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This study explores how Muslim civil society in Turkey emerged, expanded and currently works to
bring about change for social justice and freedom by engaging in activism through humanitarian and
development work, locally and transnationally. An understanding of Muslim values is essential when
examining the motivation and roots of Muslim civil society, which emphasise moral values,
self-empowerment, indigenous resourcefulness, mutual assistance, humanitarian work and ownership of
development. The associated revival of the values and ethics of the individual enables a transformation in
society that calls for political participation, democratisation, and the seeking of justice and equality.
Consequently, some Muslim societies are attempting to mitigate inequities within their state structures
through civil organisations in response to the awareness that some Muslim states have failed to deliver in
terms of social services and have, at the same time, hindered freedom and democratisation. Moreover,
certain adverse effects of globalisation resulting from foreign intervention, military occupation, financial
upheavals, the politicising of foreign aid and dependency on aid further aggravate the tensions in Muslim
societies. In order to address the consequent crisis, it is a highly timely undertaking to study how Muslim
society attempts to tackle the various challenges of individual moral re-awakening and social justice.

Turkish society is deeply connected to the ‘Palestine Question’ for reasons of history, culture and
religion. A considerable number of Turkish NGOs support Palestine either by influencing local public
opinion and government policy or by extending assistance to the Palestinian people. In particular, the
Turkish NGO, the Foundation for Human Rights and Freedom and Humanitarian Relief (IHH), organised
the humanitarian Gaza Freedom Flotilla, which sailed from Istanbul to Gaza, Palestine in 2010, highlighting
the transnational activism between Turkey and Palestine. The subsequent events, which involved an armed
attack by the Israeli navy and the killing of eight Turkish citizens and one Turkish-American on board the
principle ship, the Mavi Marmara, generated tense and dramatic repercussions within Turkey, as well as
regionally and globally. The incident significantly altered international relations and brought the increasingly
assertive role of civil society in the political arena to the forefront of global awareness.

The paper presents a case study of the Mavi Marmara expedition which was chiefly organised by
IHH, supported by several other civil organisations from other countries. The field research in Turkey also
included surveys of a number of other prominent civil organisations and NGOs, including the Gullen
Movement, Kimsu Yok Mu NGO, the Independent Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association
(MUSIAD), and interviews with Turkish activists, writers, business people and members of local



communities. Further fieldwork in Gaza supplemented this and provides insight into how Turkish
humanitarian aid is perceived in Palestine.

These events and organisations are part of a growing trend that is making policy makers and civil
society leaders pay more attention to the potential and influence of civil society organisations in introducing
change at individual and social levels. Moreover, non-state actors, such as NGOs, are becoming more able
to demonstrate their dynamism in new dimensions, mainly through the people-to-people paradigm and
ethics created by this upsurge of humanitarian and development activism. The thesis concludes that Muslim
civil movements are poised to play an expanding role in empowering local communities across the Muslim
world to aspire to creating a just society and to ownership of development processes. At a global level,
various NGOs in Muslim and non-Muslim countries are likely to experience an intensifying and
consolidating of networking among different actors since a new impetus in civil society, motivated by
Muslim values and morals and the common sharing of humanity, is inconspicuously surfacing worldwide.
The people-to-people approach employed by civil organisations facilitates wider participation, interaction
and cooperation that can realise the aspirations of self-empowerment of the individual and society, social
justice and mutual assistance for humanitarian relief and independent development.



