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Turkey’s tamed civil society: Containment and appropriation
under a competitive authoritarian regime
Bilge Yabanci

Department of Asian, Middle Eastern and Turkish Studies, Institute for Turkish Studies (SUITS), Stockholm
University, Stockholm, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Under the Justice and Development Party (AKP) rule, Turkey’s civil
society has enlarged both in size and diversity of civic
engagement. This development is puzzling since Turkey’s weak
democratic credentials do not allow an enabling political and
legal setting for civil society’s expansion. This study argues that
the expansion can be explained through a particular dilemma of
rulers in competitive-authoritarian (CA) regimes. The AKP is caught
between the conflicting interests of appropriating and containing
civil society. While the government needs to cherish civil society
to sustain CA regime, it also needs to repress it, as civil society is
the only arena where dissenting social forces can still carve
pockets of resistance and challenge the dominant paradigms of
the regime. Based on extensive fieldwork, this study discusses the
patterns of containment and appropriation that have led to the
steady expansion of civil society under pressure. The AKP’s
dilemma has also rendered Turkey’s civil society ‘tamed’, namely
politicized, disabled and segregated. The study broadens the
understanding of relations between civil society and the state in
CA regimes by offering essential insights into how these regimes
are sustained, entrenched and also contested through and within
civil society.
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Turkey has witnessed a two-way expansion of civil society in recent years. First, the
number of civil society organizations (CSOs) has grown at a steady pace. Currently,
there are 116,197 active associations and 5158 foundations. These numbers correspond
to approximately 50% and 13% increase in registered associations and foundations,
respectively, during the 16-year Justice and Development Party (AKP) rule (Graph 1).
A part of this expansion took place during the early years of the AKP government
under the positive impact of the EU membership process. However, the expansion contin-
ued after the reform process came to a halt in 2005 and even after 2010 when the govern-
ment has started to display authoritarian tendencies. Second, civil society’s organizational
reach, structure and the repertoire of action have also dramatically diversified given the

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Bilge Yabanci bilge.yabanci@su.se Department of Asian, Middle Eastern and Turkish Studies, Institute
for Turkish Studies (SUITS), Stockholm University, Kräftriket 4A, Stockholm 106 91, Sweden

JOURNAL OF CIVIL SOCIETY
https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2019.1668627

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17448689.2019.1668627&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-09-19
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:bilge.yabanci@su.se
http://www.tandfonline.com


increase in the contentious activism of several social groups in the post-Gezi period (Bee &
Chrona, 2017; Bee & Kaya, 2017; Seckinelgin, 2016; Şen & Şen, 2016).

In principle, the dramatic quantitative and qualitative expansion of civil society would
be a welcome development contributing to more pluralist interest representation, active
civic participation and a dynamic public sphere (Putnam, 1993). However, the 2018
State of Civil Society report by CIVICUS (2018a) categorized Turkey’s civil society as
‘repressed’ alongside Russia, Venezuela and Afghanistan. According to monitoring organ-
izations, there is ‘an unrelenting clampdown’ on civil society (Amnesty International,
2018; Dereci, Ersen, & Varon, 2018). Undoubtedly, Turkey’s ‘exit from democracy’ is
marked by a systematic violation of the rule of law and the freedoms of speech and associ-
ation, which makes the political setting highly unconducive to civil society’s two-way
expansion (Öktem & Akkoyunlu, 2017).

Although the expansion is paradigmatic, to date, there is barely any comprehensive and
systematic research on why and how civil society has enlarged in Turkey. The puzzle raises
fundamental questions: How does the competitive authoritarian (CA) regime in Turkey
engage with civil society? How do legal and informal constraints typical of a CA regime
shape civil society’s organizational structure and action repertoire? What functions do
these newly emerging actors of civil society(ies) perform? How do they promote their
objectives, norms and discourses under the current political atmosphere?

The findings of this study propose that civil society expansion can be explained through
a particular dilemma of CA regimes. On the one hand, CA regimes manipulate electoral
and partisan arenas. Having no practical access to political institutions in order to demo-
cratically challenge the government, dissenting societal forces turn to civil society in
increasing numbers. On the other, civil society also allows such regimes to circulate
official discourse and legitimate its policies at the societal level. The reason is that although
democratic practices and institutions are extensively violated in CA regimes, they cannot
ignore societal consent and legitimacy and rule by pure coercion. In the Foucauldian sense
of power, civil society provides CA regimes with ‘disciplinary deployments of power […]
producing normalised subjects and thus exerting hegemony through consent’ (Hardt,
1995, p. 31). As a result, contrary to closed autocracies, CA regimes seek to engage with
civil society rather than eliminate it. This motivation gives CA regimes the reasons both

Graph 1. The number of associations (dernekler) and foundations (vakıflar) since the AKP came to
power. Source of data: Directorate General of Foundations (www.vgm.gov.tr), YADA (2015), Depart-
ment of Associations (www.dernekler.gov.tr).
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to concentrate their oppressive efforts on civil society to oppress it and also to appreciate
and utilize it. Thus, CA regimes find themselves in an uneasy equilibrium of ‘appropriat-
ing and containing’ civil society at the same time (Heydemann, 2007).

The Turkish case suggests that the result of this dilemma is the expansion of civil society
in two distinct ways: (i) variation of dissident activism seeking to carve pockets of resistance
within the context of both the opportunity structures and political violence of a CA regime,
and (ii) increase in terms of number and organizational reach of pro-government associ-
ations and foundations particularly in the field of youth, women, education and family pol-
icies in line with the AKP’s conservative-nationalist social agenda.

The first part tackles conceptual issues on civil society and its role in undemocratic pol-
itical systems and positions the study within the broader civil society literature. The second
part empirically analyses the transformation of Turkey’s civil society under Turkey’s CA
regime’s containment and appropriation strategies towards civil society through concrete
examples from dissident civil society and pro-government youth and women’s organiz-
ations. The study works its way ‘from the bottom-up’, i.e., from specific observations
and representative cases to build a general explanation (Yin, 1994). The conclusion dis-
cusses how the AKP’s dilemma has ‘tamed’ civil society rendering it politicized, segregated
and disabled with repercussions on societal co-existence under a CA regime.

Civil Society: What is in a Name?

Civil society is not a unanimously agreed upon concept. The vast literature can be broadly
categorized as the liberal scholarship and critical/neo-Gramscian approaches. In the liberal
theory, civil society is a sphere to realize individual rights and freedoms free from the
intrusions of the state (Cohen & Arato, 1994). Pioneering authors defined civil society
as the voluntary, independent and self-regulatory organizations such as religious
groups, associations, foundations, professional NGOs, trade unions and social movements
(Diamond, 1994).

The liberal scholarship also associates civil society with democracy and pluralism
arguing that civil society challenges undemocratic governance, articulates democratic
demands (Foley & Edwards, 1996; Rosenblum & Post, 2002) and mobilizes anti-authori-
tarian forces (Feinberg, Waisman, & Zamosc, 2006; Toepler & Salamon, 2003). In democ-
racies, organized civil society checks potential abuses of power, keeps political authorities
accountable and voices societal demands (Linz & Stepan, 1996). Civil society also gener-
ates social capital, cultivating engaged citizenry and a political culture supportive of
democracy and pluralism (Putnam, 1993).

The critical scholarship has challenged the assumed autonomy and self-regulating
capacity of civil society, arguing that civil society cannot be neutral or entirely independent
of the state. Chandhoke (2001) notes that the state is the dominant power in its relation-
ship with civil society. The latter acts within the legal confines imposed by the state and
interacts with the state within a network of material, institutional and personal connec-
tions (Buttigieg, 2005).

Critical approaches also argue that civil society is not only composed of democratic asso-
ciational activity (Kopecky & Mudde, 2005). Empirical analyses show that civil society in
undemocratic contexts acts in line with the goals of the political regime (Albrecht, 2005;
Berman, 1997; Lewis, 2013; Lorch & Bunk, 2017; Spires, 2011; Wiktorowicz, 2000).
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Conflict-ridden societal relations create factionalism within civil society (Helliker, 2012;
Liverani, 2008), whereas patron-client relations also push civil society to organize through
vertical ties (Jamal, 2007; Rivetti & Cavatorta, 2014). Writing specifically for CA regimes,
Giersdorf and Croissant (2011) argue that civil society might contribute to the persistence
of the regime by acting as ‘a feedback mechanism’, absorbing demands from society and
provide electoral mobilization for the government.

Theoretically, this means that the democratic role of civil society should not be assumed
as a normative quality, but confirmed in each context (Encarnación, 2003). Acting like ‘a
mirror’, civil society reflects the broader political context (Cavatorta & Durac, 2011).
According to Edwards (2004), ‘the big idea of civil society’ is eventually a synthesis of
its heterogeneous elements captured by both scholarships.

In dialogue with this approach, this study adopts a holistic definition of civil society as
‘the arena for argument and deliberation as well as for association and institutional collab-
oration’ (Edwards, 2005). In this sense, civil society refers to ‘diversity of spaces, actors and
institutional forms, varying in their degree of formality, autonomy and power’ (Centre for
Civil Society, 2004). Civil society is a social sphere of activism and interaction between the
state/rulers and organized societal forces where power relations and ‘hegemony’, i.e.,
consent and legitimacy, is produced by the regime-holders and challenged by counter-
groups (Buttigieg, 2005). The boundaries of civil society are not fixed but ‘continuously
shaped by the ongoing interplay of those in society and the state who may try to
expand or constrict them’ (Franco, 2004, p. 102). Civil society as a social sphere is com-
posed of CSOs such as registered associations, foundations, NGOs, women’s organiz-
ations, local community groups and social movements. These organizations are not a
part of the state’s direct coercive capacity, i.e., political institutions, the governing party,
security apparatus and bureaucracy, but not free from its effects either.

The holistic definition has advantages when discussing civil society in CA contexts.
First, it acknowledges that the regime-type has an impact on this sphere shaping the inter-
actions of civil society actors with society, the state and among each other. Interactions
between civil society and state ‘range from confrontational to clientelist’ (Sjögren, 2001,
p. 40). It recognizes that parts of civil society can also become an ideological and discursive
apparatus of CA regimes. By manipulating civil society, these regimes could prevent
unofficial discourses and public criticism from circulation and reaching different groups
(Lewis, 2013).

Moreover, the holistic approach avoids associating civil society with particular types of
CSOs and captures not only the gross numbers and statistics of associational activity, but
also ‘the closing space’ of freedoms, the amorphous borders of action and interaction,
the exclusion of certain social groups from civil society and a widespread range of
actors -including pro-AKP ones- active within civil society (Carothers & Brechenmacher,
2014; Heinrich, 2005; Obadare, 2011). Organizations and groups with different structures
and goals might enter or exit the sphere at any time (Alagappa, 2004).

Turkey’s Competitive Authoritarian Regime and Civil Society

Turkey is a high capacity CA regime under the AKP rule with the simultaneous existence
of democratic voices and authoritarian practices (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016). In CA regimes,
elections are regularly held, but political and civic opposition constantly faces formal and
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informal restrictions. Independent media and civil liberties are abused, and elections are
not conducted through a fair and free process (Levitsky &Way, 2002). Despite an expand-
ing interest in Turkey’s ‘theory-busting’ authoritarian turn (Brownlee, 2016), there is
surprisingly little research on how civil society is reconfigured within the CA context of
Turkey.

Earlier studies note that the strong state has always been suspicious, if not hostile,
towards civil society because it allowed the masses from the periphery to voice discontent
and mobilize against the state authority (Toprak, 1995; Yegen, Keyman, Caliskan, & Tol,
2010). Recent studies argued that this tradition was interrupted under the positive effects
of Europeanisation and the pro-democratic leaning of the AKP in the early 2000s (Diez,
Agnantopoulos, & Kaliber, 2005; Ergun, 2010; Ketola, 2010; Rumelili & Bosnak, 2015).
During the first AKP government (2002–2005), civil society became more diverse and
open to dissenting voices thanks to the effects of globalization and the weakened state tra-
dition (Heper & Yildirim, 2011; Keyman & Icduygu, 2003; Seckinelgin, 2006).

More recent scholarship has investigated civic behaviour and active citizenship of par-
ticular groups during the consecutive AKP governments. Accordingly, although civil
society has contributed to the development of social capital, active citizenship and conven-
tional and unconventional forms of participation, there is little evidence that civic values
have a positive effect on democracy in Turkey (Bee & Chrona, 2017; Çakmaklı, 2015;
Enneli, 2011; Erdoğan & Uyan-Semerci, 2017; Sümer & Eslen-Ziya, 2015). Some demon-
strated that civil society has been polarized and subject to government’s restrictive
attempts (Doyle, 2017; Özler & Obach, 2018; Yabanci, 2016). Sarkissian and Özler
(2013) discussed how religious groups have instrumentalised civil society to articulate
and promote particularistic interests. Some also argued that civil society served majoritar-
ian interest representation by increasing the role of religion in the public arena and
service-provision (Rumelili & Çakmaklı, 2017). Others showed that the alienation
between Turkey and the EU hindered the role of civil society as a consultative democratic
actor in policy-making (Kaliber, 2016; Zihnioglu, 2013). As a result, under the authoritar-
ian turn, civil society participation in policy-making, conflict resolution or democratic
monitoring have been undermined, while civil society in service-provision fulfilling the
gap left by the state has expanded considerably (Mackreath & Sagnic, 2017). The latter
has also been utilized to establish clientelist links with voters at local levels, whereby
CSOs act as partners with different political parties for electoral gains (Ocakli, 2015).

These studies offer clues that civil society under Turkey’s undemocratic context is far
from being an actor for participatory and pluralist state-society relations. Despite their
latent implications, there is hardly any systematic study that entails a thorough examin-
ation of how political, institutional and discursive constraints have diversified, trans-
formed and tamed civil society. Studies on civil society in CA systems point to a
complex interaction between civil society and political society. Particularly because a
meaningful level of competition is still possible, civil society can use this opportunity to
criticize the government, voice alternative policy-agendas and mobilize dissident societal
forces (Ortmann, 2012; Rodan, 2003; Vladisavljević, 2014). The literature also points out
diversification and division of civil society under ‘the selective dispensation of favour and
punishments’ by the regime (Giersdorf & Croissant, 2011). Contrarily, concerning Turkey,
some recent analyses maintain the normative optimism regarding the potential role of civil
society in resisting the AKP’s authoritarian practices (Kaya, 2015; Keyman, Tocci, &Werz,
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2017). To fulfil this gap, the study turns to analyze the specific patterns of interaction
between the CA regime in Turkey that monopolized the state apparatus and different
forms and actors of civil society.

Methodology

Methodologically, the findings are based on original fieldwork material, foremost 22 face-
to-face in-depth interviews conducted with the representatives of civil society and with
EU’s civil society monitoring and support units in Ankara and Brussels between Septem-
ber 2017 and August 2018. The selection for interviews were made through ‘purposive
sampling’method (Palys, 2008), based on an initial analysis of (i) online reports published
by monitoring organizations such as TUSEV, CIVICUS, ICNL (ii) Civil Society Develop-
ment Centre’s NGO Database (iii) media coverage (both pro-government and critical
media outlets including online broadcasters) of pre-legislative workshops, consultative
meetings with civil society, and protests, marches and press statements. This analysis
has resulted in an extensive list of the most active associations, foundations, NGOs and
civic networks that carry out rights defence, public information campaigns, and lobbying,
including pro-government civil society. In total, 40 organizations were contacted based on
the extensive list prioritizing ones with extensive organizational reach and opportunities,
i.e., widespread geographical and discursive ‘visibility’ and ‘resonance’ across Turkey and
in the media, secondary literature and reports of civil society monitoring organizations.
Unfortunately, the response rate was lower than expected from pro-government civil
society, which is potentially due to the delicate political atmosphere and the state of emer-
gency that was still in place during the fieldwork.

The interviews were supported by field observation by attending public seminars,
charity events and other public meetings of associations/foundations close to the AKP
and the informal narrative inquiry of their members. The participant observation and nar-
rative inquiry obtained a view beyond the official narratives of pro-government civil
society and a micro-level perspective that opens up their organizational black box and
motivations. Transcribed interviews and field notes were qualitatively assessed through
open coding in order to name and classify patterns moving from specific observations
to generalizations. The empirical discussion is corroborated by relevant legislation, CSO
publications (reports, newsletters and press statements), the EU progress reports and
civil society monitoring reports.

Containment and Appropriation of Civil Society in Turkey

The AKP’s approach to civil society follows two strategies: containment through selective
repression and appropriation through building an alternative civil society.

Containment of Civil Society

The first strategy that the AKP pursues with regards to civil society is containment through
selective state repression and political violence. Davenport (2007, p. 2) defines state repres-
sion as an inhibitive legal, economic and political framework as well as the threat and inti-
midation practices to ‘deter specific activities and/or beliefs perceived to be challenging to
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government personnel, practices or institutions’. Particularly since Gezi demonstrations,
selective repression of civil society takes two forms: (i) discretionary implementation of
the legislative framework to encumber civic engagement and the freedoms of expression
and association (ii) direct repression targeting certain organizations and activists that are
perceived as the levers of dissidence in society.

During its early years in office, the AKP amended the legal framework concerning civil
society twice, changing the archaic ‘Law on Associations’ in 2004 and introducing a new
foundations law in 2008. In both cases, the government abolished restrictive provisions
and eased the regulatory framework concerning the internal workings and foreign
funding of CSOs. Under the positive impact of the EU membership talks and new legis-
lative framework, CSOs were involved in policy-making and public opinion formation
(Diez et al., 2005).

However, the new legislation has made registration, collective action and fundraising by
CSOs subject to strict government approval (ICNL, 2018). According to the latest
CIVICUS report, ‘the legal framework regulating state inspection of CSOs is complicated,
restrictive, and bureaucratic’ (Dereci & Ersen, 2017, p. 8). Moreover, the freedom of
association remains restricted under the current legal framework due to the burdensome
red tape that discourages new CSOs and limits foreign funding ‘with lengthy notification
periods contravening international standards’ (CIVICUS, 2018b; TUSEV, 2015). The Civil
Code also prohibits CSOs ‘contrary to the laws and morality’, ‘the Republic’s principles’,
‘Turkish family’, ‘public order’, ‘ethics’, ‘national integrity and national interest’.

According to Way (2004), ambiguous institutional and legal frameworks often prepare
the ground for incumbent abuses and state repression in CA regimes. In the case of
Turkey, after the 2010 constitutional referendum, the vague legal restrictions give the pol-
itical authority broad discretion to sanction associational activity or arbitrarily dissolve
CSOs (interview#5). Several civil society representatives have emphasized that since
2013 Gezi protests the most frequent of these abuses is ‘extensive and additional auditing
and frequent fiscal penalties targeting certain CSOs and police raids to harass certain
organisations’ (interview#1, 9 & 18).

The failed coup in 2016 was the actual turning point after which, according to civil
society representatives, the government re-calibrated its repertoire of formal and informal
constraints into political violence targeting civil society (interview#3 & 5). As CIVICUS
(2018b) states, the AKP uses its power ‘to arbitrarily prohibit, restrict or disband
gatherings or pre-emptively arrest organisers’. During two years of the state of emergency
measures (2016–2018), the government confiscated the property of numerous CSOs and
resorted to closure proceedings without due court decisions. In total, 1600 civil society
organizations have been shut down (IHOP, 2017). Most importantly, the state repression
has become selective targeting individual human rights activism, such as ‘peace academics’
(Baser, Akgönül, & Öztürk, 2017) or detentions over social media posts and terrorism or
criminal libel charges (HRW, 2018).

Moreover, collective activism has been discouraged by imprisoning civil society
representatives (Rodrik, 2018) under unsupported charges of terrorism, plotting a coup
or defamation. According to the 2018 EU Progress Report,

Civil society came under increasing pressure, notably in the face of a large number of arrests
of activists, and the recurrent use of bans of demonstrations, leading to a rapid shrinking
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space for fundamental rights and freedoms. Many rights-based organisations remained close,
and an effective legal remedy has not been available. (European Comission, 2018)

Selective repression usually targets organizations engaged with politically sensitive issues,
such as human rights monitoring and defence, the rule of law, minority issues, particularly
Kurdish rights, cultural dialogue, social justice, peace and reconciliation. According to a
human rights organization, the lawless nature of the government’s approach to civil
society is unprecedented:

There were several periods in Turkey when the constitutional rights and the rule of law were
suspended in the 1980s and 1990s. There has never been a period similar to current open-
ended lawlessness, particularly since the June 2015 elections. The government has violated
and erased the rule of law that more or less existed even under the military juntas; but it
could not offer an alternative system, even an authoritarian one. Without a binding consti-
tution and the rule of law, civil society is repressed through threats and violence, except for
the pro-government clique. (interview#13)

The containment on civil society also takes subtle and indirect forms. The cases of an Isla-
mist/conservative human rights organization based in several cities across Turkey and an
Ankara-based CSO working with asylum seekers and refugees are exemplary in this sense.
In 2017, the AKP encouraged an intra-institutional coup in the human rights organization
to remove the critical leadership and to downscale the organization by closing sixteen
offices mostly located in Kurdish-majority cities. The motivation was to discipline an
increasingly ‘disobedient’ organization. Starting with Gezi demonstrations, the organiz-
ation grew critical towards the AKP’s human rights practice. Its criticism reached a
peak during the extended curfews in the Kurdish-majority cities following the June
2015 elections. The expelled members who are now involved in another civic network
explained that ‘the government had grown restless with the organisation’s public criticism
of the government’s human rights misconduct’. When the association published a field
report documenting civilian casualties, a pro-AKP wing within the organization convened
an extraordinary assembly under a court-appointed trustee to remove the then leadership
(interview#14). Indeed, the new pro-AKP leadership confirmed that the contested change
reflected an internal fight:

The activities of the expelled members and some local offices had turned our association into
a political party. They wanted to use the association as a stick to batter the government, but
our members and activists did not let this happen. (interview#12)

Concerning the Ankara-based refugee organization, selective state repression came in the
disguise of systematic smear campaigns revolving around the ‘foreign-agents’ rhetoric. A
series of articles in the pro-government media blamed the organization for leaking infor-
mation to foreign governments, the Gülenists and Kurdish groups in northern Syria. The
smear campaign eventually triggered UNHCR to directly ask the government to intervene
to stop the attacks on its largest local partner (interview#20). The case of the refugee
organization shows that selective repression does not only target rights-based civil
society. Although such organizations reduce the burden of the state in meeting social
needs, under the current repression, CSOs engaged in crucial service delivery, and huma-
nitarian action can also be perceived politically motivated if they resist co-optation by the
government.
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Selective repression seeks to contain critical civil society by inducing ‘passivity’ and ‘a
climate of anxiety’, as interviewees termed, among the critical voices as well as by discre-
diting alternative voices (interview#13 & 10). In almost all interviews with critical associ-
ations and networks, representatives mentioned that the arbitrary nature of government’s
crackdown exacerbates the expectation of persecution and obliges them to remain alert
instead of forging ties with societal groups. However, Turkey’s civil society has not been
entirely suppressed but seek to defend gains through alternative means, as one respondent
mentioned:

Do these recent crackdowns limit us? In order to preserve certain areas of action and our
gains, we limit ourselves through self-censorship. We do our best to continue our long-
term activities like prison visits or demonstrations for forced disappearances. We expend
considerable effort in order not to lose street activism. We are determined to stick to our
gains and continue human rights defence even when the society is intimidated by threats
and fearful of showing support. But security forces seek to provoke us always so that they
have an excuse to contain us. (interview#13)

Sometimes one organization or group can continue voicing criticism without repression,
while another with similar claims is persecuted. One prominent example is the continuous
harassment of left-wing trade unions, while organizations and networks that meld Islamist
ideas and leftist activism continue their activities, although they have no hidden criticism
of the AKP’s authoritarian practices. According to a representative from one of these
leftist-Islamist organizations, the reason that they have so far escaped from repression
is that their ‘Islamist baggage’:

The platform pursues radical social justice without taking refuge in a single ideology. We
have never used Muslim-left or leftist Islam to define ourselves. These artificial labels are
attributed to us from outside. Yet, once you are defined as Islamist, the state no longer per-
ceives you as a threat and treat you as a pathology without agency and effect within Islamist
circles. We are not targeted because we are ignored. (interview#15)

As the respondent clearly put it, some organizations escape repression, despite their open
criticism of the political authority because containment aims to achieve what Eldén and
Levin (2018) call ‘an intended “demonstration” effect’. Instead of seeking (and being
able) to erode civil society in its entirety, state repression targets the mobilizational
capacity of constant ‘troublemakers’, i.e., human rights groups and Kurdish activism, to
reinforce the climate of fear and discourage forming broad-based oppositional coalitions
within civil society.

However, due to the ambiguous and arbitrary containment, civil society has also found
opportunities to adapt, variegate and eventually expand. As the AKP has monopolized pol-
itical institutions, they seek alternative mobilisations to challenge the regime’s dominant
narratives. CSOs adjust by ‘keeping their profile below the radar’ or finding niches that
the government does not pay attention (Eldén and Levin 2018). As indicated by several
respondents, one way to achieve this is by engaging with politically less-sensitive issues,
such as environmental issues, the rights of disabled, children, Roma, LGBT and animals.

As a result, new groups and networks have emerged after Gezi demonstrations to seek
temporary grassroots opportunities for articulating socioeconomic and political grie-
vances through local single-issue social movements opposing, for instance, the building
of a dam or power plant that would destroy the livelihood of a local community
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(interviews#1, 4, 11). These organizations advocate the rights of their smaller constituen-
cies without risking to be labelled ‘politically motivated’. Tactical predisposition for less-
politicized action or discourse and localized and issue-based civil society are considered as
the only path to expand democratic dissidence and autonomous civil society from grass-
roots. As one interviewee mentioned:

We resorted to self-censorship in the past; we still do. We decided not to publish one article
on the Afrin operation, for instance. But nobody was able to speak up about the operation. I,
personally, wanted to write on the 2018 elections. I couldn’t dare. You have to take a risk, and
the risk is too high. We perhaps need activities that transform and make everyday life more
bearable right now. It might look like a very passive period for civil society, but we use this
moment to set the ground for what comes in the next stage. (interview#22)

Despite the adaptation and coping strategies, containment makes civil society an unpre-
dictable terrain for all critical voices obliging cautionary strategies out of fear of repressive
action. What keeps the cost of selective repression and political violence low for the CA
regime in Turkey is its current monopolization of the state apparatus, including the leg-
islative, bureaucratic and security components and the media. The result is restricted
engagement of autonomous civil society. Local and issue-based demands cannot be
amplified and conveyed to a broader audience and definitely excluded from policy-
making. This latter area is rather reserved by pro-government civil society, as the next
section discusses.

Appropriation of Civil Society

A few months after the countrywide Gezi protests in 2013, the Ministry of Internal Affairs
launched the Civil Society Initiative which intended ‘to support organizational and
financial development of a strong civil society sector’. The ministry organized an Inter-
national Civil Society Expo where invited CSOs were chosen among those that ‘would
not cause any nuisance, are truly proven as voluntary and charity-oriented and not
radical’ (Cumhuriyet, 2013). It was no coincidence that the government’s attempt for
encouraging ‘orderly’ civil society was announced immediately after the crackdown on
one of the most pluralistic grassroots civic mobilization in Turkey’s history. In essence,
the main goal was to take measures against the broad-based democratic demands raised
by civil society by appropriating or effectively co-opting its actors.

Different from the containment of civil society through selective repression, appropria-
tion implies a symbiotic relationship between civil society and the government. It is based
on two government strategies: the creation of new government-dependent CSOs and the
co-optation of the existing associations and foundations. The government-dependent
CSOs include family members of Erdogan or high-level AKP representatives in their man-
agerial or advisory boards. The co-optation of civil society takes place through either repla-
cement of the leadership of pre-existing organizations with pro-government figures or
appointment of the existent leaders to government agencies.

The appropriation strategy has created a pro-government clique within Turkey’s civil
society sphere that possess a degree of internal autonomy in membership and activities
but rely on the AKP regarding public discourse, visibility and fund-raising (Yabanci,
2016). These organizations carry out their activities in allegiance to the government’s dis-
course and policies. At lower levels, they are based on the voluntary engagement of youth
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and women, the groups traditionally considered as the natural audience of conservative
civil society. However, their male-dominated top representatives, officially affiliated or
have close personal links with the AKP, are the prime decision-makers. For instance,
when asked about the decision-making at the local level, one representative from a govern-
ment-dependent youth organization stated:

Our local representatives suggest members, volunteers and activities at the local level. Of
course, the headquarters have criteria, a schedule and priorities. We review profiles and
activities; if some do not meet these criteria, we tell our local representatives to drop them
off. (interview#7)

Pro-government CSOs go beyond window-dressing and have assumed several roles in re-
structuring state-society relations. Being mostly active in areas particularly concerning
women, family and youth policies, they (1) form a powerful semi-corporatist sphere
within civil society through extensive organizational power (2) establish grassroots links
with societal groups through innovative methods (3) reproduce and expand the reach
of polarizing pro-AKP narratives (4) act selectively in rights promotion and work
towards reversing gains (5) create a system of multi-layered clientelism.

First, pro-government CSOs have extensive organizational, financial and symbolic
opportunities concerning the areas of socio-political salience for the conservative-nation-
alist AKP leadership. They assume a ‘constitutive role’ by redefining social issues in line
with the government’s approach. One case in point is the government-dependent youth
organization, Turkey Youth Foundation (TÜGVA). Founded in 2014, TÜGVA has estab-
lished offices in every single city and more than 250 provinces. Its complex organizational
structure comprises more than a dozen coordinators on various youth-related issues (edu-
cation, sports, dormitories, media and communication, women and family) in order to
address different age groups from the secondary school to early career professionals (inter-
view#2). TÜGVA has the largest organizational network of youth organizations across
Turkey, but it is not the only pro-government youth organization. Other organizations,
such as TÜRGEV, Ensar and Ilim Yayma, have established a considerable presence
through dormitories for high school and university students in more than 40 cities intend-
ing to expand to every city.

Another area that pro-government CSOs are actively involved in women rights. While
several feminist organizations were closed between 2016 and 2018 through executive
decrees under the state of emergency, pro-government women’s organizations have
been given credentials to establish offices across Turkey. The obvious case is the
Women and Democracy Association (KADEM). Established in 2013, it has opened 46
offices across Turkey and become the most visible women’s organization in the main-
stream media as well as in the consultative processes of policy-making at the ministerial
level. Some of the pro-government women’s organizations were initially established in
1980–1990s to represent the rights of conservative women, particularly campaigning
against the headscarf ban after the 1997 military intervention.

Nowadays, these co-opted women’s organizations have mostly adapted their agenda in
line with the AKP’s women policy centred around family (interviews#19 & 21). What is
remarkable, these organizations do not deny co-optation but try to justify it as a conse-
quence that they could not escape given their ideological distance to feminism that
makes them a natural ally with the conservative AKP policies:
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I am against associations engaging in politics directly, but we are affected by polarisation too.
We cannot be independent of the turmoil. The political authority wants the support of civil
society. We cannot stay detached and behave unfriendly. (interview#16)

In essence, the appropriation of civil society reflects what Heurlin (2010) calls the ‘cor-
poratist strategy’. Autonomous civil society is encumbered by bureaucratic requirements
and constant financial difficulties that force them to focus on activities in urban areas and a
limited audience. Pro-government civil society’s vast organizational and financial power is
granted through state resources and allows them to establish grassroots networks and a
broad audience with volunteers, members and participants across Turkey. Besides favour-
itism in implementing legal framework towards pro-government youth and women’s
organizations, the Council of Ministers grants public benefit status allowing them to
collect tax-exempt private donations without financial or legal accountability, creating a
non-transparent network of donors (Keyman et al., 2017).

In return, they implement AKP’s social policies through close engagement with their
audiences. Youth organizations have been particularly active in promoting the AKP’s
policy of ‘cultivating pious youth’, a top-down social engineering attempt at shaping
the future generations on Sunni-Islamic and nationalist principles. According to one
representative, the organization aims to ‘cultivate a hard-working and self-confident
young generation with high moral values that would build Turkey’s future’ (inter-
view#2). There are recurring themes expressed as goals by all pro-government youth
organizations, such as ‘the missionary responsibilities’, ‘redeeming and restoring our
civilization’ or ‘the glorious history of ancestors’, building ‘a strong nation’, ‘a new civi-
lization’ or ‘new Turkey’, ‘nurturing a young generation loyal to national and moral/
Islamic values’.

This civilizational and the missionary discourse is parallel the AKP’s millenarian and
nationalist claim to create ‘new Turkey’. Pro-government youth foundations’ ideal is to
transform the youth into the embodiment of ‘new Turkey’ by injecting particular creden-
tials. According to one representative,

We would like that young at the age of education grow up with the awareness of their servi-
tude and without losing their identity. Bringing together youth from pre-school to the uni-
versity, we aim to cultivate a generation loyal to the Islamic values and guide them till the day
they inherit the mission. (interview#23)

Second, pro-government youth organizations have so far been innovative actors with an
unparalleled repertoire of engaging with the youth to influence their ideological mindset,
socio-political attitudes and voting behaviour. Their engagement includes gender-segre-
gated youth camps that meld ideological and physical training, free extra-curricular train-
ing on topics ranging from journalism, music and diplomacy to languages, leadership and
robotics, and delivering humanitarian aid abroad particularly in collaboration with the
Turkish Development Agency (TIKA) as activist volunteers. These CSOs also work in
close collaboration with the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Youth and Sports
through ad hoc protocols and have established ‘youth clubs’ at public schools to offer
extra-curricular activities and continuous education in secular and religious themes (inter-
view#6). Moreover, across Turkey, social events organized by these youth organizations
bring together participants in forums to learn ‘real Islam from valid sources without
taking wrong paths’ (interview#7), joint morning prayers in ‘the mosque closest to the
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school’, shared meals during Ramadan, conversation classes on Islam in English, if they
wish to practice their language skills.

These camps, trainings, clubs and socializing events diligently work to shape the ideo-
logical preferences of youth. Through extensive grassroots engagement, youth organiz-
ations aim to entrench a Turkish-Muslim identity among youngsters. Not so rarely,
anti-Western and anti-Semitic discourse is circulated at seminars, informal gatherings
and camps to indoctrinate youth participants with Islamist-conservative ideology.
Writing for the monthly magazine of TÜGVA, a member of the advisory committee
wrote:

The history of Israelites shows us that this cursed community has always betrayed each other
and other people. Their betrayal continues with an increasing pace today with the help of
certain powers. Jerusalem is the harem of the ummah. It is our duty to protect Jerusalem.
The life will be meaningful again once the ummah assume the willpower of protecting Jer-
usalem’. (Cerrah, 2018)

Similarly, the West is depicted in conspiratorial terms as the ultimate enemy by another
pro-government youth foundation:

The global powers are reluctant to give space to Islam and Muslims in the new world order
that has been built since the 1990s. They would like to see the Islamic world under fire. To
reach this goal, they expanded the front against our nation, the hope of downtrodden in the
world. Together with internal complicit groups, they support several terrorist organisations.
(Ensar, 2017)

By encouraging socialization of youngsters through these events, pro-AKP youth organ-
izations seek to prevent contentious youth activism that would challenge the government
and ‘avoid degeneration’ and encourage the cultivation of ideal citizens that the AKP ima-
gines. Additionally, these youth organizations also work to shape youngsters’ voting
behaviour. To give an example, before the 2018 elections, TÜGVA seminars predomi-
nantly conveyed a positive message on the executive presidential system. In one of the
seminars held in Eskisehir, the invited speaker offered a biased depiction of the proposed
constitutional changes accompanied by nationalist and conspirational narratives:

Europe is uncomfortable with strong Turkey. Consider this: large scale investments do not
exist in Europe. The state of affairs does not look good there. They claim they have
freedom of expression and press. These freedoms do not exist; they only use them to
support terrorist groups like PKK and FETÖ.

Pro-government CSOs’ financial power also allows them to share the burden of the state
by intensive engagement in service provision throughout the country. Youth organiz-
ations have partially fulfilled the gap in the education sector with the privatization of
education during the AKP era. Through intensive investment in dormitories, private
schools and universities and providing scholarships, they have established presence
across Turkey. Both the representatives and youngsters mentioned these organizations
‘do not only provide dormitories but also new homes’. Indeed, students stay at these
dormitories at preferential rates and attend moral conversations (manevi sohbetler) on
politically salient subjects, such as the military coups in Turkey, the Ottoman history,
conservative-Islamist intellectuals and Quran teachings as well as contemporary political
issues such as the 2017 referendum, the presidential system and Turkish army’s
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excursion into Syria. In this sense, women’s organizations are not different from youth
organizations. Their active presence and funds allow them to provide entrepreneurial
opportunities to women from disadvantaged groups and aid for poor and refugee
women (KADEM, n.d.).

Third, appropriated civil society reproduce populist polarization and act selectively in
rights defence. Pro-AKP women’s organizations is a good case in point. All pro-govern-
ment women’s organizations meticulously avoid any contentious framing of women’s
issues that might be critical towards the government, particularly its failure to prevent vio-
lence and discrimination against women. Towards this end, they emphasize the familial
roles of women while discrediting feminism and feminists as a culturally alien, anti-
nationalist and elitist (Yabanci, 2016). KADEM’s (2015) goal is not women’s emancipa-
tion in society as equal individuals per se, but to raise the status and the role of women
in society and family and help to create a youth with moral values and a contribution
to society. Substantiating the AKP’s discourse that women and men are not equal due
to their nature, KADEM approaches women’s rights through the so-called ‘gender
justice’ perspective, which is considered as the superior anti-thesis of feminism and
gender equality.

Pro-AKP women’s organizations also approach violence as a social problem. Accord-
ingly, victims of domestic violence are not only women but also men, the family and
society. One representative argued that

We used to hear about violence on the news; now we witness it within our daily routine. We
do not know if this is because there is a rise in numbers. There is no study and data. Maybe it
is because women started revealing violence more. Violence against women cannot be con-
sidered as an independent problem. This problem is connected to sociological and political
conflicts like migration from rural to urban areas, the conflict between modern and tra-
ditional lifestyle. This is not to justify violence, but we need to think about broader
reasons. Men do not perpetrate violence without reason. It is because we mimic Western
modernity instead of internalising our values. (interview#8)

As this statement reveals, pro-government women’s organizations acknowledge violence
targeting women as a problem, but their approach artificially creates new victims, while
reproducing the government’s narrative about ‘our religious values and traditions’ as a
natural remedy in solving violence. Such a framing does overlook not only patriarchal
norms that produce and justify violence but also discredits feminist organizations criticism
of the government by whitewashing the government’s responsibility in the recent rise of a
specific type of crime targeting only women.

Fourth, these polarizing narratives have created a selective engagement in human rights
defence. The most exemplary case is their ‘legal activism’. Following feminist organiz-
ations, pro-government women’s organizations also offer legal advice and support to sur-
vivors of violence, but only by cherry-picking. To date, they have been involved in
emblematic cases. Except for one case, the harassed women were either veiled or underage.
They remained silent in hundreds of other cases, when women were harassed for wearing
skirts or shorts or when violence was perpetrated without marriage bond or when the
victim was transgender. When asked about this selective attitude, one representative
noted that ‘LGBT issues and religious values are our red lines’ (interview#16).

The appropriation also provides a mantle of democratic decision making for controver-
sial policies. Pro-government organizations seek to mobilize public opinion through
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campaigns and press statements and make controversial legal amendments more palata-
ble. They have also become the agenda-setters and active contributors in the pre-legislative
and consultative institutions on women or youth policies. In reality, using their close ties
with, these CSOs lobby the government away from the public eye. The proposed change in
the Civil Code to limit the alimony right is worthy of discussion. Feminist women’s organ-
izations have protested that the change would revoke women’s gained rights and discrimi-
nate women by forcing them to continue undesired marriages (interviews#18, 10 & 17).
However, before the government proposed restrictions on alimony payments, the so-
called ‘Divorced People and Family Platform’ started a Twitter campaign against ‘indefi-
nite alimony payments’ addressing their demands to the Ministry of Family, the Turkish
President and KADEM through social networks. KADEM quickly appropriated the cam-
paign and used in its communications with the government claiming that there is ‘a grass-
roots demand’ to change the Civil Code’s relevant paragraphs (KADEM, 2018). Proposed
changes were discussed by a seemingly consultative process involving government-depen-
dent women’s organizations but ignoring the feminist groups by the Ministry of Family
(Sönmez, 2018). In essence, pro-government civil society seizes the political initiative
away from critical rights-based organizations as the eminent participants and partners
of the government in policy-making. As one of the interviewees stated:

We communicate our findings and proposals to the Ministry of Family, and I believe they
sincerely work on them. We participate in seminars where we engage the deputy minister
and the minister. (interview#8)

However, according to feminist activists, following the process of the approval of the Istan-
bul Convention and Law 6284 against violence, feminist organizations have been side-lined
in policy-making processes; and drafting and passing laws have become a total frame-up:

Pro-AKP women’s organisations are often aware of an upcoming draft law and start cam-
paigns to mould the public opinion in advance, which is then used as a pretext to pass the
law. (interview#10)

Finally, government-dependent CSOs have also created a multi-layered system of clientelism.
As mentioned earlier, public benefit status entails tax exemption and extensive rights to raise
funds. The 2013 corruption scandal unearthed an exemplary case of institutionalized clien-
telism surrounding the government-dependent civil society, whereby TÜRGEV asked
millions of dollars of ‘donations’ from business groups including ones from Saudi Arabia,
most arguably in return for preferential treatment in government tenders (HDN, 2014).

Additionally, the government provides direct benefits to government-dependent youth
organizations. Several interviewed organizations mentioned that their projects had been
financed mainly by ministries, municipal funds and the state development agency (inter-
views#8, 16 & 6). Only between 2015 and 2017, nine government-dependent foundations
have received benefits of $215 million from Istanbul Municipality (t24, 2017). The benefits
comprised the transfer of the public immovables into offices or dormitories or a long-term
commitment to pay rents for these organizations from the municipal budget. Media
reports confirm that the transfer of benefits is frequently handled through personal
appeal to Erdogan and an AKP-run municipality (Cumhuriyet, 2016a, 2016b).

Government-dependent organizations are not only on the recipient end of the cliente-
list ties. Notably, the youth organizations establish a system of benefits and expectations,
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transforming young citizens into clients by offering networking and job opportunities.
When young people become members or activists or stay at the dormitories of youth
organizations, they also enter in a circle of socialization that provides opportunities to
meet AKP lawmakers, journalists, academics, local notables and businesspeople. These
organizations also offer several material benefits in the form of free or discounted dormi-
tories, scholarships, prizes, study rooms with free food. Interviewed youngsters active in
these youth organizations also admit that joining these organizations is also a pragmatic
choice to find jobs or scholarships for the lower-middle class, given that the AKP has
turned the bureaucracy into a corrupt and nepotistic company, and also a remedy for
the lack of socializing opportunities in rural areas.

Conclusion: Towards Politicised, Disabled and Segregated Civil Society in
Turkey

A puzzling observation triggered this study: the expansion of Turkey’s civil society both in
numbers and diversification in terms of issue focus and repertoires, despite the deterior-
ating democratic credentials under Turkey’s competitive authoritarian regime. This
macro-level observation raised further questions: How does the AKP’s engagement with
civil society relate to the expansion of civil society in size and diversity?

The empirical part demonstrated that the AKP approaches civil society in a two-fold
strategy. It overtly and ruthlessly contains civil society by targeting the legitimacy and
functioning of civil society groups that are perceived either too vocal in their criticisms
or deal with highly-securitised issues. Turkey’s CA regime also appropriates civil society
through government-dependent and co-opted CSOs, particularly active in the aftermath
of 2013 Gezi demonstrations. These organizations have formed a strong and privileged
clique within civil society particularly concerning the youth, education, family and
women policies.

These findings indicate that the expansion of Turkey’s civil society in numbers and
reach is a result of the opposing pressures of appropriation and containment. Overall,
the study shows that civil society’s expansion is due to the dilemma of CA regimes.
Once such regimes capture political institutions, they concentrate their attention on
civil society because they take popular support seriously to sustain their power. Rather
than being interested in and able to close civil society totally, they engage in an ‘ideological
work’ which requires ‘consistent policing’ of actors—including civil society’ (Lewis, 2013,
p. 333). Hence, civil society is partially battered. Namely, it is allowed to exist and even
expand under the gaze of the political authority, but the opportunity structures are hin-
dered or made extremely costly for critical civil society.

Paradoxically, despite the climate of anxiety, civil society has also become one of the
remaining arenas for dissent to carve pockets of resistance in CA regimes. As these
regimes turn repressive or unresponsive to the opposition at the formal political level, citi-
zens invent new issue-focus and methods of grassroots contention. As a result, civil society
expands in numbers and repertoire also because of a variety of urban and rural responses
to the monopolization of political society.

Therefore, the expansion of civil society under CA regimes is both desired and
unwanted from the rulers’ perspective. Concurring with Giersdorf and Croissant (2011,
p. 10), in CA regimes, ‘the growth and diversification of civil society cannot be taken as
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a guarantee for the ability of its components to become agents of democratic change’.
Under the current conditions, Turkey’s civil society can best be defined as ‘tamed’ given
that the top-down interventions have met limited, issue-based or local bottom-up mobil-
ization. Tamed civil society is a result of the ‘divide and conquer’ strategy by the AKP that
imposes three conditions on civil society in Turkey. First, civil society has become politi-
cized as appropriation has created a considerable number of pro-government CSOs with
expanded geographical and functional reach. ‘Politicisation’ occurs as the political auth-
ority seeks to tailor and utilize civil society. Deprived of autonomy from the political auth-
ority, the output, role and actions of pro-government CSOs are contingent to the
preferences of the government. As the findings discussed, their clientelist networks
entrench AKP by flooding the public sphere with pro-government narratives and ‘alterna-
tive facts’, attempting to render public sphere univocal, and amplifying and embedding
authoritarian practices and discourses.

Most importantly, politicization creates a situation in which civil society actors possess
vastly asymmetrical resources at their disposal and different relations with the govern-
ment, leading to ‘skewed’ interest representation and deepening current partisan polariz-
ation, social and cultural cleavages in Turkey. Pro-government civil society prioritizes
conservative and Islamist values and audiences, while openly discrediting and marginaliz-
ing feminist organizations and secular republican modernity. They promote sectional
interests by selectively engaging in rights defence and effectively ‘managing’ new
middle-class conservative-Islamist social forces and their potential contending views.

Civil society has also become disabled, not able to form a nation-wide transformative
movement by responding to cross-cutting grassroots demands. The findings showed
that the critical sector of civil society carves pockets of resistance, but it has limited
ability to establish partnerships beyond issue-based or local concerns and to amplify
their voice. As seen in the case of women’s organizations, critical civil society is unable
to influence the legislation or the high-level political discourse, given that pro-AKP
women’s organizations have crowded feminist groups out from policy-making. Adap-
tation strategies, such as tactical predisposition and local issue-based mobilization,
remain exhausting, limited to a single issue and potentially unsustainable in the long-run.

Finally, civil society has been segregated within itself and from broad constituencies.
Segregation does not only occur between pro-government and critical civil society. Repres-
sion pushes critical civil society towards atomization by enforcing self-censorship and
invisibility, while they still risk closure and persecution. Being suspicious against potential
dissent and criticism arising from civil society, the AKP controls the mainstream media,
which further blocks the ability of alternative voices from civil society to influence broader
and potentially pro-AKP constituencies. The risk for critical civil society actors is getting
stuck in their echo-chambers.

Overall, the findings of this study show that civil society in CA regimes is neither totally
co-opted in the service of the government as in closed autocracies, nor is capable of putting
up ‘revolutionary’ resistance as predicted by the liberal theory. In-depth studies of civil
society can offer additional perspectives on competitive authoritarian regimes beyond
the uneven playing field of political society. In this sense, Turkey’s tamed civil society
defined by politicized, disabled and segregated qualities sheds light on CA regimes’
resilience and societal embeddedness.
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