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paper, Turkish Twitter users have
soared from 1.8 million at the end of
May to nearly 10 million less than a
month later. For the ﬁrst time in
modern Turkish history, Islamists and
secularists were talking the same language and there was very little that the
politicians could do about it.

reversed and Islam has become the
language of power, while it has been
the turn of secularists to be consigned
to the margins.
Against this backdrop, what gave
the Taksim protests their power was
the fact that these two fundamental
strands of Turkish society ﬁnally came
together on the same side. For the ﬁrst
time anyone could remember, Muslim
activists stood shoulder to shoulder

If there is an
Islamist-secular
divide in
Turkey, it would
appear to owe
more to the
posturing of
politicians than
to any
meaningful
popular division
at large in the
nation.

with diehard secular loyalists.
‘‘We are Muslim, but we
don’t want religion to
dominate our lives,’’ Asya
Balik, 32, an environmental engineer and protester, tells Fairfax Media.
Like so many protesters,
this mother of two was an
Erdogan supporter until
the government cracked
down on the protesters.
Now her smartphone is
ﬁlled with images of
police storming the
barricades and unarmed
protesters being tear-gassed.
‘‘The problem is his attitude,’’ she
says. ‘‘He is very arrogant. He just
decides things, without any discussion
or negotiation. He thinks they are the
government, they have power. He is
behaving like a kabadayi [stand-over
man]. He thinks he is the sultan.’’
‘‘We are at a crossroads,’’ says
Murat Yavas. ‘‘We are stopped
between democracy or theocracy,
but now we are heading towards
theocracy.’’
It is an exaggeration perhaps, but
one that Erdogan himself has done
little in recent times to discredit. At
the height of the protests, Erdogan
claimed that protesters had been seen
drinking alcohol in a mosque. His
claims backﬁred when the mosque’s
imam countered that the protesters
were simply seeking shelter.
His promise to replace the controversial shopping mall planned for Gezi

Park with a mosque was similarly condemned as a ploy to use Islam for his
own political ends. And in a damaging
public embarrassment for Erdogan, a
group of conservative Islamic ‘‘wise
men’’ published an open letter in the
online T24 newspaper. In the letter
they condemned the government
crackdown and described the protests
as ‘‘legitimate’’.
Just as worrying for Erdogan, a
signiﬁcant sector of Turkish society
which once voted for him is no longer
listening. While he was blaming foreign media and foreign agitators for
the protests, Turks all over the country were switching off state television
and seeking other sources of news.
And when he described Twitter and
other social media as ‘‘the worst
menace to society’’, his statement only
fanned the ﬂames of opposition.
According to one Turkish news-

FOR ALL Erdogan’s troubles, his position as Prime Minister appears unassailable, at least for now. Erdogan’s
political capital prior to the protests
was considerable and although opinion polls show an erosion of support, a
majority still back Turkey’s embattled
leader.
Under Erdogan’s watch, Turkey’s
economy has made a robust recovery:
the country’s GDP has increased
fourfold since he came to power. He
has also made signiﬁcant progress in
resolving Turkey’s long-running
conﬂict with its Kurdish minority, has
maintained a push for Turkish membership of the EU and has begun the
process of overhauling the country’s
antiquated constitution.
‘‘He may seem like he has been coming down on people hard these past
few weeks,’’ one retired school teacher
told The New York Times at a proErdogan rally last week. ‘‘‘But what do
you expect when everything he has
built for us over 10 years is torn apart
and counts for zero? Anyone would be
angry and act in this way.’’
Where the protests have left their
mark, however, is in their rewriting of
the ground rules of Turkish politics. In
doing so, they have sidelined existing
opposition parties and have denied the
government’s
attempts to paint
this as a war
between Islam and
its enemies. The result is a new political
space, a new politics
of previously unimaginable coalitions in
Turkish society.
Whether that
translates into a
meaningful political
force that can challenge the AKP in
municipal elections
next year, and in
national elections
scheduled for 2015,
remains to be seen.
In the meantime,
amid the ongoing trafﬁc and political unrest
of Taksim, a new form
of protest has taken
hold. It began when a
solitary protester,
Erdem Gunduz, stood in the square
and gazed up at the Turkish ﬂag and
the image of Ataturk. He did so for
hour after hour. Surrounded by
Taksim’s perpetual movement, few
noticed him at ﬁrst.
But news of the silent, standing protester soon spread across the city and
he was joined by others who have
become known as duran adam – the
standing ones. Old men carrying
prayer beads and young women in
headscarves now stand alongside
students, unionists and liberal intellectuals. No longer afraid, no longer
separated by the old rules, they stand
together in silence, turning their backs
on those who would divide them.
Additional reporting by William Gourlay
in Istanbul. Anthony Ham is a Melbournebased journalist.
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