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Abstract

This study explores the interaction between gover-
nance and non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
through Jirgen Habermas's theories of the pub-
lic sphere and communicative action. It addresses
three key questions: (i) How can the relationship
between governance and public or urban spaces
be explained within a Habermasian framework? (ii)
How can the role of NGOs in reconstructing these
spaces be understood in terms of communicative
action and participatory democracy? (iii) How can
governance—civil society relations be analysed th-
rough these principles and mechanisms? A comp-
rehensive literature review informed a theoretical
content analysis and critical evaluation; no empirical
data were collected. Using Habermas's concepts as
a coding scheme, the study finds that governance
practices can both expand and restrict public sphere

and urban spaces through formal participation, whi-
le NGOs perform roles such as advocacy, oversight,
mediation, and service provision. Communicative
rationality strengthens when informal public discus-
sions connect with formal decision-making. Overall,
the Habermasian perspective indicates that parti-
cipatory, communication-based governance and
NGO involvement can reinforce the public sphere
and urban sphere, deepening democracy. Yet this
effect depends on equitable inclusion, transparent
justification, and effective integration between com-
municative and administrative power.
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1. Introduction

The concept of the public sphere is central to un-
derstanding how modern democratic societies fun-
ction. Habermas defines it as an intermediary space
between the private sphere and the state, where
private individuals come together to discuss soci-
al issues, express common interests, and influence
political decisions (Kulak, 2023). In this sense, the
public sphere depends on the existence of a pub-
lic capable of rational debate, although historically
this public emerged in the limited form of bourgeois
publicness. At the same time, Habermas argues that
while the liberal model of the public sphere remains
normatively important for its emphasis on public ac-
cess to information, it can no longer fully explain the
conditions of advanced mass democracies organi-
zed through the welfare state. With the expansion of
the press, propaganda, and organized interests, the
public sphere extended beyond the bourgeoisie but
also lost its earlier social exclusivity and coherence.
As conflicts once confined to the private sphere inc-
reasingly entered public life, the public sphere beca-
me less a domain of rational consensus and more a
field of competing interests and political bargaining.
In this process, social organizations and large colle-
ctive actors assumed an increasingly prominent role
in mediating between society and the state, often
seeking compromise outside genuine public deli-
beration. Habermas describes this transformation
as a “refeudalization” of the public sphere, in whi-
ch an apparent openness to participation masks the
growing influence of organized power (Habermas,
1974).

Discussions of the public sphere concern not only an
abstract domain of communication, but also speci-
fic geographical locations, particularly urban areas.
Cities are the most visible arenas in which different
social groups encounter one another, negotiate dif-
ferences and contest public issues. Squares, streets,
parks, neighbourhoods and local public institutions
therefore provide the physical spaces for public de-
bate. Consequently, debates on the reconstruction
of the public sphere are closely linked to issues of
urban space, local democracy and participatory go-
vernance. From a Habermasian perspective, urban
spaces are important settings in which communica-
tive action is embedded in everyday life, public de-
bate becomes apparent, and political demands gain
social and institutional significance.

Another important concept that remains current in
the literature, alongside the concept of public space,
is governance. This has been frequently discussed at
both the national and international levels since the
1990s (Aydinli & Memis, 2015). Governance refers to
a non-hierarchical, participatory management ap-
proach in which the state, the private sector, and civil
society share decision-making and implementation
processes. Unlike the traditional concept of 'mana-

gement', governance asserts that the exercise of
public power is not confined to state institutions, but
rather comprises a network structure involving mul-
tiple stakeholders (e.g. civil society organisations,
citizens and the private sector) who collaborate to
address shared challenges (Badem, 2023). Interna-
tional organisations such as the United Nations De-
velopment Programme (UNDP) define governance
as the mechanisms, processes and institutions used
by political, economic and administrative authorities
to manage a country's affairs. These definitions em-
phasise citizen participation, accountability and the
effectiveness of these processes (UNDP, 1997).

This approach to governance is particularly evident
at local and urban levels, where the consequences
of public decisions, complex social problems and
competing interests are most directly experienced.
Cities therefore emerge as pivotal arenas of gover-
nance, shaped by participatory and consultative
relations between local governments, civil society
organisations, professional associations, neighbour-
hood initiatives and citizens. In this context, urban
space is both a physical setting and a place where
governance mechanisms intersect with the public
sphere to produce concrete democratic, social and
institutional effects. Civil society organisations play
a vital intermediary role in this process, articulating
social demands, representing citizens' interests, fa-
cilitating participation, and strengthening public ac-
countability. From a Habermasian perspective, they
can also be understood as carriers of communicative
power. Although the relationship between gover-
nance and civil society has been widely discussed,
literature often treats institutional governance mec-
hanisms and normative theories of the public sphere
separately. This study addresses this gap by arguing
that the democratic significance of NGOs in urban
governance depends not only on their formal inclu-
sion in participatory mechanisms, but also on the ex-
tent to which the communicative power generated
in the public sphere is translated into institutional
decision-making processes. Accordingly, this article
offers a Habermasian interpretation of governance—
civil society relations, examining the conditions un-
der which NGOs can contribute to the democratic
reconstruction of the public sphere and urban spa-
ces through inclusive, transparent, and meaningful
participation.

2. Method and Research Design
2.1. Aim

This study aims to examine the relationship betwe-
en governance and non-governmental organisati-
ons (NGOs) in the public sphere and urban spaces,
using Habermas' theories of the public sphere and
communicative action as a framework.
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2.2. Method

The study is guided by three research questions: (1)
What is the relationship between governance and
public sphere and urban spaces, and how can this
relationship be explained within a Habermasian fra-
mework? (2) From a Habermasian perspective, how
do NGOs contribute to the reconstruction of public
sphere and urban spaces, particularly in relation to
public debate, the communication of societal nee-
ds, and participatory democracy? (3) How can the
relationship between governance and NGOs be
analysed through the lens of communicative action
and participatory democracy, and under what condi-
tions can these principles be incorporated into go-
vernance mechanisms?

To address these questions, the article employs a
combined methodological approach based on di-
rected qualitative content analysis and a critical-in-
tegrative literature review. The content analysis is
theory-driven, using key Habermasian concepts as
analytical categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Krip-
pendorff, 2019), while the literature review critically
synthesises existing studies on governance, civil so-
ciety and urban public spaces (Torraco, 2005).

This study employs directed qualitative content
analysis, based on initial codes derived from key
Habermasian concepts. Relevant sources on go-
vernance, civil society and the public sphere were
identified through a critical literature review. These
sources included academic articles, books and po-
licy reports, which were then interpreted through
theory-driven content analysis. The study focuses on
themes such as participatory democracy, good go-
vernance, and the role of civil society in the reconst-
ruction of public sphere and urban spaces. After the
literature review, the article presents its theoretical
framework using Habermas's approach. The met-
hodology section explains the analytical procedure,
and the findings and discussion sections interpret
the governance—civil society relationship from a Ha-
bermasian perspective. The conclusion presents the
broader implications of the analysis together with
policy recommendations.

The literature review focused on peer-reviewed jour-
nal articles, academic books, graduate theses, and
institutional reports that addressed governance, ci-
vil society, and Habermasian theories of the public
sphere. Sources were selected based on their direct
relevance to the study’s research questions and their
contribution to one of three thematic areas: (1) the
relationship between governance and civil society;
(2) participatory democracy and urban governance;
and (3) theoretical interpretations of Habermas' con-
cepts of the public sphere and communicative acti-
on. The objective was not to conduct an exhaustive
review, but rather to identify analytically significant
contributions that would enable the relationship

between governance and civil society to be interp-
reted through a Habermasian framework. In line with
this aim, the study employs directed qualitative con-
tent analysis, as it seeks to examine existing scholar-
ship through predefined theoretical concepts rather
than generate categories inductively from empirical
data.

2.3. Research Design

This study employs a combined methodological
approach comprising directed qualitative content
analysis and a critical-integrative literature review.
The directed qualitative content analysis identifies
and interprets recurring themes, concepts and re-
lationships within the selected body of literature
using a predefined analytical framework (Hepkul,
2002). In line with this approach, key Habermasian
concepts served as the principal coding categories
that guided the analysis. The reviewed materials,
comprising journal articles, books, reports and the-
ses, were examined in relation to five main analytical
dimensions: (1) characteristics of the public sphere
and urban space , such as participation, inclusive-
ness, rationality, and the role of the media; (2) go-
vernance principles, such as multi-stakeholderism,
network structures, accountability, transparency, and
participatory mechanisms; (3) roles and effects of
NGOs, such as advocacy, service provision, coope-
ration, and public opinion formation; (4) communi-
cative action indicators, such as dialogue, collective
reasoning, consensus building, conflict dynamics,
and language use; and (5) participatory democracy
practices, such as participatory budgeting, citizens'
panels, and city councils.

Rather than providing a descriptive summary, the li-
terature review offers a critical, theory-driven interp-
retation of existing scholarship, using Habermas's
normative framework as a basis. The analysis exami-
nes how the literature addresses equal participation,
public justification, and communicative rationality
within the relationship between governance and ci-
vil society. The study draws on conceptually relevant
and academically reliable sources, including peer-re-
viewed journal articles, academic books, and gradu-
ate theses. The main analytical themes are the pub-
lic sphere, communicative action, communicative
power, system-lifeworld relations, and deliberative
democracy. These predefined concepts guided the
analysis of literature concerning governance mecha-
nisms, NGO roles, participatory practices and urban
public spaces. The aim was not to measure frequ-
ency, but to identify recurring theoretical patterns,
normative tensions and institutional implications.
Although the study is limited by its non-empirical
design, this methodology is appropriate given the
aim of producing a theoretically grounded interpre-
tation.
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The analysis proceeded in three stages. First, the li-
terature was categorised according to governance
mechanisms, the role of civil society, and participa-
tory democracy practices. Secondly, these themes
were interpreted using a theory-driven coding sc-
heme based on key Habermasian concepts, such as
the public sphere, communicative action, communi-
cative power, system-lifeworld relations, and delibe-
rative democracy. These predefined categories then
served as interpretive tools with which to examine
how the literature addressed governance structures,
NGO roles, participatory practices and urban pub-
lic spaces. Finally, the findings were synthesised to
develop a theoretical interpretation of how NGOs
may influence governance through communica-
tive power in urban contexts. Rather than seeking
to quantify patterns, the analysis aimed to identify
recurring theoretical relationships, normative tensi-
ons and institutional implications across the litera-
ture. As a non-empirical study, this article provides a
theoretically grounded interpretation rather than an
empirically tested causal explanation.

3. Literature Review

Since the 1990s, the concept of governance has be-
come central to debates on public space, particular-
ly in relation to urban policy and local administration.
International organisations such as the World Bank,
the United Nations and the OECD have promoted
'good governance' as a framework emphasising par-
ticipation, accountability and managerial effective-
ness (World Bank, 1992). At the urban level, these
principles have increasingly informed the planning
and delivery of public services. However, governan-
ce has also been subject to competing ideological
interpretations. Critical scholarship, particularly in
the Turkish context, has demonstrated that gover-
nance can serve not only as a democratising fra-
mework, but also as a means of legitimising neoli-
beral restructuring. As Ataay (2006) argues, debates
on governance in Turkiye have become polarised by
the tension between democracy and neoliberalism,
particularly when supranational actors and NGOs
are incorporated into policy processes under unequ-
al conditions. This tension is particularly evident in
urban policy areas such as planning, transformation,
infrastructure, and the environment. From this pers-
pective, governance can mask techniques of control
behind the language of participation. Such critiques
echo Habermas's concern that system imperatives,
particularly those of the market and bureaucracy,
may dominate the lifeworld and undermine the
communicative basis of democratic public life (Ha-
bermas, 1987).

In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphe-
re, Habermas conceptualises the public sphere as
a historical product of salons, coffee houses, clubs,
and other urban spaces. Located between civil so-

ciety and the state, this sphere is rooted in urban
spaces and the concept of rational, critical debate,
in which individuals publicly scrutinise state action
(Habermas, 1989; Odabas, 2018). However, Haber-
mas acknowledges that this bourgeois model has
historically excluded women, workers, and the pro-
pertyless. This means it should be understood as a
normative ideal based on equal participation and
uncoerced discussion (Habermas, 1989). Neverthe-
less, Fraser criticises this model for prioritising a sin-
gular bourgeois public and overlooking the plurality
of subaltern counter-publics, including those for-
med through local and urban struggles, such as ne-
ighbourhood initiatives, environmental movements
and forums based on feminist, labour and minority
interests (Fraser, 1990). In this context, NGOs can be
seen as representatives of various social interests, as
well as institutionalised expressions of these diverse
publics. Participatory democracy is therefore better
conceived as a field of parallel — and sometimes
competing — public spaces, rather than a single,
unified forum.

From the late twentieth century onwards, these de-
bates gained renewed relevance with the rise of go-
vernance and growing criticism of the limitations of
representative democracy. Theorists of participatory
democracy argue that democracy cannot be confi-
ned to elections alone, but requires citizens' direct
and continuous involvement in decision-making,
particularly at a local level (Arnstein, 1969; Pateman,
1970). Pateman emphasises the educational functi-
on of participation, arguing that it fosters democ-
ratic norms and civic responsibility (Pateman, 1970).
By contrast, Arnstein's 'ladder of participation' hi-
ghlights the distinction between meaningful parti-
cipation and tokenistic inclusion, and remains a use-
ful framework for assessing the actual influence of
NGOs and citizen initiatives in urban planning and
local policy processes (Arnstein, 1969).

This theoretical background explains the growing im-
portance of NGOs. In the modern governance para-
digm, they function as institutional agents of citizen
participation. At the urban level in particular, NGOs
are the main actors that enable local issues such as
housing, the environment, transport and the use of
public spaces to become subjects of public debate.
Environmental NGOs influence environmental poli-
cies, parents' associations influence education po-
licies, and rights organisations influence human ri-
ghts policies, providing an important mechanism for
making the voice of the relevant community heard
and influencing decision-making processes. Interna-
tionally, NGOs and transnational civil networks have
also gained a voice in global governance. While the
number of NGOs with consultative status with the
United Nations was in the low hundreds in 1948, it
reached 3,382 by 2010. The number of internatio-
nal NGOs (INGOs) has grown significantly over the
past 50 years, increasing from around 9,521 in 1978
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to 20,063 in 1989 and reaching 43,958 by 1999 — a
fourfold increase in just two decades. 1999 can be
considered a milestone for this growth (Figure 1).
This growth represents a phenomenon that could be

termed the rise of the Global Civil Society (Keane,
2003). Figure 1 below illustrates the rapid growth in
the number of international NGOs:

Increase in the Number of International NGOs Between 1978-1999
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Figure 1. Increase in the Number of International NGOs (INGOs) Between 1978 and 1999
Source: Compiled from UIA Yearbook data.

Figure 1 shows the rapid increase in the number of
international NGOs, which points to their growing
role in global governance. This development de-
monstrates that governance also encompasses the
participation of non-state actors at an international
level.

The relationship between governance and NGOs is
viewed differently in the literature. Optimistic appro-
aches evaluate the participation of NGOs in gover-
nance processes as a deepening of democratisation
(Keser & Hisim, 2016). These evaluations are particu-
larly evident in urban governance literature, which
details the collaborations established between local
NGOs and municipalities. This approach asserts that
NGOs act as accountability and transparency mec-
hanisms, thereby enhancing the quality of public
policies. New Public Management and subsequent
New Public Service approaches assert that citizens
are governance partners, not customers. Therefore,
the participation of NGOs in decision-making pro-
cesses is crucial for generating public value (Den-
hardt & Denhardt, 2015). United Nations and EU
documents also emphasise 'multi-stakeholder go-
vernance' and encourage civil society participation
(Glglt, 2013). Within the scope of the EU's Local
Government Reforms and Participation Principles, it
is recommended that local NGOs meet with munici-
pal and provincial administrations on joint platforms
(Kerman, 2009).

Critical perspectives on urban transformation, me-
ga-projects and infrastructure investments tend to
be sceptical of the discourse of governance, espe-
cially when NGOs are excluded from or only margi-

nally included in decision-making processes. Mouffe
(2005) argues that governance frameworks centred
on consensus can mask underlying conflicts and
power relations, potentially stifling legitimate politi-
cal opposition in the name of unity. In such contexts,
close cooperation between NGOs, the state and
market actors may weaken the critical autonomy of
civil society. The risk of co-optation becomes appa-
rent when organisations that depend on corporate
funding avoid challenging dominant economic inte-
rests (Kendir, 2019). Furthermore, some international
NGOs have been criticised for prioritising Global
North interests and inadequately representing ac-
tors from the Global South (Zibechi, 2012; Aslan &
Alkis, 2013).

By contrast, Habermas (1984) emphasises the role
of communicative rationality in coordinating social
action through processes oriented towards mutual
understanding. Within this framework, values, norms
and truth claims are open to public debate, gene-
rating communicative power that can influence go-
vernance systems when the appropriate institutional
conditions exist. However, Habermas also warns that
the colonisation of the lifeworld by systemic forces,
the commercialisation of the media and the profes-
sionalisation of politics may weaken the public sphe-
re, reducing citizens to passive spectators (Haber-
mas, 1987; 2006). These concerns have prompted
scholars to explore new mechanisms for enhancing
participation and fostering communicative interacti-
on. While digital platforms seem to increase oppor-
tunities for public debate, issues such as misinfor-
mation, polarisation, and 'echo chambers' can also
hinder deliberation (Caliskan, 2014; Sunstein, 2001).
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The literature also highlights the various ways in
which NGOs can contribute to rebuilding the pub-
lic sphere. For instance, international organisations
such as WEDO have been described as establishing
a 'global organisational public sphere' by connec-
ting local issues to global discussions (Stohr, 2013).
Similarly, Keck & Sikkink (1998) demonstrate how
transnational advocacy networks utilise information,
symbolic action and pressure strategies to influence
state behaviour. In the Turkish context, the TESEV
(2020) report emphasises that cooperation betwe-
en municipalities and NGOs can expand the urban
public sphere through mechanisms such as partici-
patory budgeting, city councils and collaborative
platforms. The Gezi Park protests have also been
interpreted as the physical and symbolic reapprop-
riation of public space, as well as the revitalisation
of public debate, through horizontal forms of orga-
nisation (Tusalp, 2014). However, subsequent deve-
lopments have also demonstrated the limitations of
the Habermasian ideal of communicative publicness
in the context of contemporary politics.

The literature suggests that the relationship betwe-
en governance and civil society is closely linked to
the quality of democracy, becoming particularly ap-
parent — and frequently more contentious — in ur-
ban contexts. In this respect, the ability of NGOs to
participate effectively in public debate can be seen
as an indicator of democratic vitality. Strong, auto-
nomous civil society organisations, together with
active public spheres and meaningful participatory
mechanisms, tend to enhance the legitimacy and
responsiveness of decision-making processes. Con-
versely, weak civil society or merely symbolic forms
of governance limit the democratic substance of
participation.

4. Public Sphere and Urban Space Theo-
retical Framework

According to Habermas, the public sphere (Offent-
lichkeit) is a normative communication space whe-
re public opinion is formed through public debate
in the intermediate zone between society and the
state; it cannot be reduced entirely to official insti-
tutions nor entirely to private life (Kulak, 2023). His-
torically emerging in urban spaces where voluntary
associations were visible, such as coffee houses and
salons, this sphere can be thought of as an ‘interme-
diate space’ operating on the principles of accessibi-
lity and visibility, where institutional centres intersect
with everyday civil interactions; today, it materialises
in cities in the form of squares, parks, neighbourho-
od-scale meeting areas, and local public spaces (Ha-
bermas, 1989). The subject of the public sphere is
the ‘public’: although early formulations were histo-
rically dominated by a typology limited to property

owners and literate individuals, the theoretical goal
is a discussion framework open to the participation
of equal citizens based on the principles of legal
equality and inclusivity; this normative aim is expan-
ded in the urban context to include access to public
discussions for neighbourhood residents, migrants,
and disadvantaged groups (Habermas, 1998).

This study draws on Habermas's work because his
framework provides a robust normative basis for
evaluating the democratic legitimacy of relations
between civil society and the state, particularly in
local government and urban decision-making. By
locating legitimacy not only in elections but also in
communication, public justification and communica-
tive power, Habermas offers a valuable perspective
for assessing participatory mechanisms such as city
councils, neighbourhood forums and participatory
budgeting (Habermas, 1998; 2006). At the same
time, this study engages with his approach critically,
in dialogue with Fraser's (1990) critique of multiple
counter-publics and Mouffe's (2005) emphasis on
conflict and power asymmetries. From this perspe-
ctive, the public sphere is understood as a space of
rational-critical discourse in which claims are justi-
fied and contested through reasons rather than co-
ercion. In urban contexts, this is especially visible in
debates over planning, the environment, transport
and the use of public spaces. Habermas's concept of
the ideal speech situation thus serves here as a nor-
mative benchmark rather than an empirical descrip-
tion of political reality (Habermas, 1984). In his clas-
sic formulation, Habermas defines the public sphere
as the interface between the private realm and the
state, where public opinion is formed through ratio-
nal-critical debate (Habermas, 1989). His later work
places greater emphasis on inclusiveness, equal
access, deliberation and the transmission of com-
municative power into institutional decision-making
(Habermas, 1998). This perspective is reinforced by
his distinction between lifeworld and system, throu-
gh which the public sphere is linked to communi-
cative processes, while the state and market ope-
rate through instrumental logics (Habermas, 1987,
1998). In urban contexts, this distinction is particu-
larly important because market-oriented planning
and bureaucratic governance can undermine the
conditions necessary for democratic public debate.
Recent deliberative systems literature builds on this
by conceptualising the public sphere as a network of
formal and informal spaces. This approach is useful
for analysing the layered structure of urban public
life and its relationship with contemporary media
ecologies (Keane, 2003).

The concept of governance is not addressed as exp-
licitly or directly in Habermas's work as topics such
as the public sphere, communicative action and
democracy. Nevertheless, Habermas's theory of de-
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mocracy sheds some light on debates surrounding
governance. This indirect relationship is particularly
evident in the literature on local and urban gover-
nance. Habermas addresses the topic of democracy,
which occupies a large part of his work, through the
model of deliberative democracy. According to this
model, democratic legitimacy arises from both elec-
tions and the quality of public debate processes. Ci-
tizens and civil society form ideas in informal public
spheres, which are often organized in urban spaces
and at the local level. As these ideas are transferred
to formal public spheres (parliament), they generate
communicative power and ultimately influence the
law-making process.

Habermas's Model of the Circulation of Political
Power provides a diagram explaining this process
(Habermas, 2006). According to this model:

e Constitutional institutions (parliament, govern-

Governance
Principles

ugh NGOs, Governance, and Habermasian Theory

ment, courts) and administrative power (execu-
tive) are located at the center. This is the official
arena where decisions are made.

e The periphery consists of civil society and pub-
lic sphere networks. Associations, social move-
ments, and the media are part of this periphery.
Urban NGOs, neighborhood initiatives, and lo-
cal platforms are important components of this
peripheral sphere.

e The media system acts as an interface between
the center and the periphery; it conveys public
debates to large audiences and shapes public
opinion.

e Communicative power is generated in the pe-
riphery (civil society) and transmitted to the
center; administrative power is concentrated in
the center, but it must derive its legitimacy from
communicative power.

Local Communities and NGos

(

Civil Society: Local
Communities, NGkra:

Increase Access

Public Platforms

( Communicative Power ]

N
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Figure 2. Habermas's Model of Democracy — The Circulation of Communicative Power (Center-Periphery Relationship)

Source: Ha

As illustrated in Figure 1, political communication
operates through a layered system that links civil
society, the media and the formal political centre.
This model is particularly helpful for understanding
urban politics, in which neighbourhood forums, lo-
cal platforms, citizen initiatives and NGOs act as
intermediaries between everyday social issues and
municipal governance. While NGOs are not expli-
citly theorised by Habermas, they can be conside-

bermas, 2006.

red key actors within civil society. Habermas defines
civil society as the realm of voluntary associations
outside the state and the market, and it must rema-
in autonomous from systemic control (Habermas,
1996, 1998). As carriers of communicative power,
NGOs help to articulate social problems, to mobi-
lise public debate and to channel urban demands
concerning zoning, the environment, transport and
public spaces into political processes. Governance
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approaches seek to institutionalise this circulation
by granting non-parliamentary actors more visible
access to decision-making, particularly at the local
level. However, such participation is only democra-
tically meaningful when it is genuinely deliberative,
inclusive and grounded in equality, rather than be-
ing reduced to formal consultation. Therefore, the li-
terature stresses that participatory mechanisms may
remain superficial and expose NGOs to co-optation
by more powerful actors (Ataay, 2006; Kendir, 2019).
This tension is particularly evident in urban transfor-
mation processes and large-scale projects, where
disputes over space reveal the democratic potenti-
al of, and threats to, civil society. More broadly, ca-
ses such as the 2011 Arab Spring demonstrate how
communicative power can evolve from civil society
into collective action via urban public spaces. This
supports Habermas's assertion that public spheres
are increasingly operating across local, national and
global scales (Habermas, 2006).

Both Pateman (1970) and Barber (1984) argue that
democracy should extend beyond voting to encom-
pass citizens' direct participation in governance. This
argument is particularly pertinent to local and urban
governance, where public decisions have a direct
impact on everyday life. In Strong Democracy, Bar-
ber (1984) suggests that participation has a transfor-
mative function; through engaging in collective deli-
beration, citizens can develop a public mindset that
transcends private interests. This view aligns with
Habermas's theory of communicative action, which
emphasises the formation of shared understandings
through reasoned interaction. From this perspective,
governance can be seen as an institutional attempt
to implement participatory democratic ideals. Simi-
larly, the OECD's (2009) guidelines on citizen parti-
cipation recommend involving citizens and NGOs
throughout the policy cycle, including design, imp-
lementation, and monitoring. Such approaches are
particularly important in urban policymaking, where
participatory mechanisms can integrate experiential
knowledge alongside expert knowledge.

In his analysis of the 'Legitimacy Problem’, Haber-
mas (1984; 1987) argues that the legitimacy of mo-
dern states can no longer be secured solely throu-
gh economic and bureaucratic performance, but
must also be supported by public participation and
communication. This legitimacy crisis is becoming
increasingly apparent in city administrations throu-
gh planning and decision-making processes that
are disconnected from citizens. In this respect, the
concept of governance intersects with Habermas's
analysis of legitimacy. However, Habermas empha-
sises that not all participation automatically brings
legitimacy; he presents the democratic design of
participation processes as a precondition. If an NGO
is merely included symbolically in the process and

decisions are actually made elsewhere, this is not
governance, but mere window dressing. This war-
ning also applies to the content and impact of urban
participation mechanisms. In summary, Habermas's
theories of the public sphere and communicative ac-
tion provide a robust basis for analysing governance
and the role of NGOs.

Habermas's framework offers three main normati-
ve criteria for evaluating democratic participation:
equality and inclusivity; rational-critical justificati-
on; and the institutionalisation of communicative
power. Firstly, access to the public sphere must be
free from exclusionary barriers and based on the
principles of an ideal speech situation, where par-
ticipants can contribute equally. In urban contexts,
this also necessitates physical and social access to
public spaces (Habermas, 1984). Secondly, democ-
ratic deliberation depends on claims being justified
with reasons, being exposed to counter-arguments
and being assessed according to the force of the
better argument. This makes transparent discussion
of urban policy essential (Habermas, 1998). Thirdly,
preferences formed through public debate must be
traceably connected to legal and administrative de-
cisions, and communication between the political
centre and the wider public must be institutionally
secured (Habermas, 2006). From this perspective,
participation in local governance is meaningful only
when it has visible effects on decision-making. Whi-
le Habermas does not address governance directly,
his deliberative model offers a valuable normative
framework through which to interpret governance
practices, particularly in urban contexts where parti-
cipation and civil society are paramount. Within this
framework, the study makes two contributions to the
literature: first, it adapts Habermas's criteria of equ-
ality, justification, and communicative power to con-
temporary participatory mechanisms; and second, it
places his model in dialogue with Fraser’s critique
of plural publicness and Mouffe’s agonistic democ-
racy, showing that democratic participation involves
legitimate conflict and negotiation as well as rational
consensus. The study also highlights the significant,
albeit indirect, connection between governance and
communicative action, particularly with regard to
the role of civil society actors in mediating centre—
periphery communication and shaping the democ-
ratic quality of local and urban governance.

The theoretical discussion presented above sug-
gests that the relationship between civil society,
communicative power and governance can be un-
derstood as a process that links public debate to the
arena of institutional decision-making. To clarify this,
the study proposes a conceptual model showing
how communicative power generated in urban pub-
lic spaces can influence governance processes via
participation in civil society.
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Figure 3. From Communicative Power to Governance Influence: A Habermasian
Model of Civil Society Participation in Urban Governance

As shown in Diagram 2, this simplified Haberma-
sian model illustrates the influence of civil society
on urban governance. It demonstrates that NGOs
contribute to governance in a variety of ways, inclu-
ding articulating public problems, raising awareness
of social issues, fostering urban public debate and
generating communicative power, rather than me-
rely through formal inclusion. From this perspective,
public discussions in urban spaces can only shape
governance when the communicative power emer-
ging from civil society is translated into institutional
processes. However, for this influence to be democ-
ratically meaningful, governance structures must be
inclusive and transparent, and participation mecha-
nisms must be designed so that civil society input
can affect administrative decision-making.

5. Theoretical Synthesis and Findings

This section provides an analytical synthesis of the
literature reviewed in the study, using a Habermasi-
an framework. Rather than merely summarising pre-
vious studies, the analysis aims to identify recurring
patterns concerning the relationship between civil
society, communicative processes and governance
mechanisms in urban contexts. Interpreting these
patterns in terms of communicative power, partici-
pation mechanisms and institutional decision-ma-
king processes clarifies the conditions under which
NGOs can influence governance and contribute to
the reconstruction of public sphere and urban spa-
ces.

The following table summarises the institutional
equivalents of key theoretical concepts used in this
study, to clarify how Habermasian concepts are in-
terpreted in the context of urban governance.

Table 1. Habermasian Concepts and Their Institutional Equivalents in Urban Governance

Institutional Equivalent in
Urban Governance

Habermasian Concept

Explanation

Public Sphere . )
spaces, civic meetings

Urban forums, media debates, public

Arenas where citizens and NGOs articulate
demands and discuss public issues

Communicative Power

Public opinion formation, civic
mobilization, advocacy campaigns

Collective pressure generated through public
debate and civil society action

Transmission Mechanisms .
consultation processes

Participatory platforms, city councils,

Institutional channels through which civil
society communicates with governance actors

Administrative Power . :
administrations

Municipal councils, local government

Formal decision-making bodies responsible for
urban policy implementation

Table 2 illustrates how the key Habermasian concep-
ts employed in this study can be interpreted in the
context of specific institutional mechanisms within
urban governance processes. By linking theoretical
notions such as the public sphere, communicative
power and administrative power to particular areas
of participation and decision-making, the table cla-
rifies how processes of communication generated in
civil society can influence governance structures in
urban contexts. The following section builds on this
conceptual mapping by analysing how governance
practices interact with public sphere and urban spa-
ces. It focuses on the conditions under which parti-
cipatory mechanisms expand or constrain the com-
municative potential of the public sphere.

5.1. Analysis from a Governance Perspe-
ctive Related to Public Sphere and Urban
Space

This section examines the relationship between go-
vernance and public sphere and urban spaces from
a variety of different angles. The findings reveal that

both concepts are dynamic and influence each ot-
her.

5.1.1. Governance practices can contribu-
te to the expansion of public sphere and
urban space, but they can also limit it

The reviewed literature suggests that, depending
on how participation processes are institutionally
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designed, governance mechanisms can both ex-
pand and constrain public sphere and urban spaces.
When governance reforms establish effective chan-
nels through which citizens and NGOs can express
their views and influence public debate, they can en-
hance communicative processes within urban pub-
lic spheres. However, if participation mechanisms
remain merely formal or consultative, governance
practices may limit the transformative potential of
the public sphere, producing only symbolic partici-
pation.

The literature contains data indicating that gover-
nance reforms, such as adding NGO advisory bo-
ards to local governments and establishing policy
networks at the national level, increase opportuni-
ties for public debate. This increase is particularly
evident in urban areas, where it focuses on issues
that directly affect daily life, such as the planning of
local services, urban transformation, the environ-
ment, and transportation. For instance, the imple-
mentation of Citizens' Juries and Participatory Pa-
nels in the UK during the 2000s enabled citizens to
express their views directly on public policies, crea-
ting new spaces for public discourse (Smith, 2005).
These practices contributed to the formation of
deliberative urban public spaces, enabling different
social groups to come together at the city level to
discuss local issues. In Turkiye, city councils gained
legal status under the 2005 Municipal Law, creating
a local public discussion environment by bringing
together NGOs, neighbourhood representatives
and citizens at a local level. In this respect, city coun-
cils redefine urban spaces as not only physical pla-
ces, but also public spaces where negotiation and
participation are institutionalised. Such governance
mechanisms resemble the public negotiation envi-
ronments advocated by Habermas, as they enable
different stakeholders to discuss public affairs and
exchange ideas.

On the other hand, the rise of governance as a po-
pular discourse has also brought with it the risk of
creating formal (merely symbolic) participatory stru-
ctures in some cases. This risk is particularly visible
in the context of urban planning and large-scale ur-
ban projects. According to Ataay's (2006) findings,
despite the establishment of numerous NGO plat-
forms and advisory boards in Turkiye in the 1990s
and 2000s, a significant portion of these remained
ineffective or unsustainable. This is a tendency to
"pretend there is participation while actually making
critical decisions behind closed doors.” When it co-
mes to urban areas, this situation can lead to citizens
experiencing an illusion of participation, even thou-
gh they cannot really influence decisions about the
neighborhoods and cities they live in. In this case,
governance measures have not truly expanded the
public sphere, but may have further muddied it; for
while citizens believe they are making their voices
heard, decisions continue to be made in different

arenas. Such practices risk weakening the democra-
tic potential of the urban public sphere and deepe-
ning spatial and social alienation.

Interpretation from Habermas's Perspective:

This finding can be linked to Habermas's concepts
of legitimacy and the crisis of legitimation. Accor-
ding to Habermas (1975), if the system (administrati-
on) engages in window-dressing projects to produce
legitimacy without ensuring genuine citizen partici-
pation, the output of legitimation will decline in the
long term. This, in turn, can lead to new crises. In an
urban context, this crisis may manifest as declining
trust in local governments, a widening gap between
city management and citizens, and political dysfun-
ction in public spaces. Therefore, governance that is
not supported by communicative action is not sus-
tainable. Designing governance mechanisms that
strengthen communicative rationality and genuine
participation is especially critical for the reconstruc-
tion of the public sphere in urban areas.

5.1.2. NGOs play different roles simulta-
neously in governance processes as actors
in public and urban spaces: service provi-
der, advocate, monitor, intermediary, etc

The literature suggests that NGOs play multiple,
often overlapping, roles in governance processes,
particularly in urban contexts where public debate
and policy decisions converge. NGOs act as service
providers, advocacy groups, mediators, watchdogs
and representatives of social demands. This diver-
sity enables them to raise awareness, mobilise pub-
lic support and transmit communicative power from
civil society to governance institutions. Najam (2000)
identifies four main roles in NGO-state relations:
collaborative, oppositional, complementary and in-
dependent. In practice, however, NGOs often com-
bine these roles rather than occupying a single fixed
position (Teets, 2014). This is particularly evident in
local and urban governance. For example, women's
rights organisations in Turkiye may collaborate with
state institutions on projects while also campaigning
for legal reform. Similarly, organisations focused on
transparency and anti-corruption play an important
monitoring role, particularly in relation to municipal
budgets, zoning decisions and urban transformation
processes. NGOs also act as intermediaries, conne-
cting local communities with public authorities and
sometimes private actors. In urban conflicts concer-
ning the environment, land use and redevelopment,
this mediating role can be crucial for articulating de-
mands and facilitating negotiation.

Interpretation from Habermas's Perspective:
All of these roles are valuable for the public sphere,



Reconstructing Public Sphere and Urban Space through NGOs, Governance, and Habermasian Theory

provided they are performed with communicative
rationality. In Habermas's model, civil society actors
act as 'alarm sensors'; identifying malfunctions in
the social system and communicating them to the
public (Habermas, 1998). In urban areas, this 'alarm
sensor' function involves raising local issues such as
housing, the environment, transport and security
for public debate. However, if NGOs act according
to a strategic logic of action (pursuing a strategy of
closeness to the bureaucracy solely to increase their
own funding), they deviate from the ideal of commu-
nicative action. In this case, the logic of the lifeworld
(discussion for the common good) is replaced by the
logic of the system (the effort to maximise interests).
This can result in NGOs becoming detached from
local communities in urban governance processes,
thereby weakening the representational power of
the public sphere. According to Habermas's theory,
if an NGO prioritises its own survival over the public
good, it behaves like an actor belonging to the sys-
tem rather than the lifeworld.

5.1.3. As global governance mechanisms
develop, the concept of national public
and urban space is also changing

The literature suggests that the expansion of global
governance mechanisms is transforming the traditi-
onal boundaries of national public and urban spa-
ces. As transnational civil society networks and inter-
national organisations participate more and more in
policy debates, public discussions about issues such
as climate change, human rights and urban develop-
ment are no longer confined to national borders. In
this context, urban spaces often serve as important
forums where global public debates become visible,
and where the influence of civil society activism can
impact both national and transnational governance
processes.

In the era of global governance, events such as Uni-
ted Nations summits, the World Social Forum and
processes for reaching international agreements
have become spaces for public debate worldwide.
These global public spaces frequently take the form
of physical gatherings in specific cities. During the
Paris Climate Agreement process (2015), for examp-
le, NGOs, scientists and activists from around the
world gathered in Paris to put pressure on govern-
ment delegations, thereby indirectly influencing the
drafting of the agreement. The fact that Paris served
as a 'global urban public sphere' during this process
demonstrates the city's potential to become a hub
for public debate. This situation can be cited as an
example of Habermas's concept of a 'global public
sphere'. Furthermore, the internet age has facilita-

ted global discussions by reducing geographical
boundaries. However, even digital discussions are
often fuelled by urban movements, city-centred pro-
tests and local spatial experiences. The #MeToo and
#BlackLivesMatter movements can be evaluated in
this context as phenomena that originated in certain
countries and quickly turned into global public de-
bates. Many of these movements gained visibility in
city squares, streets and public spaces, resonating
on a global scale.

While national public spaces are influenced by glo-
bal discourses, they also strive to preserve their lo-
cal identities. This tension is more intensely felt at
the city level, as cities are integrated into global
networks while also being spaces where local social
relations are produced. Some studies have shown
that global NGO networks do not always penetra-
te the local base, sometimes even being perceived
as 'foreign' by local NGOs (Hearn, 1998; Zibechi,
2012). This situation highlights the need to reinterp-
ret global governance discourses within urban and
local public spheres. This, in turn, reveals the tension
between the global and local public spheres.

Interpretation from Habermas's Perspective:

Habermas has engaged with the issue of democra-
cy beyond the nation-state scale and has suppor-
ted the idea of a global public sphere and a cos-
mopolitan democracy appropriate to it. According
to him, since issues such as “human rights, climate,
and peace” require supranational solutions, there
should be forums where communicative reason can
operate (Habermas, 1998). A significant part of these
forums is shaped through the multi-layered public
spheres emerging in global cities. Habermas, who
closely followed the European Union experience,
viewed the EU as a model of transnational democ-
racy, but lamented the lack of a common European
public sphere. Although the EU has comprehensive
governance mechanisms (Commission, Parliament,
consultative bodies), the democratic legitimacy of
its decisions is questioned because European citi-
zenship and the arena for debate remain weak. This
deficiency can also be linked to the failure to estab-
lish a strong public debate network among Europe-
an cities. Looking at the findings from this perspe-
ctive, there is a problem of compatibility between
global governance practices and the national public
sphere. Habermas sees the solution to this prob-
lem in the creation of multi-level public spheres: a
network of communicative forces flowing from the
local to the global. The nodes of this network are
the debates and experiences generated in local and
urban public spheres. This remains an ideal that is
still being worked on.
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5.2. NGOs in the Process of Reconstruc-
ting Public and Urban Spaces

5.2.1. The contribution of NGOs to the
public sphere is largely proportional to
their communication skills and the stren-
gth of their ties with the community

Not all NGOs have the same impact in the public
sphere. NGOs with strong communication strate-
gies that can mobilize society (e.g., NGOs that run
major campaigns and use the media effectively) sha-
pe public debate more significantly. This impact is
particularly visible in urban areas, as cities are hubs
for media, civil society networks, and public spaces.
For example, Greenpeace has been able to mobilize
public opinion on environmental issues through effe-
ctive actions and media campaigns on the internati-
onal stage. Greenpeace's actions have often gained
visibility by being carried out in large cities, in sy-
mbolic public spaces (ports, squares, around public
buildings). Taking Turkiye as an example, TEGV (Tur-
kiye Education Volunteers Foundation) has created a
sense of educational mobilization in society through
its campaigns in the field of education policy (e.g.,
"One Million Children Project”). These campaigns
have found resonance in the urban public sphere,
particularly through donation and awareness-raising
events held in large cities. Such NGOs fulfill the fun-
ction of “drawing public attention to certain issues,”
as pointed out by Habermas.

On the other hand, NGOs with weak grassroots sup-
port or limited communication channels struggle
to make an impact, even if they do important work.
Small-scale NGOs, especially at the local level, can
often remain confined to a limited sphere of activity.
This situation is also related to the impact of cen-
ter-periphery differences and spatial inequalities
within urban areas on public visibility. This has to do
with the nature of the public sphere: visibility and
audibility are important in the public sphere. An ac-
tor that is not visible cannot influence public debate.
The voices of NGOs that are not present in urban
public spaces (squares, local media, municipal coun-
cil surroundings) may remain more limited. Therefo-
re, there are debates about the professionalization
of NGOs; while some argue that NGOs should inc-
rease their communication and public relations ca-
pacity (Demir et al., 2019), others argue that exces-
sive professionalization could transform NGOs into
bureaucratic institutions, damaging their structure
and functioning (Dash & Mishra, 2014). This debate
also raises the question of whether NGOs can main-
tain their connection with local communities in the
context of urban governance.

Interpretation from Habermas's Perspective:

Habermas's concept of the public sphere assumes a
communicative environment in which all participants
and arguments are heard equally. In practice, howe-
ver, public debate is often influenced by imbalances
of economic, communicative and spatial power. In
urban contexts, these inequalities are exacerbated
by differential access to public spaces, uneven visi-
bility in local media and the concentration of sym-
bolic resources in city centres. As Habermas (2006)
argues, the commercialisation of the media and the
dynamics of the attention economy privilege visibi-
lity over reasoned argument, thereby weakening ra-
tional critical debate. This tension is particularly evi-
dent in urban protest and advocacy practices, where
NGOs may feel pressured to adopt simplified, at-
tention-seeking messages to maintain their public
visibility. While such strategies may increase visibi-
lity, they also risk reducing the deliberative quality
of public debate, making the urban public sphere
more susceptible to manipulation.

5.2.2. From a Habermasian perspective,
NGOs can only rebuild the public sphere
not only by taking a stand against the sta-
te, but also by fostering critical awareness
within society

Many NGOs tend to position themselves in oppo-
sition to the state (especially in authoritarian con-
texts). This is, of course, a legitimate and necessary
role, but building the public sphere also requires
transforming society. This transformation process is
particularly visible and effective in urban areas, as ci-
ties are places where different social groups meet,
interact, and learn from each other. For example, an
NGO working in the field of gender equality does
not merely criticize state policies; if it runs campaig-
ns that challenge patriarchal perspectives in society,
it can establish a new norm in the public sphere (e.g.,
making an issue that was taboo in the 1990s, such as
violence against women, a key agenda item in the
2000s). This norm production often gains strength
through activities carried out in city squares, uni-
versities, cultural centers, and neighborhood-level
public spaces. In this context, NGOs taking on an
educational role through methods such as educa-
tional activities, workshops, and public meetings is
consistent with Pateman's (1970) understanding of
participatory democracy: Participation increases the
political competence of participants. Such partici-
patory learning processes can be more lasting and
transformative through face-to-face interaction in
urban public spaces. NGOs can be the catalysts that
trigger this.
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Interpretation from Habermas's Perspective:

This finding can be interpreted using Habermas's
concept of public reason, which assumes a public
that is capable of critical reflection and justification.
In this sense, NGOs contribute to the public sphe-
re by representing interests and facilitating social
learning through seminars, forums, workshops and
other public learning networks, particularly in urban
contexts. By supporting awareness-raising and criti-
cal debate, civil society actors help foster new public
norms and a more inclusive urban culture.

From this broader theoretical perspective, the
country examples discussed throughout the article

Table 2. Governance Indicators and Civil Society Participation

Voice and
Accountability
(0-100)

Civil Society
Participation
(0-1)

Country

are presented not as full empirical case studies, but
as illustrative references that help to clarify the anal-
ytical argument. They demonstrate how key Haber-
masian concepts, such as the public sphere, com-
municative power, participation and the relationship
between communicative and administrative power,
take different institutional forms across governance
settings. Thus, the examples clarify how similar the-
oretical dynamics can result in different democratic
outcomes, depending on institutional design, the
inclusiveness of participation mechanisms, and the
extent to which civil society actors can influence de-
cision-making processes.

Comment

Sweden 99 0.88 Very high level of participation and accountability

USA 83 0.72 High, but with a declining trend in recent years

India 59 0.60 Mo.dera.te; desp|t§ b§|ng the world’s |arges.t democracy,
civil society organizations may face constraints

Turkiye 47 0.54 Lower.-mlddle; legal pressures on civil society
organizations reduce the index

Russia 18 030 Low; the suppression of civic space results in very low
accountability

N Lower-middle; democracy is fragile, and while civil
Nigeria 44 0.47 society organizations exist, their effectiveness is limited
Brazil 0 0.65 Moderate; civil society organizations are influential, but

political institutions are weakened by corruption

Source: Compiled by the authors based on Voice and Accountability data from the World Bank (2022) and Civil Society Participation

data from V-Dem (2025).

Table 1 shows a clear link between the quality of go-
vernance and the level of civic participation. Higher
scores generally correspond to more institutionally
consolidated democratic settings, while lower sco-
res tend to be associated with more authoritarian
or politically restricted regimes. The table thus sup-
ports the study’s central argument that governance
and civil society are mutually reinforcing. Where ci-
vic participation is institutionally supported, gover-
nance tends to be more accountable and legitima-
te. Conversely, where civil society is constrained, the
democratic quality of governance is weakened. The
relationship between the two is therefore best un-
derstood as a key dimension of democratic capacity.

Overall, the analysis suggests that the relations-
hip between governance and civil society in urban
contexts is a process by which the power genera-
ted through public debate is transferred to formal
governance institutions. The literature indicates
that NGOs play a pivotal role in raising awareness
of social issues, galvanising public opinion and con-
necting informal public discussions with institutional
decision-making processes. However, the effective-

ness of this process largely depends on the design
of participation mechanisms and the institutional
conditions under which civil society actors engage
with governance structures. From a Habermasian
perspective, therefore, the democratic potential of
governance lies not merely in the formal inclusion of
civil society actors, but in the extent to which com-
municative power can meaningfully influence admi-
nistrative decision-making processes.

6. Discussion

This study makes a valuable contribution to the li-
terature on governance and civil society by offering
a Habermasian interpretation of the relationship
between non-governmental organisations (NGOs),
public debate, and urban governance processes.
Firstly, the study establishes a conceptual link betwe-
en Habermas's ideas of the public sphere and com-
municative power, and the practical institutional me-
chanisms of urban governance. This demonstrates
how civil society actors can influence decision-ma-
king processes through participatory structures. Se-
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condly, it highlights that the democratic potential of
governance does not merely derive from the formal
inclusion of civil society actors, but from the extent
to which the communicative power generated in
public debates can be transmitted to administra-
tive decision-making arenas. Thirdly, by situating
these processes within the spatial context of cities,
the article contributes to urban political debates by
demonstrating how urban public spaces function as
key arenas in which the interactions between civil
society and governance institutions become visible
and have political consequences.

Democratic Legitimacy: Contemporary governan-
ce structures at national and international levels are
increasingly facing crises of legitimacy. The 2019 pro-
tests in Chile, for instance, reflected the widespread
perception that government policies lacked democ-
ratic legitimacy, and that citizens had been excluded
from the decision-making process. The fact that the-
se protests took place in major urban centres such
as Santiago illustrates how cities and public spaces
often serve as the primary arenas in which such cri-
ses are expressed. These cases suggest that gover-
nance mechanisms must be responsive to public de-
bate and maintain continuous dialogue with citizens
and civil society actors. When these communicative
channels are institutionalised at local and urban le-
vels, they can help to address tensions before they
develop into broader legitimacy crises.

Technology and New Public, Urban Spaces: In
the age of social media, NGOs have also moved
their activities online. Digital activism has created
a new form of public space. However, it is difficult
to carry out “communicative action” in this space.
This is because social media discussions are often
superficial and polarized. This situation also makes
the relationship between digital public spaces and
urban public spaces important; online discussions
often gain meaning through physical actions and
gatherings in city centers. Innovations are needed
in the design and use of digital platforms to achieve
the high-quality discussion environment envisioned
by Habermas (e.g., more moderation, combating di-
sinformation, applications that encourage in-depth
discussions among small groups). NGOs can create
participatory democracy experiences by using di-
gital tools more efficiently (e.g., e-petitions, online
town hall meetings, etc.). Such digital-physical hyb-
rid participation models can lead to the emergen-
ce of new forms of urban public space, especially in
large cities. This will be a key issue in the future of
governance.

Authoritarian Populism and Civil Society: In re-
cent years, populist leaders in many countries have
targeted non-governmental organisations (NGOs),
and legal restrictions have been imposed in some
countries, such as Russia's 'foreign agent' law and
Hungary's financial restrictions on NGOs. This trend

carries the risk of narrowing the public sphere. In ci-
ties, this is manifested through the control of public
spaces and restrictions on freedom of protest and
assembly. According to the Habermasian perspe-
ctive, the way to protect the public sphere in such
situations is through international solidarity and
normative pressure. For instance, the EU is conside-
ring sanctions, such as cutting funding, for practices
that restrict NGO freedoms in member states. Such
pressure mechanisms are also crucial for protecting
NGOs operating at local and urban levels. They can
serve as tools to secure the place of NGOs in gover-
nance.

Local Governance and NGOs: The construction of
the public sphere is necessary not only at the natio-
nal political level, but also within local communities.
Neighbourhood forums, village associations and
local initiatives are closest to real-world issues and
embody Habermas's concept of the lifeworld. The-
se structures function as fundamental public spaces
where neighbourhood-level issues (housing, the
environment, security and transport) are discussed,
especially in urban areas. Participatory local gover-
nance, as exemplified by participatory budgeting in
Porto Alegre, Brazil, may be where the public sphere
is most vibrant, as it enables citizens to participate
directly in decisions affecting their daily lives. This
model shows that the urban public sphere has the
capacity not only for discussion, but also for decisi-
on-making. The success of this model has inspired
higher levels of government. In Turkiye, limited initi-
atives in this area have begun with neighbourhood
councils and local assemblies. Strengthening these
would reinforce the public sphere at the grassroots
level. This strengthening is crucial for establishing a
democratic culture in cities.

Conceptual Debate: Does the concept of gover-
nance complement or transform democracy? Ac-
cording to some theorists, unlike the concept of
'management’, governance offers a model in which
power is distributed and the state is not the sole
determinant (Rhodes, 1996). In this sense, it softens
the state-centred understanding of sovereignty.
This idea coincides with Habermasian democracy,
as Habermas favours the concept of self-governing
citizens over those who are governed. This idea can
be observed in practice in participatory governan-
ce experiences, particularly in urban areas. Howe-
ver, if democratic institutions are weak, governance
can also reduce accountability. For instance, when
public services are managed by NGOs or the priva-
te sector, it can be challenging to exercise control
and ensure accountability. This can result in citizens
becoming distanced from the decision-making pro-
cesses involved in providing urban services such as
transport, the environment and social services. The-
refore, the concept of the accountability chain is im-
portant in understanding the impact of governance
on democracy. Democratic governance should form
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a chain in which each actor is accountable to a hig-
her authority. NGOs should be transparent with the
public, the state should be transparent with the pub-
lic, and NGOs should be transparent with the state
(with regard to the use of funds, for example). Ha-
bermas discusses the publicisation of power and its
transparent and open use. When governance is imp-
lemented well, this is achieved; when it is implemen-
ted poorly, however, the opposite can occur, leading
to problems such as 'no one being accountable'.

From the Perspective of Participatory Democra-
cy: if we consider the relationship between gover-
nance and NGOs in terms of Amstein's (1969) ladder
of participation, citizen control is at the top, while
levels such as consultation and information sharing
are at the bottom. Today, many governance practi-
ces remain at the consultation level. Public administ-
rations consult with NGOs, but the state still makes
the decisions. This situation is frequently observed,
particularly in urban planning and urban transforma-
tion processes. Participatory democracy, however,
advocates joint decision-making. This study's analy-
sis argues that communication mechanisms must be
strengthened to achieve this. Without collective wis-
dom, joint decisions may be unsound. Urban public
spaces are some of the most suitable places for pro-
ducing this collective wisdom.

From a Habermasian perspective, governance and
NGOs are democratically significant insofar as they
connect participation and communication with de-
cision-making processes. When they are designed
inclusively and transparently, they can expand the
public sphere, particularly in urban contexts. Howe-
ver, when they remain tokenistic or exclusionary, they
risk undermining democratic legitimacy and discon-
necting citizens from governance. Atthe same time,
it is important to recognize the structural limitations
that may constrain the democratic potential of go-
vernance processes. Power asymmetries between
state institutions, private actors, and civil society
organizations can significantly shape participation
outcomes. In many cases, participation mechanisms
remain symbolic, allowing civil society actors to exp-
ress opinions without granting them meaningful inf-
luence over decision-making processes. Institutional
agenda-setting power, unequal access to resources,
and the professionalization of some NGOs may also
create risks of co-optation, where civil society ac-
tors become integrated into governance structures
without maintaining their critical autonomy. From a
Habermasian perspective, these dynamics illustrate
how communicative processes may be distorted by
systemic inequalities, highlighting the importance of
institutional designs that genuinely enable inclusive
and effective participation.

This study examines the relationship between go-
vernance and civil society organisations (CSOs) the-
oretically, based on Habermas's theory of the public

sphere and communicative action. Within this sco-
pe, the research has reached various conclusions on
the following thematic issues:

Participatory Governance: Participatory gover-
nance can revitalise the public sphere by enabling
the inclusive and meaningful involvement of NGOs,
citizens and other stakeholders in decision-making
processes. Mechanisms such as participatory bud-
geting, citizens' juries and public policy forums are
important in this respect, as they create institutional
spaces for dialogue, public justification and the exp-
ression of collective concerns. These mechanisms
are particularly significant in urban contexts, where
public issues directly impact everyday life, and whe-
re participatory practices can transform the public
sphere from a normative ideal into a tangible de-
mocratic experience.

Communicative Reason and Governance: Accor-
ding to Habermas's theory of communicative action,
decision-making processes should be structured so
that claims are assessed through reason-giving and
public justification rather than mere administrative
authority. In practice, however, many policy decisi-
ons are implemented without sufficient explanation,
which undermines public trust. From this perspec-
tive, governance requires a clear duty to justify de-
cisions, particularly in the areas of urban planning,
transformation and infrastructure policies, where ad-
ministrative choices directly impact the material and
social conditions of the public sphere.

The dual role of NGOs: NGOs act as representatives
of the public against the state, while also acting as
agents of societal transformation. Maintaining ba-
lance in this dual role is crucial. While fulfilling their
representative function, they must be accountable
to the public. At the same time, they must be inclu-
sive when transforming society. CSOs that represent
a broad spectrum of interests, rather than just tho-
se of a specific group, and that can form coalitions,
expand the public sphere. To this end, CSOs must
also have democratic processes within their own or-
ganisations — Habermas's ideal requires this. In an
urban context, this dual role involves NGOs acting
as monitors and advocates in relation to local aut-
horities, as well as organising processes of social le-
arning and solidarity at neighbourhood, district and
city levels.

Management of Media and the Digital Sphere:
Media is an important component of the public
sphere. The role of both traditional and social media
in governance processes is critical. While Habermas
empbhasises that traditional media should play a sup-
portive role in the public sphere, the opportunities
and threats presented by social media today must
be balanced. Disinformation undermines rational
debate and is the greatest enemy of communicative
action. Therefore, digital literacy and reliable infor-
mation verification mechanisms must be established
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within governance structures. This is a necessity that
was perhaps not foreseen in Habermas's time, but
which is essential today. Digital public spaces, which
tend to be concentrated in large cities, should inte-
ract with physical urban spaces, and online discussi-
ons should link to concrete channels of participation
at city level.

Legal and Institutional Framework: A legal basis
is essential if NGOs are to play an effective role in
governance. The more rights such as freedom of
assembly and association, freedom of expression
and the right to information are protected, the bro-
ader the public sphere becomes. In countries such
as Turkiye, governance processes will function more
effectively when bureaucratic obstacles hindering
the activities of NGOs are removed (e.g. excessive
scrutiny, arbitrary closure cases and funding restric-
tions). Similarly, state institutions should develop a
culture of cooperation with NGOs; public officials
should view NGOs as partners rather than enemies
or rivals. Implementing these legal and institutional
arrangements at local and urban governance levels
will contribute to the spatial expansion of the public
sphere.

Democratic Renewal in the Light of Habermas's
Views: The Habermasian perspective remains highly
relevant in the context of contemporary democratic
challenges. In an era characterised by polarisation,
disinformation and a decline in public trust, Haber-
mas's focus on communicative rationality provides a
valuable normative framework for reconsidering go-
vernance. As this study argues, non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and participatory governance
mechanisms can help connect public debate with
policymaking, thereby enhancing the legitimacy and
responsiveness of decision-making processes. In ur-
ban contexts in particular, this democratic potential
hinges on strengthening public spaces and partici-
patory arenas that integrate political communication
into everyday life.

7. Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that the relati-
onship between civil society and governance in ur-
ban contexts is largely determined by the extent to
which communicative processes can influence ins-
titutional decision-making. The analysis shows that
NGOs contribute to the reconstruction of public and
urban spaces by raising awareness of social issues,
encouraging public debate and building commu-
nicative power. However, the effectiveness of this
process depends on institutional factors, such as
the inclusiveness of participation mechanisms and
the transparency of decision-making processes. It
also depends on the existence of channels through
which civil society input can meaningfully affect go-
vernance outcomes. Therefore, the findings indica-
te that strengthening the institutional link between

communicative power and administrative decisi-
on-making is essential for enhancing the democratic
potential of governance. Based on these findings,
the following policy recommendations address the
institutional conditions that shape civil society parti-
cipation in governance processes.

1. The institutionalisation of governance mecha-
nisms:

This study found that participatory mechanisms of-
ten remain merely formal, failing to establish a mea-
ningful connection between public debate and de-
cision-making processes. Therefore, councils of civil
society organisations and platforms for public—civil
society partnerships should be established at nati-
onal and local levels. These bodies should also be
granted a more substantive role than simple consul-
tation in selected decision-making processes. For
instance, when preparing a city's strategic plan, for-
mal mechanisms could be introduced to enable city
councils and civil society organisations to communi-
cate their views to the administration in a structured
and effective manner.

2. Transparency and feedback:

The analysis indicates that communicative power can
influence governance only when civil society input is
visibly linked to institutional outcomes. For this rea-
son, NGOs and citizens participating in governan-
ce processes should receive clear feedback on how
their contributions are handled, including details of
which proposals were accepted or rejected and the
reasons for this. Such transparency would help to
strengthen trust in governance processes and redu-
ce the risk of symbolic participation.

3. Training:

The findings also show that the democratic quality
of participatory governance depends not only on
the existence of participation mechanisms, but also
on the communication skills of those involved. Ac-
cordingly, training programmes in negotiation, com-
munication and mediation should be organised for
public officials and NGO representatives. This would
improve the quality of deliberation and bring partici-
pation closer to the Habermasian ideal of reason-gi-
ving and mutual understanding.

4. Digital democracy tools:

The study demonstrates that new public spaces are
emerging in digital environments. However, these
spaces are often weakly connected to formal go-
vernance processes. Therefore, innovations in e-go-
vernance that encourage reliable and transparent
digital participation should be encouraged. These
platforms could allow NGOs and citizens to express
their opinions, discuss public issues and contribute
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to decision-making processes. However, their de-
mocratic value depends on whether these contribu-
tions are taken seriously and incorporated into insti-
tutional processes.

5. International learning and solidarity:

Finally, the analysis suggests that governance and
public debate are increasingly operating across
multiple scales, from the local to the global. In this
context, good governance practices should be sha-
red by strengthening the links between international
and local civil society networks. Successful participa-
tory experiences in one country or city should be re-
cognised as learning opportunities for others. Such
exchanges could contribute to the development of
a broader democratic governance culture, strengt-
hening local urban public spheres in the process.

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that
the reconstruction of public and urban spaces hin-
ges on the extent to which governance processes
incorporate the participation of civil society and
translate communicative power into institutional de-
cision-making. Habermas's conceptual framework
provides a valuable basis for evaluating this relati-
onship in terms of democratic legitimacy, partici-
pation and public justification. The analysis shows
that, when participatory mechanisms are inclusive,
transparent, and meaningfully connected to decisi-
on-making processes, governance and NGOs can
strengthen the public sphere; however, they can
also reproduce exclusion and symbolic participation
when these conditions are absent. Urban contexts
are particularly significant in this sense, as they are
the concrete arenas in which public debate, civil so-
ciety action and governance institutions intersect in
everyday life. By examining this relationship through
the lens of urban public spaces, the study makes a
valuable theoretical contribution to contemporary
debates on governance, civil society, and democra-
tic legitimacy.
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