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Abstract 

During the last thirty years of rescaling/restructuring processes in Turkey, the neoliberal 

hegemony remained mostly unchallenged and enjoyed an ideological dominance while the 

peripheral capitalist social relations underwent a process of substantial socio-spatial transformation. 

However, this reflects an unstable equilibrium between classes, since the production and 

transformation of the social space is a dynamic and contested process, rather than a simple process 

of subordination to the neoliberal capitalist socio-spatial conditions. In that context, this study 

identifies peripheral capitalist spaces -conditioned by the contemporary neoliberal re-

territorialisation- as the possible sites of intensifying capitalist tensions ready to be unclogged by an 

autogestional momentum. 

This paper defines Turkey as one of the capitalist zones of weakness in which the 

contradictions of the neoliberal processes of intensification and extension started to generate 

‘spaces of difference or differential spaces’. The rapid neoliberal re-scaling of Turkey was in fact a 

process of reproduction of the uneven development of the capitalist space in a different form –

export-oriented industrial development- which became the main pillar of the neoliberal hegemonic 

consensus. The recent increase in the social movements and resistances such as the TEKEL
1
 

workers’ struggle and the Gezi Park resistance should be analysed within this context and therefore 

should be identified as the possible sites of counter-hegemonic struggle where the weak points of 

the capitalist state power and neoliberal hegemony can be culminated into a moment of autogestion. 

It is possible to argue that these social struggles and particularly the TEKEL struggle and Gezi Park 

resistance demonstrated significant practices of self-management and solidarity by using the public 

space both as ‘the site and stake’ of the struggle, and this paper will discuss the potentials and 

limits of these socio-spatial movements in terms of the autogestional strategy of finding the fertile 

cracks in the neoliberal hegemony for the creation of the autogestional practices.  

Keywords: Autogestional moments, socio-spatial contradictions, re-territorialisation in the 

periphery,  

                                                 
1  ‘Tütün, Tütün Mamulleri, Tuz ve Alkol İşletmeleri A.Ş. Genel Müdürlüğü’, previously state-owned 

tabacco and alcoholic beverages company. 
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1. Introduction  

This paper aims to locate the recent counter-hegemonic social movements in 

Turkey within the broader processes of neoliberal restructuring of the peripheral 

capitalist social relations and spatiality, and thus, attempts to analyse the nature 

and autogestional potentials and limits of these movements. It is argued in this 

paper that the neoliberal hegemonic consensus in Turkey is facing a socio-spatial 

crisis which paved way to the proliferation of series of social struggles with or 

without potentials of real transformation or alternatives. In that sense, the first 

section will be defining the dialectical relationship between the processes of 

formation/transformation of the social space which can -and should- be redefined 

as the sites or stakes of resistance and resolution of the socio-spatial 

contradictions. Deriving from Henri Lefebvre, the production of space is seen as a 

dialectical process in which the resolution of the hegemonic socio-spatial forms of 

political order would be incubated. In the second section, the structural conditions 

of the contemporary neoliberal re-territorialisation of the peripheral capitalist 

space in Turkey will be analysed in order to understand the nature of the counter-

hegemonic struggles as the basis of the autogestion in the periphery. By doing this, 

it will be possible to analyse the nature, potentials and limits of these socio-spatial 

practices and locate them within their specific socio-spatial contexts as sites of 

autogestional moments.  

Identifying these processes of neoliberal re-territorialisation and its 

hegemonic programme of ‘privatisation and marketisation of social services, 

valorisation and utilisation of local resources and public spaces, and 

internationalising and making labour relations more flexible’ is vital in terms of 

providing the ‘missing ideological link’ between the social struggles seemingly 

with different political agendas. Furthermore, it will shed a light on the similarities 

between the social resistances and autogestional practices in different countries 

subject to same restructuring processes that reproduce uneven geographical 

capitalist development in the neoliberal era. 

2. Social space as a site or/and stake of autogestion?   

As Lefebvre (1964/2009) pointed out, the analysis of the contemporary state 

-the neoliberal capitalist state to be precise- is an essential part of the 

contemporary resistance and political action. The analysis of the modern state 

enables to constitute a political conceptualisation that unravels the ‘mysteries’ of 

the capitalist state which is constructed and maintained by the ideological 

hegemony of the bourgeoisie, and the revolutionary politics can benefit from this 

analysis by first destroying the ‘sparkling appearance’ of the neoliberal capitalist 
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society that blurs the truth of the underlying social relations of production, as 

Lefebvre puts it (1964/2009: 64). 

The contemporary crisis of the capitalist world economy has led to the 

dissolution of the post-war Keynesian socio-spatial structure and a worldwide 

process of restructuring (i.e., reconfiguration, rescaling, and re-territorialisation2) 

of the social and spatial relations of production (Soja et al., 1983: 196;199). 

Lefebvre captured and conceptualised this contemporary process in his notion of 

‘State Mode of Production’ (le mode de production étatique -SMP) as a qualitative 

transformation of the state power (Lefebvre, 1979/2001: 773). In the SMP, the 

weight of state -which is deeply contested in every scale of social reality- in the 

matter of the production and reproduction of capitalist space increases, particularly 

in three areas; the production and control of energy, the information sector, and the 

mediation of the relations between the domestic and world market (Lefebvre 

1979/2001: 777). The ever-deepening uneven geographical development within 

and between national scale -a longue durée dynamic of reconfiguration and 

configuration of capitalist spatiality- finds its contemporary expression in this 

recent re-territorialisation of the social space (Brenner, 1999: 42; 2001: 799). In 

this historically specific phase, the national scale becomes worldwide (le mondial; 

second nature) and covers the earth (la terre; first nature), without abolishing the 

local, but through strengthening the unevenness between scales, hence, at once 

homogenising, hierarchising and fragmenting them (Lefebvre, 1978/2009: 243). 

Therefore, peripheral geographies become subject to a new and consolidated form 

of uneven relationship through the neoliberal re-territorialisation.   

Nevertheless, analysing the structural dynamics underpinning specific socio-

spatial forms and practices, and their constant reproduction and reconfiguration on 

different social scales can only explain partially the processes in which the 

hegemonic social spaces3 are being formed and transformed. Social space is 

conditioned by spatiotemporal reproduction of contradictory social relations of 

production, and thus, it is subject to continuous alteration/consolidation through 

social resistance and social struggle. Therefore, these processes are not 

                                                 
2  Although these concepts are employed almost interchangeably, it is important to note the spatial 

emphasis on the use re-territorialisation and rescaling in order to highlight the reproduction of the 

uneven geographical relations within neoliberal restructuring.    
3  At this point it is meaningful to emphasise that the use of the notion of hegemony - and thus, counter-

hegemony - necessitates a certain degree of specification, rather than being overlooked. This paper 

employs the concept of hegemony in Gramscian terms which can roughly be summarised as the 

establishment of the rule of the leading social forces over the subaltern classes based on the balance 

between the coercion and consent with its specific articulations in different spatio-temporal contexts. 

In that sense, the notion of the counter-hegemonic movement should be employed as a social struggle 

that simultaneously fights against the hegemonic order to dissolve it and holds or advances its 

positions with an aim of being hegemonic itself.   
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mechanical, but dynamic and inevitably reactionary/revolutionary contestations 

and resistance will be a determinant factor in the upcoming resolution of the 

contradictions that have been cultivated by the neoliberal capitalist social relations 

in the modern society and its contemporary extension towards ‘marginal’ spaces. 

It is also important to emphasise the non-deterministic nature of these 

processes of re-territorialisation, since it should imply that the neoliberal 

restructuring takes different socio-spatial forms and conditions different spatial 

practices that might not correspond with the patterns that based on nation-states. 

While the nation-state appears as a meaningful social scale in the analysis of 

neoliberal re-territorialisation, it fails to differentiate the social-spatial forms and 

impacts of neoliberalism on different social scales and inevitably different 

dynamics of spatiotemporally specific processes of social struggle. In that sense, it 

is crucial to identify these various social scales and specific processes of neoliberal 

restructuring and resistances within these scales.          

The counter-hegemonic resistance to the multiscalar processes of formation 

and re-territorialisation of the capitalist spatiality is perfectly captured in 

Lefebvre’s notion of autogestion. Autogestion -roughly translated as self-

management- is defined by Lefebvre as a site or/and stake of constant struggle 

which is born spontaneously from the capitalist mode of production (Lefebvre, 

1966/2009: 149; 1979/2001: 779). It appears from the zones of weakness of the 

capitalist society and could turn it to a strong counter-hegemonic point of the 

working class struggle (Lefebvre, 1966/2009: 144). The 1871 Paris Commune was 

a good example of the counter-hegemonic spatial practice of autogestion where the 

weakest point of the French bourgeoisie was seized by the working class and 

turned into the strongest site of the revolutionary struggle. Marx emphasised the 

dialectical nature of this struggle by defining the Commune as the direct antithesis 

of the French Empire. In this respect, he argued that the working class cannot 

emancipate itself by simply seizing ‘the ready-made state machinery and wielding 

it for its own purposes’ (Marx, 1966: 64). The emancipation of the working class 

was due to the antagonism of the Commune against the State power and its 

functions which was materialised through the establishment of the true democratic 

institutions (Marx, 1966: 70).  

Therefore, autogestion cannot coexist with the state since it is the antithesis 

of it and, in that way, it reveals the contradictions of the contemporary society. 

Whether a social movement and resistance would culminate in a moment of 

autogestion and create a counter-hegemonic space or will degenerate to co-gestion 

(co-management) and consolidate the existing order is a further question. 

Nevertheless, it is possible to argue that the counter-hegemonic space and 

spatiality which was defined as ‘space of difference or differential space’ by 

Lefebvre will be built upon the same contradictions laid by the neoliberal 
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restructuring (Lefebvre, 1978/2009: 248). And in the contemporary world the 

zones of weakness -in which the contradictions of the neoliberal processes of 

intensification and extension will be most salient and where the most contested, 

repressed and humiliated ones in the society can be found- will be the sites of 

capitalist tensions ready to be unclogged by a strategy of autogestion (Lefebvre, 

1966/2009: 142). In that sense autogestion does not appear only as a highly 

relevant notion for understanding the recent social movements and struggles in the 

peripheral world by locating them within the context of neoliberal re-

territorialisation that advances through the reproduction of the uneven 

geographical development, but it also presents a viable revolutionary strategy for 

the counter-hegemonic social movements in the periphery that advises to look for 

the cracks in the neoliberal hegemonic order as the potentially fertile grounds to 

provoke autogestional practices in order to widen them. It can be argued that these 

cracks can increasingly be found in the peripheral geographies like Turkey that is 

conditioned by the contemporary re-territorialisation for the last three decades.   

As it has been stated above, due to the consolidation of the dependent 

features of the capitalist accumulation, the crisis of neoliberalism is more profound 

and volatile in the peripheral countries which were identified as the weakest parts 

of the capitalist spaces. The proliferation of the counter-hegemonic social 

movements in the periphery such as the student uprisings in Chile, #YoSoy132 in 

Mexico, Gezi resistance in Turkey and Passe Livre in Brazil demonstrates that 

there is a significant potential of social change which produce very similar socio-

spatial practices in different parts of the world. The next section will briefly 

explain the structural conditions of the contemporary neoliberal re-territorialisation 

of the peripheral capitalist space in Turkey. 

But before that it is also important to consider that the capitalist spatiality 

comprises many other social aspects and dimensions which will not be mentioned 

here, but still plays a significant role in the social struggle and resistance. 

Transition to the capitalist spatiality and its transformation has a substantial impact 

on the society on many different scales; from the material surroundings, to art and 

daily life. This includes formal and informal representations of the space in urban 

planning, monuments and other social spaces where the official and non-official 

discourses are produced and reproduced parallel to the processes of reproduction 

and transformation of the capitalist spaces. These representations differ in a 

multiscalar way, and take different forms and make different impacts on the 

national, regional and local scales. While the transition and transformation of the 

social space on the national scale can only outline more complex and conflicting 

processes, on other scales it is also indispensible to explore the transformation on 

the scale of the ‘subordinated’ which could be the main site of concrete struggles 

or the sources of autogestion. These are the weak points of the capitalist state 
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power –or in other words cracks- where the contradictions laid and maintained by 

the neoliberal hegemony would be eventually confronted and dissolved or simply 

will be reproduced and consolidated in different forms (Lefebvre, 1978/2009: 

250). 

3. Neoliberal re-territorialisation of the periphery and the structural 

conditions of autogestional practices  

While the processes of neoliberal re-territorialisation in Turkey had been 

undergoing now for more than three decades it is possible to argue that the 

neoliberal restructuring reached to its climax in the last decade when the neoliberal 

hegemony enjoyed an ideological triumph. It is important to define the structural 

basis of the neoliberal hegemony which also created the conditions of its current 

crisis of legitimacy that conditioned an autogestional momentum in Turkey 

recently. The import substituting industrialisation strategy put into practice until 

the late 1970s, which was based on  capitalist accumulation, could not easly be 

tackled by a structural adjustment and neoliberal deregulation programme because 

of the highly organised labour and existence of politicised  university students. In 

that sense, the neoliberal programme that was proposed in January 24, 1980 that 

aimed to re-orient the economy was lacking the popular support and therefore, 

destined to fail. 

The future of the programme was secured when the Turkish army took over 

and dissolved the parliament in September 12, 1980, while Süleyman Demirel’s 

minority government was preparing for a general election to gain a majority in the 

parliament which was expected to further hamper the implementation of the 

austerity measures. The immediate measures and laws enacted by the military 

junta through the ‘National Security Council’ (NSC) and the new constitution 

which was voted and accepted in 1982 ensured the political requirements for the 

implementation of the economic programme including laws and amendments that 

were put into practice to eliminate three major resisting forces within the society; 

political parties, strong trade unions and the universities. Since the 1961 

constitution allegedly democratised Turkish politics, it had been seen as a major 

cause behind the political anarchy and economic collapse between 1978 and 1980, 

the military junta dedicated itself to bringing stability to the country by 

depoliticising the society (Ahmad, 1981: 6; 1985: 214). All political parties had 

been outlawed, one of the two main labour confederations, the ‘Confederation of 

Revolutionary Labour Unions’ (DİSK), had been disbanded and the leaders were 

jailed; all strikes and collective bargaining over wages had been suspended. In 

December 1980, the ‘High Arbitration Council’ was established in order to 

determine wage increases. With the ‘Higher Education Law’ in 1982, universities 

were overly-centralised and many respected professors and academic staff were 
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dismissed (Öniş and Webb, 1992: 18). The military council appointed Turgut Özal 

as the deputy prime minister in charge of economic affairs. Apart from the sixteen 

months of interregnum in 1982-1983, he remained in charge of economic affairs 

throughout the 1980s until his Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi - ANAP) lost 

significant popular support in the 1987 general and 1989 local elections. Hence, 

the neoliberal rescaling of the Turkish economy and society was identified with 

Özal’s name and ANAP’s ideological laissez-faire stance (Rodrik, 1990: 5). 

Throughout the 1980s, the depreciation of the Turkish lira continued in 

order to slow down the imports and give momentum to the exports of 

manufactured goods. Thus, the exports of Turkey rose to 11.7 billion dollars in 

1988 from 2.9 billion dollars in 1980. Manufactured products of the state 

economic enterprises (SEEs) such as textiles, glass, iron and steel also shared a 

significant role in the increase of exports (Şenses, 1991: 224). The annual rates of 

growth during 1981-1983 were 4.0 %, during 1984-1985 were 5.5 % and during 

1986-1987 were 7.8 %. Even with the depreciation of the lira the import of the 

consumption goods continued to increase. The international trade liberalisation 

and a superior export-led growth was successfully achieved and creditworthiness 

was re-established; meanwhile, the real wages continued to decrease, the income 

distribution deteriorated and the external debt grew significantly (Kaynak and 

Erol, 1989: 213-4).  

Although the January 24 package enjoyed relative success in terms of 

ameliorating the macroeconomic aspects and creditworthiness, it failed to control 

inflation and could not achieve a sustainable fiscal balance. Starting in 1987, the 

macroeconomic imbalances once again reappeared; public sector borrowing 

requirement increased above 10 % of the GDP again. Akyüz and Boratav (2003) 

argued that one of the main reasons for the failure of the efforts to attain 

macroeconomic stability was the premature liberalisation of the domestic financial 

markets before achieving the fiscal discipline and control of inflation. 

Deregulation of the interest rates eventually made the public borrowing extremely 

difficult. The response was the 1989 liberalisation of the capital accounts which 

eventually aggravated the situation (Akyüz and Boratav, 2003: 1551).  

Furthermore, after the ban on the senior political figures was lifted in 1987, the 

popular support behind Özal’s Motherland Party, which had been enjoying a 

majority within the national assembly and single-party government, ceased and, in 

the 1991 general elections the era of coalition governments re-started even though 

the neoliberal consensus remained intact (Yalman, 2009 : 11).  

In the coalition government formed by a centre-right and a centre-left party, 

the implementation of the anti-inflationary policies based on monetary tightening 

and controlling the interest rates without reducing the public sector borrowing or 

adopting an ambitious privatisation programme was a difficult task. Therefore, 
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trade imbalances started to increase with the real appreciation of the Turkish lira 

which brought major economic crises and recessions in 1991 and 1994. The crisis 

in 1994 was followed by a considerable devaluation of the Turkish lira attached to 

a comprehensive stabilisation programme (April 5 programme) and another stand-

by agreement with the IMF. However, the real appreciation of the Turkish lira 

continued and offset the impact of 1994 devaluation which eventually had an 

upward impact on the interest rates, making it difficult for the government to 

follow debt-financing policies (Ertuğrul and Selçuk, 2001: 11). 

The failure of the 1999 IMF-backed disinflation programme which 

envisaged economic growth with a fixed exchange rate policy and a substantial 

control of the inflation while the privatisation process accelerated (Alper, 2001: 

60) reinforced the anti-state discourse by mainly attributing the failure of the 

programme to public sector for not maintaining the austerity targets set by the 

IMF. Therefore, in the post-crisis period, the neoliberal orthodoxy found a fertile 

environment to complete its anti-statist hegemonic agenda which was started and 

successfully implemented under Özal’s rule with military backing but was then 

interrupted during the 1990s due to the re-emergence of the distributive demands 

channelled through political parties and interest groups with the end of the military 

rule (Yalman, 2002: 20; 2009: 237-54). The neoliberal hegemonic discourse of 

privatisation, flexible labour markets, flexible exchange rate regimes, financial de-

regulation and fiscal austerity were represented as the necessary structural reforms 

and dominated the popular and political mind (Cizre and Yeldan, 2005: 392). 

In this context, a new economic programme was launched in the spring of 

2001 which combined those structural reforms and long term macroeconomic 

policies aimed at stabilisation and economic growth through the expansion of the 

export-oriented industrial sector. The continuity and the coherence of the fiscal 

policy which aimed to keep the public debt under control and to achieve 

sustainable economic growth had been seen as the crucial part of the programme 

to ensure the creditworthiness of Turkey (Airaudo et al., 2004: 4). The architect of 

the programme was Kemal Derviş who was appointed as the minister of economy, 

pointed out that the quality of the fiscal policy depended on its support to the 

economic growth (Derviş, 2005: 181). However, the three-party coalition 

government had lost its credibility in terms of the implementation and the 

continuity of the economic programme and the political vacuum was filled by the 

victory of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi - AKP) 

in the general election of 2002, which gave the AKP the parliamentary majority to 

form a single-party government. The AKP government had successfully 

implemented the three-year economic stabilisation programme of Derviş with the 

electoral support and with consensus on the anti-state discourse of the neoliberal 

orthodoxy and, thus, finally emerged as the unique agency that was able to 
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institutionalise the neoliberal restructuring process (Bedirhanoğlu and Yalman, 

2010: 111). Three aspects of this further entrenchment and concretisation of the 

neoliberal hegemony were the self-regulating financial markets, privatisation and 

the export-oriented industrial growth.  

It can be argued that the privatisation process of the SEEs was sluggish 

throughout the structural adjustment. Alper (2001) argued that the delays and 

postponements in the privatisation process, such as the privatisation of Turk 

Telekom and 51 % of Turkish Airlines, deprived the government of a substantial 

income and became one of the financial factors that caused the banking crisis of 

2000-1. Following the establishment of the Istanbul Stock Exchange in 1986, it 

was attempted to channel the privatisation operations through this emerging 

capital-market institution, but soon this type of privatisation process was found to 

be risky for capital market development (Öniş, 1991: 170). Therefore, the 

privatisation of the SEEs remained very limited until the AKP victory in the 2002 

general elections which made it possible to form a single party government and 

undertake a massive privatisation of the SEEs. During the AKP rule, the revenues 

from privatisation reached an unprecedented level - 5 billion dollars annually 

between 2005 and 2010, while the total privatisation receipts between 1985 and 

1999 was 4.680 million dollars- and ended the role of the SEEs in economic 

activity almost completely. 

In that sense it is possible to claim that the AKP consolidated and advanced 

the neoliberal hegemony in Turkey by successfully linking the ‘privatisation, state 

supported provision of the physical conditions of the capitalist accumulation and 

the flexibilisation of the labour markets’ with the magic words of ‘political 

stability and good governance’ of the neoliberal hegemony. Simultaneously it has 

achieved to match the dependent export-oriented expansion of manufacturing with 

regional energy projects and even foreign aid to a political agenda which was 

translated as the rebirth of Turkey as a regional and even a global power. Parallel 

to the consolidation of the neoliberal economic order AKP expanded and 

strengthened its own popular base, which eventually paved the way to a false self-

portrayal of the AKP as the unique social actor that can maintain and advance the 

capitalist accumulation in Turkey. This was coupled with and strenghtened the 

expansion of the mechanisms of the political clientelism and a total absorption of 

the state institutions by solely one political party’s cadres.     

However, these crisis-prone processes of simultaneous ‘intensification’ and 

‘extensification’ of the capitalist spatiality is nothing special to Turkey but a part 

of the general processes of the neoliberal re-territorialisation (Soja et al., 1983: 

199). Within these processes, while the organisation of capital-labour relations 

have been significantly restructured, the incorporation of the new markets -spatial 

expansion- through the production of the necessary conditions of the capitalist 
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accumulation would gave rise to many regional and sub-national scales of projects 

(Soja et al., 1983: 202; Swyngedouw, 1992: 426; Brenner, 1998: 427). 

In that sense, while the neoliberal re-scaling widened the cracks within the 

society by intensifying these social relations of production, the AKP government 

became increasingly authoritarian, first and foremost against the social movements 

that challenged these processes of re-territorialisation, and subsequently against 

any political criticisms that aims the government policies. Therefore, TEKEL 

resistance can be accepted as the turning point for the AKP government’s 

disappearing legitimacy -not as an initiator but as an indicator- and increasingly 

authoritarian way of handling the oppositional movements which eventually led to 

a popular uprising in the summer of 2013 that put into question the AKP’s image 

as the stable and trustworthy actor that maintains and advances the capitalist 

accumulation in Turkey.    

4. From TEKEL workers struggle to Gezi resistance: A moment of 

autogestion or autogestional social movements in Turkey?  

As it has been previously explained, the neoliberal re-territorialisation in 

Turkey led to the intensification of the neoliberal social relations on different 

social scales. It is possible to identify these processes of re-configuration under 

three areas which could create significant and conscience-building sites of social 

resistance and struggle; ‘privatisation and marketisation of social services, 

valorisation and utilisation of local resources, and internationalising and making 

labour relations more flexible’. However, these processes are dialectical socio-

spatial processes, and thus, needs to be perceived as dynamic and contested 

processes, rather than a deterministic reaction/consolidation of the capitalist space 

in the form of neoliberal hegemony. 

Within the process of valorisation and utilisation of the local resources, 

construction of small hydroelectric power plants (HES in Turkish acronym) 

emerged as a significant area for profit-making, both in terms of its state-funded 

construction and also its commercial operation after the construction. Based on 

official data, currently there are 1527 such projects planned in Turkey, 477 of 

which are still under construction (WWF 2013 Report). The 80 % of these power 

plant constructions are based on tunnelling the river flow from river’s drainage 

basin which dries the river bed and causes significant social and ecological 

damages (Yavuz and Şendeniz, 2012: 43, 44). Most of these projects met with 

significant opposition from local communities -and particularly from the local 

women- who will face the consequences of drying riverbeds that they use for 

irrigation, personal consumption and for the consumption of livestock. It is 

important to note that in the majority of these cases locals reacted against these 
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projects spontaneously and in an autonomous way rather than appealing to existing 

political or judicial mechanisms (Yıldırım, 2012: 22). This is a significant 

tendency not only in terms of the empowerment of autonomous reaction but also 

as a sign of erosion of confidence to the existing institutional and judicial system. 

However, while in some cases some projects were successfully stopped, most of 

these local resistances did not reach beyond its rural environments and remained 

far from getting significant national attention and thus, open to violent repression 

from the government forces or being subject to arbitrary judicial prosecutions.  

Within the counter-hegemonic socio-spatial resistances to the processes of 

re-territorialisation, the most crucial area appears as the labour movements’ 

struggle conditioned by the policies of internationalising labour relations and 

making them more flexible. The TEKEL workers’ resistance perhaps was not a 

turning point, however it was an indicator of the beginning of the political 

legitimacy crisis of the AKP rule. When the state tobacco company TEKEL was 

privatised and the TEKEL workers were forced to choose between resignation and 

accepting to sign yearly contracts which were not guaranteed to be renewed, the 

TEKEL workers launched a fierce resistance that lasted 78 days from December 

2009 to March 2010, camped in public spaces, launched sit-ins and demonstrations 

in Ankara. By doing this TEKEL workers became the first social movement in 

Turkey that used the space as a space of resistance- as a space of difference 

(Baysal, 2012: 51). Since the 1980 military coup, after the Zonguldak miners’ 

strike of 1990-1991, it was a rare moment that a social movement and particularly 

a working class movement was able to motivate and lead a significant opposition 

including their family members, political parties and university students. Workers 

set up tents in the streets of Ankara, and while they maintained the trade union 

structure hierarchy (Tek-Gıda İş - the Turkish Trade Union of Tobacco and Food 

Workers) they discussed and took decisions on the grassroots level (Özuğurlu, 

2011: 181). 

 It is possible to argue that the reason why the AKP government used a 

brutal police force to disperse the workers and protesters was the vitality of the 

case as the most obvious crack in the neoliberal hegemonic coalition that the AKP 

was successfully representing. Thus, the TEKEL resistance became a turning point 

both for the government and the social movements either in the urban areas 

concerning the public spaces or in the rural areas against the construction of the 

small hydroelectric power plants. According to Savran (2011), TEKEL resistance 

not only created an impetus for an awakening of class consciousness but also 

demolished the prejudices between the resisting Turkish and Kurdish workers and 

brought the female workers and family members to the forefront of the struggle.  

Since the TEKEL resistance, it became practically impossible to make a public 
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demonstration criticising the government policies without receiving strong police 

intervention with tear gas, detention and arbitrary legal prosecution. 

In that sense, it is possible to claim that the Gezi resistance that shook 

Turkey in the summer of 2013 almost for four months not only conditioned by the 

same process of neoliberal re-territorialisation but also benefited from the 

ideological inspirations of TEKEL workers' resistance. Between the 28 and 30 of 

May, a group of environmentalists who were camped in the Gezi Park to prevent 

the destruction of the park for the re-construction of the early 19th century Ottoman 

Taksim Barracks evicted violently by the police forces. While the activists were 

beaten and tear gassed, their tents and equipment were burned by the officials 

which sparked a massive outrage and paved way to the subsequent demonstrations 

and clashes with the police forces that lasted for almost four months on various 

occasions under various themes.  

Similar to the TEKEL struggle, Gezi movement had successfully utilised 

public spaces as an effective instrument of social resistance. Furthermore, it was a 

self-organised movement which created its own spontaneous, horizontal and 

collective decision making mechanisms without discrediting the communication 

channels created by the Taksim Solidarity Platform (Taksim Dayanışması)  and by 

establishing new ones between different groups. This character of the movement 

was particularly evident in its self-organising capabilities and practices varying 

from the collection of the rubbish to the allocation of the resources (medical 

equipment, food, water) or taking decisions on where to build barricades or which 

to reinforce. It also triggered a process of conscience-building by creating an 

ideological space that was challenging the institutionalised perceptions on ethnic, 

sexual and cultural differences. These issues were further problematised and 

discussed in the ‘neighbourhood councils’ that were formed in the public parks 

after the forced eviction of the Gezi Park in Taksim.        

The Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan adopted a hard-line 

position and language, accusing the protestors of being looters (çapulcu) and as a 

part of a foreign conspiracy that aims to increase the interest rates and thus, 

damage the Turkish economy. While the PM gradually elevated his criticisms on 

the protests and launched series of pro-government rallies called ‘Respect to 

People’s Will’ in the major cities of Turkey, the pro-government media launched a 

campaign of slander making various claims allegedly showing protesters’ links 

with the foreign agents or their fanatically anti-religious and anti-Islamic 

orientations. On the international arena the AKP officials also continuously 

claimed that the police reaction was moderate, at least not heavier or different than 

the use of police force in the Western world. PM Erdoğan himself gave the 

example of the police intervention during the Occupy Wall Street events in New 
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York claiming that 17 had been killed, which was immediately refuted by the US 

Embassy in Ankara.      

Nevertheless, AKP’s arguments that trying to justify the use of police force 

during the Gezi resistance had no credibility. A recent report published by the 

Amnesty International (AI, 2013) noted that the right of peaceful assembly that 

protected by various international conventions and by the 34th article of Turkey’s 

constitution is arbitrarily denied in many parts of the country; due to the abusive 

use of force (quoting the Turkish Medical Association) 8000 people were injured 

of which 61 were severely injured, 11 lost an eye, 104 suffered head injuries and 3 

people have died as the direct result of the brutal use of police force (AI, 2013: 

15). In the same report it has also been stated that the police forces abused less 

lethal weapons such as tear gas and water cannon. According to government 

sources only in the first 20 days of the protests 130 000 gas canisters had been 

used, while 60 water cannons which in some cases carried water mixed with 

chemical irritants that might cause first degree burns on the human skin were 

arbitrarily implemented against protestors and bystanders as well (AI, 2013: 18- 

9). The report also noted unofficial detentions, sexual assaults, beatings by police 

forces, and the arbitrary prosecutions and raids aimed the organisers of the 

protests, lawyers, journalists, medical personnel and the social media users. 

In that sense, the Gezi resistance can be seen as the pinnacle of an 

autogestional moment whose conditions were created by the neoliberal 

restructuring (or re-territorialisation, reconfiguration, re-scaling etc.) of the 

capitalist space. As Lefebvre argued, these processes widen the cracks within the 

capitalist society and open areas for socio-spatial practices of autogestion. 

Therefore, autogestion appears as a very relevant concept, both in terms of a socio-

spatial form of class struggle, and also as a political strategy for the social 

movements and resistances. 

However, while autogestion can -and should- be used as a political strategy, 

autogestional practices should not be confused with the formation of a real 

autogestional alternative which can only be conceived and maintained by the 

working class involvement. The spontaneity and grassroots organisation of these 

socio-spatial resistances will not automatically bring meaningful processes of 

transformation. This should be noted as a limit of the local resistances against the 

exploitation of natural resources and utilisation for international markets and also 

of the Gezi resistance. These social movements help us to identify a significant 

crisis of legitimacy and sustainability of the neoliberal hegemony and also put a 

question forward for an alternative way of organising human life, but the question 

will remain unanswered until the working classes will be mobilised and form a 

movement of autogestion that would lay down the foundations of real democratic 

and communal institutions. Identifying the limits of these socio-spatial movements 
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is important and necessary in order to avoid stretching the capabilities of these 

movements and also underestimating the results and gains of these conscience-

building processes.          

5. Conclusion  

As it has been mentioned above, after the Paris Commune Marx made an 

amendment to his view of the capitalist state, by claiming that the working class 

cannot emancipate itself by simply transforming the state instruments; it needs to 

create perfect antagonisms of the modern capitalist space. Trotsky (1972) also 

made the same assertion by pointing out that the state is ‘not an end in itself’ for 

the working class and the Commune of 1871 was only a prologue for the creation 

of the real democratic institutions.  

Concurrent with this argument, Lefebvre’s theorisation of the qualitative 

transformation of the capitalist space and resistance to these processes in the form 

of autogestion captures both a historical crisis of the neoliberal hegemony on a 

global scale and a political strategy for the working class movements facing the 

intensification of these social relations particularly in the peripheral geographies. 

Taking the recent proliferation of horizontally-organised social struggles in the so-

called developing industrial economies, it is appropriate to identify a certain 

autogestional momentum. In that sense, the Paris Commune and discussions on the 

autogestion as a political notion and revolutionary strategy emerge as very relevant 

to the counter-hegemonic social struggles in the 21st century.    

In the case of Turkey, two parallel processes can be detected. Firstly, while 

AKP successfully consolidated and furthered the neoliberal programme by 

emerging as the unique agent that can maintain the economic and political stability 

and economic development and growth, it also strengthened its political basis. 

Parallel to this process, it ensured the intensification of the neoliberal social 

relations of production, based on the flexibilisation of the labour force, utilisation 

and commodification of natural resources and public spaces which eventually 

created sporadic and spontaneous resistances to these processes. Nevertheless, as 

the AKP government consolidated its political bases through the strong consensus 

on the neoliberal programme and also with the mechanisms of political clientelism 

-primarily achieved by the public funding of construction projects- its political rule 

increasingly became repressive. While a complete merge of the state institutions 

and the AKP cadres was achieved any substantial challenge to this neoliberal 

programme such as TEKEL struggle was dispersed by using different organs of 

the state. 

It is possible to argue that even though the TEKEL struggle did not pave 

way to a wider struggle within the working class it had achieved to create class 
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mobilisation and consciousness alongside the creation of an experience of 

autogestional practices which opened the path for other social movements against 

consolidation of the precarious and flexible labour relations and the 

commodification of natural resources and gentrification of public spaces that 

ultimately culminated into the Gezi resistance in the summer of 2013.  

It can also be argued that even these resistances were unable to evolve into 

meaningful autogestional practices that would resolve the neoliberal contradictions 

and transform the social space; they have managed to undermine the neoliberal 

consensus as a programme without an alternative. As it has been explained in the 

second section, the expansion and the growth of Turkey’s economy after the ISI 

policies abandoned is another crisis prone form of dependent economic 

development. Therefore, it should be expected that these autogestional moments 

can in fact gain pace and turn into real transformative sites of autogestional 

struggle in a possible stagnation or interruption of the capitalist accumulation with 

the increasing support of the working class movement.    
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Özet 

Çevrede mekanın yeniden üretimi ve özyönetim alanları: Türkiye’de karşı- 

hegemonik toplumsal/mekansal hareketler  

Geçtiğimiz 30 yılda Türkiye’de süregelen yeniden yapılandırma/ölçeklendirme süreçlerinde, periferik 

toplumsal ilişkilerin önemli mekan-toplumsal dönüşümlere uğramasına rağmen, neoliberal hegemonya büyük 

ölçüde muhalefetsiz kalmış ve ideolojik bir üstünlükten faydalanmıştır. Bununla birlikte, toplumsal mekanın 

üretiminin ve dönüşümünün neoliberal koşulları doğrudan kabul eden süreçlerden çok, dinamik ve çatışmalı 

süreçler olması, sınıflar arasında değişken bir dengenin varlığına işaret etmektedir. Bu bağlamda, çalışmamız,  

neoliberal yeniden yapılandırma ile koşullanan periferik kapitalist mekânları artan kapitalist gerilimlerin 

özyönetimsel momentumlar ile ayrıştığı muhtemel alanlar olarak konumlandırmaktadır.    

Bu makale, Türkiye’yi neoliberal yoğunlaşma ve genişleme süreçlerinin ‘farklılığın mekanları ya da fark 

gösteren mekânları’ üretmeye başladığı kapitalist zayıf noktalardan biri olarak tanımlamaktadır. Türkiye’nin 

hızlı neoliberal yeniden ölçeklendirilmesi, esasen kapitalist mekânın eşitsiz gelişiminin yeni bir formda -

ihracata dayalı sınai kalkınma- yeniden üretimi süreci olmuş ve bu da neoliberal hegemonik konsensüsün ana 

dayanak noktasını oluşturmuştur. TEKEL mücadelesi ve Gezi Parkı direnişi gibi toplumsal hareketlerin artışı bu 

kontekst içinde analiz edilmeli ve bu karşı-hegemonik mücadeleler kapitalist devlet iradesinin ve neoliberal 

hegemonyanın zayıf noktalarının özyönetimsel anlara dönüşebileceği muhtemel alanlar olarak tanımlanmalıdır. 

Bu toplumsal hareketlerin, özellikle TEKEL mücadelesi ve Gezi direnişinin, kamusal mekânı mücadelenin 

‘hem alanı hem de ve amacı’ olarak kullanarak, önemli özyönetim ve dayanışma pratikleri ortaya koyduğunu 

söylemek mümkündür. Bu makale, bu toplumsal/mekansal pratiklerin potansiyelleri ve limitlerini ‘neoliberal 

hegemonya çatlaklarını tespit etmek, bu çatlakları özyönetimsel pratiklerle genişletmek’ stratejisi bağlamında 

tartışmaktadır.     

Anahtar kelimeler: Özyönetimsel momentler, toplumsal/mekansal çelişkiler, periferide mekanın yeniden 

üretimi.  


