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From Aesthetics of Resistance to 
Aestheticization of Politics
The Grotesque Mimicry of Joyful Dissent

Ç İ Ğ D E M  Ç ı D A M

abstract In 2016, as the Turk ish mil i tary’s “secu rity oper a tions” targeting Kurd ish towns in south east
ern Turkey were in full swing, a series of disturbing pho to graphs began to appear on social media. The 
photographs,whichshowedsoldiersposinginfrontofderelicthousescoveredwithgraffitiwrittenonly
a few moments before, had an almost “play ful” qual ity to them whereby the act of kill ing was presented 
asanobjectofamusement.Toachievethiseffect,thosewhoshotthephotographsappropriatedcer
tainaestheticpracticesofresistance,specifi callytheuseofstreetartbyprotestmovementsinTurkey.
This arti cle calls the appro pri a tion of these prac tices and their pre sen ta tion in the pho to graphs “the  
gro tesque mim icry of joy ful dis sent.” The pho to graphs’ mim icry seeks to serve mul ti ple, and seem ingly 
con tra dic tory, pur poses includ ing the era sure of the mem ory of both the atrocities that were being  
com mit ted at the time and the for mer strug gles against the regime. What lies under neath this pro ject 
of era sure and becomes vis i ble in the pho to graphs’ dis play of power is the insta bil ity and fra gil ity of the 
regime’s vio lent rule, both within the region, which it treats as an inter nal col ony, and beyond.

keywords  pho tog ra phy, tor ture, aes thetic prac tices of resis tance, pol i tics of mem ory, mim icry of  
dis sent

In 2017, Zehra Doğan, a Kurd ish art ist and jour nal ist who reported from the Kurd
ish region of Turkey in 2015 and 2016, was found guilty of “ter ror ist pro pa ganda” 
and given a prison sen tence of two years, nine months, and twentytwo days by 
the Second High Criminal Court of Mardin Province for her news cov er age and a 
paint ing of hers that she shared on social media. Over the last cou ple of years, the 
arrest and impris on ment of jour nal ists, espe cially those who work in the Kurd ish 
region, have become fre quently used tac tics in the Turk ish gov ern ment’s efforts to 
con trol the media nar ra tive. What makes Doğan’s case unique is the court’s crim i
nal i za tion of her paint ing, the image of which con tin ues to be widely acces si ble on 
the internet (fig. 1).
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The image that sent Doğan to prison is based on a pho to graph of a dev as tated 
Nusaybin (a dis trict of Mardin, which is a pre dom i nantly Kurd ish prov ince located 
in south east ern Turkey) posted on social media by those who were asso ci ated with 
the Turk ish secu rity forces in the after math of the 137daylong cur few imposed on 
the town by the Turk ish state between March 14 and July 25, 2016. Shot from above, 
most likely with a drone, the pho to graph (fig. 2) shows five large, armored mil i tary 
vehi cles parked in front of the utterly destroyed town, and a dozen uniformed mil i
tary per son nel leav ing the area walk ing in for ma tion; the walls of the few build ings 
that remain stand ing are cov ered by large Turk ish flags. From the per spec tive of the 
secu rity forces who took the photo, and for the accounts that shared it, the image, 
which announces the “suc cess ful” com ple tion of secu rity oper a tions, must have 
been thought of as an indis put able proof of the aweinspir ing destruc tive force of 
the Turk ish mil i tary in the face of its oppo nents. In this regard, the pho to graph in 
ques tion, which glorifies death and destruc tion by transforming the image of the 
ruined town—now adorned with Turk ish flags—into an object of “beauty,” brings 
to mind Walter Ben ja min’s dire warn ing: “The log i cal out come of fas cism,” Ben ja
min writes, is “an aes thet i ciz ing of polit i cal life”; “all  efforts to aes thet i cize pol i tics 
cul mi nate in . . .  war” and in its “glo ri fi ca tion”1 through imag ery char ac ter ized by, 
to adopt one of Martin Jay’s for mu la tions of Ben ja min’s notion of the aestheticiza
tion of pol i tics, the gro tesque appli ca tion of aes thetic cri te ria to the destruc tion of 
human life.2

At first, Doğan’s paint ing appears to be a rep lica of the pho to graph. Indeed, 
more than any thing else, it was this aspect of the paint ing that made Doğan’s 
almost threeyearlong prison sen tence so puz zling in the eyes of many. Banksy, 
the famous, anon y mous Britainbased street art ist, gave voice to this sen ti ment in 

FIGURE1. ZehraDoğan’spaintingofdestroyedNusaybin.2016.
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his 2018 mural—done in col lab o ra tion with another street art ist called Borf—on 
the Houston Bowery Wall in New York City. As Sarah Cascone puts it, the seventy
footlong mural was placed “on a blank white wall and fea ture[d] a series of tally 
marks for each day of Doğan’s incar cer a tion.” The work also displayed a por trait 
of Doğan behind the tally marks, made to resem ble prison bars. Banksy, who pro
jected an image of Doğan’s paint ing above the mural at night, shared the piece on 
his Instagram account with the com ment: “One year ago Zehra Dogan was jailed 
for paint ing this water color of a pho to graph she saw in the news pa per. Protest 
against this injus tice by regramming her paint ing, and tag ing Turkey’s President 
Erdogan.” Asked about the moti va tion behind his pro test over Doğan’s impris on
ment, Banksy stated, “I really feel for her. I’ve painted things much more wor thy of 
a cus to dial sen tence.”3

But, of course, Doğan’s paint ing is not sim ply a copy of the pho to graph that 
she saw. When observed care fully, it becomes clear that the armored mil i tary vehi
cles in the paint ing have ten ta cles with claws that make them look like men ac ing 
crea tures devouring their sur round ings; one of these crea tures has opened its 
mon strous jaws to wel come the sol diers fil ing in. Whereas the pho to graph shows  
noth ing but a clear sky in the back ground, Doğan’s paint ing has an omi nous dark 
cloud of smoke, leav ing no doubt that the ruined town with bright red Turk ish flags 
has just been destroyed by the very sol diers who are leav ing the scene. Through 
her artis tic rep re sen ta tion of the image that she saw, in other words, Doğan unfet
ters the mean ing that was orig i nally imposed on the pho to graph by the regime4 
and turns it from a gro tesque cel e bra tion where state vio lence is aes thet i cized 
into an expres sion of the atroc ity com mit ted by the Turk ish Armed Forces (TSK). 
It is this conversion, which punc tures the sov er eign’s illu sion of its abil ity to con
trol the mes sage of the pho to graph and lays bare the lie of the sov er eign’s claim to 
abso lute power, that trans forms the paint ing into a threat to the regime’s sta bil ity 
and, con se quently, ren ders it “wor thy of a cus to dial sen tence.”5 The long prison  

FIGURE2.  The photograph of 
Nusaybintakenshortlyafter
the conclusion of the military 
operations. D
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sen tence deliv ered by the court serves as a warn ing as to how seri ously such  
threats are taken by the regime. The court’s absurd claim that the orig i nal pho to
graph must have also been taken by Doğan for “ter ror ist pro pa ganda” shows the 
lengths to which the regime is will ing to go to retain its image of omnip o tence. The 
dis avowal of the pho to graph is also tell ing because it high lights the court’s rec og
ni tion that even a pho to graph such as this one, which is framed, shot, and dis sem
i nated for the pur poses of the glo ri fi ca tion of state vio lence, car ries the poten tial 
for alter na tive read ings. The court’s rul ing makes it clear that once such an alter
na tive read ing becomes pub lic, the pho to graph in ques tion does not sim ply lose 
its instru men tal value for the regime; it also becomes a lia bil ity that needs to be 
neu tral ized at all  costs. The rul ing unwit tingly affirms the everexisting poten tial 
for, and sig nifi  cance of, alter na tive read ings of pho to graphs that are presented as 
the emblems of regime’s power.

With this offi cial, if inad ver tent, acknowl edg ment of the sub ver sive power 
of such read ings in mind, this arti cle focuses on another series of pho to graphs 
that were posted on cer tain social media accounts by indi vid ual mem bers of the 
secu rity forces and dis sem i nated by groups linked to the spe cial oper a tions units 
(spe cifi  cally, Jandarma Özel Harekat [Gendarmerie Special Operations] and Polis 
Özel Harekat [Polis Special Operations], whose mem bers use the acro nyms JÖH 
and PÖH, respec tively), around the same time that the Nusaybin pho to graph was 
shared on Twitter. I argue that these pho to graphs are also a part of the aestheticiza
tion of pol i tics, under stood in the spe cific and nar row sense discussed above—that 
is, as the improper appli ca tion of aes thetic cri te ria to the deaths of human beings. 
Surely, unlike the care fully choreographed pro mo tional vid eos and images of the 
spe cial oper a tions units pro duced by pro fes sional pho tog ra phers/film crews and 
offi cially dis trib uted by the mil i tary, these pho to graphs lack high pro duc tion value. 
Still, they are cru cial for the regime inso far as they too rep re sent the anni hi la tion 
of human life as an object of plea sure. In fact, shot by the sol diers them selves, the 
dig i tal pho to graphs, which show JÖH/PÖH oper a tives pos ing in front of der e lict 
houses and inside empty build ings cov ered with graffi ti that seems to have been 
sprayed only a few moments before, have an almost “inno cent,” mun dane, even 
“play ful” qual ity to them whereby the act of kill ing oth ers is presented as a blood
less affair, a fun and care free activ ity. To achieve this repul sive effect, those who 
shot the pho to graphs turn to an unex pected source: aes thetic prac tices of resis
tance, spe cifi  cally the use of street art by recent pro test move ments in Turkey.

Over the last decade, numer ous pro test move ments chal lenged the authori
tarianization of the gov ern ment under the lead er ship of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
through prac tices such as the for mu la tion of pithy and witty slo gans, imag i na tive 
design and place ment of graffi ti and sten cils, and cre a tively edited video clips. Fol
lowing Jacques Rancière, I call these prac tices “aes thetic prac tices of resis tance” 
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because they make it pos si ble for those who are excluded from the existing order 
to find a way to catch the eyes of oth ers, thereby disrupting the “dis tri bu tion of 
the sen si ble” that ren ders them invis i ble and inau di ble in the first place.6 Thus, for 
instance, dur ing the 2013 Gezi pro tests, which presented the most sig nifi  cant pop
u lar chal lenge to Erdoğan’s increas ingly author i tar ian rule, there was an out pour
ing of graffi ti that made it pos si ble for the pro test ers to force them selves into the 
realm of mean ing and vis i bil ity. Making use of the pri vately owned pub lic mes sag
ing sys tem of the city, such as Istanbul’s Taksimarea bill boards, store fronts, and 
ATM booths, pro test ers placed inno va tive graffi ti whose dis rup tive con tent was 
artic u lated through the sub ver sion of the ubiq ui tous lan guage of adver tis ing.7 By 
imi tat ing the lan guage of oth ers in this man ner, the pro test ers did not sim ply make 
their crit i cisms of the gov ern ment heard but, more impor tantly, made vis i ble what 
had no busi ness being seen—namely the lie of the invul ner a bil ity of Erdoğan’s rule 
to pop u lar dis sent.8 As I dem on strate below, in 2015 and 2016, the regime sought 
to appro pri ate such resis tance prac tices to erase their sub ver sive impact and shore 
up the power of the regime by reestablishing the dis tri bu tion of the sen si ble with 
all  its hier ar chies and exclu sions. The attempted appro pri a tion of the aes thet ics of 
resis tance by the Turk ish regime, which is presented in the pho to graphs, I sug est, 
is part and par cel of the regime’s aestheticization of pol i tics, and can be best under
stood as the gro tesque mim icry of joy ful dis sent.9 Such mim icry is both an expres
sion of what Nazlı Konya calls the regime’s “envy” of the jouissance that the pro test
ers expe ri enced in pop u lar upris ings such as the Gezi pro tests,10 and an attempt to 
erase the mem ory of such events by imi tat ing the aes thetic prac tices of resis tance 
so as to neu tral ize their dis rup tive power.

What are we to do with these photographs given the regime’s attempt to 
instrumentalize them by representing the destruction of people’s lives as an object 
of amusement to further injure those who are already on the receiving end of  
horrific violence? Posed in a vastly diff er ent con text, Saidiya Hartman’s searing 
ques tion concerning how to approach the archive of Atlan tic slav ery seems to have 
bear ing here as well: “How does one revisit the scene of sub jec tion with out rep li
cat ing the gram mar of vio lence?”11 Is it pos si ble to look at these pho to graphs and 
ana lyze them with out fur ther ing the harm that they seek to inflict? Or would it be 
bet ter to sim ply avert our gaze? Such ques tions have eth i cal and polit i cal urgency 
since the pho to graphs in ques tion are not going away. “That is,” as Susan Sontag 
writes, “the nature of the dig i tal world in which we live.”12

It is pre cisely because of their ongo ing instrumentalization, and not in spite of 
it, that I believe it is impor tant to pause over what these pho to graphs show. For such 
images, as we have seen, carry the poten tial for alter na tive read ings and can dis
close what the regime seeks to erase and/or keep hid den. Such alter na tive read ings, 
how ever, do not emerge out of nowhere; they require the diffi  cult work of spec ta tor
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ship, which Ariella Azoulay “anchor[s] . . .  in civic duty toward the photographed 
per sons who have not stopped being ‘there’”13 even when their pres ence is marked 
by their con spic u ous absence from the frame—as is the case in the pho to graphs 
discussed in this essay. In Azoulay’s account, act ing as “cit i zens of the cit i zenry of 
pho tog ra phy”14 requires spec ta tors to do more than merely look at the pho to graphs; 
“the duty to resist injury to oth ers who are governed”15 demands “prolonged obser
va tion.”16 For only prolonged obser va tion makes it pos si ble to dis cern in each of 
these pho to graphs “through what is inscribed in it, the traces of an encoun ter sur
rounding the cam era and of the power rela tions that allowed the pho to graph.”17 For 
Azoulay, the respon si bil ity of the spec ta tor is to unfet ter such pho to graphs from 
the instru men tal mean ing that is imposed on them by pow ers that be. To do so, the 
spec ta tor has to “recon struct what was there from both what is vis i ble and what is 
not imme di ately man i fest, but what can—in prin ci ple—become vis i ble in the exact 
same pho to graph.”18 In this sense, “the act of prolonged obser va tion by the observer 
as spec ta tor,” Azoulay writes, “has the power to turn a still pho to graph into a the ater 
stage on which what has been fro zen in the pho to graph comes to life.”19 I argue that 
when they are looked at with the intent to see the power rela tions that made them 
pos si ble, what comes to life in the pho to graphs dis sem i nated by the spe cial oper a
tions oper a tives in 2015 and 2016 is but a “com pen sa tory drama” that reen acts what 
Elaine Scarry calls the “uncon scious struc ture of tor ture.”20

Torture, Scarry argues, is a pro cess whereby ago niz ing pain is first inflicted, 
and then objec ti fied and ren dered vis i ble only to be “denied as pain and read as 
power.”21 As I will dem on strate below, the dis sem i nated pho to graphs are part of a 
sim i lar pro cess whose pur pose is “the pro duc tion of a fan tas tic illu sion of power” 
by an unsta ble regime whose legit i macy is in ques tion. As such, the pho to graphs 
that are ana lyzed here are “gro tesque piece[s] of a com pen sa tory drama.”22 Acting 
as a cit i zen of the cit i zenry of pho tog ra phy and under tak ing the chal leng ing task 
of becom ing a spec ta tor of this repul sive drama both dis close the signs of the “illu
sory” nature of the deadly power that is exer cised by the Turk ish secu rity forces 
and inscribed in the pho to graphs, and dem on strate how the pho to graphs’ mim
icry of joy ful dis sent seeks to deny the pain the regime inflicts on its Kurd ish cit i
zens, hide the bru tal ity of what was tak ing place in the region at the time, and, by 
intermingling vio lence and plea sure, stoke the colo nial fan ta sies of its nation al ist 
base. The pho to graphs, in other words, are instrumentalized in the ser vice of the 
era sure both of the atrocities being com mit ted and of the for mer strug les against 
the regime through the fal si fi ca tion of what Ben ja min describes as the “cour age, 
humor, cun ning, and for ti tude” that is alive in each strug le of the oppressed and 
that “con stantly call into ques tion every vic tory, past and pres ent, of the rul ers.”23 
What lies under neath this pro ject of era sure24 and becomes vis i ble in the pho
to graphs’ dis play of power, in other words, is the insta bil ity and fra gil ity of the 
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regime’s vio lent rule, both within the region, which it treats as an inter nal col ony,25 
and beyond.

The first sec tion of the arti cle pro vi des the polit i cal con text that pro duced 
the images in ques tion through a brief account of the urban war fare that erupted 
between the mil i tary wing of the Kurd ish move ment and the Turk ish secu rity 
forces in south east ern Turkey shortly after the col lapse of the peace pro cess in 
2015. While there were mil i tary clashes and cur fews all  around the region dur ing 
2015 and 2016, my focus is on the gross human rights vio la tions perpetrated by 
the state in Cizre (a dis trict of Şırnak) and Sur (a his tor i cal dis trict of Diyarbakır). 
The sec ond sec tion pro vi des detailed ana ly ses of the pho to graphs that were dis
sem i nated dur ing this period and chal lenges their ongo ing instrumentalization as 
nation al ist emblems that serve as cel e bra tory tokens of the regime’s vic tory. I con
clude the arti cle with a dis cus sion on the polit i cal stakes of the intel lec tual work 
that goes into offer ing alter na tive read ings of pho to graphs such as these, which 
not only ren der vis i ble the atrocities that the pho to graphs them selves seek to deny 
but also high light the insta bil ity and inse cu rity of the regime in the very moment 
that it claims omnip o tence.

From Peace Process to Basements of Horror: Erdoğan’s Deadly War Hawk Coalition
Two years after the Gezi pro tests, which con sti tuted the most sig nifi  cant pop u lar 
chal lenge to Erdoğan’s then twelveyearlong rule, his Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Paritisi, AKP) received another blow in the par lia men
tary elec tions of June 2015. To the sur prise of many, the Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(Halkların Demokrasi Partisi, HDP) became the first polit i cal party with a pre dom
i nantly Kurd ish base to pass the 10 per cent elec toral thresh old, pre vent ing the 
AKP from forming a sin gle party gov ern ment for the first time since it took power 
in 2002. The HDP’s his toric elec toral suc cess, how ever, did far more than sim ply 
hand the AKP’s oneparty rule its first elec toral defeat. For Erdoğan, the 13 per cent 
nation wide sup port that the HDP received made two points clear. First, the results 
con firmed that the gov ern ment’s reluc tant par tic i pa tion in nego ti a tions with the 
Kurd ish Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kur di stanê, PKK) as a part of the peace 
pro cess and the twoandahalfyearlong ceasefire in the region would not auto
mat i cally trans late into a larger share of Kurd ish votes in sup port of the AKP as 
long as the HDP remained in the polit i cal arena. Second, the unprec e dented level 
of pop u lar vote that the HDP gained showed that the alli ance between the left 
and Kurds struck after the Gezi pro tests helped the party extend its elec toral base 
beyond the Kurd ish region of Turkey, open ing the door to its pos si ble trans for
ma tion into a for mi da ble oppo si tion party on the left with a nation wide appeal. 
In response, and refus ing to accept defeat, Erdoğan called for a repeat elec tion in 
Novem ber and formed what Harun Ercan aptly calls “a new war hawk coa li tion 
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with the nation al ist polit i calbureau cratic elites”26 to crush the polit i cal hopes of 
the HDP. For many Kurds, the AKP gov ern ment’s response to the elec tions raised 
ques tions about the fea si bil ity of achiev ing a polit i cal solu tion to Turkey’s Kurd ish 
ques tion, giv ing rise to an unac knowl edged rift between the polit i cal and mil i tary 
wings of the Kurd ish move ment with regard to how to pro ceed.27

As these new polit i cal cal cu la tions and realign ments were under way, a sui cide 
bomber with ties to the Islamic State (ISIS) det o nated a clus ter bomb in Suruç (a 
dis trict of Urfa) on July 20. The attack, which killed thirtythree peo ple and injured 
many more, targeted young activ ists as they were pre par ing to embark on a trip 
across the bor der to Kobanî—a city under the con trol of the Kurd ish People’s Pro
tection Units (YPG), which is con sid ered a ter ror ist orga ni za tion by the Turk ish 
gov ern ment—to help with the recon struc tion efforts in the after math of the town’s 
siege by the ISIS forces. Two days later, in another dis trict of Urfa, Ceylanpınar, two 
police offi cers were killed. The gov ern ment claimed that the mur ders were com
mit ted by a militant group affil i ated with the PKK as an act of retal i a tion for the 
secu rity forces’ alleged com plic ity in the Suruç mas sa cre. Although the PKK denied 
respon si bil ity for the mur ders later on (to this day, the case remains unsolved), the 
event pro vided the gov ern ment with the nec es sary pre text to launch a series of 
airstrikes targeting the PKK camps located in north ern Iraq on July 24, end ing the 
ongo ing ceasefire.

With the offi cial col lapse of the peace pro cess, the war that had been going 
on between the PKK and the TSK for more than thirty years resumed. This time, 
how ever, the intense mil i tary clashes would not be lim ited to the rural areas and 
moun tain ous regions. In August 2015, fift een Kurd ish towns and cit ies declared 
“selfgov er nance” (özyönetim), announc ing that they would no lon ger con sider the 
pub lic offi cials appointed by the gov ern ment in the region legit i mate. Soon after 
the dec la ra tions, the local mil i ta rized Kurd ish youth, who were either mem bers 
of or had links to YDGH—an orga ni za tion com mis sioned by the mil i tary wing of 
the Kurd ish move ment to “increase the van guard con trol of the move ment at the 
neigh bor hood level, fight against drug use, and pre vent depo lit i ci za tion of youth 
dur ing the peace period, espe cially within the urban strong holds of the move
ment”28—began to dig trenches and set up bar ri cades with the avowed inten tion 
of “selfdefense.”

The ideas of dem o cratic selfrule through the peo ple’s assem blies orga nized at 
the level of neigh bor hoods, and auton omy from the cen tral gov ern ment, inspired 
many young Kurds, who were ener gized by the polit i cal exper i ment going on in 
the Kurd ishcon trolled areas of Syria29 and were los ing patience with the con stant 
set backs expe ri enced by the non vi o lent polit i cal strug le in Turkey. Yet, as Ercan 
pow er fully argues, while they were sym bol i cally pow er ful, the implementation of 
these ideas was poorly coor di nated by the mil i tary wing of the move ment giv ing 
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the gov ern ment a clear tac ti cal advan tage.30 The dig ing of trenches by the youth 
helped the gov ern ment, and its rep re sen ta tives in the mass media, to argue that 
the PKK was in the pro cess of launching a fullscale mil i tary assault to “turn Turkey 
into another Syria.”31 Mobilizing the sup port of large sec tions of the Turk ish pop u
la tion in this man ner, in August the gov ern ment began to impose cur fews in Kurd
ish towns as the TSK grad u ally surrounded these urban enclaves.

In early Sep tem ber, as the elec tion cam paign was in full swing, Cizre expe ri
enced its first longterm, roundtheclock cur few, which lasted eight days. Dur
ing this period, the town was com pletely sealed off from the out side world. The 
secu rity forces set up road blocks around the town pre vent ing any one from leav
ing or enter ing the area; they also cut off the phone lines, the internet con nec tion, 
and, at least in some parts of the town, elec tric ity and water. It was reported that 
because emer gency access to med i cal care was extremely lim ited, a num ber of 
civil ians who were sick, or wounded in the crossfire, could not be taken to hos
pi tal. Nor could peo ple bury their dead. The bod ies of those who lost their lives, 
includ ing tenyearold Cemile Çağirga, were kept in cold stor age to pre vent putre
fac tion.32 A day after a group of HDP MPs, who were try ing to draw atten tion to 
what was going on in Cizre, tried to enter the town but were denied access, the 
Turk ish gov ern ment lifted the cur few, stat ing that over thirty PKK militants were 
killed dur ing the clashes. The HDP claimed that at least twenty of those who were 
killed were civil ians.33 While the gov ern ment con tin ued to deny that there were 
any civil ian casu al ties, the inves ti ga tions conducted by inter na tional news agen
cies and local rights groups supported the HDP’s claims, draw ing a grim pic ture 
of what went on dur ing those eight days for the civil ian pop u la tion of Cizre, with 
shattering stories of lost lives, includ ing those of chil dren, and destroyed fam i lies, 
whose lives were already marked by the vio lence that had been a defin ing fea ture 
of the region for decades.

Although the events that tran spired in Cizre dur ing those eight days were truly 
hor rific, they turned out to be a mere dress rehearsal for what was to come later on. 
In the Novem ber elec tions, the AKP regained its par lia men tary major ity. Embold
ened by the elec tion results, which proved that unlike the peace pro cess, the new 
alli ance with the nation al ist bloc, mil i tary clashes in the Kurd ish region, and the 
secu rity dis course against a pre sumed exis ten tial “ter ror ist” threat could eas ily gar
ner pop u lar sup port among the Turk ish pop u la tion—the AKP increased its vote by 
9 per cent in only four months—the gov ern ment inten si fied its mil i tary oper a tions 
in the urban areas. The civil ians liv ing in “selfdefense” zones were forced to flee 
through out right intim i da tion and the impo si tion of repeated, openended cur
fews. Forced dis place ment of civil ians was followed by fullscale mil i tary attacks, 
regard less of who remained in the area.34 It was in the midst of this esca la tion of 
vio lence that the gov ern ment imposed what would turn out to be the lon gest and 
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most dev as tat ing unin ter rupted cur fews, first in Sur on Decem ber 2, then in Cizre 
on Decem ber 14. While the cur few in Cizre lasted seventynine days,35 the cur few 
in Sur lasted more than five years, mak ing it the world’s lon gest unin ter rupted cur
few in record.36

In many ways, these cur fews were reen act ments of the coun ter in sur gency 
tac tics that were first tried out in Cizre in Sep tem ber 2015. Once again, the urban 
areas were com pletely closed off. The road blocks put in place by the secu rity forces 
prevented peo ple, includ ing jour nal ists, inter na tional mon i tor ing orga ni za tions, 
and even mem bers of the Parliament, from enter ing the con flict zones. Electricity, 
phone lines, the internet, and water were cut off; food deliv er ies were stopped and 
access to emer gency med i cal care was largely blocked. Unlike what tran spired in 
Sep tem ber, how ever, most of the neigh bor hoods of these densely pop u lated areas 
were “evac u ated” through the forced expul sion of civil ians. Once these areas were 
declared “free” of civil ian pop u la tion, they were shelled with heavy artil lery.

In late Jan u ary and early Feb ru ary, a num ber of peo ple from Cizre (mostly 
inter nally displaced peo ple who had found ref uge there as they were flee ing secu
rity oper a tions else where) man aged to reach sev eral NGOs and mem bers of the 
Parliament by using their mobile phones to let them know that more than 150 
civil ians, includ ing women and chil dren, were trapped in the base ments of sev eral 
apart ment build ings. Due to heavy shelling and snip ers located on the rooft ops of 
surrounding build ings, they claimed that they were unable to leave their loca tions 
and were waiting, with out enough water, food, or med i cal supplies, to be res cued.37 
Most of these peo ple lost their lives in those very base ments from which they tried 
to reach the out side world. When the factfind ing mis sions of the HDP, the Repub
lican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP), and local NGOs were finally 
allowed to enter the town on March 3—that is, almost twenty days after the gov
ern ment’s announce ment of the com ple tion of secu rity oper a tions in Cizre—all  
they could find were par tial mor tal remains of an unde ter mined num ber of peo ple 
in the ruins of destroyed build ings, which were either com pletely burned down in 
fires induced by shelling or razed to the ground after the end of mil i tary clashes, 
mak ing it impos si ble to con duct an inves ti ga tion. The factfind ing mis sions also 
reported that there were exten sive offen sive and insulting graffi ti writ ten, and in 
some cases signed by, mem bers of the spe cial oper a tions units, through out the 
town, either sprayed on the walls of heavily dam aged build ings or inside peo ple’s 
apart ments. The exis tence of graffi ti, how ever, was hardly news for those who were 
fol low ing the events. For, starting in Feb ru ary 2016, Twitter accounts such as “Terör 
Gerçekleri (Terror Truths), Özel Kuvvetler (Special Forces), Türk Özel Kuvvetleri (Turk
ish Special Forces)”38 had already started to cir cu late pho to graphs of JÖH/PÖH 
oper a tives from var i ous con flict zones, includ ing Cizre and Sur, pos ing in front of 
sim i lar graffi ti.
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What Comes to Life? From Symbols of Omnipotence to Cruel Displays  
of Illegitimate, Illusory Power
In cer tain respects, there is noth ing new in this recourse to pho tog ra phy within the 
con text of war. Ever since the inven tion of the cam era, war ring parties have used 
pho tog ra phy to record their atrocities so as to pre serve them as remind ers of their 
mil i tary might, to gar ner pop u lar sup port for the war, and intim i date their oppo
nents.39 The Turk ish state, too, made exten sive use of such pho to graphic “proofs” 
of its sup posed mil i tary suc cess dur ing the 1990s, espe cially through a “news” pro
gram called Anadolu’dan Görünüm (Outlook from Anatolia). Broadcast on state tele vi
sion every week, for four teen years Anadolu’dan Görünüm brought to the com fort of 
peo ple’s liv ing rooms news of the immi nent total erad i ca tion of the ter ror ist threat, 
accom pa nied by pro fes sion ally shot images of the TSK forces “deactivating” the 
PKK guer rilla in the moun tain ous ter rain of the Kurd ish region. In recent years, 
fol low ing the global trend of “dig i tal mil i ta rism,”40 such thinly veiled pro pa ganda 
aired on national tele vi sion gave way to pub lic cel e bra tions of mil i tary vio lence on 
social media. Within the Turk ish con text, dig i tal mil i ta rism takes var i ous forms, 
rang ing from “hip” YouTube music vid eos41 offi cially pro duced and dis sem i nated by 
the TSK that show case the mil i tary strength of the secu rity forces to pho to graphs 
shot and uploaded by indi vid ual sol diers, who share images of mil i tary par a pher
na lia or scenes of every day life in mil i tary com pounds. In all  its var i ous forms, Adi 
Kuntsman and Rebecca L. Stein argue, dig i tal mil i ta rism enlists ordi nary social 
media prac tices and users to the state’s mil i tary pro ject, thereby nor mal iz ing and 
min i miz ing state vio lence.42

I sug est that the pho to graphs dis sem i nated by the JÖH/PÖH oper a tives in 
2016, which aes thet i cized war by transforming the destruc tion of human life into 
an object of plea sure and appropriated aes thetic prac tices of resis tance devel oped 
in ear lier pro tests, are diff er ent from the exam ples of dig i tal mil i ta rism men tioned 
above as they serve mul ti ple, and seem ingly con tra dic tory, pur poses depending on 
the targeted audi ence. For the large seg ments of (mostly) Turk ish cit i zens of Tur
key, who observed the cur fews imposed on the Kurd ish towns, and the mil i tary 
oper a tions that followed from afar, the pho to graphs do min i mize state vio lence, 
allowing it to be for got ten. In this regard, the cam era operates the way John Berger 
sug ests; that is to say, it “relieves” a sig nifi  cant sec tion of the pub lic, who may 
oth er wise iden tify as the oppo nents of the cur rent regime, “of the bur den of mem
ory”43 of the atrocities com mit ted in their name. For those who were liv ing in the 
region and had to expe ri ence the ongo ing vio lence first hand, the pho to graphs seek 
to fur ther injure and harm, both by mak ing light of peo ple’s pain and suff er ing 
and by serv ing as repos i to ries of mem ory that link cur rent destruc tion with spe
cific trau matic events from pre vi ous waves of polit i cal vio lence.44 Indeed, a 2017 
report pre pared by the Office of United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/2/310/1793930/310cidam

.pdf by guest on 18 April 2024



Ç I DA M  |  A E ST H E T IC I Z AT IO N O F P O L IT IC S  |  321

Rights (OHCHR), which documented the human rights vio la tions that took place 
in the region dur ing this period, stated that many in the region were deeply trou
bled by the pho to graphs and interpreted their cir cu la tion “as an indi ca tion that sol
diers had acted with delib er ate intent to insult cit i zens of Kurd ish ori gin.”45 Finally, 
for the regime’s nation al ist base, the seem ingly quo tid ian images com ing from 
the con flict zone that show sol diers hav ing “fun” offer an oppor tu nity to take part 
in, to adopt a phrase that Judith Butler uses to describe the tor ture pho to graphs 
from Abu Ghraib, “a fes tive cru elty,”46 where vio lence, desire, and colo nial fan ta sies 
inter min gle.

Needless to say, unlike the pho to graphs that were taken in Abu Ghraib and 
leaked to the mass media in 2004, none of these pho to graphs show tor ture. Nor do 
the PÖH/JÖH mem bers pose in front of muti lated bod ies.47 The joy of the spe cial 
forces oper a tives in the pho tos ema na tes from show cas ing the graffi ti they recently 
sprayed on bul letrid dled walls of emp tiedout houses. It is this shame less dis play 
of plea sure taken in show ing off the hor rific out come of the vio lence that one has 
exerted—in the ruins of at least three of those houses lay remains of the peo ple 
who were burned alive as they were tak ing shel ter—that makes these pho to graphs, 
like the ones taken in Abu Ghraib, com pa ra ble to lynching pho to graphs that were 
dis sem i nated all  around the United States in the form of post cards.48 In this regard, 
what Sontag writes of the Abu Ghraib pho to graphs extends to those that were dis
sem i nated from Cizre and Sur: “The hor ror of what is shown in the pho to graphs 
can not be sep a rated from the hor ror that the pho to graphs were taken.”49 The very 
exis tence of the images and their pub lic dis sem i na tion with impu nity attest to the 
fact that nei ther the par tic i pants of these pho to graphic encoun ters nor the regime 
found any thing mor ally ques tion able in them. Thanks to this “moral stu pid ity,”50 
these pho to graphs func tion as trophies, or sou ve nirs, which mark the chasm 
between those who are asso ci ated with the regime and those who are on the receiv
ing end of vio lence, whose lives are ren dered “ ‘destruc ti ble’ and ‘ungrievable.’”51

The pho to graphs shot and cir cu lated by the JÖH/PÖH units are sim i lar to 
those from Abu Ghraib in another respect: even though they do not show tor ture, 
they too reen act its uncon scious struc ture, whereby pain that is inflicted is first 
objec ti fied and made vis i ble only to be denied as pain later on and converted into 
an obscene and illu sory dis play of abso lute power.52 One of the most trans par ent 
reen act ments of this gro tesque stag ing of fic tional, yet deadly and cruel, power, 
can be observed in a pho to graph from Cizre (fig. 3).53 Shot from an odd angle, the 
righthand cor ner of the pho to graph shows a spe cial oper a tions unit oper a tive 
wear ing a black ski mask. The sol dier’s right hand is lifted up, performing the salute 
of the ultra na tion al ist Turk ish Grey Wolves move ment; his auto matic rifle is placed 
on his right to ensure that it is in full view. In his left hand, he holds a Turk ish flag 
as he is stand ing next to a large wall of what seems to be a res i den tial build ing. It 
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is the graffi ti sprayed on this shrap nelscarred wall, and not the sol dier, that is the 
focus of the pho to graph. Written in all  cap i tal let ters, and followed by not one but 
two smiley faces, the graffi ti reads: “AŞK BODRUMDA YAŞANIYOR GÜZELİM ☺ 
PÖH ☺.” Following a for mula that was used to great effect in the street art dur ing 
the Gezi pro tests, whereby prod ucts of pop u lar cul ture were repurposed to rid i
cule the pow ers that be, and turn ing that for mula into a gro tesque cel e bra tion of 
state vio lence, the graffi ti repurposes a phrase directly taken from a pop u lar song, 
which can be trans lated as “Love is lived in Bodrum my beauty.” This per fectly triv
ial sen tence acquires a sin is ter mean ing when inscribed on a wall of an apart ment 
build ing in Cizre, thanks to the fact that the word bodrum is a hom onym. Used 
as a proper noun, as in the case of the song, it refers to a tour ist town located in 
south west ern Turkey and known for its vibrant night life. Used as a noun, it means 
“base ment.”

Posted on social media shortly after the news of peo ple who were trapped in 
the base ments of sev eral build ings became pub lic and as the rumors of a mas sive 
explo sion targeting a neigh bor hood where one of those build ings was located were 
spread ing, the pho to graph is not only a visu al i za tion of a taste less sexist “joke,” 
where pas sion ate love (aşk) comes to stand for sex ual vio lence54 and the anni hi
la tion of human lives is presented as the sex ual vio la tion of oth ers for plea sure. 
What is at stake is also a pub lic con fir ma tion of a mas sa cre that the regime can not 
but deny offi cially but wants to be known as an exam ple of what its secu rity forces 

FIGURE3.  This photo of a PÖH operative hailing from Cizre was widely shared on social media in 
February 2016.
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can do with impu nity. The pho to graph, through the graffi ti it dis plays, objectifies 
what would have oth er wise remained unknown, namely the pain of those who 
were burned alive. But this pain that is made vis i ble is not rec og nized as pain: the 
graffi ti’s cruel word play turns it into a (bad) joke; the pho to graph of the PÖH oper
a tive pos ing by the graffi ti con verts the pain, which was first exter nal ized, and then 
denied, into “an emblem of the regime’s strength,”55 to be shared with the world.

But the pho to graph does more than announce the regime’s claim to have abso
lute power over the minor ity pop u la tion that it tar gets. By show ing the graffi ti 
placed on the wall of an apart ment build ing, the pho to graph also seeks to become 
a reminder to those who are the objects of state vio lence that walls that are built 
to pro tect the indi vid u als within can eas ily become their mur der weap ons. This 
dis play of how every thing can be converted into an instru ment of pain and made 
to par tic i pate in the anni hi la tion of human beings—or to use Scarry’s words, “this 
world unmak ing, this uncreating of the cre ated world”56—is also inte gral to the 
struc ture of tor ture. The worlddestroying aspect of these pho to graphs takes on 
an even more distressing and inti mate qual ity when the cam era that frames them 
leaves the outer façade of the build ings and moves inside.

In another pho to graph, taken inside a class room, we see a spe cial oper a tions 
sol dier—this time a mem ber of JÖH rather than PÖH—sit ting behind a machine 
gun placed on a teacher’s table. The sol dier’s face, which is cov ered in a green bal
a clava, is turned toward the cam era. His right hand is raised to give the ultra na
tion al ist salute; on the black board behind him it is writ ten, once again in all  cap i tal 
let ters, “KÜSECEKSEN OYNAMAYALIM JÖH” (If you are going to sulk, let’s not 
play), a famil iar refrain used by older sib lings to make fun of their youn ger play ma
tes who become vis i bly upset after los ing a game, now used to send a rather sin is ter 
mes sage to YDGH militants, some of whom were as young as four teen or fift een 
years old at the time of the mil i tary oper a tions. The pho to graph has a warm, soft, 
even dreamy qual ity, thanks to the photo fil ter that is used. Like the one discussed 
above, this pho to graph is also shot at an odd angle to make sure that the phal lic 
image of the mas sive machine gun remains fully in the frame. The pho tog ra pher is 
clearly sit ting at one of the stu dents’ desks (both the height of the desks and where 
the black board is hung sug est that this is an ele men tary school), and in front of 
him, caught in the frame per haps by a mis take, is an open juice box that looks as if 
it was just left behind by one of the kids who normally go to school there.

Once again what we observe in the pho to graph is the stag ing of a repul sive 
drama whereby both human arti facts and social insti tu tions that form our shared 
world are destroyed through a series of con ver sions. Thus, while the school is con
verted into a mil i tary post (confirming the rumors that the school build ings were 
used by the mil i tary as fir ing posi tions, a clear vio la tion of human i tar ian law), “play
ing” (oynamak) attains the per verse mean ing of wounding and kill ing one’s oppo
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nents. In this photo too, the pain, which is exter nal ized and shown to the world 
both through the dis play of the machine gun and the writ ing on the black board, is 
denied as pain, with the help of the cruel attempt at being humor ous by refer ring 
to the death and destruc tion of oth ers as “sulking.” By fal si fy ing the real ity of the 
very thing that it has objec ti fied, the pho to graph, which operates in a nexus of cru
elty, vio lence, and plea sure, trans forms the human suff er ing it made vis i ble into a 
spec ta cle of power.

Yet, these pho to graphs do not only dra ma tize the con ver sion of pain into power; 
they also make it pos si ble to see that far from being abso lute, the deadly power 
that is displayed is highly con test able and contested. When care fully observed, it 
becomes clear that the repul sive drama that is staged in these pho to graphs is a com
pen sa tory one whose pur pose is the “pro duc tion of a fan tas tic illu sion of power.”57 
One of the clearest signs of the illu sory nature of the power that is displayed in the 
pho to graphs is the con spic u ous absence of res i dents of these Kurd ish towns. The 
pho to graphs show that despite the abso lute power that the regime seeks to pro ject, 
it can not but fail to stage a scene of pop u lar con sent. Lacking pop u lar sup port of 
any kind, the secu rity forces try to leave “per ma nent” marks of their pres ence in 
the region by converting schools into mil i tary posts, van dal iz ing peo ple’s bed rooms, 
spraying graffi ti on the walls, and memo ri al iz ing these acts in pho to graphs. Signifi
cantly, they can per form all  these actions so eas ily and shame lessly because there 
are no civil ians left in areas that they operate. To use Azoulay’s pow er ful descrip tion, 
as “the pres ent absen tees”58 of these pho to graphs the civil ian pop u la tion of Sur and 
Cizre con tin ues to haunt these images, high light ing that the mil i tary suc cess of the 
regime rests on the forced expul sion of its own cit i zens from their homes. Read in 
this light, the pho to graphs evi dence the trans for ma tion of Kurd ish towns into inter
nal col o nies by a mil i tary that acts as an occu py ing force.

As in the case of any occu pa tion, the sol diers’ aware ness that they lack legit
i mate author ity brings with it a great deal of inse cu rity. This inse cu rity, too, is 
inscribed in the pho to graphs that the regime seeks to instrumentalize as emblems 
of its strength. For most peo ple, Sontag writes, pho tog ra phy is “a social rite, a 
defense against anx i ety, and a tool of power.”59 Photographs do not only “give peo
ple an imag i nary pos ses sion of the past that is unreal,” they also, as evidenced by 
tour ists’ con stant depen dence on the cam era, help them “to take pos ses sion of 
space in which they are inse cure.”60 Given peo ple’s ten dency to deal with the anx i
ety that they feel in an unfa mil iar place by hav ing recourse to the cam era, it is not 
too sur pris ing that many of the images shared by the secu rity forces use tropes of 
tour ist pho tog ra phy as they gro tesquely mimic their care free atti tude.

A sig nifi  cant num ber of these pho tos show graffi ti that spell out where the 
pho to graph was taken followed by a greet ing sent by the sol diers in the photo to 
their loved ones back at “home.” Hence, for instance, in one of the pho tos posted 
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from Sur, we see a sol dier smil ing at the cam era—this is one of the rare pho to
graphs where the sol dier’s face is uncov ered, pos si bly due to the rel a tively inof
fen sive nature of the graffi ti—lean ing on a wall on which it is writ ten, in a man
ner sim i lar to a tour ist’s post card greet ing to friends and fam ily from an exotic 
place: “SURdan KARABUK ÜNİVERSİTESİNE SELAMLAR” (Greetings to Karabük 
University from Sur). In a much more disturbing and care fully framed photo that 
was shared on social media on March 2016, the “greet ing” of the spe cial oper a tions 
oper a tive is writ ten on a mir ror hung in the bed room of a Yüksekova (a dis trict of 
Hakkari, which had its share of cur fews dur ing this period) apart ment. The sol
dier who is pos ing by the mir ror, which reflects the image of the bed of the own ers 
of the apart ment, must have used the lip stick he found in the room to write “Aşk 
Yüksekova’da başka yaşanıyor” (Love is lived diff er ently in Yüksekova). This stom
achturn ing cita tion of the graffi ti first used in Cizre (“Love is lived in Bodrum my 
beauty”) is adorned with the star and cres cent of the Turk ish flag placed in a heart 
shape, and signed with the words “Gonyali/Beyşehir,” announc ing to the world that 
the sol dier who staged this sick en ing dis play is from Beyşehir dis trict of Konya.

While they are diff er ent in many respects, both pho tos dis close the anx i ety and 
inse cu rity that these sol diers feel in these far away Kurd ish towns. It is as if, being 
fully aware of the tran sience and fra gil ity of the power that they have as mem bers 
of an occu py ing force, the sol diers have turned to the cam era to offer “indis put
able evi dence”61 of what they had done over “there” and to dis play the enor mous 
power that they held in their hands while it lasted. There is no bet ter evi dence of 
the fraud u lent nature of that cruel and deadly power, and its lack of legit i macy, 
than the photo from Yüksekova, in which the mem ber of the secu rity forces places 
him self in an unimag i na tive copy of a crime scene of a sex u ally moti vated mur der 
lifted from a cheap cop show, where he plays the role of the serial killer/rap ist.

But per haps the most imme di ately vis i ble sign of the ille git i macy of the power 
that is inscribed in the pho to graphs is the pres ence of the graffi ti itself. For indeed, 
graffi ti is by defi  ni tion an “unau tho rized” act that unset tles “the reg u la tion of vis i bil
ity in pub lic spaces.”62 In densely pop u lated urban areas, gov ern ments com mu ni cate 
with their cit i zens through the legal mes sag ing sys tem (such as bill boards, signs, 
etc.) that they them selves place and reg u late. The very pres ence of graffi ti in the 
pho to graphs shared by the secu rity forces, then, shows either that the regime lacks 
access to the mes sag ing sys tem of the city, which high lights its lack of author ity in 
the region, or that it is will ingly act ing as an occu py ing force by disrupting the legally 
orga nized urban visual space to assert its law less power, which under scores its lack 
of legit i macy. For indeed, while the Turk ish state did use meth ods of intim i da tion 
against its Kurd ish pop u la tion in the 1990s, which were in cer tain respects sim i lar 
to graffi ti, these meth ods always took offi cial forms such as the mas sive visual dis
plays of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s say ing “Ne Mutlu Türküm Diyene” (Happy is the 
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one who says “I am a Turk”) placed by the mil i tary on the hill sides surrounding the 
Kurd ish region. In this regard, the adop tion of graffi ti by the mem bers of secu rity 
forces and the regime’s implicit con sent to the unob structed cir cu la tion of their 
pho to graphs on social media can be seen as tac ti cal choices that seem to serve two 
diff er ent but closely related goals.

First, as the pro test ers’ savvy use of var i ous forms of street art dur ing the Gezi 
pro tests made pain fully clear to Erdoğan, inno va tive and humor ous appro pri a tions 
and replace ments of the prod ucts of pop u lar cul ture for the pur poses of polit i cal 
mes sag ing can be an extremely effec tive means of appeal ing to the gen eral pub lic 
and gaining its sup port.63 And indeed, unlike the insti tu tional expres sions of state 
power, the graffi ti of the sol diers could be presented as “authen tic” expres sions of 
the young and brave men in uni form let ting off steam after intense bat tles where 
they not only risked their lives but also lost some of their broth ers in arms. Such 
authen tic ity is pre cisely what Erdoğan tried to enact when, in a pub lic speech deliv
ered on Feb ru ary 9, 2016, he claimed that he got “very emo tional” after receiv ing 
a pho to graph from two spe cial oper a tions oper a tives pos ing with a Turk ish flag in 
front of graffi ti that reads: “SENİ SEVİYORUZ UZUN ADAM/R.T.E” (We love you tall 
man/R.T.E.—which stands for Recep Tayyip Erdoğan).64 This pub lic acknowl edg
ment of the pho to graph helped Erdoğan to drive a wedge between the “destruc tive” 
and spoiled youth who took to the streets dur ing Gezi and the cou ra geous young 
sol diers, who can be as play ful as the Gezi youth while fight ing for the sur vival (bekâ) 
of their nation and in sup port of its liv ing embodi ment in its leader.65

Second, the graffi ti and the pho to graphs that show cased them had another tac
ti cal value for the regime because their appro pri a tion of the Gezi resis tance prac
tices was, and con tin ues to be, a part of the regime’s attack on col lec tive mem ory 
on two fronts. By mim ick ing the joy ful dis sent of pro test ers, those who are asso ci
ated with the regime mimic the humor that was orig i nally used to under mine the 
power of the sov er eign to rid i cule the oppressed minor ity and deny the pain that 
is inflicted on them. Such uses of humor, which deny human suff er ing and min
i mize state vio lence, make it eas ier for large sec tions of the pop u la tion to “dis re
mem ber”66 the atrocities in ques tion. In an essay on Abu Ghraib, Anne McClintock 
pierc ingly asks her read ers to think about “what the pho tos con ceal, what they 
allow us to for get.”67 In this par tic u lar case, for the major ity of the Turk ish pub lic, 
the answer to that ques tion seems to be the cru elty of the deadly power used by the 
regime against its own cit i zens. The imi ta tion of the aes thetic prac tices of resis
tance to glo rify the regime’s rule of vio lence and to rid i cule its oppo nents—that is 
to say, this par tic u lar way of aes thet i ciz ing the destruc tion of human lives—also 
seeks to pro duce two closely related effects: to neu tral ize the dis rup tive aspects 
of those resis tance prac tices for the pur poses of reestablishing the dis tri bu tion 
of the sen si ble that ren ders the pro test ers invis i ble and inau di ble, and to erase the 
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mem ory of the events of which they were a part. Such era sure is nec es sary because, 
as Ben ja min sug ests, even after being crushed, the humor, cun ning, cour age, and 
per se ver ance that char ac ter ize the strug les of the oppressed carry the poten tial to 
inspire new strug les, and, as such, con tinue to threaten the pow ers that be.

One of the most trans par ent exam ples of this pro ject of reappropriation through 
mim icry, which is at the same time a pro ject of the era sure of the col lec tive mem ory 
of resis tance, is a highly styl ized photo of a spe cial oper a tions unit oper a tive pos
ing next to a wall marked by graffi ti that reads: “NERDESİN AŞKIM/SUR’DAYIM 
AŞKIM! . . .” The phrase, which can be trans lated as “Where are you my love? I am 
in Sur my love!” is adopted from a pop u lar song, which quotes the famous slo gan 
“Nerdesin Aşkım? Buradayım Aşkım” (Where are you my love? I am here my love!) 
that was first used in the Pride parade of 2013 that was held shortly after the end of 
the Gezi pro tests. Within the con text of the pro tests, the slo gan was used as a pow
er ful and humor ous state ment that despite the gov ern ment’s refusal to acknowl
edge them as a com mu nity, LGBTQ peo ple are pres ent in all  sec tions of the Turk ish 
soci ety. The roar ing answer “I am here my love!” that came as a response to the 
ques tion “Where are you my love?” ren dered vis i ble and audi ble a minor ity whose 
exis tence had been con sis tently denied by an oppres sive soci ety. The appro pri a tion 
of the phrase by the secu rity forces dur ing the cur fews sought to convert the sub
ver sive slo gan into an expres sion of state oppres sion in a bla tant attempt to rewrite 
its dis rup tive poten tial by put ting it in ser vice of a mas cu lin ist dis play of power. It 
is hard not to detect the signs of the regime’s ongo ing attack on the mem ory of the 
lifeaffirming resis tance of those who showed the cour age to stand up against the 
author i tar ian, oppres sive, and dis crim i na tory pol i cies of an increas ingly auto cratic 
pop u list regime.

The regime’s attack on col lec tive mem ory is not lim ited to the imi ta tion of the 
aes thet ics of resis tance and the attempt to rid i cule, min i mize, or nor mal ize the 
atrocities com mit ted in the Kurd ish region; it also involves the phys i cal destruc tion 
of whole neigh bor hoods in the area. Cizre’s neigh bor hoods, which were com pletely 
destroyed soon after the end of oper a tions to pre vent human rights inves ti ga tions, 
are now uni formly built and eas ily sur veilled apart ment complexes. What became 
the lon gest unin ter rupted cur few in the world ended in Sur in April 2021 only after 
the com ple tion of the fiveyearlong statespon sored “urban renewal pro ject.” The 
pro ject largely destroyed the social and cul tural fab ric of the dis trict—a dis trict 
listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site—by replacing his toric build ings with 
apart ment complexes lik ened to pris ons by many of the displaced res i dents.68 In 
both cases, the destruc tion of peo ple’s houses also implies the era sure of vibrant 
com mu ni ties with rich his to ries marked by past strug les. In the face of this delib
er ate era sure, it is more urgent than ever to care fully observe and recon struct the 
power rela tions that made pos si ble the pho to graphs shot and dis sem i nated by the 
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JÖH/PÖH oper a tives. For only by becom ing spec ta tors of this gro tesque drama can 
we trans form the pho to graphs from emblems of power into evi dence of the atroci
ties com mit ted by an unsta ble regime that seeks to com pen sate for its lack of legit
i macy by projecting an image of omnip o tence.

Conclusion
In “Vision’s Unseen: On Sovereignty, Race, and the Optical Unconscious,” Mark 
Reinhardt com ments on Azoulay’s rereading of a series of daguerre o types, which 
sug est that even in this pho to graphic encoun ter, where the photographed sub jects 
are enslaved men and women, the con trol of the pho tog ra pher is “disrupted by the 
diff er ent looks in the eyes of each sub ject.”69 “In such claims about the thoughts 
and feel ings con veyed by the looks of peo ple,” Reinhardt rightly detects a “risk of a 
kind of ven tril o quism (born per haps of a feel ing that respect ing the dig nity of the 
enslaved requires us to find ocu lar proof of their human ity or cour age).”70 While 
the pho to graphs ana lyzed in this arti cle do not have the oppressed as their sub
jects—on the con trary, it is their con spic u ous absence that marks these images—
rereading them as expres sions of the regime’s insta bil ity rather than as proof of its 
deadly power over the Kurd ish minor ity may strike some as an equally uncon vinc
ing, if wellintentioned, prac tice. After all , the regime’s lack of legit i macy, at least 
within the Kurd ish region, did not make it any less deadly.

Still, I believe in the neces sity of offer ing such alter na tive read ings even when 
they may come with the risk of being dismissed as being too naive. For it is impor
tant to empha size that as acts of rep re sen ta tion, the mean ing of the pho to graphs 
resists monop o li za tion by the pow ers that be. It is the inde ter mi nacy of their 
mean ing that makes it pos si ble for those who are will ing to act as cit i zens of pho
tog ra phy and take on the diffi  cult task of spec ta tor ship to punc ture the sov er eign’s 
illu sion of com plete con trol and trans form the pho to graphs into unwit ting wit
nesses to the recent past so that we can begin to keep a record of the past strug les  
by hon or ing the cour age and resilience of those who lost their lives and their loved 
ones. A remem brance of this kind is polit i cally sig nifi  cant because, in its refusal to 
sign onto an account of his tory told from the per spec tive of the vic tors, it car ries 
the hope and the pos si bil ity of a recon struc tion of a shared world in the future. 
Today, as the attacks on the oppo si tion are inten si fy ing in Turkey, offer ing such 
a record of the past that bears wit ness to recent atrocities while underscoring the 
insta bil ity and ille git i macy of the regime that com mit ted them is the least that we 
as citizens of photography can do in sup port of those who stand up against oppres
sion by risking their lives to claim their right to full cit i zen ship and resisting, with 
for ti tude and per se ver ance, the vio lent repres sion of any pub lic pro test against 
Erdoğan’s auto cratic rule and the unlaw ful impris on ment of the HDP pol i ti cians, 
jour nal ists, and activ ists.
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Notes
1. Benjamin, “Work of Art,” 41.
2. As Martin Jay argues, “Any discussion of the aestheticization of politics must begin by 

identifying the normative notion of the aesthetic it presupposes” and explain “why its 
extension to the realm of the political is seen as problematic” (Jay, “ ‘Aesthetic Ideology’ 
as Ideology,” 43). Of the three alternative uses of the term that Jay identifies, the first one 
refers to the grotesquely improper application of the “criteria of beauty to the deaths of 
human beings . . .  and the chilling way in which nonaesthetic criteria are deliberately and 
provocatively excluded from consideration” (Jay, “ ‘Aesthetic Ideology’ as Ideology,” 44). The 
photograph discussed above is a clear example of aestheticization of politics in this specific 
and narrow sense. Needless to say, there is a rich and diverse literature on Benjamin’s 
complex notion of the aestheticization of politics, which he introduces in the final section 
of his “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” essay (Benjamin, 
“Work of Art,” 41). Many of these accounts point to Benjamin’s stark and deceptively simple 
differentiation between the “aestheticizing of politics” and the counteracting practice of 
“politicizing art” (Benjamin, “Work of Art,” 42). Thus, for instance, Miriam Hansen argues 
that the programmatic tenor of the essay and its “onesided and reductive gesture . . .  
cannot be taken at its face value” (Hansen, “Benjamin, Cinema, and Experience,” 180). In a 
similar manner, Susan BuckMorss sugests that while Benjamin does call for communism 
to respond to fascism’s aestheticization of politics by politicizing art, he certainly “must 
mean more than merely to make culture a vehicle for Communist propaganda” (Buck
Morss, “Aesthetics and Anaesthetics,” 4–5). For both commentators the issue at stake is less 
about countering efforts to aestheticize politics with political art and more about a demand 
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for art to transform human experience to address the “sensory alienation” that fascism 
“manages” so effectively (BuckMorss, “Aesthetics and Anaesthetics,” 4). From Ariella 
Azoulay’s perspective, Benjamin’s formulation is “misleading” due to an “ungrounded shift” 
in his discussion: “the aestheticization is of the political, while the politicization at hand 
is of art, not of the aesthetics.” This “almost invisible jump,” has had a decisive impact in 
the artworld, resulting in the creation of a sharp, and to Azoulay unproductive, division 
between the artistic and the political as “mutually exclusive opposites and represent two 
directions in the practice of art” (Azoulay, “Getting Rid of the Distinction,” 245). My goal 
in this essay is not to intervene in this interpretive debate. Instead, in what follows, I try to 
demonstrate how the aestheticization of politics, understood in the narrow sense discussed 
above, can involve the appropriation of the aesthetic practices of resistance, such as the 
formulation of pithy political slogans, placement of graffiti, compilations of images, and 
composition of musical pieces, with the goal of erasing their subversive impact and shoring 
up the power of the sovereign.

3. Cascone, “Banksy Returns.”
4. Throughout the article, following Elaine Scarry’s choice of words in her discussion of 

torture (Scarry, Body in Pain), I will use the term “regime” to refer to both the formal and 
informal organization of political power and to the norms and principles that sustain 
the organizational structure in question (for the conceptualization of the term “regime” 
in political science literature see, among others, Lawson, “Conceptual Issues,” 184–86; 
Krasner, International Regimes, 1).

5. Cascone, “Banksy Returns.”
6. Rancière, Politics of Aesthetics, 7.
7. Thus, for instance, during the early days of the protests, the shutter of a MAC Cosmetics 

store became the setting for the expression of protesters’ cheerful defiance in the face of 
excessive use of tear gas by the police. The graffiti, which read ‘‘Biber Gazı Cildi Güzelleştirir 
” (Pepper Spray Makes Your Skin Beautiful) took the generic and sanitized commercial 
language of the global brand and used it both to highlight what was being officially denied, 
namely the police’s excessive use of force, and to show that, contrary to the government’s 
efforts to render them mute by calling them “a couple of vandals,” the protesters were 
the ones who insisted on standing up against the senseless violence of the police with 
intelligence, cutting humor, courage, and perseverance (Çıdam, “Public Space,” 423–24).

8. I fully develop this argument and offer different examples of the protesters’ aesthetic 
practices of resistance in the Gezi protests in Çıdam, In the Street, 151–87; for an account of 
imaginative use of video art during the 2013 protests, see also Konya, “Breaking Billboards.”

9. In his essay “Of Mimicry and Man,” Homi Bhabha uses the term mimicry to theorize how 
former colonized people feel compelled to act like their colonizers. In this essay, I look at a 
different and equally complex dynamic whereby it is the oppressor who strives to imitate 
the resistance practices of those who are oppressed. Why would those who are in power 
mimic the behavior of the powerless? The answer to this question can be found in the 
different meanings of the word. For mimicry does not simply refer to the act of imitating 
or producing a copy; it is an act of imitation of the other “to entertain or ridicule” (Oxford 
English Dictionary Online, 3rd ed., s.v. “mimicry,” 1.a, https: / /www .oed .com /view /Entry 
/118659 ?redirectedFrom=mimicry, accessed January 15, 2022). But this is not all. Mimicry is 
also a biological term that refers to the “superficial resemblance of two or more organisms,” 
whereby mimicry, like camouflage, “confers an advantage” to the organism that mimics 
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another, most frequently, by providing “protection from predation” (Encyclopedia Britannica 
Online, s.v. “mimicry (biology),” https: / /www .britannica .com /science /mimicry, accessed 
January 15, 2022). I sugest that both meanings of mimicry are at play in what I call “the 
grotesque mimicry of joyful dissent,” for, as I will demonstrate in the rest of the essay, the 
act of imitating the resistance practices for the purposes of ridicule betrays a degree of 
insecurity and lack of control that the regime seeks to hide at all costs.

10. Konya, “Making a People.”
11. Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” 4.
12. Sontag, “Regarding the Torture of Others.” And indeed, more than six years after the 

government’s announcement of the completion of security operations during which they 
were taken, the photographs continue to circulate in various corners of the internet as 
music photo collages posted on YouTube—a simple search of “Jöh Pöh Duvar Yazıları” (“Jöh 
Pöh Grafitti”) on YouTube gives access to tens of such videos from 2016–17—or pinned on 
Pinterest boards alongside stylized photos of military gear/personnel.

13. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 16.
14. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 192.
15. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 343.
16. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 168.
17. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 423.
18. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 159.
19. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 169.
20. Scarry, Body in Pain, 28.
21. Scarry, Body in Pain, 45.
22. Scarry, Body in Pain, 28.
23. Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” 255.
24. This project of erasure is, no doubt, complex. On the one hand, what is at stake is the 

continuation of what Paul Connerton calls the “repressive erasure” (Connerton, “Seven 
Types of Forgetting,” 60–61) used ever since the early nineteenth century by the state in its 
effort to create a unified Turkish identity—a project that involved not only the liquidation 
of minorities but also a concerted effort to erase the traces of their physical and cultural 
presence (see Üngör, Making of Modern Turkey). On the other hand, especially for the 
Turkish majority, the regime’s characterizations of the past and present atrocities as simple 
“security operations” or “unintended accidents,” have the effect of creating an experience 
best described as, to use Ann Laura Stoler’s word, “aphasia.” For indeed, the issue is not “a 
matter of ignorance or absence” of knowledge but one of “dismembering . . .  a difficulty 
generating a vocabulary that associates appropriate words and concepts with appropriate 
things” (Stoler, “Colonial Aphasia,” 125). I argue that both kinds of forgetting are a part 
of the project of erasure that is discussed in this essay. I am grateful to the anonymous 
reviewer for helping me clarify this point.

25. I am not alone in making this claim. For an account that fully makes this argument and 
offers an excellent discussion on the notion of “internal colony,” see Kurt, “ ‘My Muslim 
Kurdish Brother.’”

26. Ercan, “Is Hope More Precious,” 115.
27. Ercan, “Is Hope More Precious,” 119.
28. Ercan, “Is Hope More Precious,” 117.
29. For the democratic experiment in question, see Küçük and Özselçuk, “Rojava Experience.”
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30. Ercan, “Is Hope More Precious,” 117.
31. Kaplan, “Türkiye’yi Suriye’ye çevirmek.” Unless otherwise stated, all translations are my own.
32. Kamer, “Cemile Çağırga’nın annesi.”
33. Girit, “Turkey Kurds.”
34. OHCHR, Report on the Human Rights Situation, 5.
35. HDP Cizre Working Committee, HDP’s Cizre raporu.
36. Polat, “Dünyanın en uzun süreli sokağa çıkma.” The curfew in Sur was finally lifted in April 

2021.
37. OHCHR, Report on the Human Rights Situation, 8.
38. Protner, “Reading and Feeling Gender,” 67.
39. Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 66–67. For the centrality of imagemaking in war and 

the contemporary debates on to what extent images of war and political violence can be 
nonexploitative, see, among others, Alter, “One, Two, Three Montages”; Karaca, “Visual 
Literacy”; Skoller, “War.”

40. Kuntsman and Stein, Digital Militarism.
41. See, for instance, Jandarm GNK, “Jandarma Özel Harekat klibi.” One of the many appalling 

lyrics of the rap song reveals that in the eyes of security forces, predominantly Kurdish 
towns such as Diyarbakir are perceived as hostile territory by stating, “The rockets in duty 
dispel every worry, turning all over Diyarbakir to red and white.”

42. Kuntsman and Stein, Digital Militarism, 8.
43. Berger, “Uses of Photography,” 59.
44. After all, both JÖH and PÖH units are linked to the welldocumented human rights abuses 

in the Kurdish region ever since the 1990s. I thank the anonymous reviewer for this point.
45. OHCHR, Report on the Human Rights Situation, 21.
46. Butler, “Torture and the Ethics of Photography,” 83.
47. This is not to say that no such photos exist. In August 2015, a photo of the stripped naked 

dead body of a young guerilla fighter surrounded by the security forces was circulated 
online with the clear intent to humiliate the “enemy” through the desecration of her 
remains. The photo, however, carefully excluded the perpetuators of this, what Protner 
aptly calls “masculinist performance of sexualized domination” (“Reading and Feeling 
Gender,” 72), making it possible for the state to deny responsibility.

48. Sontag argues that if there is anything comparable to the leaked photographs from Abu 
Ghraib, “it would be some of the photographs of black victims of lynching taken between 
the 1880s and 1930s, which show Americans grinning beneath the naked mutilated body 
of a black man or woman hanging behind them from a tree” (Sontag, “Regarding the 
Torture of Others”). For a detailed account of widely disseminated postcards of lynching 
photographs from this period, see Apel, Imagery of Lynching, 7–45. For a fascinating 
discussion on the antilynching movement’s efforts to counter these images by cultivating a 
critical way of viewing them, see Medina, “Resisting Racist Propaganda,” 59–66.

49. Sontag, “Regarding the Torture of Others.”
50. Scarry, Body in Pain, 28.
51. Butler, “Precarious Life, Grievable Life,” 31.
52. Following Scarry, I call the power in question illusory and/or fictional, not to sugest that 

the violence inflicted on the Kurdish minority in Turkey is not “real” but to highlight that 
the display of power in the disseminated photographs are occasioned by the regime’s 
lack of legitimate forms of authority. It is in this sense that what we are observing is a 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/2/310/1793930/310cidam

.pdf by guest on 18 April 2024



Ç I DA M  |  A E ST H E T IC I Z AT IO N O F P O L IT IC S  |  333

“compensatory drama,” which uses violence to project an image of omnipotence so as to 
make up for the regime’s lack of power (for this point see, Scarry, Body in Pain, 332). Scarry’s 
point here is in line with Hannah Arendt’s important distinction between violence and 
power, according to which “it is the people’s support that lends power to the institutions 
of a country” (On Violence, 41) and the loss of power frequently becomes “a temptation to 
substitute violence for power” (internet, 54).

53. Of the photographs shot and circulated by JÖH/PÖH, this will be the only one that will be 
reproduced in the essay. While I believe it is important to share one of these photographs 
to illustrate what is involved in the difficult task of spectatorship, I decided that I do not 
want to contribute to further dissemination of these images, which can easily be found on 
the internet through a simple Google search, by reproducing them and/or by providing 
citations to them on the internet.

54. Protner, “Reading and Feeling Gender,” 77.
55. Scarry, Body in Pain, 56.
56. Scarry, Body in Pain, 45.
57. Scarry, Body in Pain, 28.
58. Azoulay, Civil Contract of Photography, 141.
59. Sontag, On Photography, 8.
60. Sontag, On Photography, 9.
61. Sontag, On Photography, 9.
62. Irvine, “Work on the Street,” 236.
63. Perhaps one of the most memorable examples of such appropriations was a stencil of 

a penguin that was placed all over the city during the protests. When the protests first 
started, rather than reporting on the ongoing events, one of the news channels broadcasted 
a documentary on the lives of penguins. In response, and taking inspiration from a popular 
cartoon character, protesters created a gas mask–wearing, defiant penguin figure and 
stenciled the image on buildings in various corners of the city to counter, with great humor, 
media’s blatant attempt to ignore the protests, acting as if there was nothing to see.

64. Diken, “Erdoğan’ı duygulandıran ‘özel’ fotoğraf.”
65. As Konya shows, Erdoğan continued to make use of this contrast following the failed coup 

attempt on July 15, 2016 (“Making a People,” 2–3).
66. Stoler, “Colonial Aphasia,” 125.
67. McClintock, “Paranoid Empire,” 58.
68. For a brief history of the curfew, see Baysal, “Diyarbakır’s Sur”; for an account of 

the horrific impact of the destruction on the residents of Sur, see Baysal, “War and 
Destruction”; for a critical discussion on the newly constructed apartment complexes see 
Aslan, “Sur evleri.”

69. Reinhardt, “Vision’s Unseen,” 212.
70. Reinhardt, “Vision’s Unseen,” 212.
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