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Transdemocracy

This text was originally written for the e-flux

project Superhumanity, in response to the 2016

Istanbul Design Biennial, which was entitled ÒAre

We Human?Ó

The EU Buffer State

Asking ourselves the question ÒAre we human?Ó

in the context of Istanbul today forces us to

confront the inhuman design of the European

Union. Only a few years ago, Turkey was still in

the race to become a new EU member state, a

bid that was blocked due to, on the one hand, the

regimeÕs brutal crackdown on press and any

other form of opposition, and on the other, the

strengthening wave of European xenophobia that

distrusted a future member state in which Islam

was the predominant faith.

1

 Instead, in the

context of the current refugee crisis, Turkey has

been turned into an EU buffer state: the outer

frontier of the supranational project which now

operates as the new extralegal border. Only

72,000 preselected Syrian refugees, out of the

2,700,000 currently in Turkey, have been allowed

passage through.

2

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThis transformation of Turkey into an EU

buffer state comes at a high price. First, there is

the three billion euros that the EU has handed

over to ErdoğanÕs regime to stop the flow of

asylum seekers. The second cost is that of our

supposed Òhumanity.Ó Creating a political

dependency on the regime of Recep Tayyip

Erdoğan and his Justice and Development Party

(AKP) means that the EU is directly implicated in

the legitimization of a regime that has long

waged a ruthless war against its Kurdish

population in Bak�r (Northern Kurdistan, in

southeast Turkey), while shamelessly

persecuting all civil opposition: from activists

and comedians to journalists and academics, to

its opposition in parliament, whose immunity

from prosecution was recently lifted.

3

 And after

the failed military coup of July 15, lists for a

large-scale purge of the legal and academic

professions were ready to be deployed instantly.

It should not surprise us that Erdoğan has

occasionally sidestepped the messy work of

caring for refugees and proceeded directly to

shooting them instead, all in order for the EU to

keep its claim as protector of human rights intact

by simply outsourcing violations to its buffer

state.

4

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe three billion euros handed over to the

regime perversely suggests that it provides some

kind of safe haven. It might not have been

intended to bolster ErdoğanÕs ever growing

military apparatus, but it does provide for its

ethical legitimacy. The EU sponsors regional

human rights for its member states while

sponsoring bullets for its buffer state. And while

ultranationalist and fascist parties within the EU
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take every occasion to frame ErdoğanÕs regime as

ÒIslamofascist,Ó the authoritarian governments

of Hungary (led by Viktor Orb�nÕs Fidesz party,

which already in 2014 declared its model to be

that of Òilliberal democracyÓ) and Poland (which

changed its judiciary overnight after the Law and

Justice Party won elections in 2015) effectively

emulate the Turkish regime, rather than

distinguishing themselves from it.

5

 The EUÕs

buffer state shows what we can expect when the

governments of the French Front National and

the Austrian Freedom Party (FP�) take charge.

The buffer state is not an exception to the EU: it

is the prototype of the new European

authoritarianism to come.

Transdemocracy Rising

The design of ErdoğanÕs EU buffer state is a

paradigm through which we can understand the

changing design of the European Union as a

whole. While ever growing ultranationalist and

fascist parties within the EU pretend that the

Erdoğan regime is their nemesis, little

differentiates them. The abuse of the ÒWar on

TerrorÓ to implement systematic racist

administrations, the disregard of an independent

judiciary, and the relentless drive to isolate if not

simply eliminate the opposition is common to

far-right regimes on both sides of the UnionÕs

border. The annual trips of representatives of

European ultranationalist parties to a personal

audience at the Kremlin are a further sign of how

the far-right is uniting.

6

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊBut there is a counterforce to the Erdoğan

regime as well, one that does not simply oppose

its current rulers, but questions the very

structures of power the regime represents. It is

not by chance that it is the PeopleÕs Democratic

Party (HDP) that led the Erdoğan regime to lift

parliamentary immunity. Ever since its founding

in 2012, HDP representatives have been targeted

by the Erdoğan regime as members of a party

with links to ÒterroristÓ organizations, and much

of the harassment and disappearances of its

representatives and members, the campaigns of

intimidation and even bombing of the partyÕs

headquarters, have been revealed as having links

to the regime.

7

 This oppression has only

worsened since the party endured the regimeÕs

violence through two elections, in June and

November 2015, when the HDP managed to pass

one of the worldÕs highest electoral thresholds of

10 percent both times.

8

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊSo what exactly does the supposed

ÒterrorismÓ of the HDP consist of? The first

charge relates to the Kurdistan WorkersÕ Party

(PKK), which has waged a guerrilla struggle

against what it considers as the Turkish

colonization of Northern Kurdistan since the

PKK's founding in 1978. That the HDP strives for

the protection and recognition of the political

and cultural rights of ethnic minorities Ð such as

Kurds, Alevis, Armenians, Yazidis, and Roma

peoples

9

 Ð and is partly inspired by the political

philosophy of PKK founder Abdullah �calan has

proven enough for the regime to declare the HDP

and PKK one and the same.

10

 Nevertheless,

membership and voter turnout has proven that

the HDP has the potential to unite a radically

diverse constituency consisting of social groups

that until now were left a political vacuum:

progressive Turks as much as progressive Kurds;

religious constituencies as well as secular ones;

rural traditionalists and urban youth.

11

 HDP co-

chair Figen Y�ksekdağ describes the attempt to

create a party that could unite these various

social segments in the face of increasing

authoritarianism:

The HDP was established as the party of all

oppressed and all peoples. All factions find

a voice in the HDP É It is difficult to bring

together sections of society so different

from each other, but as the HDP we always

believed in a unified movement of the

oppressed in these lands. That is why the

HDP was established, so our success and

effect on society is a result of this unifying

power.

12

The HDP mediates between the imprisoned PKK

leader �calan and the regime, and also directly

engages with �calanÕs political philosophy. For

these reasons it would be easy to suggest that

the HDP and PKK were indeed one and the same.

But the fact remains that the HDP itself is not an

armed movement. It wishes to achieve what it

refers to as new forms of Òdemocratic autonomyÓ

on a nationwide level, through a combination of

parliamentary representation and intersectional

grassroots mobilization.

13

 And this is the real

ÒterrorÓ that Erdoğan fears: the combination of

emancipatory ideology and popular mobilization

that drives the HDPÕs agenda for democratic

autonomy, womenÕs and LGBT+ rights, and

radical ecology. In its political program, the HDP

describes its ideal for an intersectional ÒweÓ:

We are women, We are youth, We are the

rainbow, We are children, We are defenders

of democracy, We are representatives of all

identities, We are defenders of a free world,

We are protector of the nature, We are

builders of a safe life economy, We are

workers, We are laborers, We are the

guarantor of social rights.

14

Erdoğan doesnÕt fear an opponent who merely

wants to usurp his power; rather, he fears one

who rejects the very organization of power that
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his regime represents. In other words, ErdoğanÕs

biggest dream is for the HDP to come to

parliament armed to the teeth, for this would

allow him to dismiss the opposition easily. But

the HDPÕs agenda is one that aims to challenge

the design of power all together.

15

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊWhat the HDP describes as Òdemocratic

autonomyÓ cannot be achieved through

parliamentary elections in a nation-state alone.

Instead, democratic autonomy aims at a new

ideal of democratic self-governance that takes

multiethnic and multireligious municipal

constituencies as its political foundation.

16

 This

is what the HDP refers to as the Òlocal

assemblies in our neighborhoods,Ó which it

considers the foundation of a future

decentralized network of self-governing

municipalities that could effectively resist the

increasing centralization of power by the

Erdoğan regime.

17

 The aim is to establish a

decentralized confederation of self-governing

neighborhoods and municipalities, represented

in regional assemblies within a democratic

Turkish state. This is a Òdual-powerÓ vision,

consisting of parliamentary representation on

one hand, and local assembly-based

representation on the other

18

:

The party wants to shift from TurkeyÕs

current centralized structure to a highly

decentralized one, with elected regional

assemblies that incorporate the principles

of Òself-administrationÓ and representation

of Òall ethnic identities.Ó HDP-advocated

new Turkey should be based on the equality

of all peoples and religions, and should

signal the end of state nationalism.

19

The HDP requires that 50 percent of its

representatives be women and 10 percent of its

membership come from LGBT+ communities. In

this way the HDP takes responsibility for the

structural recognition of a plurality of political

subjects, rather than catering to a specific ethnic

group.

20

 Essentially, the HDP is a transitional

party: on one hand, it aims to ÒtransitionÓ politics

from an identitarian foundation to an

intersectional foundation; and on the other, it

aims to transfer state power to local

municipalities in order to make the project of

democratic autonomy a reality. The goal is not to

take power as a party, but to establish Ð through

the party Ð a confederation of local assembly-

based structures of self-governance. It is this

paradigm of democratic autonomy that is

articulated in the HDPÕs ÒWe,Ó which breaks with

the repressive identitarian nationalist politics

that has plagued Turkey ever since the fall of the

Ottoman Empire. The HDPÕs vision opens a realm

for a new diversified culture of the demos Ð or, in

plural, demoi Ð to emerge.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIt is this shift from the politics of

nationalism and statism to a politics of the

demoi and democratic autonomy that reveals the

ideological frontline we in Europe face as well. If

the Erdoğan regime is the equivalent of Orb�nÕs

authoritarianism in Hungary, or the Law and

Justice PartyÕs shameless takeover of the judicial

system in Poland, or the regimes-to-come of the

Front National and the Freedom Party, then the

equivalent of the HDP are the new forms of

political parties and pan-European platforms

emerging from the continentÕs crises: from the

rise of Podemos, which has replaced the ÒpartyÓ

with the Òcircle,Ó to the Icelandic Pirate PartyÕs

support of a new crowd-sourced constitution;

from the rotating co-presidencies of CatalunyaÕs

Popular Unity Candidacy (CUP) to the project for

a new borderless Europe propagated by the

Swedish Feminist Initiative.

21

 In the same spirit

as the HDP, these movements have interrogated

the very structures of power they are up against,

refusing to replicate the oppressions of their

opponent. They no longer take the form of the

party, state, or capital Ð they are the demoi of a

rising transdemocratic movement. That is why

Y�ksekdağ, well aware that she stands on this

new frontline, generously said:

Given the crisis of the capitalist system, we

see that suppressed people in Europe are

also seeking alternatives. That is how

Syriza and Podemos emerged É In an

increasingly connected world, all these

social movements influence each other and

are connected. The victory of Syriza in

neighboring Greece influenced the workers

of our country.

22

New Unions

The crises of the European Union are amplified in

the crisis of its buffer state on the Bosphorus.

We are confronted with two competing

scenarios: on one hand, authoritarianism,

racism, and fascism; and on the other, new

intersectional forms of democratic autonomy

and transdemocracy.

23

 The first road is one we

have walked many times before: it is that of

regression in the form of brutal economic

exploitation and ultranationalist rule. Regimes

and parties across Europe are lining up to follow

this historic example. The second road is one we

have hesitated to walk many times, for it is one

with an uncertain outcome.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIn the past we have called this road

Òrevolutionary socialismÓ or Òinternationalism.Ó It

has left its mark all over world history, from the

Paris Commune to the early Russian soviets,

from pan-African liberation movements to the
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alliance of workers and students in May Õ68.

Today, social movements such as the Gezi Park

uprising and Nuit Debout in France are the

sparks that remind us of its promise of

egalitarianism and collective emancipation. The

HDPÕs gesture of solidarity towards progressive

movements in Greece and Catalunya, Basque

Country and Spain, shows us the possibilities for

new transdemocratic alliances Ð new unions Ð

and raises hopes for forms of being-human that

cannot be reduced to a degraded humanity that

sells us regional human rights under the

auspices of authoritarian regimes.

24

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe question of whether the HDPÕs new

political paradigm of democratic autonomy can

be shared across Europe needs of course to be

addressed. One cannot negate the specificity of

the history, geography, and culture that led to a

complete rejection of the nation-state in a region

where its construct is interlinked with a long

history of colonization, one-party rule, and

religious doctrine. Nonetheless, the HDPÕs

transitional-party strategy Ð moving power from

government to municipalities, while remaining

faithful to larger ecology of new transdemocratic

movements throughout Europe Ð initiates a

process that can help us unionize anew.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThis process revolves around the possibility

of a self-questioning form of politics, one that

does not take power for granted, but ceaselessly

interrogates its very foundations. As Judith

Butler wrote, this process seeks to Òdevise

institutions and policies that actively preserve

and affirm the unchosen character of open-

ended and plural cohabitation.Ó

25

 While one

union is disintegrating, the possibility of a new

union is right in front of our eyes, ready to be

embraced. The HDP and its allies tell us loud and

clear: we collapse or we unionize. Europe will be

transdemocratic, or it will not be at all.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊ×
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ÊÊÊÊÊÊ1

J�rgen Gerhards and Silke Hans,

ÒWhy not Turkey? Attitudes

towards Turkish membership in

the EU among citizens in 27

European countries,Ó Journal of

Common Market Studies, 2011:

741Ð66 http://www.polsoz.fu-

berlin.

de/soziologie/arbeitsbereich

e/makrosoziologie/mitarbeite

r/lehrstuhlinhaber/dateien/G

erhards_Hans_2011Why_not_Tur

key.pdf.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ2

ÒEU-Turkey statement,Ó

European Council, March 18,

2016

http://www.consilium.europa.

eu/en/press/press-releases/2

016/03/18-eu-turkey-statemen

t/.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ3

Matthew Weaver, ÒTurkey rounds

up academics who signed

petition denouncing attacks on

Kurds,Ó The Guardian, January 15

2016

https://www.theguardian.com/

world/2016/jan/15/turkey-rou

nds-up-academics-who-signed-

petition-denouncing-attacks-

on-kurds. On the lifting of

immunity, see the article by

Democratic PeoplesÕ Party (HDP)

co-chair Selahattin Demirtaş:

ÒFree Speech IsnÕt the Only

Casualty of ErdoğanÕs

Repression,Ó New York Times,

April 13 2016

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/

04/14/opinion/free-speech-is

nt-the-onlycasualty-of-erdog

ans-repression.html?_r=0.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ4

Patrick Kingsley, ÒTurkey is no

Ôsafe havenÕ for refugees Ð it

shoots them at the border,Ó The

Guardian, April 1 2016

http://www.theguardian.com/c

ommentisfree/2016/apr/01/tur

key-safe-haven-refugees-shoo

ts-border-illegal-deportatio ns-

syrians.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ5

Sylvie Kauffmann, ÒEuropeÕs

Illiberal Democracies,Ó New York

Times, March 9, 2016

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/

03/10/opinion/europes-illibe ral-

democracies.html?_r=0.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ6

See Luke Harding, ÒWe should

beware RussiaÕs links with

EuropeÕs right,Ó The Guardian,

December 8, 2015

https://www.theguardian.com/

commentisfree/2014/dec/08/ru

ssia-europe-right-putin-fron t-

national-eu.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ7

See Scholars for Justice and

Peace, ÒReport on Recent

Incidents of Violence against

HDP and Kurdish citizens in

Turkey,Ó 2015

https://drive.google.com/fil

e/d/0B7gvz-

HzHIPXaU01MTJUWGV

5YkU/view.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ8

Guney Işõkara, Alp Kayserilioğlu,

and Max Zirngast, ÒErdoğanÕs

Victory by Violence,Ó Jacobin,

November 2, 2015

https://www.jacobinmag.com/2

015/11/turkey-akp-erdogan-hd

p-pkk-suicide-bombing-war-is

is-kurdistan/.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ9

Fehim Taştekin, ÒTurkeyÕs

minorities join race for

parliament,Ó Al-Monitor, April 10,

2015 http://www.al-

monitor.com/pu

lse/originals/2015/04/turkey s-

minorities-join-race-for-p

arliament.html.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ10

At the New World Summit in

Utrecht in January 2016, Dilek

�calan, a representative of the

HDP, gave a lecture on the

theoretical relationship between

�calanÕs concept of democratic

autonomy and the political work

of her party. See

https://www.youtube.com/watc

h?v=1dS8SfRTbFU&feature=youtu.be

(starting at 1:03:35).

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ11

Harriet Fildes, ÒThe rise of the

HDP Ð elections and democracy

in Turkey,Ó Open Democracy,

June 3, 2015

https://www.opendemocracy.ne

t/harriet-fildes/rise-of-hdp -

elections-and-democracy-in-

turkey.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ12

Pinar Tremblay, ÒKurdish

womenÕs movement reshapes

Turkish politics,Ó Al-Monitor,

March 25, 2015 http://www.al-

monitor.com/pu

lse/originals/2015/03/turkey -

women-in-middle-east-figen-

yuksekdag.html.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ13

At the New World Summit in

Rojava in October 2015, Katerin

Mendez, a representative of the

Swedish Feminist Initiative (F!),

gave a lecture on the concept of

intersectionality as developed by

Kimberl� Crenshaw, in relation

to the work of her own party as

well as to the Kurdish womenÕs

movement. Mendez defined

Òintersectional analysisÓ as a

way Òto see how rights,

opportunities and the ability to

influence society actually look

like for different groups.Ó See

https://vimeo.com/162675069. 

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ14

ÒHDPÕS Election Manifesto,Ó

April 2015

http://en.hdpeurope.com/?p=1

666.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ15

Cihad Hammy writes in this

regard: ÒErdoğanÕs politics and

OcalanÕs politics collided head

on when the HDP, embracing a

revolutionary and democratic

politics, scored a great victory in

the June election, surpassing

the Turkish parliamentÕs 10%

threshold. This impressive

performance temporarily stalled

ErdoğanÕs ambitions, hence the

subsequent escalation of

conflict and the brutal

crackdown on the Kurdish

movement ever since. Erdoğan

terminated the peace process

and launched a war against the

popular base of the HDP. In

reaction to this war people

organized local assemblies and

declared self-rule all over North

Kurdistan.Ó See Cihad Hammy,

ÒTwo visions of politics in Turkey:

authoritarian and revolutionary,Ó

Open Democracy, August 20,

2016

https://www.opendemocracy.ne

t/arab-awakening/cihad-hammy

/two-visions-of-politics-in-

turkey-authoritarian-and-rev

olutionary.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ16

For more elaborate texts on the

concept of stateless democracy

in the writings of Abdullah

�calan and other Kurdish

activists, with an emphasis on

its practice in the autonomous

region of Rojava, West Kurdistan

(Northern Syria), see Stateless

Democracy, eds. Dilar Dirik,

Rene� In der Maur, and Jonas

Staal (Utrecht: BAK, basis voor

actuele kunst, 2015)

http://newworldsummit.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2015/06/NWA5

-Stateless-Democracy.pdf.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ17

See ÒWho Are WeÓ at the HDP

website

https://hdpenglish.wordpress

.com/about/.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ18

ÒDual powerÓ here refers or

course to the Russian revolution

of 1917, when the government

was taken over by political

parties that had previously been

pacified in the Duma, in alliance

with the new Moscow soviets.

Together they established a

structure in which the

Provisional Government and the

soviets shared power.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ19

ÒHDP vows to Ôrealize

democratic autonomyÕ across

Turkey after legislative election,Ó

Nationalia, April 22, 2015

http://www.nationalia.info/n

ew/10508/hdp-vows-to-realize -

democratic-autonomy-across-

turkey-after-legislative-ele

ction.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊ20

Mona Tajali, ÒThe promise of

gender parity: TurkeyÕs PeopleÕs

Democratic Party (HDP),Ó Open

Democracy, October 29, 2015

https://www.opendemocracy.ne

t/5050/mona-tajali/promise-o f-
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