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ABSTRACT
Rethinking State and Civil Society:

Two Educational Policies During the Justice and Development Party Era

In the early years of the Justice and Development Party regime, educational
policymaking was a collaborative and inclusive process with input from civil society
organizations (CSOs). In the following years, the state shifted its approach to
selective inclusion and refrained from inclusive policymaking. Thus, the state
preferred hasty policymaking, in which a limited number of CSOs were included and
government-friendly CSOs were supported. Among the many changes in education
policies, the difference between the curriculum reform (2003-2005) and the system
change (2012) clearly highlight the changing relationship between the state and
educational civil society. Analyzing these two policy periods, this thesis tries to
determine how and why the relationship between the state and educational civil
society changed. In answering these questions, semi-structured interviews with state
officials and CSO representatives were conducted and document research was
employed. This research claimed that through formal and informal institutional
changes, the state altered the power of existing educational institutions. The
democratic reversal of the party led to a change in the relationship between
educational civil society and the state. The state’s limited capacity in education
paved the way for the selective inclusion of CSOs in the policymaking process.
Therefore, the state remained open to government-friendly CSOs and built capacity

for these organizations to offset its limited capacity.



OZET
Devlet ve Sivil Toplumu Yeniden Diistinmek:

Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi Déneminden ki Egitim Politikas1

Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi rejiminin ilk yillarindaki egitim politikalarinin yapimi
sivil toplum kuruluslarinin (STK) katkilartyla ortak ¢caligmaya dayali ve katilimci bir
srecti. Devlet, ilerleyen yillarda politika yapim siirecindeki tutumunu katilimciliktan
secici katilimciliga doniistiirdii. BOylece devlet, sinirli sayida STK’larin katildig ve
hikumet yanlis1 STK’larin desteklendigi aceleci bir politika yapim tarzi tercih etti.
Devlet ve egitim alanindaki sivil toplum arasinda degisen iligkiyi, egitimde yapilmis
olan bircok politika igerisinden mifredat reformu (2003-2005) ve sistem degisikligi
(2012) siiregleri arasindaki fark agik¢a vurgulamaktadir. Bu tez bu iki politika
stirecini inceleyerek devlet ve egitim alanindaki sivil toplum arasindaki iliskinin nasil
ve neden degistigini anlamaya caligsmaktadir. Bu sorulara cevap vermek i¢in
biirokratlar ve STK temsilcileri ile yari-yapilandirilnig goriismeler gergeklestirildi ve
dokiiman arastirmasi yapildi. Bu arastirma devletin var olan egitim kurumlariin
giiclinii formal ve informal kurumsal degisikliklerle sekillendirdigini iddia
etmektedir. Partinin demokrasiden uzaklagsmasi devlet ve egitim alanindaki sivil
toplum orgiitleri arasindaki iliskinin degismesine neden oldu. Devletin egitimdeki
kapasite eksikligi politika yapim siirecine STK’larin segici katilimina neden oldu.
Boylece devlet yetersiz kapasitesini dengelemek igin hiikiimet yanlis1 STK lara

basvurdu ve onlara kapasite alani olusturdu.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

The education policies of the Justice and Development Party [Adalet ve Kalkinma
Partisi] (AKP) have been a controversial and contested topic in Turkey. The AKP
regime claims they have increased the education budget and reduced inequalities in
access to education. Still, critics underscore various problems stemming from
infrastructural deficiencies and politically-driven controversies that continue to affect
different areas of education. Additionally, continuous and countless changes in
education aggravate existing problems. Surprisingly, President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan admitted that the government has failed in the areas of education and culture
at the opening ceremony of the 2017-2018 academic year (Akyol, 2017).

Much attention has been drawn to neoliberal practices, the role of religion,
and politicization of educational policies in these contradictory perspectives. In this
thesis, | focus on an overlooked area within education: the relationship between the
state and civil society organizations (CSOs). While institutions with strong veto
powers (e.g., the judiciary and military) challenged the AKP, the ongoing European
Union (EU) accession process promised a democratic trajectory in the party’s
policies in the early years of the regime. The “authoritarian turn” or “democratic
reversal” of the regime in recent years is not consistent with the party’s initial years
and political trajectory. The current regime has undermined the rule of law and
sought to consolidate power; few attempts have been made to build consensus and

increase the inclusion of different stakeholders into educational policymaking. This
1



reversal can also be observed in the relationship between the state and educational
CSOs.

In this research, | ask how and why the relationship between the state and
educational civil society changed during the AKP period 2002-2012. | explore two
policy periods to explain this change: the curriculum reform (2004) and the
educational system change popularly known as “4+4+4” (2012). | aim to analyze the
relationship between the state and educational civil society through two critical
policy periods, explaining the content and actors of each. | also aim to contribute to
the existing literature both at the theoretical and empirical level by discussing
government-friendly CSOs.

While the curriculum reform period witnessed the cooperation of the state
and educational civil society in the policymaking process, the hasty policymaking
process and selective inclusion of educational civil society were the key features of
the 4+4+4 change. With this system change, the AKP regime imposed a substantial
change to the education system, with the draft law proposed by AKP deputies. Thus,
the policymaking process was conducted in the Grand National Assembly of Turkey
(the parliament), excluding educational state institutions and non-state actors. When
opposition parties demanded the inclusion of CSOs in parliamentary discussions, the
result was a one-day meeting with a limited number of organizations. Moreover, over
time government-friendly organizations were introduced into the policymaking
process along with more liberal or long-standing educational CSOs.

The existing research on both civil society and Turkish civil society are vast.
The civil society literature remains convoluted and puzzling, focusing primarily on
Western democratic context and providing case-specific theoretical and practical

insights, and absence of conclusive definitions of civil society. The modern Turkish
2



civil society literature is rather a recent research arena. With the end of the 1990s,
Turkish civil society started to mushroom. The EU accession process and financial
support to CSOs boosted associational life. Literature on civil society and in
particular, Turkish civil society does not speak sufficiently to the democratic reversal
or hybrid regime research.

The growing body of literature on civil society under authoritarian and hybrid
regimes mainly presents case-specific examples of state control, monitoring, and co-
optation of civil society. In the Turkish context, the literature is rather limited. There
are no studies examining educational civil society. Civil society scholarship on
Turkey has largely focused on state control and legitimization. Despite this, | present
CSOs as a critical part of educational policies in Turkey. While state control and
legitimization have long been issues in Turkish civil society, the literature has
ignored the role civil society may continue to play, particularly in education. This
thesis aims to contribute to the existing literature on civil society under hybrid
regimes by introducing the case of educational civil society in the Turkish context.

Another contribution of this study is the introduction of newly emerged
government-friendly CSOs, how they emerged and their impact on educational
policies. In the following chapters, | show that these organizations have played a
critical role in educational policies by assisting the AKP regime in legitimizing state
policies and altering the role of civil society in Turkey. Moreover, their interactions
with other CSOs and growth are examined in the analysis chapters. My explanation
in the following background chapter (Chapter 3) provides a critical historical account
of two substantial changes in Turkish education. Juxtaposing these two policy

periods will also provide a significant contribution to existing studies.



1.2 Methodology

This is a qualitative research study, in which | employed both semi-structured
interviews and document research. One-on-one interviewing is a crucial aspect of
this research since the lack of existing data on education and educational civil society
created a barrier for me to understand this matter. Although the Ministry of National
Education (the Ministry) provides open-source data on education in Turkey, these
numbers were not sufficient to make claims regarding educational civil society.
Similarly, there is no available data on civil society in Turkey in general, let alone
educational civil society. There are research reports and independent studies on civil
society (with limited data on educational civil society), but these studies do not
provide comprehensive information. Thus, | was not able to obtain statistical or other
descriptive information about educational civil society in Turkey. As a result, I relied

heavily on interviewers and document research to triangulate data for the study.

1.2.1 Semi-structured interviews and sampling

Prior to my in-person interviews, I conducted four unstructured and informal expert
interviews in my pilot study. | spoke with faculty members in the educational
sciences and a sociologist who had expertise in education to direct me in my
research. These people provided insights for my study and were helpful in reaching
my interviewees.

Apart from the pilot study, | conducted 15 semi-structured expert interviews
in Ankara and Istanbul from April 2018 to December 2018 with representatives of
CSOs and state officials from both policy process. The interviews were conducted in
Turkish. They lasted an average of one and a half hour each. | also tape-recorded the

interviews with the consent of the interviewee. | transcribed these interviews
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verbatim and kept the names anonymous for the safety of the interviewees.! |
decided that semi-structured interviewing was the most suitable method for my
question since it is both structured and flexible enough to facilitate robust discovery
(Leech, 2002, p. 665). Though the same questions are asked all the interviewees, the
questions remain open, and probes are often used to enrich the interview or obtain
additional information.?

Since | focus on two periods, my non-random sample consisted of people
who were active during the meetings for these policy changes. | used non-random
sampling because it is the most efficient method to obtain information on a particular
policy or political decision since there is a narrow population (Bleich & Pekkanen,
2013, p. 90). In 2004, the Ministry contacted 25 CSOs for their opinions and
suggestions on curriculum change. Similarly, it invited 37 CSOs to the “Designing
the Future Together” meetings. While only seven CSOs responded to the initial call,
20 joined the meetings of the Ministry and Board of National Education (the Board).
In 2012, there were 14 CSOs and two experts invited to the National Education,
Culture, Youth and Sports Committee (the standing committee) meeting in
parliament. Five of these organizations were present during both periods: Egitim
Reformu Girigimi (ERG), Tiirk Egitim Dernegi (TED), Tiirk Egitim Goniilliileri
Vakfi (TEGV), Tirk Egitim-Sen, and Egitim-Bir-Sen. These organizations were
crucial informants for my interviews as they were able to juxtapose both
policymaking processes.

Representatives were contacted in various ways. | e-mailed or telephoned

institutions where most of my interviewees’ currently work. I refrained from cold

1 Appendix A presents information about the interviews.
2 Appendix B presents the interview questions.
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calling, instead | used referrals from my pilot study to initiate e-mails or telephone
conversations. In cases where interviewees could not be reached through
conventional methods, 1 also utilized social media platforms (i.e., Facebook and
LinkedIn).

I did not conduct interviews with representatives of every CSO for several
reasons. First, these organizations had similar experiences, so an adequate number of
people is sufficient to understand the matter in depth. Moreover, complementary
document research of meeting reports provides the official organizational
perspectives of representatives. Additionally, as is typical in interview-based
research, some representatives could not be reached while others did not want to be
interviewed regarding this topic.

Reaching these people and institutions was not an easy task. My interview
request was rejected by some institutions and individuals for various reasons;
potential interviewees indicated they were not interested in an interview, too busy to
spare the time, or hesitant to discuss the subject matter. Admittedly, I also benefited
significantly from the interviewees’ background. Most of the people I met with had
experience both in state institutions (e.g., the Ministry, Board, and parliament) and
worked for CSOs as well. Their dynamic backgrounds enabled them to reflect on

different perspectives.

1.2.2 Document research

Another major part of the research relies on document research of various
government documents, reports from international/supranational organizations, and
newspaper articles to obtain the perspective of different actors. For the 2004

curriculum reform, | examined the 17" National Education Council (Council)
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meeting reports, EU Commission report, World Bank’s (WB) Basic Education
Project I and Il reports (BEP I and Il), and reports of the Ministry and Board’s
meetings with civil society. For the 2012 system change, | used the 18" National
Education Council meeting reports, and minutes from the parliamentary standing
committee to supplement my understanding and ability to explain the process. For
both periods, | utilize necessary news media research to enrich my understanding.

Independent from the interviews, the desktop research aims to elaborate on
the official language of the process. Thus, I show how each policy was planned and
discussed by combining interviews with document research. While these documents
are beneficial in triangulating the research, interviews provide a “thick description”
(Geertz, 1973, p. 312) in the sense that they open the door for an in-depth
understanding of matters.

On the one hand, it was relatively easy for me to access certain documents.
The parliamentary discussions were transcribed and could be found in the online
achieve. On the other hand, I couldn’t find certain state documents through online
research. Existing links from the Ministry and Board for these documents were not
working or missing. So, | contacted Ministry and Board personnel for the materials
that | sought. The people were accommodating and interested in my research. They

shared soft-copy materials and sent hard-copy documents.

1.2.3 Case selection

This study primarily focuses on two policy periods in education during the AKP
period: curriculum reform (2004) and the system change popularly known as
“4+4+4” (2012). According to Gerring (2008) studies with small case samples

should employ non-random (purposive) sampling (p. 645). This non-random
7



sampling should provide the representativeness of the case(s) as well as variation in
the variables of interests.

To examine the relationship between the state and educational civil society in
the AKP period, | conducted archival research of news articles. | also relied on my
prior knowledge of the subject. One challenge in finding proper cases for my study
was the fact that there were numerous changes to education within the AKP period.
However, many of these changes did not include non-state actors in policymaking
and were mainly to the exam system, including alterations to the content and conduct
of national exams. | therefore eliminated the exam changes from my case pool.

Among the many changes to education policy were the curriculum reform
and system change, which had sufficient similarities and differences to allow
representativeness and variation in variables of interests. Both changes were
substantial and created extensive alterations to the existing educational field. Also,
these policy periods included CSOs, but the level of inclusiveness changed; the
details of these policies will be explored in Chapter 3.

The curriculum reform was about changing the existing curriculum, and the
system change aimed to alter the existing education system in total. Despite the
presence of other minor and major curriculum changes (major changes date to post-
2012), | chose the curriculum reform for two reasons. It was initiated in the early
years of the AKP regime, and it reflected enthusiasm toward EU accession.
Additionally, it was a two-year policy change process with an articulated program
and inclusion of non-state actors.

Moreover, | aimed to find cases that emerged prior to the party’s crackdown
on non-state actors. To reflect the variation in the AKP approach, I included the

system change in my cases. While the system change was as substantial as the
8



curriculum reform in terms of its impact, it was rather a short period of policymaking
with limited CSO inclusion. Thus, | was able to find two cases that were similar but
also diverged enough to reflect the change in the state and educational civil society

relationship.

1.2.4 Notes from the fieldwork
My fieldwork and interviews provided significant insight into conducting research
during critical changes and evolving regimes. Before and after my interviews, | took
notes to supplement the voice recordings. These hand-written notes were a useful
part of my research and served as a reminder of interviewees’ stance during the
writing process.

| believe the timing of the interviews also led to interesting outcomes in terms
of fieldwork observations. | interviewed people before and after the general elections
in July 2018. The timing, as well as the political trajectory, was reflected in and
altered my interviews significantly. Some people preferred not to talk prior to
elections; those who spoke took precautions.

Half of my interviews were conducted before the general elections in June
2018, the people were concerned, and uncertainty led to a significant amount of
caution. Some people wanted to see the interview questions beforehand and chose
not to proceed with the interview afterward. During the interviews, there were
numerous cases where people asked to speak off the record to be able to speak freely.
In addition to speaking off the record, I realized that certain people lowered their
voices and leaned towards me while speaking about the political leaders, political

parties, and critical junctures in recent Turkish history. | also encountered cases in



which interviewees used pronouns instead of directly referring to political leaders
and parties. Others even checked their surroundings before naming a party or person.

I conducted the other half of my interviews after the election. The well-
received appointment of Ziya Selcuk as Minister of National Education changed the
attitude and perspective of the educational community. Those whom | talked with
after the elections were optimistic by the changing approach to education with
Selcuk’s appointment. All my interviewees were familiar with Ziya Selguk and
commented on his appointment without me asking. People whom | talked with were
hopeful and optimistic about the changing educational environment.

It was not easy to contact everyone during my research. Representatives of
civil society that are close to the state were especially challenging to reach. My
gender and position as a researcher from Bogazi¢i University both eased and created
hurdles in the interview process. As a researcher from a respected university, most
representatives from liberal organizations were open to talking to me. However,
being a woman was a definite obstacle to reaching conservative people who did not
want to speak to a “woman” researcher. Some people, directly or through their
secretaries, declined my request for a meeting due to my gender. In some cases,
being affiliated with Bogazi¢i University created an obstacle to my research since I

was harshly criticized about my university’s stance regarding the current regime.

1.3 Organization of the thesis
This thesis is composed of five sections. This chapter (Introduction) has introduced
my research questions. In addition, I elucidated the methodology, case selection, and

fieldwork notes. The following chapters are set out as follows.
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In Chapter 2 (Literature Review), | give my theoretical background. This
chapter is composed of two sections. The first section focuses on civil society, its
relationship with the state, and its configuration under hybrid regimes. The second
section provides contextualization of the literature for Turkey.

In Chapter 3 (From cooperation to selective inclusion: A historical account of
the policy periods), | present the historical background of the two policy periods.
This chapter provides a historical account of the policies, in which there are
numerous changes, actors, and events. During the 2004 curriculum reform, the state
was an adamant supporter and practitioner of cooperation and included different non-
state actors. In contrast, the state adopted a selective approach in the making of the
system change in 2012. The state initiated the policy process in the legislative organ
—the Turkish Parliament— and bypassed educational institutions. Criticism by
opposition parties in parliament paved the way for the inclusion of CSOs, but their
participation was limited.

In Chapter 4 (Two modalities of change: Formal and informal institutional
changes), | answer how the state and educational civil society’s relationship changed
during the AKP period from 2002 to 2012. This chapter elucidates how governing
laws and regulations in the executive-legislative bodies are bypassed. In the section
on formal institutional changes, | focus on amendments to existing rules and
regulations within educational institutions. | gave examples from the Ministry of
National Education, the National Education Council, and the Board of Education. In
the section covering informal institutional changes, | delve into the parliamentary
discussions on the system change in 2012.

In Chapter 5 (Limited state capacity and capacity building), | answer why the

state and educational civil society’s relationship changed during the AKP period
11



from 2002 to 2012. In this chapter, | argue that the democratic reversal of the Turkish
state led to a change in its relationship with CSOs. In addition, a rupture with the EU
accession process lessened the accountability of the state towards non-state actors
and the international community. Moreover, in order to pursue the educational
policies, the party opt for the government-friendly CSOs, and sought to build their
capacity within the educational field. Educational institutions gained power over
non-state actors through formal and informal institutions, and this facilitated
selective inclusion and the party’s ability to opt for government-friendly CSOs.
Lastly, in Chapter 6 (Conclusion), I give a summary of the thesis and restate
my research questions and findings. Additionally, | present the policy implications of

this research and future research directions.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

In order to explain how and why the relationship between the state and educational
civil society changed in the AKP period 2002-2012, | use the civil society and state
relationship, and civil society under hybrid regimes literature as my theoretical
framework. While civil society is well-studied subject, educational civil society and
civil society under hybrid regimes are understudied in current research.

In this chapter, I start with scholarly work on the politics of education in
general and the politics of Turkish education in particular to give an overview prior
to theoretical discussions. In the first section, | examine the civil society and state
relationship. | primarily engage with the literature on civil society, its relationship
with the state, and current studies on civil society under hybrid regimes. The second
section contextualizes Turkish civil society within the changing AKP regime.

Compared to cognate disciplines in the social sciences (e.g., sociology and
economics), education has received comparatively little attention in political science
research despite its relative importance in subjects like citizenship, basic rights, and
the link between citizens’ education level and regime type (Gift & Wibbels, 2014, p.
294). Furthermore, existing studies repeatedly claim that education is a critical tool
for maintaining power relations in nation-states. For modern nation-states, education
is a key mechanism for dominating and monitoring citizens (Althusser, 2014; Apple,
2013; Bourdieu, 1986; Bowles & Gintis, 2011; Foucault, 1995; Willis, 2017). For
instance, Gellner (2008, p. 45) claims that the fundamental component of the state is

the monopolization of education, not violence as Weber purports (Weber, 2004, p.
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33). While the instrumentalization of education remains a critical interpretation, we
can bring novel insights to the literature through country-specific cases.

The instrumentalization argument is also examined in the Turkish context to
demonstrate that multiple actors with varying ideologies desire to govern education.
Two seminal works introduce this discussion in the literature. On the one hand, I.
Kaplan (1999) claims that the Turkish state has aimed to control and homogenize its
population through education since the early years of the republic. The early years of
the republic signify a Turkish social engineering project that seeks to create a
homogenous nation with a common identity (1. Kaplan, 1999). On the other hand, S.
Kaplan (2006) claims that although the state has aimed to create a single type of
subject since its establishment, it has failed because there are numerous interest
groups affecting the education system which are organized outside of national
education practices. This study shows that, despite the state’s aim of creating
homogenous subjects, the education system creates non-uniform citizens.

Additionally, S. Kaplan (2006) shows that even though the state aims to be
the sole actor in the Turkish education system, there are other “politically associated
actors” like the military or religious sects which similarly aim to deliver their own
vision. Thus, Turkish education becomes a contested field in which various interest
groups have competing visions based on their needs and wants. Education in the
Turkish context gains complexity since its role as a tool is not only recognized by the
nation-state but also by non-state actors as well.

Recent literature on Turkish education examines various subtopics and
highlights the impact of rising neoliberalism and Islamization that create an arena for
other actors besides the state (inal, 2006, 2015; A. Kaya, 2015). Among these, civil

society organizations play a critical role despite the paucity of scholarly work
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addressing the topic. According to a TUSEV report, one of the highest proportions of
philanthropic donations were to education-focused civil society organizations in
Turkey (Carkoglu & Aytag, 2016, p. 30). The same report also shows that Turkish
society considers education to be one of the areas in which CSOs actively operate
and are more visible to a wider audience, along with the other categories of food
assistance and the environment (Carkoglu & Aytag, 2016, p. 30).

Still, the recent literature on the state and educational civil society is scarce.
There have been no substantial studies that repress the role of educational civil
society and its relationship with the state. The reason behind this absence might be
the inadequacy of data and lack of established literature (Gift & Wibbels, 2014, pp.
295-297). However, despite these inadequacies, the role of civil society in
educational practices are an important area for investigation as shown by the TUSEV

report.

2.1 Civil society and state relationship
In this section, | focus on the literature on civil society, its relationship with the state,
and its role under hybrid regimes. While much has been said and written about civil
society, this immense literature remains complicated; civil society’s relationship with
the state is intricate and defining the concept is problematic (Edwards, 2011, p. 3).
There is a prevailing understanding of simplistic antagonism between the
state and civil society in the literature that needs further attention (Diamond, 1994, p.
5). During the last years of the Cold War, how civil society antagonism towards the
state functioned, and where civil society existed in relation to the state realm become
crucial questions for the literature (Rosenblum & Lesch, 2011, p. 288). Scholarly

work remains divided; there are people who claim civil society should not be
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opposed to the state (Beckman, 1993; Diamond, 1994; Taylor, 1990) and people who
consider civil society as an area either in opposition to the state or as a more
intermediate sphere of social organization between society and the state (White,
1994, pp. 378-379).

Still, civil society’s role is not understood and efforts to identify this role are
in vain considering the rise of “ambiguous regimes” (Diamond, 2002, p. 169). Thus,
the boundary between the state and civil society remains blurry, and civil society is
an elusive concept to us (Bunyan, 2014; Edwards, 2005; Grugel, 2002; White, 1994).
This ambiguity is due to interpretations from different political views (Edwards,
2011), and the impact of neo-liberalism (Bunyan, 2014). There is a practical but
insufficient conceptualization of civil society as an analytical, normative or public
sphere to “strengthen the utility of civil society both as an idea and a framework for
action” (Edwards, 2005, p.viii). These three different theoretical perspectives
respectively see the civil society either as common interest or realm of service or
exercise of active citizenship (Edwards, 2005).

Therefore, the literature often resorts to different historicities and contexts to
explain this “social farrago” (Fowler, 2011, p. 44; White, 1994, p. 377). To address
this vagueness and acknowledge the ambivalence in the literature, | adopt the
followi