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The Gezi Park Uprising, the Taste of Tear-Gas and Compressed 
Pepper Spray
Thomas Goltz, in Istanbul, 12 June 2013

“Oh, what times are these 
When a discussion about trees 
Is nearly a crime…”
—Bertolt Brecht, 1938

Guy on crutches blocks approach to a barricade

Although I have been up in Istanbul’s Gezi Park every day for the past ten days, I only got my 
first taste of Turkish tear gas (twice) yesterday afternoon, and my first blast of pepper spray 
through the high-pressure nozzle late last night.

Relatively speaking, I prefer the tear gas. I was sort of parallel to the scores of police who had 
“re-conquered” the iconic statue of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in the middle of Istanbul’s 
Taksim Square when they launched their missiles across the 50-yard no-man’s-land toward a 
knot of hard-core demonstrators, who were hurling rocks and cherry bombs at them. Then 
the wind changed and blew the nausea-inducing cloud of gas right toward me. 
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Pepper spray from canon hitting me
My sunglasses and bandito mask 
made from a restaurant napkin 
were not up to the task of 
protecting me, and I was obliged to 
beat a hasty retreat to wash away 
the tears in my eyes and raw itch in 
my throat—and I was not even the 
target. That was the stone throwing, 
slingshot-hurling youth on the far 
side of no-man’s-land—and despite 

the clearly unequal battle, they were prepared to repel anything that Turkish Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s police could throw at them.

Still, it was a cat & mouse game all afternoon, the twelfth day of mass protests that have 
ranged from a carnival atmosphere to pure urban rage, and all sparked by a stand of 
sycamore trees slated for destruction along with Gezi Park, a place previously frequented 
mainly by drunks. 

Street fighting men behind burning barricades

The plan was to demolish the park as part of a much grander urban renewal project that 
would enhance Istanbul’s chances of winning the bid to host the 2020 Olympic games. That 
seems to have catastrophically backfired on Mr Erdogan: the original environmentally-
motivated protest to save the Gezi Park trees has now swollen into a Medusa-headed 
uprising across the width and breadth of this nation of 73 million, and is threatening to 
destroy not only the reputation of Mr Erdogan, but many of his outstanding achievements 
accomplished during his ten-year tenure in power.

Although his conservative, Muslim base remains the outright electoral majority (and which 
he has called upon to mount counter demonstrations over this weekend), what is now 
arrayed against him is a truly bizarre, amorphous coalition of young, previously apolitical but 
social-media savvy middle class youth, various dyed-in-the-wool Maoists, tree-hugging 
environmentalists, Kurds, extreme Turkish nationalists, lesbians and even cross-dressing 
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transvestites (as well as a curious group who call themselves the “Anti-capitalist Muslim 
Society”).

Erdogan promised to meet with “representatives” from among the protestors today 
(Wednesday, June 12) but the exception of one individual, the group he received consisted 
mainly of well-meaning artist types not directly associated with the self-styled “Taksim 
Platform”/Gezi Coalition, and the most significant concession Erdogan could come up with 
was to offer a “neighborhood” referendum on the future of the park—if the central 
committee of his AK party were to agree to this measure. 

Two cops reload teargas at Gezi Park
As for the other demands of the protestors—
the release of all arrested during the course of 
the riots, the banning of pepper spray, and the 
sacking of the Minister of the Interior, the 
Governor and Mayor of Istanbul, (etc)—
Erdogan did not budge, and only increased 
the vitriol of debate in recent days, when he 
used gutter terms to describe the protestors 
(such as “looters,” “bums,” and even 

“terrorists”.) Notably, he also did not retract his order to his riot police not only to clean up 
Taksim Square, but Gezi Park, too: “It will be over within 24 hours,” he assured the Shop-
owners Association, whose members are growing increasingly irritated by losing a week of 
the high tourist season.

But if anything, the sheer arrogance of the Prime Minister (as well as the violence used by his 
police yesterday) has only resulted in the curious coalition holding together even more 
tightly.

Two Drunks Grandkids
Last week, after the initial police assault of 
May 31, the protestors managed to erect 
barricades all around the perimeter of Gezi 
Park, which effectively meant closing down 
Taksim Square—the Time’s Square of Istanbul
—and declared it to be some sort of “Free 
Istanbul.” A carnival atmosphere of street food, 
yoga and even an open air-library prevailed. 
The symbol of the uprising was the beer bottle 
(or can), as part of a popular pushback 
against#Erdogan’s Islamist AK Party-dominated 

parliament recent decision to restrict the sale of alcohol by banning its sale between the 
hours of 10 PM and 6 AM (and thus perhaps keep late night drunks out of places like Gezi 
Park).
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This followed a whole series of laws or Islam-inspired ordnances on personal behavior over 
the past years—admonishments about noodling on subways and other public places; 
restricting abortion rights; calls for three children per family, and even for Turks to eat less 
white bread—and when criticized for the No Booze Around Midnight law, Erdogan further 
infuriated his secular detractors with the following phrase:

“What two lushes want has nothing to do with religion, but only the law.”

The actual term he used was#Ayyash, instead of the standard (and lighter) 
term#Sarhosh,#meaning ‘just a drunk.’

For Erdogan critics, this was a direct slur against the founder of modern, secular Turkey, 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (known for his addiction to the Turkish version of pernod, 
called#raki) as well as to Ataturk’s comrade-in-arms Ismet Inonu, who was not even known as 
a drinking man. The “two lushes” slur was immediately seized upon as an anti-Erdogan battle 
cry. Perhaps one of the most telling graffiti statements scrawled on wall and post-board I saw 
was the rather elaborate “We Are The Grandchildren of the Two Lushes,” coupled with “We 
drank your#ayran#and look where we fell.”

Erdogan had recently declared#ayran—a yoghurt and water drink—the ‘national drink,’ a 
title previously claimed by Ataturk’s favored#raki.

Another slight seized by the protestors in the happy, even giddy days of last week was the 
Prime Minister’s use of the word “Chapulju” to describe the Gezi Park occupiers. In Turkish, 
it means “looter” or “marauder.” Immediately, it became a proud badge of identification, with 
graffiti swirls declaring “I am the father of a looter, and proud of it!” to the creation of a 
“Chapulju” dance and even several open air (and thus totally illegal) “Chapulju Bars” in 
Taksim Square

Difference between being drunk and ugly
I had an obligatory shot of vodka at 
one. Then wandering back to Gezi 
Park, in addition to the usual array of 
street merchants (“Chapulju" T-shirts, 
travel bags, gas-masks, general kitsch 
and several rows of wandering 
Ecuadorians selling random trinkets), 
I ran into a grinning man holding up 
his hand-drawn protest poster, a 
Turkish paraphrase of the famous 

Churchill remark to a woman (Mrs Astor, I believe) who called him a drunk:

“Yes, I am drunk—but I will be sober tomorrow. You, in contrast, are now ugly and will be 
ugly forever.”

He was referring to Mr. Erdogan, and it was truly funny: the people had been stripped of their 
fear of mocking the pious premier.
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The beer bottle as icon of the Gezi Park Uprising has now been replaced by the gasmask.

This coming weekend, Mr Erdogan has “allowed” his pious supporters to rally in Istanbul and 
Ankara, almost begging a confrontation with the Gezi occupiers and their numerous allies.

Burning Taksim

The police action on Tuesday (June 11) that turned Taksim into a running battle that only 
seemed to lack live ammunition completely reversed the giddy dynamic: now Erdogan’s riot 
police encircle Gezi Park, but the protestors have now thrown up barricades outside that rim, 
creating a three or four circle ring of remnant protestors inside Zone One; police controlling 
Zone Two, and highly agitated protesters controlling immediate Zone Three. Zone Four, 
arguably, is the rest of Turkey, which is boiling in response to the Gezi Park/Taksim affair.

And by boiling, I mean mass demonstrations of support across the country, and even hushed 
murmurs of a pending civil war—and all started with a couple of to-be-cut-down trees.

We are far, far, far beyond that now.

Thomas Goltz at camp& & &  & Thomas Goltz at Looters’ Bar with slogans

     

Prof. Thomas Goltz is an “academic aventurer” (own description at www.thomasgoltz.com) and 
author of Azerbaijan Diary (M.E. Sharpe, 1998), Chechnya Diary (St. Martin’s Press/Thomas 
Dunne, 2003) and several other books. He is Professor of Political Science on the Caucasus and 
the Middle East at Montana State University, the United States
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