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Abstract 

Although of great importance in terms of democracy, civil society does not primarily mean a 

democratic structuring. Civil society emerged as supporting element for democratic system in Western 

European Countries and it may be integrated with antidemocratic system easily. Civil society can be 

divided into two different categories as philosophical and empirical: democratic civil society and 

antidemocratic civil society. This distinction is more functional. These differences are also available 

among political thinkers. What are the characteristics of a democratic civil society? What are the 

differences between democratic and antidemocratic civil society? What does the term “civil society” 

mean in political, social and economic policies implemented during Özal’s power?  
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Civil Society: When and to What Extent is it Democratic?  

Civil society, which tells us about the scope of voluntarily made collective action plan within 

the framework of sharing benefits, purposes  and values, has improved in Western Europe 

simultaneously with democracy. From this point of view, in some studies, one-to-one 

relationship is established between civil society and democracy. Although civil society 

supports democracy in every aspect, whether every civil society can necessarily give birth to a 

democratic system is questionable.  

Civil society may include many minor conflicts, power supplies and as a result, exploitation, 

restraint and ostracism. Therefore, in different periods, besides providing contribution and 

support for democracy, civil society may also disregard democracy and develop a hostile 

attitude towards it (Yıldız, 2004: 90). A civil society which is based on maximalist and hard-

core interest groups and which has anti-democratic aims and methods cannot contribute to the 

process of democratization and the improvement of democracy. Even if an informal social 

group may potentially be regarded as civil, the fact that interactive relations, and thus social 

stock is not improved may non-functionalize such a group. That is to say, when civil society 

is left uncontrolled, there is no assurance of an equal, participatory and democratic settlement 

(Gülalp, 2002: 285). This fact indicates that the issue has a cultural dimension. 

A civil or a civilized society depicts the social basis on which the state is developed. For that 

reason civil society, besides being related to democratic states, is also related to all kinds of 

modern states (Erözden, 2004: 67).  Civil society could take different shapes in countries 

which have different regimes. As ancient Eastern-European countries which emphasized the 

issue of regime formed the civil society by focusing on the main principles of the regime, 

principles like individualism, dependence on justice and law which are considered as 

important in civil society have been disregarded (Karadağ, 2003: 49). 

As Giddens states, regarding the state as bad and the civil society as good is a result of 

liberals’ direct affirmation of the civil society as a pluralist and non-state organization. Such 

an acknowledgement may be misleading and problematic as it can cover the power and 

dominance relations in society (Yıldız, 2004: 90). Foucault, who draws attention to destroying 

features of modern states which plunge into the depths of civil society, also asserts that with 

the aim of various management technologies and the passion of a limitless managing, The Big 

Eye is wandering around the civil society (Yıldırım, 2005: 63). According to Foucault, civil 
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society is the natural area of the centralized political power. In this respect, civil society 

serves to produce power relations (Yıldız, 2004: 90). 

Robert Putnam, in his study, Making Democracy Work, states that the customs of citizenship 

or civil society which may date back to 12th century in Northern Italy did not made a 

reasonable contribution to democracy and could not prevent the development of Italian 

fascism in Po Valley. In ancient Eastern Germany, in 1988, although one-third of the total 

population of 16.7 million was organized, the state was more dictator and oppressive than it 

was in many other Eastern-European countries which were among the socialist bloc countries 

(Therborn, 1999: 63-4). 

In socialist Yugoslavia, in contrast to the anti-Soviet countries and other Eastern-Bloc 

countries, the state had a weak structure. At the end of the 1990s, civil society, which was 

more powerful when compared to the weak state, came up with the demand of  a more 

powerful and authoritarian state (Erözden, 2004: 66). 

In Croatia, during the dissipation of Yugoslavia in civil war, a Croat general was attempted to 

be penalized by EU Court of Justice with the allegation of committing war crime. This 

allegation and the attempt to research  mass graves caused adverse demonstrations among 

many civil society foundations, the primary of which were Veteran Institutions (Erözden, 

2004: 64-5).  

As can be clearly understood from the explanations and the examples, civil society is not 

completely independent of some circumstances, features and processes. Civil society which is 

not a democratic element on its own does not always support democratization in every 

circumstance. A civil society which is democratic and a supporter of democratization is only 

the one which has some certain features. In this respect, such a civil society is not a usual civil 

society like others, but a special type of it. It is, in the whole sense, a democratic civil society. 

In this paper, the notion of civil society, its development in Turkey and its consistency when 

compared to the policies carried out in Özal’s government are examined descriptively.  

Democratic Civil Society 

As a model democracy, as was developed in Western Europe, assumes constructing and 

maintaining social relationships between the state and the citizens. Institutionally, in the 

centre of the evolution of this relationship, lays a social system called civil society. However, 
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this civil society is a special one; it is differentiated from other types of civil societies which 

can be seen in the social system with some important features. In this study, with the aim of 

separating it from other types of civil society, it is defined as democratic civil society.  

The individual who is aware of the rights and liberties of his own is in the centre of the 

democratic civil society. Individual is the main subject of democratic civil organization. In 

this society, which is based much on individualism, interpersonal relations are at the top level. 

It is the mobilization based on the relationship between individuals that makes a civil society 

real on a social basis.  

In a democratic civil society, rather than maximalist ideas, agreement and tolerance are 

dominant. It is thanks to the agreement and tolerance that an individual-based mobilization 

forms a social order. This social order itself and the organizational parts of this order are 

autonomous, that is they are not dependent on the state. Autonomy includes not only political 

and legal dimensions, it also includes economic independence. The order of fundamental 

rights of freedoms that are institutionalized democratically is the main source of a civil 

society’s autonomy. Autonomy makes up just one side of a democratic civil society. The 

other side is that the relations in the institution should be democratic.  

The relationship between the democratic civil society and the state has been established by 

accepting the state as a legal authority. However, utmost care is given about the limits of this 

legitimacy. 

If we define other kinds of civil societies mentioned in the previous passage, which are 

probable to emerge in a modern state, as anti-democratic civil societies, in this case the 

features of both civil societies can be demonstrated comparatively in the following chart. 
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A Democratic Civil Society An Anti-Democratic Civil Society 

 Individual and individualism is 

improved. 

 Agreeable citizens stand in the 

forefront and responsibilities are 

emphasized. 

 Agreement and tolerance are 

dominant 

 Maximalist and irreconcilable groups 

are dominant. 

 Autonomy from state  Autonomy is by no means out of 

questions. 

 Conscience about fundamental rights 

of freedoms is in its utmost level. 

 Fundamental rights of freedoms are 

not civilized 

 There is extensive organization and 

relations within the organization are 

democratic. In its institutional and 

operational activities, frankness and 

transparency is fundamental. 

 Relations within the organization are 

not democratic. 

 The state is accepted as a legal 

authority but utmost care is given 

regarding the limits of this 

legitimacy. 

 The state is an authority whose 

legitimacy cannot be questioned. 

 

Civil Society in Turkey 

 A strong perception of state was dominant in Ottoman Empire. The concomitant of this 

perception was singularity of government. Moreover, Platon’s understanding of exact truth 

was widely accepted in Ottoman Empire’s political thought. Therefore, neither a distinction 

between political society and civil society was seen until the beginning of 20th century nor a 

positive approach was made towards opposition. Contrary to these negative effects, although 

it does not have the same meaning as in our modern period, Turkish Republic has inherited a 

civil society tradition from Ottoman Empire.  

Untimely emergence of Jacobean modernization and nationalization in early phases of 

establishment of Republic brought authorization of the state. Since a special understanding of 

modernism was embraced, any kind of differences apart from this modernism were intended 

to be removed. Monotypic and intimate politics were contemporary anymore. The result was 

inactivation of civil and pre-modern societies taken from Ottoman Empire. 

Organizational civil society was recommenced with the beginning of multiparty political life. 

Contributions of Turkish Constitution of 1961 to the development of civil society in terms of 
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constructing a balance between authority and freedom had positive effects. During the 

political polarization and clash appeared in 1970, political parties put down civil society 

organizations and they reflected these polarization and clash to civil society organizations. 

Military interference to politics, which began in 1960 and repeated in 1971 and 1980, aimed 

to dominate civil society. 

Although Turkish constitution of 1982 tried to depoliticize society by presenting authority 

against freedom, civil society came to the fore with civil political life constructed in 1983. 

Even though international developments played an important role in this period, economic, 

political and legal policies followed in Özal Period also had deep effects on this process. 

There were also innovations in civil society during this new period. Transmutation of the 

strong nation custom, accomplishments and failures within the Turkish modernization 

process, East and West matters, and convention on democracy (Tosun, 2005b: 135) have been 

the new topics to hold place in the civilian society journal during this period. Decreasing 

effect of military regime during 1990s has affected human rights, environmentalism and 

feminism together with new social movements causing them to be effective within public 

sphere as in the West Europe. Abating the government’s monopolist TV broadcasting and the 

constitutional arrangements prohibiting organic relationships and cooperation with political 

parties, non-profit organizations, labor organizations, foundations, trade associations and 

cooperative societies, all have affected the development of civilian society in positive ways. 

Military’s extensive and in depth interference has effected the civilian society in negative 

ways. After the interference, the scope of the principle considering “statism,” which was first 

to be practiced within the economical field during the one-party estate, has been broadened. 

Since 1983, nearly each and every field that was left out from governmental range of action, 

due to the transition to instrumental zed government, has been left to a formal civilian society 

organization. Thus, these actions were aimed to be executed again considering the prevailing 

social benefit principles that were stated free from the social demands as suggested by the 

government. The resurgence and development process of the civilian society began after 

2002. During this process, the start of Turkey’s full membership consultation and acceleration 

of the European Union adaptation process through a strong one-party governmental system 

have been effective. 
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The Problems of Civil Society in Turkey 

Civil society in Turkey has many significant problems. Perhaps the most important factor to 

be mentioned is the statist and authoritarian political culture. It is a well-known fact that the 

organizational structure and functioning in every institution of macro and micro scale are 

affected by the political culture. There are some factors that are important regarding the 

quality of social capital quality. These include organizational awareness, having individual 

and organized initiative about solutions fort he social problems and sensitivity against 

external inducements. However, the solution for cultural problems requires a long term 

process.  

Regarding its wide scope, the presence of an inclusive government is another problem that the 

civil society in Turkey faces. The government has such a structure that it penetrates into the 

privacy of individuals, monitors these and has a de facto right to interfere. On the other hand, 

it has developed a confidential territory that protects itself against individuals and society 

(Çaha, 2003:84). There exists such a government that is metaphysically illuminated but 

secularly transcendental. In this kind of governmental structure, it has been made rather 

difficult for society to penetrate into the government with legal goals and means. The bond 

between society and government has been tried to be established through civil society formed 

by the government as a result of monitoring philosophy. However, civil society has been 

structurally degenerated and teleological and functionally corrupted because it has been 

established by the government itself.  

Another factor that hinders civil society to improve is statist public realm. The absence of a 

public realm identified with civil society has integrated the public realm with the government. 

This kind of a public realm based on bureaucratic awareness rather than market awareness has 

not been able to cover the whole society (Bacık, 2003:27). Besides, the uncertainty between 

the borders of private and public realm has provided the cream of society with a remarkable 

maneuvering area for interference (Çaha, 2003:86).  

Another important issue on the part of civil society is direct and indirect military interventions 

to the politics at different times during the Republic period. These military interventions make 

authoritarian regulations on the one hand and on the other hand they ideologically interfere 

with the political and social life. Thus, due to the military interventions, not only freedoms are 
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restricted but also the development of civil society is affected negatively because they inhibit 

the pluralism. 

Another problem which slows down the development of civil society is positive law policy 

especially the constitution. Since it was put into practice in 1981, it has been changed many 

times but it is still not favorable as desired in terms of an order of freedoms required by civil 

society. The Constitution’s having an ideological content creates another problem regarding 

pluralism.  

In addition to its historical, legal, political, economic and cultural problems mentioned above, 

the civil society in Turkey has some inherent challenges peculiar to non-governmental 

organizations, as well. First and foremost of these problems is that they are often not 

democratic enough in their relations with society and employees as a result of their formation 

and operation. Another important internal problem is their being poor financially.  

 Developments for a Democratic Civil Society during Özal’s Time 

Before Özal came to power in 1983 a military intervention had existed in the state. When the 

military was in power, 1982 Constitution was made with a hierarchical method, and it 

reversed the main principle of a constitution, which is protection of individual against the 

government. The basic goal of those who made 1982 constitution was to depoliticize the 

people. Neither could constitution establish an order of democratic rights and freedoms nor 

did it leave society an autonomous territory in which it could improve itself. There was a 

restricted and unfavorable political and legal atmosphere for civil society. Except for some 

volunteer non-governmental organizations, professional organizations such as bar 

associations, medical chambers, chambers of architects and engineers were defined as 

“professional organizations of public” and taken under control.  

Economic reforms of Özal have created a suitable atmosphere for civil societies. Pluralized 

economy created a need for interest groups in order to secure and maximize the interest of 

individuals. As a result of these reforms Turkish democracy gained three dimensions of civil 

society which are essential for democratic development. “These requirements are: a material 

base exploited by legally codified capitalist economic and social relations; an array of 

organizations and institutions located between the family and the state that pursue market 

transactions and further the interest of groups through their voluntary association; and an 

ideology premised on the inviolability of individual rights and the rule of law (Fowler, 1993: 
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327).” It was Özal who changed this unfavorable atmosphere with his liberalization policy in 

economy that he started as a bureaucrat before 1980 and continued as a politician after 1983. 

Along with liberalization process in economy after January 24 decisions, shortage of 

exchange was over and the export increased, and the government started to stay back in 

industrial enterprise. As the share of the private sector increased in industry and services so 

did the effects of the entrepreneurs on public life. The idea of “minimization of government” 

for economic development suggested by Özal was supported by society. These developments 

gave rise to create the market-based financial substructure (Fowler, 1993:327) which is 

essential for a democratic civil society. 

The concept of individual which is very important for a democratic civil society has an 

important position in Özal’s thoughts, too. According to Özal: 

  “Change will start from the individual himself / herself. I think a man 

should make his mind himself about his own issues. The next century is the 

century of individual. Man is in the center of society and action. The government 

will retreat and man will come to the forefront.”   

Özal has integrated his ideas on individuals together with the importance he gave to freedom. 

His socially accepted ideas considering freedom are as follows: 

“I will mention the three significant points on alternation. It is necessary to 

pay attention to these three significant points and continue with these principles. 

These points are three important liberties; one of them being “liberty of idea and 

thought” another one being “liberty on religion and conscience,” and the last one 

being “liberty on attempt.”” 

As it can be predicted from this saying, Özal had been strongly attached to the idea of 

freedom. According to Özal, “being free is the heart of positive development, processing and 

intellectual development. In conjunction with this context, usage of Kurdish Language has 

been excluded from the scope of prohibition, monopolized radio and television broadcasting 

has been terminated, and pluralist thinking has been supported as well as martial law by 

removing the 141
st
, 142

nd
 and 163

rd 
items of Turkish Criminal Code. In addition to these, 

international developments considering the human rights has been tried to be caught up with. 

Agreements that arouse from European Council and United States on preventing torture, 

European Social Circumstances, emergence of right of personal appliance to European 
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Human Rights Commission, and the acceptance of compulsory judgment of European Human 

Rights Council are the developments achieved in this field (Tanör, 2000: 97). The main goal 

behind all these activities is to form a potential civilian scope. In terms of democratic civilian 

society, it is considerable to have a libertarian conception and form a potential civilian scope. 

However, if interactive relations don’t develop within this scope, it might not be possible for 

the potential scope to transform into a democratic civilian society as well as taking role and 

functioning within this way. This aspect of democratic civilian society is cultural and it takes 

a long time. 

According to Özal, government is there to serve for individuals, instead of individuals serving 

for the government. According to Özal, who has brought up the “fatherly government” image 

present in Turkish Republic society into discussion, the government shouldn’t be considered 

as an ultimate value and be transformed into an institution serving the society. This situation 

was only possible through minimizing the government and restricting the range of action. 

Thus, the excess government which developed during the prior years of republic due to 

necessity was supposed to be instrumentalised. It was possible for a governmental thinking as 

this one to achieve appropriate potential in order for the necessary autonomy to come true for 

the democratic civilian society.    

Özal’s tendency towards associating various political ideas within the country in his party 

group while he was getting into politics is a remarkable one. According to him, each and 

every political idea within the country defends Turkey’s interests. Therefore, these ideas can 

be considered in harmony in order to be able to analyze and solve the urgent problems of 

Turkey. Less ideological and higher pragmatism approach together with Özal’s associative 

tendency has lowered the maximalist movement styles among various social groups. This 

approach contributing to the stick out of peace and tolerance, has also involved negative risks 

in terms of political majority. 

This approach, emphasizing on reconciliation and tolerance, included  

negative risks in terms of social pluralism. Modernization and strengthen of  

communication technology infrastructure beginning with telephone and  

internet has played an important role in country's connection with abroad.  

This foreign expansion has had new impacts on economy, media, culture, art  

and civil society. 
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These achievements could not be carried on in terms of founding  

associations. Turkish constitution of 1982 restricted layout about freedom  

just as it restricted freedom of founding an association. Prohibitions about  

foundation of associations for religious purposes were repealed in Özal  

Period. However, new arrangements about freedom of founding association were  

not made and restricted pattern of Turkish constitution of 1982 was carried  

on.  

To sum up, Özal has tried to develop political system by integrating  

liberal and civil culture since 1983. For this purpose, he worked hard for  

the development of Turkey with Western democratic values and he pioneered  

to generate new policies to expand freedom of the society, to develop 

free market economy, decrease state's economic weight by denationalization  

and to restrict bureaucratic power. These policies both created a strong  

conscious to live in peace and to govern itself and contributed to the  

development of democracy in the relationship of organizations, be autonomous  

from the state and depend on an individualistic back ground which has the  

essence of civil democratic society.   

Conclusion 

 The term "Civil Society", which has long been debated in Ancient Greek  

and differed in modern times and has had different impacts on different  

periods, is still being discussed in intellectual and scientific fields. It  

has developed in West Europe with the progress of capitalism and  

individual's separation from impacts of community. In this process, the  

progress of liberal democracy caused a requisite relationship between  

liberal democracy and civil society. However the emergence of civil society  

organizations in countries with different political regimes necessitated a  

distinction of democratic and anti-democratic civil societies. Civil society  

supporting democratization is a civil society with democratic features.  

   The progress of civil society and relationship  

between civil society and political system in Turkey does not have a linear  

property. In Single Party Period, both civil society and political  

societies are not democratic. Civil society democratization beginning with  
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multi party political life has continued with Özal policies since 1980.  

Economic and Political policies which were applied in Özal Period brought  

democratic features to civil society. However, these are not adequate. Today, the weakest 

points of Turkish civil society are lack of economic  

wealth and democratic weakness of possessed culture. Due to these problems,  

contrary to state's autonomy, civil society is able to assist state's  

authoritarian implementations. 
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