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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.   I had time and needed to do something.”  Howeve r, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activi ties and association s to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying  in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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In the past three years, Turkey has arguably undertaken the most dramatic
economic, political and social reforms since the years following the founding
of the Republic in 1923. Motivated largely by the hope of joining the
European Union, the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP)
government has used its overwhelming parliamentary majority to continue

to pass major reforms begun by the previous coalition government.
 
Within this context, two questions arise: does the implementation of democratic
principles require the growth of civil society, and how important are the values
and ideas of ordinary citizens, especially Turkey’s bulging youth population, in
realizing Turkey’s goals? The thesis of this researcher is that not only is the growth
of civil society essential, but also that Turkish youth must play a critical role in
this process for it to be successful.
 
Turkish Youth: Nearly One Half of the Country’s Population

The forerunners of Turkey’s young generation, today’s recent university graduates
and current students, are part of a population glut that gives Turkey its reputation
as a dramatically different country.  Nearly half of all Turks are under the age of
24, and roughly one of every five is between the ages of 15 and 25. This is about
14 million people, more than the entire population of neighboring Greece.1

Turkey’s future is in their hands, but relatively little is understood about their
beliefs, hopes, concerns, and most importantly, how they might engage in civil
society and government to improve the quality of life in Turkey during the coming
decades.  On the plus side, changes in politics, economics, demographics, and
technology have combined to create a society more open than the past, particularly
in terms of international trade and access to information.  However, political
reticence and negative attitudes toward participation in civil society and politics
have grown during this last quarter-century.2

In order to develop a preliminary understanding of youth perceptions regarding
their view of their own potential to improve the quality of life in Turkey by
participating in government and civil society, I conducted over two-dozen
qualitative and exploratory interviews with university students in Ankara, Istanbul,
‹zmir, and Konya.

The study was conducted over four weeks and the majority of interviews were
conducted in English, mainly with students from Humanities departments, thereby
producing both a bias in favor of English speaking students, and a lack of accuracy
in word choice that is a product of not speaking in one’s native tongue.  It should
also be noted that the majority of Turkey’s youth does not attend university.  A
future large-scale study might have the luxury of learning important views  held
by the rest of these youths.
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.  I had time and needed to do something.”  However, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activities and associations to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.   I had time and needed to do something.”  Howeve r, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activi ties and association s to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying  in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.  I had time and needed to do something.”  However, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activities and associations to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.

127 TURKISH POLICY QUARTERLYVolume 5  Number 1

The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.   I had time and needed to do something.”  Howeve r, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activi ties and association s to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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towards his involvement in several NGOs, “My father carries the influence of
these events.  He says, ‘yeah, you can participate in whatever you want to, but
be careful because they can torture you, or the government can suppress you, and
if you aren’t careful, people will talk and say that you are a bad person.’” This
same student’s mother believes that many of these groups are missionaries, trying
to convert her son to Christianity. This disinclination for involvement because
of the political past has taken root in some of this young generation as well.
More than one student told me, “University is not a place for politics.”  Others
have said that they or their friends are “frightened” to speak of politics because
of the state and the government, or that speaking about politics at school is “a
little forbidden for us.” Fostering effective participation in civil society in this
environment is an uphill battle.

Civil society has the potential to play an enormous role in moving Turkey forward.
In addition to offering a means of checks and balances with government, military,
and economic power, civil society provides an alternative to pure political
involvement as a means of changing Turkish society-no small role given that
Turkish students seem to view active political participation as dangerous, distasteful,
and ineffective.  In addition to perceiving political talk and participation as risky,
students, even the more involved, have an aversion to politicization.  One student,
whose father is involved in politics, summarized her work with an NGO: “Here
we try to get young people from different backgrounds, different political views
without politicizing what we are doing.  In my view, what we are doing is policy-
making, or trying to initiate policy-making with youth in Turkey, but not politicizing
the job.”  Another student cited the increased tolerance, the blurring of the divisions
of Left and Right, especially in the university community, as a good thing. Given
the often-charged political climate of the older generations, this portends a poor
future for political and civic involvement among young people, unless changes
occur.

Most students don’t see themselves represented in any political party, and those
with the most heightened political views often choose not to vote. Of the students
who interviewed and were eligible to vote in the most recent election, an equal
number voted for CHP (Republican People’s Party) as those who chose not to
name the party they cast their ballot for.  This number is only one student more
than the number of students who chose not to vote at all.  The rest of the students
distributed their votes among AKP, Social Democrats, and other parties. The
students who voted for CHP did so “because it’s the party of Atatürk,” though
they were quick to point out that they found it unfortunate that the party has
diverged from Atatürk’s original ideals.  Several students chose CHP as “the best
of the worst,” citing the 10 percent needed for a party to be represented in
Parliament as a reason not to vote for any of the smaller parties: “If I voted for
other parties, I would be throwing my vote away.” The 10 percent rule was the
reason that other students decided to vote for underrepresented parties, not wanting
to give their votes to the larger parties. The students that voted for AKP did so
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying  in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:

120

“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.  I had time and needed to do something.”  However, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activities and associations to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.   I had time and needed to do something.”  Howeve r, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activi ties and association s to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying  in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil

123 TURKISH POLICY QUARTERLYVolume 5  Number 1

society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive

124

male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.  I had time and needed to do something.”  However, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activities and associations to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.   I had time and needed to do something.”  Howeve r, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activi ties and association s to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying  in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.  I had time and needed to do something.”  However, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activities and associations to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.   I had time and needed to do something.”  Howeve r, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activi ties and association s to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying  in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by
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excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.
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The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”
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From the start, this project focused on civil society participation as a means to
understand youth perceptions.  While civil society can have many definitions,
most people agree that as an alternative to the government and business sectors,
it is the means by which citizens take interest and initiative in their own society.
To that end, the degree to which Turkish university students participate in any
form of associational life may indicate their capacity for participating in the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other private groups established to
improve the quality of life in Turkey over the next several decades.  Furthermore,
the growth of civil society in Turkey is directly related to the goals of European
Union (EU) admission.

The questions were designed to elicit from students their degree of participation
in any group activities, their perception of ‘group activities’ (whether that includes
foundations and social works or student clubs), their political views, especially
regarding electoral politics, and lastly their ideas about the future, their generation,
and the EU process. Almost all interviews were one-on-one, thereby increasing
the opportunity each student had to express his or her views uncolored by those
of his or her classmates. The following paragraphs will express, as much in their
own words as possible, the views of these students as they continue to grow into
their identities as Turkish citizens.

Turkish youth have a strong degree of social and political consciousness; as many
of them said when I asked if they discuss politics, “of course, this is Turkey!”
However, there is also a disconnect between students’ consciousness and their
capacity to act. By examining motivations for involvement and non-involvement
in organizations, and how that relates to students’ concepts of responsibility for
change in society, a picture emerges showing both strong student beliefs in access
to information, self-betterment, and better education as necessary for a bright
Turkish future, as well as a dangerous shirking of responsibility that could maintain
the status quo.

Obstacles to Involvement

The few Turkish students who participate in civil associations have myriad reasons
for doing so.  For many, involvement is an insidious process, creeping up through
the recommendation of a friend, teacher, or relative—altruism need not be present.
One student is currently involved with a project that helps elementary school
children not only identify problems in their communities but also to generate
student-led solutions to those problems. He began his involvement with this
program after he saw a poster advertising a “holiday in September” training
program in sunny Antalya. Other students credit job interests, networking, and
the work experience gained in many of these NGOs as a reason for joining and
remaining.  One student does both administrative work and youth council building
projects throughout Turkey for an organization called Local Agenda 21. She cited
a complementary relationship with her schoolwork as a reason to become involved:
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“in our education system, especially in my field of study [international relations]
we … have so much free time.  Aside from the theoretical part, we also want to
be on the practical side in the international or social issues.  That’s why I came
here.  I had time and needed to do something.”  However, after continued
involvement, these students see the benefits extend to society at large.  One female
student also volunteering with Local Agenda 21 commented on a sense of efficacy
that she gained from her work, especially in relation to the Turkish tendency to
talk politics: “You don’t reach anywhere, you just talk and talk… I think these
activities, social projects, are much better at changing things.”   A female medical
student from the countryside began helping in the soup kitchen and with children’s
play hours and other activities in her religiously - based charitable NGO after
they gave her a scholarship.  She says that she will keep NGOs a part of her life
now, after seeing the benefits of their work firsthand.

For most students, however, there is no bridge to involvement, and no reason to
cross the chasm between awareness and action. A female graduate-student at
Hacettepe University in Ankara described her concern about women’s issues in
Turkey and said of her lack of involvement, “Maybe I need someone to tell me
to join.”  For many students, this is the best-case scenario.  For others, the thought
of involvement doesn’t cross their minds.  Indeed, many limit their understanding
of group activities and associations to the student clubs on campus such as
department-related ones like economics or poetry or to activity-oriented clubs
such as scuba diving or mountain climbing. A final, but small group, believe that
the group activities they see on campus are ineffective because they are comprised
only of students and lack “important people” such as those that one could network
with or learn from.  One uninvolved doctoral student believes that off-campus
groups “make a bit more sense because of connections outside of the university—
it’s better for exchange of ideas.  Whereas university clubs are founded by people
thinking the same thing.”

Another, more pernicious obstacle to involvement is the perception passed down
from adults to students that involvement in politics and civil society is dangerous.
This manifests itself in different ways, from parental advice to bureaucratic
nightmares.  One student group operates off-campus because the approval process
for on-campus activity has taken upwards of six months.  A student involved in
this group, which provides educational, cultural, and emotional support for street
children, believes that the delay is caused not only by the bureaucracy that exists
in many Turkish universities but also because the “adults don’t want this program
to go forward.”  Her belief was that because another group on campus had angered
the administration by painting some floors in the school red as a symbolic act,
the administration wanted to stymie all groups, regardless of mission or proposed
activities.  Furthermore, the clashes between Right and Left during the 1960s and
70s and the political assassinations that continued until the coup of 1980 have
imprinted themselves on adults as well as some of the younger generation. A very
involved, independent-thinking student in Ankara said of his parents’ attitudes
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less out of religious inclination and more because they felt that AKP offered the
biggest change from previous parties. Several students decided not to vote because
they couldn’t find a party they wanted to support. When asked what their ideal
party would be, one student said “a party that keeps its promises,” whereas another
wants a party that combines the best parts of numerous ideologies-“Republican,
but future-oriented, cultural, a bit religious is okay, but liberal, a bit socialist…”
In one group interview, a student who said, “I also want to participate in politics,
but I don’t think there is a good political party for me,” was met by a chorus of
other students supporting his view.

The Disconnect

The disconnect occurs at the intersection between views on politics, civil society,
and the students’ perceptions about who is responsible for change in society.
Few students feel personally responsible at any level.  Generally, inactive students
attributed responsibility to either the government or to “everybody.” However,
when asked how the responsible party should make change in society the students
were unsure.  “It’s about politics,” one twenty-year old female student in Konya
said, “Maybe in the future one day people will come together.  But I don’t know
how. Maybe it’s related to education.” Several students cited the need to help
themselves first. “I believe I can do things for others, but first I must help myself-
education, job, become established.” When asked, she said that how she could
help people in the future “depends on the situation of that day.” Another student
who said that she was in the process of developing herself now, said that because
of what she learns now, “when I grow up and have more social responsibility, I
will be able to make a change” by getting people interested in issues.

A second category of students has more developed beliefs about responsibility,
citing a particular relationship between the government and civil society.  Many
students see the two sectors needing to work together: “It’s not easy to make
policy with just the power of the NGOs.  There must be support of the government.”
A doctoral student visualizes a “horizontal society in which everyone participates,”
with ideas being constantly refined by traveling back and forth between the
people, NGOs, and the government. A male student in Ankara who wants to
pursue a career in government said that, “the government, of course” is responsible,
“and NGOs—in a situation where the government supports and helps the NGOs.”
In the same vein, a non-voting student studying in the faculty of American
Literature believes that, “there must be legal acts for this.  The individual doesn’t
have the power to change, but with government, media, and powerful institutions,
things can change.”  When I asked what he, personally, could do, he said that if
there were a political party addressing this, he would vote for them.

A small category of students has the experience and ideas to perceive a role for
themselves in making change. These students cite specific examples of civil
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society work, such as protests, petitions-“the giving of information to the people”
as having an impact on society. These students are actively involved in these
activities.  A student at Hacettepe University in Ankara mentioned a program at
a private university in Istanbul that requires students to develop their own projects
for social change.  In many cases, he said, the students who are participating
haven’t participated before, “but after this lesson they are always doing projects.”
This student recognized that often the biggest obstacle to involvement is taking
a first step; once involved, however, many students remain involved. Some
students said that all citizens are responsible for making change in society, but
point to the power of a group in making progress. “Without being a member of
a group or an organization, I think it is impossible.  If you want to do something
new, to change from negative to positive, you have to work with a group and
organize all citizens,” said a student at the Police Academy in Ankara who works
with several groups on campus dealing with issues from self-education about
terrorism to doing EU-related projects.  A few students mentioned having a smaller
government as necessary for a more active citizenry. A government that is
responsible only for justice and security would leave room for privatization of
other aspects of life-health, religion, and social causes-to a necessarily more
active citizenry. One student supported his argument by saying that “people in
Turkish public will have consciousness of civil society and of the individual. ‘I
must solve my own problems, and if I solve it, I will live a better life, a peaceful
life.’ There must be radical changes.”

Reforms in Education are the Answer

Even the least active of students, with little concept of responsibility, cite education
as both a major problem in Turkey, as well as a solution to existing problems.
The students gave many reasons for choosing education as a problem, ranging
from current inequality to access, overcrowding, and a top-down style that excludes
critical thinking, to an unfair and overly competitive university admission process
and lack of freedom in program selection. Taken as a whole, these grievances
show that even the most inactive of students recognize that inculcating initiative
and change from a young age is a good way to bridge the disconnect between
awareness and action.

The majority of students pointed to inequality of education as a major problem
within Turkey. While most of the students interviewed were from the Western
part of Turkey, their concern lay with their peers in the East, especially for females.
Other issues were of overcrowding, lack of funding, and the narrow age range
for which school is required (education is compulsory for those ages 6-14).  Aside
from these financial and economic problems, students were aware of more abstract
flaws in their education. Several students cited the quality of education, with
specific issues being the absolute power of the teachers, rote learning, and top-
down methodology. It seems that students are aware that with a different style
of education, a more active generation would result. For example, an inactive
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male student in Konya believes that education must be student-centered and not
teacher-centered. “Students should be more active in the classroom,” he said,
“discussing things, joining activities, working in a group.  Teachers must serve
as a guide.” This method, he believes, would create a generation of active students
who are ready to join groups. A student at the Police Academy noted that teachers
have an enormous responsibility in society because they teach children “everything.”
He is concerned, however, that the quality of information that students currently
receive is detrimental to society. In his opinion, real education doesn’t begin for
Turkish students until they are finished with high school, and/or take advantage
of other sources of information, such as newspapers and the Internet.  A female
economics student, the youngest of all those interviewed, said that the current
method of learning is based too much on memorization. Overall, it is the researcher’s
impression that students would prefer and benefit from a better-funded, wider-
reaching educational system that emphasizes critical thinking and group work.

Dissatisfaction with the educational system is not limited to primary education
alone.  Many students mentioned the university entrance exam as a major problem.
The main challenge is the lack of space. In 2003, of the approximately 1.5 million
students taking the university entrance exam, only 300,000 earned a place in
Turkey’s 76 public and private universities.3 Many high school students spend a
majority of their final high school years preparing for the university entrance
exam. In fact, several students mentioned the glut of exams in Turkey for all
activities, including schools and careers, as a major obstacle to involvement.
They would prefer to focus on their studies and career than take a risk and become
involved in an NGO. Furthermore, the entrance exam determines their field of
study.  For many, this lack of individual autonomy is indicative of problems in
the educational system as a whole, and some might say Turkey in general.

While many of these students have at least one parent who has attended university,
a quarter of them have parents who weren’t educated past high school, with some
of them not going past primary school.  Education is more widespread today than
it was several decades ago, with many of the private universities having been
built in the last decade or two. Access to education-the problem and solution that
students mention-seems to be changing as this research is being done.   Should
it continue along this path, and with changes being made to the current rote
methods of learning, the ideal future that these students are visualizing could
become reality.

The Worst Case Scenario: Status Quo

However, an atrophying political consciousness has accompanied this rise in
education.  Unlike their parents, these students are less likely to be politically

Based on original findings from qualitative interviews with university students in
four Turkish cities, this article explains the connection between civil society and
politics in Turkey as it pertains to university students.  In particular, it focuses on
reasons for and obstacles to involvement in civil society and how that relates to
student perceptions regarding their role in Turkey’s future.  The article concludes
with a section about students’ views on the EU process.
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active.  Instead, says one student “they are sleeping, silent, the same. They watch
the same TV shows, they don’t feel responsible.” Most students agree that
education and access to information are keys to their generation having a positive
impact on Turkey. “We must be better educated, read books, newspapers, see
everything as it is and not as our parents see it, we must see the facts, vote
differently,” says one Ankara student involved in two groups--one for disabled
rights and one for street children.  However, she believes that her generation isn’t
necessarily doing this. Instead, “they are going to cafes, smoking, watching TV,
going to the cinema, but no meetings.”

Several students spoke of the need for self-betterment before taking any action.
This, they feel, is necessary for them to make a positive impact. If they can “be
conscious about social responsibility, they will use it in the future. Right now
they need to develop responsibility.” However, if they don’t develop any personal
responsibility, or fill in the gaps between awareness of problems and social change,
little is likely to change over the next few decades. “I think if things are going
well for them in 10-20 years they won’t do anything,” laments one student involved
in a recycling group in Izmir. “They first must have consciousness, throw off the
rose-colored glasses. To put this in their mind is the most difficult thing.”

At the same time, many students are hopeful about their generation, believing
that both their size and better education in comparison to past generations makes
them more dynamic. The student who felt that his generation was “sleeping,”
later said that he feels that something has changed recently, “though not enough
for a revolution.” Another student at the same school says he is hopeful: “previous
generations did some wrong things, political battles between Left and Right, but
now this generation is better educated, and have learned from past events.  They
read more, get information from the Internet,” not just their teachers. When asked
if there was anything his generation could do, a film student is Izmir said, “of
course. Turkey has a young population. If the government can give the right
education, we can change.”

EU Accession: A Variety of Views

As mentioned above, the EU membership process has galvanized Turkey,
particularly government and civil society, over the past two decades. Indeed, civil
society participation could be seen as a barometer for EU influence and progress
toward EU reform. The EU has contributed both funding and expertise to help
grow Turkey’s civil society. Though many NGOs focus on topics other than the
EU, the proliferation of NGOs could be related to both the effectiveness of EU
efforts as well as the Turkish government’s civil society-related reforms catalyzed
by the prospect of membership. These EU-inspired reforms that the AK Party
and the previous coalition government put into effect have opened Turkish society
to a greater degree than it has ever been in the past. Civic associations have
benefited from these laws, as the right to form associations unburdened by

126

excessive bureaucratic demands have not only increased the number of associations,
but have also allowed for increased operating flexibility. Some students have
taken advantage of the proliferation of associations to become involved at national
and even international levels. Even students not involved look forward to the
possibility of ease of travel and opportunities to practice their English in Europe.
Yet, as pleased as many students seem to be with the democratic reforms the
process has introduced, many seem content to take the reforms with or without
the actual EU membership. Their reasons range from skepticism of EU intentions
to nationalistic tendencies regarding Turkey’s ability to create its own reforms.
Because the EU admission process is likely to be a lengthy one, these students’
opinions could be decisive as they come to positions of influence in the next
decade or two or if Turkey calls for a referendum on EU membership.

Concerns about the negative implications of actually achieving EU membership
are varied. Students point to Turkey's geopolitical significance as a main factor
enticing Europe to support the membership process, and worry that their nation
is not being taken seriously.  One student who aspires to a career in the government
said that the EU “will benefit from us more than they [EU] need because of
Turkey’s geographical location, especially the Eastern part.”  He fears that trouble
along Turkey’s volatile borders, such as that with Iraq, will cause more problems
for Turkey if it becomes a member of the larger EU. Other students cite a potential
lack of freedom within the EU community as a concern. “In my view,” said one
very internationally involved engineering student in Konya, “Turkish people will
be second-class citizens compared with the rest of Europe.” Still other students
are also quick to mention the demographic imbalance: “they are afraid of Turkey,”
said the Konya student quoted earlier, “we are very young; they are old.” Another
student echoed this, “Europe is old. They need our youth and we need their
opportunities. In some ways I like this.” Several students mentioned EU membership
as a “dream” or a “joke.”

On a potentially positive note, Turkish students believe that Turkey needs to solve
its own problems, rather than having the EU’s Copenhagen Criteria tell them how
to mend their laws.  Students seem likely to resist any efforts by the EU to place
unreasonable conditions on Turkey's membership: “there are some things that
Turkey can’t give up or sacrifice,” such as Turkey’s position on Cyprus, said one
student who spends a lot of time in Sweden.  A student in the international relations
faculty at Hacettepe University feels that the EU needs to fix some of its own
problems before Turkey considers membership. “I am supportive of the EU,” he
said, “but it must be more democratic. It’s suppressing nations now.  If they make
central authority stronger, there’s a risk-it will suppress individual groups. In my
opinion, they should be going more towards federalism, not unification.”This
student is referring to his view that the EU’s balance is shifting and subordinating
minority rights and national identity to the greater EU vision.

3   Ays›t Tansel and Fatma Burcin, Effect of Private Tutoring on University Entrance Examination Performance in
Turkey,” Economic Research Center, Middle East Technical University, http://www.erc.metu.edu.tr/menu/series05/0504.pdf,
15 March, 2006.

127 TURKISH POLICY QUARTERLYVolume 5  Number 1

The students’ contradictory views about EU membership seem to mirror their
uncertainty about their own role in Turkey’s future. They want democratic reforms,
true freedom of speech (not merely “on paper” as some students have said), and
the opportunities that EU membership offers. However, they recognize that these
reforms cannot merely be given, but that Turkey needs to assume responsibility
for its own change.

In Conclusion

Today’s challenge is to talk about active democracy with Turkish youth. This is
essential for Turkey to move from a society characterized by a majority of young
men and women who are politically and civically inactive, to one where the
widespread view of young Turks is that they can help bring about positive changes
in society through civil institutions. To do this, this research demonstrates that
Turkey must build on students’ awareness of problems and also give them the
capabilities to solve these problems. At the same time, it must increase awareness
beyond the walls of the universities by equalizing access to education. One
suggestion would be to replicate the model described by a student at a university
in Istanbul, where the development of social change projects was a requirement
that many students continued after the class concluded. The research further
suggests that because most Turkish youth do not have the opportunity to attend
university, bringing these programs to elementary, middle, and high schools, as
has slowly started, would allow for a wider reach for a change in mentality.
Finally, this research suggests that there is strong support for the belief that access
to education must be equalized and brought into gender and socio-economic
balance.

Turkey seems to be on its way to a more involved society. As one uninvolved
student said, “if the government continues to be inflexible in terms of official
policy, NGOs will become more important as people turn away from central
politics and more towards their daily life.” It is “an alternative for being a part
of a political party or ideology.” If more friends, relatives, and teachers encourage
students to get involved, they might see what some of their classmates have: “The
space you live in and that you know in the world, not just in Turkey, becomes a
lot bigger with these activities.” As many students state strongly, the key lies in
an education that emphasizes critical thought and continuing access to and freedom
of information.

If, as posited in the introduction, civil society is essential to realizing Turkey’s
goals, Turkish youth, as the forerunners of a new generation, are critical to
developing an active civil society sector that identifies problems and proposes
solutions to improve Turkey. Should the Turkish government, NGOs, and the
educational system make changes by widely encouraging freedom of thought,
self-education, and empowerment of young people to solve their own problems,
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Turkey may one day be led by a generation of politicians, academicians, NGO
leaders, and businesspeople who have both the desire and capability of achieving
Turkey’s goals.

One can look at a student who exemplifies the critical thinking, independence,
and personal growth necessary for young Turkish men and women today. This
student went through a major shift in political thinking from Nationalism to
Liberalism because of a professor he had his first year of university.  He educated
himself about the Liberal Demokrat Partisi (LDP), and then joined its younger
ranks.  While he is eager to talk about politics, he doesn’t like to discuss it with
his friends because “they are frightened.” He thinks differently from his parents,
who think differently from each other-his father is nationalist, his mother is
religious and conservative. He is involved in several NGOs, the most important
of which (in his opinion), encourages elementary school children to identify social
problems and come up with group solutions to them. What this student says about
his volunteer work might be applied to Turkey as a whole: “if we teach children
to participate, if we infect them with the thought that they can solve their own
problems and not expect it from the government or school authority, maybe in
five years we will see a change.”


