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Tijen Tunali

THE aRT OF 
RESISTaNCE: 

CARNIVAL AESTHETICS AND THE 
GEZI STREET PROTESTS

Art activism has been a key element in current social movements and  
 uprisings, even as the relation of art and activism appears to have  
 changed significantly during recent decades. In the aftermath of 

the alter-globalization movements, Arab Spring, Occupy movements around 
the world, the Gezi Resistance in Turkey, and the ongoing Black Lives 
Matter Movement in the United States, discussing and theorizing about art 
has inevitably involved taking resistance, occupation, protest, and activism into 
consideration. Artists engage in making political intervention, and activists 
use artistic strategies as a part of political action. Political communities and 
artistic communities are more and more constitutive of one another in the 
counterhegemonic struggle. Drawing on photographic and artistic evidence from 
the 2013 Gezi Park resistance in Turkey, in tandem with theoretical work 

by Mikhail Bakhtin and Chantal 
Mouffe, Alain Badiou and Jacques 
Rancière, this essay examines the 
changing relationship between art 
and activism to the extent that protest 
today references and embodies street 
carnival and carnival aesthetics. 
I contend that carnival aesthetics 
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In the protest spaces of the new millennium, where immediate confrontation 

with the forces and the instruments of oppression has become virtually a given, 

art does not suddenly enter the realm of politics and become “political art” or 

“socially engaged art.” Instead, art seems to relinquish its status as a reified set 

of objects in the aesthetic arena of street protests and to assert its role as politics. 

Gezi Park resistance illustrates how porous the borders between social move-

ment politics and contemporary art have become in the public arena of protest. 

The important aspect of the Gezi Resistance from the point of the intersection 

of aesthetics and politics is that it clarifies how the recent “social turn” in con-

temporary art is influenced by radical politics and its manifestation in the streets. 

It also discloses the extent to which street protests have, since the beginning of 

the alter-globalization movement in 1994, derived their visual tactics, verbal 

strategies, dialogical confrontations, and activist interventions from the theories 

and practices of contemporary art.

The Gezi Resistance should be thought of as a part of many local movements 

against neoliberal urban transformation and mega real estate projects as well as 

part of the wave of anti-globalization demonstrations, such as the Arab Spring, 

the Occupy Movement, the Spanish Indignados, and the Greek Aganaktismenoi 

(Indignant) movement.1 One of the most significant dimensions of Gezi was its 

democratic togetherness that allowed for meaningful encounters among diverse 

and rival subjects—socialist and anarchist revolutionaries, Kemalist nation-

alists, Kurdish militants, LGBT activists, environmentalists, football fanatics, 

anti-capitalist Muslims, and feminists—and their struggles.

brings about displacements within modes of perception, thus stimulating new 
forms of subjectification and sociability through which the communities of social 
movements are constituted.

“
In the protest spaces of the new millennium, where immediate 

confrontation with the forces and the instruments of oppression has 
become virtually a given, art does not suddenly enter the realm of  
politics and become “political art” or “socially engaged art.”

”
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On May 31, 2013, the people of Turkey, cowed by a history of coups d’é tat and 

civil authoritarianism, woke up to a nationwide revolt without knowing that 

it would become the biggest civil mass revolt of its history. The resistance was 

started on May 27 by a few dozen protestors occupying the Gezi Park in the 

center of Istanbul in order to protect the last piece of green space from turning 

into another superfluous shopping complex. The protestors read their books 

in the park and tried to plant trees to replace those ripped out by municipal 

workers as a way of demonstrating their claim to a commons. They maintained 

their vigilance day and night to stop the trees from being cut down and to keep 

the construction bulldozers from digging. Four days later, at dawn on May 31, 

police set protesters’ tents on fire while people were sleeping in them and the 

police evicted the park using tear gas and water cannons excessively. That day, 

the police brutality left more than two hundred people injured and more than 

a dozen severely wounded. By dusk, thousands of people had gathered in all 

the regions of the country, in Ankara, Izmir, Mersin, Adana, Antakya, Izmit, 

Konya, and Manisa, to protest.2

From the first day, the walls, pavements, and billboards of cities across Turkey 

were turned into canvases, showcasing an unprecedented creative explosion. 

Photographs, graffiti, paintings, cartoons, murals, photo installations, live art 

performances, memes, and altered pin-up images employed bowdlerized humor 

and inflammatory language in the streets, on Twitter, and through other social 

media. There was not a day without a theatrical, musical, or dance performance 

taking place in the squares. In this particular case, art was not struggling to make 

new connections among citizens of the city; art was a dominant part of the 

struggle. The Gezi uprising is not only the largest grassroots political resistance 

in the history of modern Turkey but is also the largest and most diverse aesthetic 

rebellion—the effects of which have been in view since the street clashes ended.

SOCIAL RESISTANCE AND ART

For many art critics, the1980s marked the “spatial turn” in social theory, and 

the 1990s marked the “social turn” in art.3 Since then, we have witnessed the 

evolution of art’s allegiance to politics, ranging from a commitment to trig-

gering a critical awakening in individual citizens to the creation of communal 

and egalitarian relations in public and militant spaces. This evolution has 

brought political and artistic communities closer together to spark new forms 
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of subjectivity and embolden new public relations based on global resistance to 

neoliberal capitalism. The proliferation of visual practices, arts commitments, 

and performance tactics in street protest connects art, on the one hand, with 

the political constitutions of local communities, and, on the other, with a global 

proliferation of social movements based on a “politics from below.”4

In the last three decades, massive movements, uprisings, and revolts targeting 

neoliberal global capitalism have emerged all around the world. As part of this 

protest activity, many have found themselves participating in “the rebirth of his-

tory,” as Alain Badiou has framed it.5 A post-Marxist dialectician, Badiou takes 

history as a breakage in the causal order of things as opposed to history as a series 

of events. It is with his take on the principle of “event” and its role in the mak-

ing of history that he diverges from the philosophy of Michel Foucault, Jacques 

Lacan, and Gilles Deleuze, among others. Badiou has connected early twenty- 

first-century uprisings, riots, and revolts—from the 2005 riots in France to the 

2013 Gezi Resistance in Turkey—with his conceptualization of “event.” For 

Badiou an event is an unpredictable immanent break, an interruption in life that 

produces a new discourse, a new set of relations, and a new “way of being.”6 A 

Turkish journal called Express concurred: dedicating an issue to Gezi during the 

resistance, the anonymous authors wrote that the protests happened exactly as 

Badiou formulated, as an “event.”7 What they meant was that not only was Gezi 

a historically unprecedented  bottom-up revolt, but also that its horizontality 

and spontaneity were central to the “historical riot,” as Badiou frames it.

In his analysis of revolt, Badiou’s framework of “emancipatory universalism” 

outlines how the return of the masses to the stage of history confronts the neo-

liberal ruling class. According to this analysis, although these riots and uprisings 

have faced increasing repression by the state, what is different now is that those 

who previously had not been counted as political subjects have entered the stage 

of history. This, for Badiou, is the coming to visibility of new subjects of history 

and a break or fracture in the order of political space that signals an opening 

of possibility for an alternative social organization. Badiou defines this as an 

“intervallic period” that prepares the stage for a new figure of politics.8 But of 

course what is at stake is how the riots and uprisings define this politics.

For Chantal Mouffe and Jacques Rancière alike, consensus is the main prob-

lem in representational politics and it stands in the way of plural democracy. 
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Mouffe argues that democratic politics requires a confrontation of political 

positions, which she calls “agonism.”9 Rancière, however, proposes the idea 

of “dissensus” as a multitude of contesting meanings that resist a singular con-

sensus. For both Mouffe and Rancière, true politics emerges as a result of the 

invention of new subjectivities that articulate a democratic configuration of the 

common. Such concepts of plural democracy, radical subjectivity, sociability, 

democratic commons, collectivism, collaborations, and community building 

have been recurring subjects in contemporary political theory and contempo-

rary art theory alike. In particular, the notion of “relational aesthetics” has been 

a much publicized account of politicized contemporary art from the mid-1990s 

onward; it emphasizes how ethics can merge with a politics of participation and 

relationality to counter the spatial politics, heroic individualism, and reification 

of the art object overtly or covertly promoted by museums and public proj-

ects underwritten by the funding and ideology of neoliberal capitalism. Indeed, 

as Nicolas Bourriaud explained at the 10th Havana Biennial Art Exhibition’s 

theoretical forum, his fusion of theories of participation, interstitial spaces, and 

interpersonal relations in the notion of relational aesthetics was inspired by the 

idea of extending democratic relationships to a wide range of social relations, as 

well as by the idea of generalizing egalitarian logic.10

Theories of relational aesthetics have sought to reconceive aesthetics through 

these principles to form a bridge between ethics, arts, and politics. Nevertheless, 

in the decades following the initial conceptualization and practice of such theo-

ries, the art world exploded with “ordered” and institutionalized participatory 

artworks, and such concepts as “participation” and “creativity” became inflated 

and de-politicized as they became popular in the so-called “experience econ-

omy” characteristic of the last phase of the neoliberal economy of speculation. 

As a result, the popular and institutional adoption of relational aesthetics has 

created a critical backlash against Bourriaud’s theory.11 Many of the art world 

cognoscenti concluded that the communicative and collaborative character of 

socially engaged art—that which makes it capable of forming and organizing 

communities—instrumentalized it and compromised its aesthetic power.12 

However, while rightly trying to measure the emancipatory potential and polit-

ical impact of relational and activist art, such criticism disregarded the ontology 

of relational aesthetics and diverse politicized art interventions as well as their 

relationship with the aesthetics of social movements. What constitutes the iden-

tity of those social art practices is linked to their aim of giving a voice to all those 
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who have been silenced and making visible those who have become invisible 

within the framework of the existing hegemony. The question is whether this 

critical art is capable of proposing new modes of coexistence and contributing 

to the construction of new forms of collective identity.13 Mouffe states, “This 

perspective, while claiming to be very radical, remains trapped within a very 

deterministic framework according to which the negative gesture is, in itself, 

enough to bring about the emergence of a new form of subjectivity; as if this 

subjectivity was already latent, ready to emerge as soon as the weight of the 

dominant ideology would have been lifted.”14 Thus, what we need is art that 

can imagine alternatives, not just reproducing an antagonistic critique or a nega-

tion of what is happening within a deterministic framework.

In her theory of “agonism” and the “agonistic public sphere,” Mouffe rein-

states the theory of radical democracy she developed with Ernesto Laclau in 

1988, by articulating that antagonism eventually may lead to a dangerous divide 

between “we” and “them.” For Mouffe, the struggle for true democracy should 

include the task of turning antagonism (friend/enemy relation) into agonism 

(relation between adversaries).15 In agonism, as opposed to antagonism, adver-

saries acknowledge the legitimacy of their opponents. In an agonistic public 

sphere, the political is constituted not by enemies but by adversaries who share 

a common symbolic space. With my example of the Gezi Resistance, I propose 

another type of agonism in the symbolic space of an uprising that was allowed 

by the creative and satirical dimension of carnival aesthetics. During the occu-

pation of Gezi Park, the protestors who are usually adversaries in their social 

life—such as Kurds and Turks, atheists and anti-capitalist Muslims, football 

hooligans and the LGBT, nationalists and anarchists—constituted a common 

political and aesthetic practice. This signaled envisaging democratic politics, the 

crucial dimension of the Gezi Resistance.

In the case of Turkey, there is no consensus on what democracy is or should 

be; the ideological lines are drawn quite sharply and, for the last two decades, 

have become even further accentuated by the ruling party AKP’s (  Justice and 

Development Party) and President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s fundamentalist 

and separatist politics. Mouffe commented on the power of critical art in an 

interview in 2012, “[t]hings become completely different if you ask the same 

questions in Egypt or Tunisia. They don’t live in a post-political situation, so 

the role of critical art will be completely different. Their task is to build some 
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kind of agonistic community in order to create some form of consensus.”16 You 

could also add Turkey to that list. In this article, inspired by Mouffe’s theory of 

“agonism” and Rancière’s “dissensus,” I argue that the aesthetical and political 

space of the Gezi Resistance enacted by the groups of adversaries generated an 

agonistic contestation and fomented the emergence of new subjectivities. For 

example, the Turkish nationalists and Kurdish militants may not have come to 

an agreement on a common point in the Kurdish movement, but they did shat-

ter a certain framing of the common—the consensus of a non-controversial and 

accepted framing of “the reality of the real.” And this is, for both Mouffe and 

Rancière, where democratic politics begin.

Another emblematic aspect of Gezi was its reconstruction of a public space alto-

gether different from the physical spaces of Taksim Square and Gezi Park, as 

designated by the architectural environment and administrative devices of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This kind of transformation could open 

the way for new forms of social relations, in which art and artist are identified in 

new configurations. Neither so-called political artists nor the conventional actors 

of street protests, such as syndicates, NGOs, and political parties, belonged to 

this simultaneously aestheticized and politicized space. Many artists voluntarily 

relinquished their identities as “political artists” hitherto given them by their 

galleries and the International Istanbul Biennial and embraced their anonymous 

status and new role in this site of conflict and creativity. Art freed itself from 

institutionalized definitions and emerged as a space-creating form of speech and 

visibility. Thus, the Gezi Park resistance responded not only to the crisis of rep-

resentational democracy but also to the crisis of representation in the arts—and 

thus also to the very idea of representation itself.

Yet, in both the art world and the political field, a question persists about 

the Gezi Resistance, which is familiar to those who study the carnivalesque, 

namely: is this a revolutionary moment that has the potential to remake com-

munities interminably and unpredictably (what Mouffe and Laclau define as 

“democratic politics”); or, is it a compensatory form of engagement that in fact 

tones down social critique and sanitizes political expression by spectacularizing 

it for popular appeal? In the collaborative social encounters fostered by relational 

art practices, the stress is on dialogical relations, not on the success or failure of 

a specific aesthetic form or content: are such practices still “art” even if force-

fully identified as such by the likes of Bourriaud and Grant Kester?17 In the 
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new spaces of protest, where the invisible makes itself visible and the inaudible 

makes itself heard—where, that is, art and politics merge—are the questions 

about what art is and what art does for politics extraneous and irrelevant?

There in fact seem to be differences between institutionalized collaborative art 

practices that mobilize the spectator to find himself/herself as a political subject 

and the direct experience of participation in political action realized in the Gezi 

Resistance. The aesthetics that we saw deployed at Gezi—not just the aesthetics 

of visual media, but also the aesthetics of organizing and sharing in the park, the 

aesthetics of the forum, and the aesthetics of the resistance of the rebels during 

the protest and of the collaborative support they gave each other—are inspired 

not only by the new social movement theory and critical theory but also by the 

“social turn” in contemporary art. But there does seem to be a gulf between the 

relational aesthetics of the museum and the collaborative carnival aesthetics of 

the street. In practice, Gezi aesthetics derives from the sociability of relational 

aesthetics, but it pushes the theoretical field of relational aesthetics from inside 

art institutions toward the agonistic interventions in public space.

CARNIVAL AESTHETICS

I instigate the concept of “carnival aesthetics” not as a specific form of inter-

ventionist art, relational art, or socially engaged art, but rather as an aesthetic 

experience and revolutionary principle that operate as the common language of 

today’s activist practices. This perhaps could best be explained by the words of 

Subcomandante Marcos of the Zapatista movement in Chiapas, Mexico, who 

has been an immense influence on post-1994 political movements and protests 

that practice assembly politics and direct democracy: “The Revolution, in gen-

eral, is no longer imagined according to socialist patterns of realism, that is, as 

men and women stoically marching behind a red, waving flag towards a lumi-

nous future. Rather it has become a sort of carnival.”18

As this statement implies, the revival of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of carnival 

and the carnivalesque has been great inspiration for social movements since the 

1960s. In his oft-quoted work Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin analyzes the social 

function of the carnivalesque and the role of grotesque symbolism, imagery, and 

language in the work of the sixteenth-century writer François Rabelais, and he 

argues that a carnival is an art form because it is a spectacle, albeit an inverted 
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one.19 Bakhtin sees the carnival as a popular expression of subversion, a “world 

turned inside out,” in which people can attack, resist, and invert systems of 

power that structure their everyday existence. Bakhtin focuses on the “carnival 

spirit” precisely because of its power to reconfigure established or official social 

relations and beliefs.

Bakhtin’s work has had a strong influence on revolutionary and avant- gardist 

arts practices after World War II. Elements of carnival can be found in the rad-

ical art interventions of the 1960s that introduced aesthetic expressiveness to 

political movements; yet these art movements remained actions of only the 

artistic avant-garde and did not always merge with massive street protests. The 

interventions of the Situationist International, Fluxus, and the San Francisco 

Diggers dealt with urban space to create new social experiences. “Happenings,” 

by performance artists Robert Whitman, Carolee Schneemann, Jim Dine, 

Claes Oldenburg, and Yayoi Kusama (and many others in Europe), confronted 

the conventional categories of art and delineated the borders of art and daily 

life through spontaneous actions that protested the negative force of the “soci-

ety of the spectacle.”20 A significant figure of the 1968 Revolution and one of 

the participants in the Situationist International, Raoul Vaneigem noted in The 

Revolution of Everyday Life, that “[r]evolutionary moments are carnivals in which 

the individual life celebrates its unification with a regenerated society.”21

Three decades after Vaneigem equated revolution to carnival, and inspired by 

the previous year’s Global Street Party in Birmingham, UK that protested the 

24th G8 summit, a massive anti-globalization, anti-G8-summit protest took 

place, called “J8” or “Carnival Against Capital.” Eventually involving the 

(short-lived) occupation of the Cannon Bridge building in the financial cen-

ter of London, the mass protest deliberately configured itself in the mode of 

carnival: protesters donned costumes and masks and created the “upside-down 

world” of carnival involving comic violence, transgression, shock, satire, and 

laughter. In addition to videos and a spoof on the Evening Standard newspaper, 

the organizers produced nine thousand carnival masks and a publication called 

Do or Die that explained the value of the masks to protest:

Masking up releases our commonality, enables us to act together, to 

shout as one to those who rule and divide us “we are all fools, deviants, 

outcasts, clowns and criminals.” Today we shall give this resistance a 
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face; for by putting on our masks we reveal our unity; and by raising 

our voices in the street together, we speak our anger at the facelessness 

of power. On the signal follow your colour. Let the Carnival begin. 22

This mass protest utilized the trappings of carnival to merge art with grass-

roots action. In such gatherings, often clowns, giant puppets, effigies, and people 

dressed as all sorts of circus characters join the carnival. Drums and other musi-

cal instruments are usually passed from one activist to the next because the act is 

meant to be that of collective imagination. The action groups that were visible 

catalyzers in London in 1999 during the Carnival Against Capital protests—the 

Pink and Silver bloc, the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army (CIRCA), 

and Tute Bianche—have clearly derived their tactics of confusion and subversion 

from the Situationist International and other avant-garde art interventionists 

of the 1960s. Mouffe considers Reclaim the 

Streets and the aesthetic interventions of Tute 

Bianche as practices that effectively challenge 

consensus.23

Likewise, the Gezi Park protests started with 

people walking around in clown costumes, 

with all sorts of drummers playing, and peo-

ple chanting and dancing in the park (Fig. 1). 

During the course of a week, there was not a day 

without theatrical and musical per-

formances, dances, interventions, 

and artistic workshops taking place 

at the squares all around Turkey. 

Everybody became a performance 

artist, a writer, a comedian, a 

sculptor, a graffiti artist, a dancer. 

For example, the Turkish Airline 

flight attendants, in their uniforms, 

spontaneously performed a flight 

demonstration in Taksim Square, 

with a humorous twist: “Your life 

jacket is the fellow protestor next 

to you. In the case of emergency, 

physical aid, as well as morale and 

Figure 1.
The beginning of the Carnival at Gezi Resistance in Istanbul, Turkey (2013). 
Photograph by Uriel Sinai. Courtesy of the artist.

“
[In the Gezi Park protests] 
Everybody became a performance 
artist, a writer, a comedian, a 
sculptor, a graffiti artist, a dancer.

”
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motivation will be provided to you by your life jacket. In such cases, grab your life 

jacket, pull it toward you and hug it tightly. Afterward, laugh and cry together.”24

In Bakhtin’s theory, one of the most subversive elements of the carnivalesque 

spirit is laughter. Bakhtin talks about the upside-down world perspective of 

medieval humor, which mocks the grotesque elements of authority and crowns 

the village idiot as a king. For him, this foolish humor creates a humane bond 

between people, and it also acts as a social force that allows an unusual per-

spective to enter sociopolitical discourse while enjoying immunity from 

punishment (Fig.2). Laughter, experienced collectively, functions as a trigger 

to sensual and cognitive experiences and has a transformative effect on the indi-

viduals in terms of how they perceive others and how they perceive the world 

around them. Laughing together with strangers in an environment that could 

be life- threatening, allows individuals to transgress the borders of identity, eth-

nicity, and sexuality. In contemporary social movements, people come together 

from different political and social spheres, 

often with important ideological and social 

differences. The process of setting up the 

social movements seeks to overcome the 

catoptric bipolar contrasts, such as young/

old, worker/unemployed, male/female, gay/

straight, Sunni/Alevi, Turkish/Kurdish, 

white/nonwhite, etc., so as to effectively 

turn the social subjects into rebellious per-

sons. Carnival laughter initiates a process of 

symbiosis that opens relationships with oth-

ers and that allows a recognition of diversity 

and a collective sensibility.

“Laughter is a revolutionary act” has 

become one of the slogans of the Gezi 

spirit; the slogan was borrowed from the 

young radical revolutionaries of the 1960s. 

The image of the selfie taken by two young 

people in front of a large group of police 

is a good example of this spirit (Fig. 3). 

Another image, popularly posted on social 

media with the caption “This is why we 

Figure 2.
A poster with a satirical image of then-Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan as a Sultan hung at a bus stop in Istanbul ( June 
11, 2013). Caption reads “This public does not bow to you.” 
Photograph by the author.
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will win,” was that of a boy laughing at a wall of a dozen heavily armed police 

lined up with their bulletproof shields. People, when taken into police custody, 

often smiled at the cameras with a gesture of victory. A smiling person, hands 

cuffed, being dragged by a dozen police, and knowing that mistreatment and 

even torture is waiting at the police station, has proved to be an effective subver-

sive act against the extreme act of police violence. After a while, even the tear 

gas completely lost its ability to disperse crowds; on the contrary, slogans such as 

“this gas is fabulous,” “do you have it in strawberry flavor,” and “we are gassed, 

it is not possible to stop,” were written on the walls, and people were chanting 

at police to gas them so that they could get going. This humorous spirit further 

helped the protesters to pass the threshold of fear that for decades was the most 

powerful weapon of oppression of the state in Turkey.

Activist academic John Holloway interprets the carnival laughter as a crack in 

capitalist relations and explains it as such: “This is a time too in which laughter 

breaks through the seriousness of the business of domination and submission, not 

individual laughter but a collective laughter that opens towards another world.”25 

In the context of today’s global revolts, Bakhtin’s theory of carnival laughter has 

provoked a common aesthetic language among resistance movements around the 

world,  which is used to help forge a solidarity among fellow protestors, creating 

a resilience against fear, and turning the official language upside-down.

Figure 4.
A popular image that circulated on social media during the Gezi uprising that mocks the excessive police force 
in Istanbul. Source: www.anatolianpress.com. Public domain.
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During the most active days of the Gezi uprising, the graffiti on the city walls, 

as well as the satirical magazines, caricatures, and posters circulating moment 

by moment in social media not only enhanced the uprising’s carnivalesque 

aesthetics, but also provided people with an astonishing resilience and morale. 

When the prestigious news channel CNN Türk showed a two-hour docu-

mentary of penguins in Antarctica instead of  broadcasting on Gezi—and 

even repeated the penguin broadcast on one of the most violent nights of 

the uprising—graffiti of penguins representing Gezi protestors immedi-

ately appeared everywhere in the city, from blank walls to billboards, from 

bus-stop advertisements to pavement (Fig. 4).26 The graffiti declared visual 

revolt on censorship and neglect by the mainstream media. Gezi’s humor and 

cynicism were indebted both to the 

Situationists’ artistic language of social 

antagonism and to carnival’s inver-

sion of official language. After Erdoğan 

repeatedly called the Gezi protes-

tors çapulcu (looters, plunderers), those 

penguins- of-protest soon assumed the 

name çapulcu penguins.

After Erdoğan dismissed and insulted 

the Gezi protestors as çapulcu, the pro-

testors started to use the term proudly 

to identify themselves within the 

movement. This was in keeping with 

the observation of anthropologist 

Denis-Constant Martin: “The mul-

tiple modes of expression activated 

during celebrations and the highly 

symbolic nature of carnival practices 

offer ways and means to escape the censorship of verbal language and the 

exclusive logics of politics.”27 The next day on a wall in Istanbul, graffiti 

appeared that said, “Every day I am chapulling”— and this slogan became an 

immediate, and humorous, public sensation. Soon, protesters spread the con-

cept of chapulling on social media with cheeky videos and slogans inspired by 

the crisis. It should be noted that the word chapulling has now entered the 

English language; it means “fighting for one’s rights.”

Figure 4.
Street graffiti in Istanbul during the Gezi uprising that shows a çapulcu 
penguin ( June 2, 2013). Photograph taken by the author.
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Individuals were, in a way, unified by the negative identity bequeathed by 

the Prime Minister. Giving a (humorous) name to people from diverse back-

grounds, beliefs, and socioeconomic levels resulted in a feeling of belonging to a 

group with political agency, a pluralistic identity of the multitude. Plural identi-

ties were not merged but rather co-existed under a new and appropriated name: 

“looters.” Being a looter enabled communication between people regardless 

of their identitarian prejudices. In that sense, the Gezi uprising did succeed 

in demolishing the power of an identitarian fiction, relentlessly subverting the 

consciousness-making mechanism of political group identity while overturning 

the logic of a tyrant who used degrading adjectives for his oppositional public 

for the sake of exercising his power over them. The carnivalesque laughter of 

the çapulcu subverted the official language by mocking it and challenged existing 

ideological constructions of identity and community.28

Carnival is hardly limited to the discharge of repressed energies for a brief period, 

followed by a return to normal life the day after. After the carnival experience, 

an individual’s cognitive orientation is not the same. This was emphasized con-

tinuously in the popular slogan voiced during Gezi: “Nothing will be the same 

Again!”29 An artist whom I interviewed, who wishes to remain anonymous, 

insisted that his remembrance of Gezi was as corporeal and sensual as it was 

intellectual, and that the event will have permanent social effects:

I remember a poignant bitterness in my tongue yet a lightheartedness in 

my soul. I remember clowns, mimes, street musicians appearing out of 

nowhere among the street rubbles. I remember playing games around 

the fire behind the barricades to the tunes of a song sung by a college 

choir. I remember a hand touching another, the one hugging the other, 

bodies that stitch to each other to remain standing. I remember dancing 

halay with some five dozen people to the same song in two different 

languages. I remember sleeping to the sounds of music and waking up 

to the sounds of gas bombs. I remember a man, top-naked with a red 

skirt, becoming a whirling dervish and dancing beautifully in the face 

of police rifles and others protecting the praying Muslims from plastic 

bullets with their bodies as armors. I remember the humor that made 

people smile painfully and laugh gracefully. I remember the toxic fog 

that hides the terror but reveals the comradeship. We were disabled and 

disfigured but undigested and unincorporated. We were alive!30
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Many Gezi protesters whom I talked to, and many of those who have been 

interviewed or whose opinions have since been published, have expressed that 

what they experienced in Gezi changed them and their perspective of the world 

around them.31 Although carnival is temporary it can change an individual’s 

worldview and thus become a subversive means. The plurality of representa-

tions that people witnessed, the possibility of true democracy they envisioned, 

the solidarity of disparate voices they heard, and the egalitarian life that they 

experienced allowed an enduring glimpse of a possible future society worth 

fighting for.

CONCLUSION: WHERE IS THE ART?

Revolutionary carnival, like socially engaged works emphasizing aesthetic rela-

tionships, is of course ephemeral. Any theory of carnival aesthetics could thus 

be interpreted as “too abstract” or doomed to failure in the face of the fascist 

politics that are surfacing throughout the world at present and in the age of 

mass-media frenzy. The non-instrumentality of carnival could be contested, 

but this does not make carnival aesthetics non-political or politically ineffective. 

The significance of carnival aesthetics to contemporary art in Turkey revealed 

itself to be complex, especially because Gezi took place right before the opening 

of the 13th International Istanbul Biennial. After Gezi, discussions in the art 

field insistently included commentaries that introduced the Biennial as an orga-

nization chasing the political charge of civil resistance, that reframed archiving 

as an attempt to historicize the visual data of the uprising, and which introduced 

newly configured definitions of “political art” and “political artist.” Opinions 

on such topics varied, but the one thing that everybody agreed upon was that 

the discussions on art and activism would never be the same again after Gezi. 

The people on the streets galvanized art and activism, taking away the indi-

vidualized authority both of the artist and of the activist in the arenas of art 

and politics. The links between art and activism were performed by the people, 

activism from the bottom up, as opposed to the top-down discourse and prac-

tices of the art establishment or of established activist organizations.

When Gezi began, activists, writers, thinkers writing on online forums, Twitter, 

in scholarly journals, and in popular magazines were confused about whether to 

label the visual creativity in Gezi as “art.” Was the bulldozer painted in pink an 
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art object? Were the people standing still for hours in the plazas and streets in 

every major city in Turkey doing performance art? Were our uncles and aunts, 

grandmothers and grandfathers banging on pots and pans on their balconies cre-

ating artistic interventions? Did the workers of Turkish Airlines stage a Dada 

action? Were the stenciled images of penguins on the walls political murals? Was 

halay a dance performance? Were collective kitchens and workshops relational 

art? Should we talk about Gezi as an “event” in Badiou’s sense, where the artists 

are intentionally absent? Was Gezi Park a giant installation and ongoing perfor-

mance piece staged collectively by the public, with no overarching curator or 

director, as the South African artist Kendell Geers claimed upon experiencing 

the event?32

In discussion circles throughout Turkey, although there were many different 

views, some of the most provocative were those that proposed that Gezi as 

a whole could be considered a work of art. As the Turkish artist Kerem O. 

Bayraktar wrote:

The Gezi Resistance works like a big machine. It is moving, chang-

ing, with a structure and boundaries that resemble those of an organic 

object. It is divided into discrete inner parts, but there is no classical 

hierarchy among them. It expands horizontally rather than vertically. 

It does not allow us to distinguish form from content. In this sense, it 

offers a model for thought about art. Here artists become part of the 

resistance by taking part in the whole structure of resistance. Instead of 

creating representations, they take part in actions that function within 

it and transform it. Burak Arıka’s Workshop on the Disposal of Nets in 

the Park or Ali Nesin’s Mathematics Lesson are examples of this func-

tioning. While both artists intentionally did not refer to what they do 

as art, these projects can be regarded as one of the components of this 

object, when Gezi itself is considered as an art object.33

Gezi did not blur the boundaries between political art and activism, as they have 

always been blurred. Instead, it made visible the political space in which the 

differences between aesthetic action and political action are erased. The carni-

valesque environment created a crisis in the artistic subjectivity of the individual 

artist hitherto framed by the art establishment. For example, the artists in Gezi 

could not exist “as artists” in a Romantic or modernist sense, because as soon 

as they entered the street space of spontaneity, anonymity, and horizontality, 
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descriptions of art based in the rhetoric of the heroic individualism of the artist 

seemed meaningless.34 The divide between artist and activist was suspended. 

This means two things. First that an artist in this political space ceased to be an 

artist. Second, the absence of the artist as such prevented creative protests from 

becoming subjected to an intellectual gentrification process that would  imme-

diately transform the act into a spectacle immediately. One might argue that 

an important aspect of the Gezi Resistance was its rejection of art as a political 

system of identification and codification, as much as its rejection of the current 

political system. Turkish artists themselves testified to the complexity of protest 

art under these new and uncanny political conditions:

Is this art? Maybe it’s not, as we figured out today. Maybe we are deal-

ing with what we cannot name or what we are afraid to name. We do 

not know and we are afraid of the unknown. Is Art ending? Is it dead? 

Are we afraid of this, as we are afraid of death? We are afraid, but our 

thinking and the transfer of these thoughts into form are changing, 

transforming, with the hope of being born anew.35

These artists, signing the statement collectively under the banner of the Visual 

Art Association of Turkey, seem to be genuinely articulating a new anxiety 

about their reconstructed subjectivity. All sorts of names, identities, and defi-

nitions were reproduced and replaced in completely new ways in the context of 

political action as an “event.” Another account describes this particular atmo-

sphere of Gezi:

The artists staged their actions as “political subjects,” not as “artistic sub-

jects.” They were taking action and their actions were political. They 

were in areas with political discourses and political arguments instead of 

political art arguments. For a while they seemed to be responding to the 

“
Gezi did not blur the boundaries between political art and activism,  

as they have always been blurred. Instead, it made visible the  
political space in which the differences between aesthetic  

action and political action are erased.
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criticism that haunted them for years like the sword of Damocles: they 

were finally doing politics. However, this was not the time for the arts as 

they knew it. Just as they acted on the motive of leaving the gallery space, 

they found themselves stuttered as in the public space of an uprising.36

These accounts by living artists testify that Gezi’s carnival aesthetics contributed 

to the metamorphosis of their subjectivity, which was shattered and recreated 

by the vehemence of the protests. Bedri Baykam, one of the most internation-

ally renowned artists who took part in the Gezi Resistance, put it aptly: “Gezi 

was an earthquake, a tsunami, but also flushed oxygen into the brains of the 

artists.”37 The transformative power of carnival aesthetics lies in its capacity cre-

atively to antagonize and collectively construct a rebirth of new values, new 

ideas, new bonds, new relations, new subjectivities—and thus new forms of the 

distribution and sharing of the sensible. It is worth recalling Rancière here: art 

is political in two antagonistic senses, for it is political in its autonomy as “art” 

in the distribution of the sensible, and it is political when it distances itself from 

politics and “weaves the fabric of a new common life.” Thus, “on one hand art 

is political to the extent that it is merely art; on the other, it is political to the 

extent that it is art no longer.”38 Gezi was significant precisely because of its 

demonstration of the vitality of the origin of artistic creativity in all its openness 

and antagonism, and in its manifestation of the political activity as inseparable 

from aesthetics. In an online essay, art historian Barış Acar, who edits the art 

journal Birikim Dergisi Barış Acar writes, “It is necessary to investigate the pre-

conceptions that the problems of art are the problems of the world. Perhaps it 

is the time to talk about the organization of artistic mind, not the organization 

of artists. For such a mind to create its own 

discussions, new ideas, initiatives, and possi-

bilities.”39 It seems the carnival aesthetics of 

the Gezi movement reframes not only the way 

we look at social movements but also the way we 

look at contemporary art under the banner of 

“political art” or “socially engaged art.”

As in the case of the Occupy demonstra-

tions, some skeptics sought to reduce the 

Gezi Resistance itself to a mere “freedom of 

“
the carnival aesthetics of the 
Gezi movement reframes not 
only the way we look at social 
movements but also way we look 
at contemporary art [. . .]

”
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expression of different ideas” or a “liberal defense of different lifestyles.” For 

the capitalist system to maintain its hegemony, such attempts at dividing the 

public’s attention are necessary. However, the effects of an “event” are lasting, 

though also unpredictable. In 1969, Henri Lefebvre likewise described the 

French upheavals as “events,” writing that “Events belie forecasts; to the extent 

that events are historic, they upset calculations. They may even overturn strat-

egies that provided for their possible occurrence. Because of their conjectural 

nature, events upset the structures which made them possible.”40 Examining the 

social movements of May ’68 as an event, Lefebvre, like Badiou, saw the political 

event as a moment of rupture in the political dimension that opens a space for 

new possibilities.

Similarly, Mouffe concludes that although the remaking of political subjects 

and the reconfiguration of the public space cannot replace traditional forms of 

political involvement with revolutionary change, they are nonetheless central to 

the formation and fulfilment of social movements and democratic politics alike: 

“The success of radical politics requires new political subjectivities, but this 

only represents one dimension, vital as it is, in the war of position. Many other 

steps need to be taken for it to be successful in establishing a new hegemony 

and the long march through the political institutions cannot be averted.”41 The 

aesthetics of the Gezi Resistance was a means to the production of new sub-

jectivities and the elaboration of new visions that can lead to changes in our 

attitudes toward collective life and aid us in envisaging a new model for demo-

cratic politics. As Hannah Arendt wrote, “the smallest act in the most limited 

circumstances contains the seed of boundlessness and unpredictability: an act, a 

gesture, a word are enough to change any constellation.”42
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