social experiences and we 

already know that capitalism needs criticism. I am economically politically liberal, economically 

social and culturally religious. I believe the Islamic culture that has been living for fourteen 

centuries should be conserved and passed on to next generations. 

AT:  “Religion markets opens with Ramadan”. What do you mean by that? 

IE: Well there are people who do this. I do not make money when I host a show on TV, I don’t 

make money from my speeches nor from my publishings. Thre is nothing I hide from people, I 

don’t have one piece of knowledge that I ask for money to tell. I only publish my books, I need 

paper to publish them and I have to buy the paper. My books are public service because working 

on religion is a public matter. If a man is working for religion, he is a public man just like a man 

who works for the state. One cannot make a personal fortune out this business and can only make 

living with the salary they’re given. We take what we need and direct the rest of it to the pool.  In 

my opinion, money does not belong to people who make it but to people who need it. You may 

earn, but what will you do with more than you need? Saving is called “fire” in Koran. One should 

take what they need and give away the rest of it to people in need. Since this is how my brain 

works, the things around me seem like a religion market to me. Some people host a show on TV 

and take 20 thousand Liras per episode and then open butcher shop chains with that money. Some 

people write “tefsir”(a detailed commentary on Koran) and make a lot of money and save it for 

themselves. This is not right. You’re making a fortune out of God’s book, you cannot do that.  

The most you can do is to take what you need to survive. There is statistical data on indispensible 

needs of a four people family, it’s not very difficult to figure out. 
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AT:  In the beginning of Ramadan, you announced that as anti-capitalist Muslims, you would be 

fasting against capitalism. In my opinion, one should fast because of they owe it to their God. 

Why make such an announcement? Religion is supposed to be system of belief, does not this 

politicize it? 

IE: We should be examining what pre-dawn meal (“sahur”) and fasting are. In my opinion, 

fasting is a highly social hunger ritual performed to understand the hungry people on earth. There 

are ne billion starving people on earth and 60% of those are in Islamic world and a fraction is in 

Turkey. There people who do not know what they will eat that evening. They look while the 

others eatand some sleep hungry while the rest of us go to bed with full bellies. The only way to 

understand those people is to fast. You can try to emphatize with them, you can write books on 

them; but you cannot understand them unless you fast.  This is the social dimension of fasting. 

There is also an ethical dimension to it and I have my own rules that I made up. For instance 

lying, breaking someone’s heart for three times, swearing, looking with lust all break the fasting; 

these are all ethical aspects of it. If you can shackle your stomach, try to shackle your eyes as 

well. One can be ethically strong, and stable instead of being easy to derail. If people aim to learn 

something from fasting, this is it. We shouldn’t be very afraid of being politicized this much and 

Islam has a politic side already. Movement of enlightenment stated that religion is a matter of 

conscience. This was expressed against the church and their repressive attitude towards people of 

Europe. It is right for the time, but it does not suit Islam well. Islam starts with conscience it 

involves the rebellion of the poor and the deserted against the landlords.  Every religious service 

has a social and psychological dimension. Psychological aspect of fasting is being with the people 

who are hungry and keeping their bellies full. We do this constantly not only in Ramadan but all 

year long. There is a part in Koran that says “Do not envy the richness of the infidels that you see, 

look at the poor who come to you” and I believe it is what being a Muslim requires. The men 



 

225 

 

above have already saved themselves and the man below is struggling. You should take care of 

those who struggle to be beneficial to the society and to have healed a wound. 

AT:  You say there is “deep religion” in Turkey. What does that mean? 

IE: By “deep religion” I mean two thousand years old Shaman culture of the Turks and on top of 

that one thousand year old culture of Islam. We live in both of them now. Islam is not pure in 

Turkey and Shaman culture is not completely removed. They’re mixed up with one another in 

five different ways. First of all in Shaman belief, the God lives in the sky. Most of the people in 

Anatolia look above when they say Allah, which means Allah and the God of the Sky are mixed 

up.  Secondly, in Shaman culture one cannot speak to the God without the presence and 

assistance of the Shaman. We see this concept in Islam as sheik and gownsmen. People now think 

that the prayer must be performed with the hodja and in the mosque. There are patriarchs in 

Alawism; there are concepts like sheik and gownsmen in Sunni Islam. What was there before? 

There were the shamans and now there are these new ones and you cannot reach the God without 

their assistance. The third example of the third point is the holy Kandil nights. Words of the 

ancestors are important and ancestors lay in mausoleums; that’s why mausoleums are culturally 

important. Birthdays and death anniversaries of these ancestors are also important and they’re 

sacred days, just like Kandil nights in İslam. They are reflections of shamanism. Fourth point I 

want to talk about is sacrificing animals and fifth one is not eating pork. Sacrifice is the most 

important ritual of Shamanism. Muslims sacrifice animals a lot and it’s not because of Islam, it 

originates from Shaman culture. It’s prohibited to eat pork and people care a lot about this rule. 

Nobody would ask why you didn’t sacrifice animals this time and you don’t have to do it. It 

comes from Shaman culture and it’s one of the top rituals in Islam. Some studies showed that not 

eating pork and sacrificing animals for religious service are top rituals in this religion and this is 

what I mean by deep religion. If there is justice, sharing and honesty in religion, it means things 

are going right and the religion collapses when these concepts get corrupted. But traditional 
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religion perceives rituals as the foundation of the religion. In traditional Islam, it is thought that 

the prayer, the pilgrimage and fasting are the main columns of the religion and we can all see the 

consequences of this understanding. 

AT:  May I ask you to evaluate both of the contrary visions of February 28, which is one of the 

most important events of our recent political history? 

IE: We are still living February 28, it just changes shells. The people changed from soldiers to 

conservatives but the attitude is still present. Imposition, ignoring the other opinions, flagging, 

unethical research and listening to people’s phone calls and even shoot them if they find anything 

wrong… These happened to me on February 28 and they are still happening. On February 28, it 

was the military and the secularists that performed these acts and now our people do the same 

thing. We’re being followed, watched and listened. Even my daughter was followed for months. 

They put her behind bars after May 1 and she stayed at the police station for four days. They used 

to follow us back then and now they do it by using our kids. The attitude of the government and 

the way they deliver the news is still the same. We used to watch Reha Muhtar, Gülgün Feyman 

and Ali Kırca on the news and it would feel like a punch in the face when we heard the news on 

political reaction. Then we saw ourselves on TV. It happened all over again after May 1; my 

daughter and I were on TV and we were being exhibited and flagged and stamped. My daughter 

is 21 and she is still going to school, this whole thing messed her up and it was Samanyolu and 

Kanaltürk who did it. What happened now? Attitude of February 28 is still present. I do not care 

about the subjects of these acts; I need politicians to change the attitude of the government. The 

government should no longer be flagging, following or exposing on the internet. I think we took a 

step forward by removing the privileged courts but I’m not very hopeful to tell the truth. I’m not 

hopeful because it does not change the attitude and they’re still scared that their acts will be 

exposed. Privileged court had lawlessness issues with some municipalities, some bribe issues 
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came up and once they realized where the things were going, they got rid of those courts. I mean 

they weren’t removed because they craved for justice; they did it because they craved for income. 

AT:  What do you think about the Kurdish problem? 

IE: Let me say this on the Kurdish issue: I was born and raised in middle Anatolia. Classical 

Turkish, Sunni and Muslim. As a person from this origin, I openly defend the rights of the 

Kurdish population until they are at least legally, constitutionally equal with the Turkish people. 

It is true that there is inequality in the eye of the government. Their language is not acknowledged 

as an official language, a Kurdish person is perceived as a problem individually and the unity of 

Kurdish population is viewed as deforming. In fact, none of these is a problem by itself. 

“Kurdistan” was a word in use until it was removed by a change of law. There were Lazistan and 

Kurdistan representatives in the first assembly. We should go back to those times and adopt the 

terms of that first constitution because it has that unitary factor in it and it has the ability to solve 

problems. Yes I do come from Sunni origins but I do support the Alawite until they’re equal with 

the Sunnis. I’ll go one step further; I support all the non-Muslims until they’re equal with the 

Muslims. The things that matter here are  justice and equality. I’m not talking about an order 

where people will eat the same bread with the same cheese for breakfast. I mean one should not 

be looking while the other is eating; one will not be hungry while the other one walks around with 

a full belly. One will not have to speak the official language with a broken accent while the other 

one can speak their own language. What if you were forced to learn Kurdish at school and told 

that this is the language you’ll be speaking from now on? What if you spoke Kurdish with a 

Turkish accent? What would you do if you were told that the official language is Kurdish now 

and everyone will call themselves Kurdish? Think of the exact opposite of the situation they’re in. 

The language is Kurdish where Kurdish people outnumber the others. Naturally people in Burdur 

will not be speaking Kurdish but it is meaningless to teach Turkish to someone who lives in 

Diyarbakır. Five languages are spoken in Sweden, three of them are official. They formed 25 
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cantons and a different language is spoken in each of them. In my opinion, a college graduate 

should be able to speak at least two out of four languages and should be able to understand all 

four. These languages I’m talking about are the eastern languages, not the western ones. Turkish, 

Kurdish, Farsi, Arabic and Ottoman; they’re all languages that enable our cultural and religious 

worlds coincide. They’re our universe of language, history and culture. I believe they should be 

offered in school as elective classes. Every person from Turkey should know these languages. It 

is such a shame that there is another population right by our side; maybe even our neighbors and 

we are not curious to learn their language. People who believe in different religions and speak 

different languages can make gather to create a united willpower. The government belongs to all 

of us but you would have excluded the other if you insisted on just one language. First duty of the 

government is to provide justice and actually it has no other duties. If the people can enforce 

justice on their own, then government is unnecessary. Since this is impossible and we cannot 

succeed to create a common public spirit, mafia comes up. Mafia tries to take the society under its 

own hegemony and government is what stops mafia from doing this. I mean, the purpose of the 

government is not to form authority on the society; it is to form hegemony. It’s supposed to 

stopping the authorities. It should be providing justice and equality; or the mafia would spring up 

right away. 

AT:  What do you think of AKP? 

IE: I criticize AKP in three different ways; politically, economically and in the aspect of foreign 

policies. Politically, KAP does not change the behavior of the government bu makes their oen 

behavior a part of it.  The government has classical behavior formed with law and constitution. 

Consider it as a person who needs to change his behavior. This is the purpose of politics. You 

vote for a party because you think they would go and change the unwanted behavior of the 

government. AKP was supposed to change some fundamental behavior of the government but it 

did not, so there is something wrong. They use the power of the state to reinforce their own 
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behavior on the government and the state starts to act upon these new influences. AKP has not 

even prepared the new constitution, but will it even be different from the previous one? Will the 

fundamental behavior of the government change? Will it keep calling itself a Turkish country-

which would create a great deal of problem? There is an ongoing war; a part of the country says 

that they’re not Turkish. They say I might have lived with you for 1000 years but with my 

language, my Kurdish heritage and my soul, I am not Turkish. If we say that we cannot 

understand each other since they have a different language and they’re a different population, it 

causes problems. Government’s attitude on religious sects, race and language creates problems in 

Turkish Republic’s behavior.  These problems are still present and there is no visible change. 

Economically, Turkey has a capitalist system. AKP does not disturb the foundation of capitalism; 

they only give it religious legality. They do not create alternative wealth but they get involved in 

the existing capital-owning class and act like the other members of the class.  For instance, I have 

never seen an alternative factory. Why don’t I see any alternatives if they do not like capitalism, 

its ways of production and business life? They were opposing to capitalism when they first came 

along and they claimed that they would produce a new civilization, a new way of sharing and a 

new production system that was different from the previous civilization in which Europeans 

create capitalist ways. The prime minister’s slogan when he ran for mayor in Refah Party was 

“Another World”. Where is this other world? They should have either not promised to do 

anything or they should have said “I will not change the fundamentals of capitalism but I will try 

to establish something more ethical.”. In the end, they did not keep their promises; they had no 

other world in their hands. I wish they said “Come take a look at this new institution we founded. 

This is a different way of working and sharing and we’re hoping that a different world will spring 

from here against capitalism”. This is highly unlikely but still, they failed to keep their promise. 

In the aspect of foreign policies, I criticize what they call strategic depth. They attack with the 

wolves of the world and then take place next to the lambs and cry, they call this strategies depth. 
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They’re planning on attacking Syria with NATO and then go to Syria and tell them they are 

Muslim siblings and they do the same thing to Afghanistan. The Americans have changed their 

strategy and English mind doesn’t work like it used to work in the past century. They want to 

bring in their craft and rule the place just like they did in Iraq. They want to use moderate Islamist 

governments like İhvani Müslim’s in Egypt or like old National Vision, new AKP in Turkey. The 

West has a list of properties of the governments they want to work with in Middle East. 1- They 

should be elected. 2- they should come from religious origins. 3-they should be reformists and 

they should be willing to change the system in their territory 4- They should not do anything 

more than they’re told to do. AKP, Fettullah group, İhvan-I Muslim, Muslim Congregation and 

most of the religious groups in Syria fit in these criteria. They get rid of the ones which don’t fit 

in. The groups with Kemalist origins and the groups wirhout religious origins get discharged right 

away. These groups may not be anti-American and they mght be elected but unless they come 

from religious origins, they are not reliable enough. This is a sand were we hear the call to the 

prayer five times a day, so there is no point in standing against it unless you are in cold war. 

When Soviet Union was present, Turkey had to turn from the Islamic world and Kemalism was 

necessary to fit in the new order of the world. But now, Turkey has to gravitate towards the 

Islamic World and Kemalism is no more needed. Now they need moderate Islamic movements 

because they don’t want to get into the lands themselves. The last sultan of the Ottoman Empire 

thought Damascus was still a part of his homeland and was buried in Syria upon his request. 

Now, we’re almost at war with the same country. They almost made Turkish planes bomb Syria, 

how did they succeed this? Davutoğlu is one of the front line supporters of Turkey-Syria union 

and he thinks that would be the biggest gain of the Islamic world. He has such an old team; they 

are the architects of the Syria-Turkey union. Now he is the foreign affairs minister and we are 

inches away from the war. What kind of foreign policy is that? We got Iran, Syria, Hezbollah, 

Hamas and as their boosters China and Russia against us. On the other side there is US and Israel, 
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EU, Great Britain and Turkey. Howcome we are on this side of the equation? We will take place 

on this side by the recent plane incident, just like the time World War 1 started with a bullet of a 

Serbian.  We’ll be marching into Damascus and Baghdad with Israel and US, we’re going to 

bomb the mosques and these are all happening in the era of a government which originated from 

national vision movement. People will ask if it would be better to be on the other side. I believe 

so, at least it’s the eastern side. Massacre in Syria, is a lie created by the western sources. There is 

not such a big massacre in Syria; they’re making news about Syria using the footage from Libya. 

The people who raided Kaddafi’s house in Syria were British agents. They took some people 

from the big tribes and got dressed in revolutionists’ clothes and tried to make it look like it was 

revolutionists who did all the work. There is a massive screenplay going on in Syria right now. Is 

there no opposing view in Syria? Is Esad not a dictator? He absolutely is but 80% of the stories 

are lies; they’re preparing the environment for the next operations they will conduct. It’s all 

exaggerated. Is the cruelty present only in Syria? AKP does not take actions because there is 

cruelty in Syria nor because of their love of justice. They believe cruelty exists where US says it 

does and take action. An operation in Syria is necessary for US and that’s wht AKP sees Syria as 

a target. They bombed Roboski within the borders of Turkey and did not even make an 

announcement of apology. There is absolute monarchy and extreme cruelty in Saudi Arabia, right 

in the homeland of the Prophet. If we want to stop the cruelty, why don’t we start there without 

letting US know? Is that possible? Turkey is not an independent country; we prepare to attack 

where ever US claims they sense cruelty. We’re not individual, we are a member of NATO and 

it’s an alliance of the western countries with dependent economy and policies. We’re assigned to 

make sure that USA’s decisions are well conducted here therefore it is not possible to form an 

independent point of focus in our foreign policies. Davutoğlu frequently states that Turkey is an 

independent country and it has its own axis as if we’re leading the world which is not true at all. 

We don’t have a leading role; we are given a part in a plan that’s been formed by other countries 
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and we try to make the best of it. It would be much more comprehendible if they stated that we 

are a NATO ally and there are certain decisions and alliances of the previous governments which 

we cannot change. But we still act like we are an independent, dominant country which can make 

its own decisions and this is wrong. This is a country which plays its role that’s given by others 

and does not even have the right to veto in United Nations assembly. 

AT:   Why is the West so interested in this area? 

IE: For instance, seven significant churches of Christianity are in this area. 

AT:  What do you think about Prime Minister [Then Prime Minister Erdogan] stating that they 

want to raise religious generations? 

IE: I think it’s not right, because raising religious generations is not a duty of the government. 

AT:  There are big differences in applications of Islam in Turkey and Arabic world. What do you 

think about this? 

IE: Well there is not really that big of a difference. Arabs, Persians and Turks are the three 

significant nations of the area we live in. Persians used to be Zoroastrians before they embraced 

Islam and the real sacred concept in their culture was family. Islam coincided with their culture in 

the beginning and they embraced it therefore there is a synthesis of Zoroastrianism and Islam at 

the moment and it is the deep religion of Iran. Similarly, in Arabic countries, Islam is mixed up 

with their culture of ignorance and culture of tribes. As we said before, we have a shaman-Islam 

mixture in Turkey. In all three countries, the old religion of the nation is mixed up with Islam. 

Arabs are caught up in Salafi, which is a political Islamist thought and it actually contradicts their 

culture because they perceive rituals as a necessity of religion and when they come to power, they 

try to make sure the rituals are being carried out. They make up laws like “Everyone will go to 

the mosque and violators will be punished with this many whippings”. Iranians say that whoever 

does not wear a head scarf will be taken to the police station, they will be warned and they will be 

banished if they happen to repeat this action. Wearing a head scarf is a ritual of Islam just like the 
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prayer and they’re forcing people to do it. They should be saying that you are free to do it, if you 

want to do it then you can but whoever kills or takes advantage of workers we will be on top of 

them. Stoning to death is not a part of Islam culture; it is a part of Judaism. According to Koran, 

fortune owners are thieves and “cutting the thief’s hand is a symbolic expression for stopping the 

exploitation of labor. Well there are actual practices of these actions as well, for instance some 

African tribes execute rapists by shooting. In some places, they literally cut people’s hands. For 

instance, people entrust their views and kids to someone when they go t war and when they’re 

back they realize that that man has raped and gasped their families and they punish him by cutting 

his hands. Arabs have this kind of applications and it doesn’t even relate to Koran that much. 

These applications originate from their own culture. They try to keep the order and stop 

fornication or stealing. At the times, this was the way of doing it and it was temporary but safety 

of family, character, mind and labor is universal. 

AT:  What do you think about crime and punishment system of Islam? 

IE: There is no punishment for rituals in Islam, but there is punishment for violation of right 

behaviors towards other members of the society. When people violate each other’s rights, there is 

always an on-premise punishment for them which is historical and a product of human mind. 

Rituals such as performing the prayer or fasting are private to Muslims and the punishment about 

them will be given by the God. There are no parts in Koran explaining how these violations will 

be punished whereas there are many parts on the punishment of murder, stealing, slandering and 

fornication. These are the only behaviors that have clear punishments in the Koran.  All these 

concepts are universal. Reward id mentioned as heaven and punishment is referred to hell in 

Koran. Any behavior that is praised would bring you heaven and if something wrong would be 

punished with hell. My understanding of heaven and hell mostly relates to the world we live in. If 

you do good things, the life you live turns into heaven and if you are a source of evil your world 

becomes hell. You can found heaven at home and a house can turn into hell for you depending on 
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people’s behavior towards each other in the house. The torment in one’s soul is on fire and it is 

poison, it’s blood and it’s hell; it’s the worst hell you could think of. The happiness in your soul is 

the heaven. What we say is, both hell and heaven are present in this world but according to Islami 

there also is a hell that we will account for our bad behavior and a heaven that we will be 

presented as a reward after death. This is something only God could know and I cannot know 

where the hell and heaven will be after death. I only have hope because God would not leave the 

people alone and this is what I believe. What we should be working on to correct and better is the 

world we live in to get rid of the pain. In Rahman surah in Koran, it is said that “there will be a 

heaven in heaven for them”. Heaven in another heaven, this is an endless expression. It means 

heavens that start on the earth and exist eternally. Afterlife belief is actually a very progressive 

belief; it means to think of the future of your actions and to think of the future and to believe in it. 

This is what Koran tells us to do; think of the end of the world. This is what we call believing in 

the afterlife. 

AT:  What do you think about Directorate of Religious Affairs? Does this not carry a risk of 

formal history writing or formal religion writing, especially in a secular country? 

IE: In fact, government has a religion in Turkey. It doesn’t have to be constitutional; the religion 

of the state is the religion of the directorate. The state assigned the directorate to keep the religion 

in order and defined the religion with this assignment. They’re told that religious affairs involve 

the call for the prayer, overlooking the mosques, managing the pilgrimage groups, calculating the 

fasting times in Ramadan, reading Koran after funerals and organizing Kandil nights. The 

directorate has no other duties than these. We never hear that directorate makes a statement about 

the right to buy property. This cannot happen. Therefore, this is the religion of the directorate and 

the state has a religion. Whenever the state feels cornered, they ask the directorate for an opinion. 

They make explanations like “We checked the website of the directorate and it says that the place 

for Alawite’s religious service is the mosque.”.  Here, we should discuss what religious service is 
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and what is the mosque or the congregation. The directorate is essentially unnecessary and the 

citizens can conduct all the works it does on their own. If I had the chance to create a foundation, 

I would show everyone how the mosque culture was during Prophet’s life; two hundred young 

people volunteering in the mosque, no need for imam or his assistant and mosques should be 

open for service at all times. People would be welcome to serve in the mosques as long as the 

whole thing is legal. I wish we could open a religious building for Alaweti right across the 

mosque. We privatize everything, why don’t we privatize the religion? The most private and 

volunteering concept is religion, so why is it under the monopoly of the government? You can’t 

even pray on your own in the mosque. You have to say “Amin” and leave when the imam says 

“El Fatiha”. What if I want to stay and pray for two hours? Hence the mosque itself is a 

governmental organization. This is the religion of the state and it’s no good. 

AT:  What do you think about the congregations (Gulen Movement) in Turkey? Do you think 

they’re politicized? 

IE: All the congregations in Turkey are politicized. There are common interest s and is not 

ending anytime soon. The starved, belittled conservative religious groups are not fully satiated 

yet. Congregations are in a race with each other and it got even worse now that they’re in the 

government. They used to be in a race of grabbing new members even before they were in power 

and the race rougher than ever. It became a race where they are trying to seize ministries and bids. 

They used to go to schools and fight for students before. This will never end. 
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Appendix C The Anti-Capitalist Muslims Manifesto 

PROTEST 

Humankind is at crossroads of misery. 

The world is revolving into an abyss. 

Mammon, the god of productivity, greed and gold of antique ages have returned as the god of 

modern times. 

The single-toothed beast called civilization finds its idols and totems in monetary items and 

property is its taboo. 

The realm of humankind is enslaved in the grip of shylock bankers. 

Lenders give money to nations in order to suck the blood of their peoples. What they call "the 

science of Economics" is no more than this. 

Dignity, honour, love; all have become purchasable. 

Earth, air, water, fire, wind, rain, crops and nature; all have been commodified for capitalist 

gluttons. 

A billion people are left in hunger at the end of every day. 

Although it only takes 40 billion dollars to eradicate hunger in Africa, a single capitalist lives 

with 72 billion dollars of wealth. 

When two shylock bankers have 99 sheep, a sheep is left for the rest of mankind. They even want 

that last sheep. 

They spill blood and plant malice upon our earth. 

They loot our crops and stock. 

They want to open new markets via battle plans of pillaging countries. 

They assault the felicities of earth, sources of sustenance and natural resources; created in order to 

be shared by mankind with great pride, appetite, greed and grudge. 

They will not give up this greed until the mankind is enslaved entirely. 
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Capitalism is the enemy of God. 

It's the enemy of humanity, nature, the poor, the hungry the shorn and the meek. 

We demand paradise [on earth]; a borderless, classless realm of justice and peace [dar es salaam]. 

At the earth of a God who has enough assets for all mankind; we demand that the subjects of God 

are not left in thirst of material and spiritual needs, not left in need of a shelter and food, and not 

left to scorch under the sun. 

There is a necessity for a protest, a heart for a heartless world, a spirit for a soulless world. 

The outcry of the meek needs a strong voice, the consciousness of mankind needs a new speak. 

 

IDENTITY 

"Muslim" is our name at all realms and all times. 

That name defines those who recognize that God owns all property over earth, subterrean and air, 

those who appreciate it, 

hence those who do not disturb the ecosystem and peace on earth, and those who would like to 

maintain and eternize that state of peace. 

Our hostility against Capitalism is an historic exclamation.  

Because, Capitalism is the name of the hegemonic system of our times. 

Every single messianic message was against the hegemonic system of its own age. Hence; we are 

emphasizing "Anti-Capitalism". 

We consider every Anti-Capitalist discourse of any sorts; of faith and of the faithless, 

disregarding its race, colour and language, as our indigenous allies. We would like to share the 

same struggle and platform with them. 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims attain their hostility towards Capitalism on a basis of faith. 

Amalgamation is at the core of the movement and it is emphasized with an inspiration from 

Qur'an: 
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Say: "O men! I am sent unto you all as the apostle of Allah to Whom belongeth the dominion of 

the heavens and the earth: there is no god but He: it is He that giveth both life and death. So 

believe in Allah and His apostle the unlettered Prophet who believed in Allah and His words: 

follow him that (so) ye may be guided." 

[A'raf 158] 

The movement puts amalgamation on a trivet: There is no deity, force and authority but God. 

Because it is himself that owns all property on heavens and earth.Every prophet has cried this fact 

out to their people[s]. 

An envisagement of life based on the lives of the prophets also lights our way. 

Anti-Capitalist Muslims do not see amalgamation as an abstract form of thought irrelevant to 

modern day life. 

It perceives amalgamation as egality and the oneness of humanity, looking for ways to shape this 

in flesh and bones. 

It believes that the antipole of amalgamation; polytheism is based on "a society divided by class". 

 

COMMUNIQUE  

To break our chains and shout "freedom for slaves"! 

To ask for what crimes were lives destroyed, girls buried alive and murders went unsolved! 

For the liberation of women; whose bodies are commodified, who are identified by their 

femininity rather than their character, whose rights are disposed in the name of religion, ritual and 

tradition! 

For the unconditional freedom of hijab! 

To say "no" against an education that narcotizes and robotizes our children through state 

ideology! 
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To cry against the cruelty of compulsory military service and for the righteousness conscious 

objection! 

To make noise against the pillagers of earth, crops and stock: To say "The sun and the wind are 

enough for us"! 

To stop; the ablutioners of capitalism, those who do not change the ways of the state but build a 

state in their ways, 

those who do not create an alternative economy and a political system but join the ranks of the 

existing exploitative capitalist class, those who race to accumulate personal wealth with their 

prerogative over public funds, those who shin for prosperity in the name of religious devotion and 

conservatism! 

To say "God, bread and freedom!" in a land where thievery, corruption and looting is considered 

politics, 

where plunder and ill-gotten gains rule with arrogance and vulgarity! 

To demand our god-given birth-rights with all the oppressed; 

we are establishing the Anti-Capitalist Muslims Movement. 

We have another world in our heart. 

A land of peace and justice. 

Heartless earth has a heart. 

Property belongs to God! 

İstanbul, 2012
383

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                     

383
 The original manifesto was circulated in 2012, it was translated in 2013 after the uprising.  
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