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ABSTRACT 
Few issues stir more controversy than granting citizenship to refugees, par-
ticularly in nations hosting large numbers for extended periods. Turkey’s 
decision to naturalise selected Syrians between 2016 and 2024 offers reveal-
ing insights into this challenge. This study examines two questions: (1) What 
role has crisis played in shaping the scope of the changes introduced? (2) 
How will Turkey’s exceptional citizenship for Syrian refugees reshape citizen-
ship governance in Turkey? We employ three conceptual lenses—crisis, grey 
zones and policy windows—within a historical institutionalist framework 
and refugee citizenship politics perspective. Using a multi-method approach 
and drawing on policy documents, political discourse analysis and 33 inter-
views with Syrian applicants, we find that the Syrian crisis opened a policy 
window, allowing the government to craft an ambiguous ‘exceptional citi-
zenship’ scheme in 2016. This program operates under ambiguous condi-
tions through selective invitations, fast-tracked processing and opaque 
eligibility criteria. Yet this bold experiment faces fierce resistance from oppo-
sition parties and the public. Rather than cementing institutional change in 
Turkey’s ethnonationalist citizenship regime, it remains contested ground. 
The case illuminates how seemingly liberal refugee policies, born in crisis, 
can reshape migration governance and citizenship politics—even if their 
long-term impact remains uncertain.

Introduction

Crises, particularly protracted ones, ‘unearth failing policies’ (Boin et  al.), often disrupting 
established norms in migration governance and setting the stage for policy shifts, whether ben-
eficial or detrimental. The framing of migration emergencies as crises typically triggers ad hoc 
policies, increased complexity and fragmentation in governance, and a heightened emphasis on 
security at the expense of managing borders, refugee protection, and integration efforts (Scholten 
2020; Sahin-Mencutek et  al., 2022). A common strategy among states facing migration emer-
gencies is to embed ambiguity in laws, policies, and practices (Mielke, 2023; Natter, 2023; Stel, 
2021). This calculated vagueness grants flexibility to navigate polycrisis and manoeuvre through 
both the domestic and geopolitical arena. Such ambiguity has become prevalent in the gover-
nance of refugee and transit migration across numerous Global South nations, especially in the 
Middle East, South Asia and Southeast Asia. These countries, often non-signatories of the 1951 
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Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, rarely offer formal refugee status to asylum seekers. 
Instead, they provide other, more provisional forms of protection (Janmyr, 2021). Regularised 
pathways granting stable protection are uncommon, and in countries hosting large, long-term 
refugee populations, formal naturalisation is rare. Amendments to naturalisation policies are 
usually confined to specific local initiatives or temporary circumstances, as seen in some African 
nations (Manby, 2021; Manby & Baubock, 2021), including Tanzania (Gasarasi, 1990; Kuch, 2017).

Turkey’s management of around 3.5 million Syrian refugees since 2012 offers a telling example 
of ambiguous governance and selective citizenship grants. Despite being a party to the 1951 
Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, Turkey maintains a geographical limitation excluding 
non-European asylum seekers. Syrians receive specific temporary protection status rather than 
formal refugee recognition. This arrangement provides access to basic services—registration, 
education, healthcare and employment—but stops short of permanent residence or citizenship 
rights. The ruling Justice and Development Party (JDP) introduced an ‘exceptional citizenship’ 
policy, naturalising over 230,000 Syrians between 2016 and 2023. This shift came amid a poly-
crisis: economic turmoil, political instability and Turkey’s ongoing geopolitical interests in Syria’s 
protracted war (Sahin-Mencutek et  al., 2023). Despite temporary refugee regulations, the JDP 
government chose to establish a legal route to naturalisation for substantial numbers of Syrians. 
This policy shift coincided with—and possibly intensified—opposition party challenges and 
mounting public resentment toward the country’s large refugee population (Akcapar & 
Simsek, 2018).

We argue that Turkey’s grant of citizenship to Syrian refugees marks a striking departure 
from its traditionally strict ethnonationalist approach. The Syrian refugee crisis created a policy 
window for an ambiguous ‘exceptional citizenship’ scheme in 2016, blending formal rules with 
informal practices. Legal grey areas allow Turkish authorities to select ‘desired’ citizens while 
excluding others through ambiguous criteria. The process relies on selective invitations, fast-tracked 
applications and unclear eligibility requirements. This opacity gives policymakers welcome flex-
ibility amid changing circumstances yet has made citizenship acquisition more contentious and 
fluid. Opposition parties and the public have objected the grant of citizenship to Syrians, which 
have yet to cement lasting institutional change in Turkey’s citizenship regime. The policy signals 
a potential shift toward more selective naturalisation criteria.

Turkey’s exceptional citizenship policy for Syrian refugees constitutes a novelty when compared 
with international and regional refugee naturalisation policies and practices. First of all, Turkey’s 
approach differs markedly from Western European models, where naturalisation follows perma-
nent residency and meets clear language and integration criteria. Syrian refugees in Turkey are 
not legally recognised as refugees nor given permanent residency. Hence, Turkey does not commit 
to a linear naturalisation pathway for Syrians. Secondly, while sharing some features with European 
‘citizenship for sale’ schemes, Turkey’s exceptional citizenship model is distinctive. It extends 
beyond wealthy Syrians to include those seen as potentially contributing in the future, such as 
university students and skilled professionals, though with ambiguous application criteria and 
decision processes. Third, Turkey’s approach contrasts sharply with other major Syrian refugee 
hosts like Lebanon and Jordan, where naturalisation remains very restrictive. Indeed, integration 
and citizenship in these nations remain deeply contentious—even ‘taboo’ (Sahin-Mencutek, 2018). 
According to the Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX., 2020), Jordan’s integration policies 
are rated as ‘slightly unfavourable’ (rank 21), indicating a limited commitment to integration. 
Comparable data for other major Syrian refugee-hosting countries like Lebanon, Iraq and Egypt 
is unavailable. Turkey, by contrast, scores as ‘halfway favourable’ in nationalisation access (rank 
43), indicating a more substantial integration approach. These distinctive features suggest Turkey’s 
exceptional citizenship policy stems from political calculations rather than mere procedure, 
warranting detailed investigation.

To understand the extent to which the Turkish model’s novelty as a refugee-hosting country 
can contribute to the theoretical debate on citizenship regimes and politics of refugee citizenship, 
we pose two central questions. What role has crisis played in shaping the scope of the changes 
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introduced? How will Turkey’s exceptional citizenship for Syrian refugees reshape citizenship 
governance in Turkey? The findings give some insights into what extent Turkey’s ‘exceptional 
citizenship’ policy represent a general or specific trend in refugee citizenship governance world-
wide, including major refugee-hosting countries in the Global South.

To address these questions, we employ three conceptual lenses—crisis, grey zones and policy 
windows—within a historical institutionalist framework and refugee citizenship politics perspec-
tive. First, our analysis examines Turkey’s citizenship politics through historical institutionalism, 
focusing on formative moments and political narratives. Second, we use the ‘crisis’ angle as a 
fertile context (objective condition) for such changes to happen. As Margheritis (forthcoming) 
argues in the introduction to this special issue, crises can serve as catalysts for policy change 
(Smits & Karagianni, 2019). Historical institutionalism reveals both path-dependent trajectories 
and path-shaping moments, leading to unintended consequences. We consider the notion of 
crisis-induced policy (Jessop, 2019) helpful in linking the concepts of crisis and policy windows. 
We examine these dynamics through the lens of citizenship politics and expanding grey zones 
in emerging citizenship practices.

This article begins with a review of the literature on crisis, policy changes and recent trends 
in citizenship acquisition and refugee naturalisation. The review explores how informal arrange-
ments become embedded in refugee citizenship governance. Then, after explaining our meth-
odological approach, we examine recent developments in Turkey’s citizenship regime, focusing 
on the formation of exceptional citizenship policy and ensuing contestations. Following an 
overview of relevant legislation, the article analyses grey zones in citizenship acquisition based 
on interview material. It identifies several informal practices, including selective invitations to 
apply for citizenship, expedited processing times for some applicants, and a lack of transparency 
in eligibility criteria, procedures and decisions. The concluding section summarises key findings 
through our conceptual lenses and offers reflections.

Literature review

Crisis, policy windows and grey zones

How crises reshape migration policy has long intrigued academics. Some scholars contend that 
crises merely provide convenient cover for pre-planned changes rather than driving genuine 
policy shifts. As Roos and Zaun (2016) note, many ‘crisis-driven’ reforms actually stem from 
long-brewing initiatives. Crisis creates political momentum to tackle persistent migration chal-
lenges, though the results cut both ways. Finotelli and Ponzo (2018) observe that such moments 
can spark either progressive reforms or harsher restrictions. Labour migration offers a telling 
example. Trenz and Triandafyllidou (2017) argue that even during deep economic downturns, 
such movements have not ceased but rather grown more diverse, along with approaches to 
integration.

While policy change can result from crises, it is not a deterministic outcome. Scholars caution 
against the simplistic ‘crisis-reform thesis’ (Nohrstedt et  al., 2021; Boin & t’Hart 2022). To 
understand the complex link between crisis and change, this article draws on Bob Jessop’s 
approach (2019), distinguishing between objective and subjective conditions of crises. Objectively, 
crises in a system occur ‘when a set of social relations, including their ties to the natural world, 
cannot be reproduced (cannot ‘go on’) in the old way,’ which creates uncertainty by threatening 
established views, practices, institutions and social relations, ‘calling into question theoretical 
and policy paradigms as well as everyday personal and organisational routines’ (Jessop, 2019, 
p. 49). Subjectively, policy actors may deliberately exaggerate or downplay crises or instrumen-
talise the conditions for tactical purposes (Boin & t’Hart 2022). With these objective and sub-
jective conditions, crisis may turn into ‘path-shaping moments’ (Jessop, 2019, p. 49). In the case 
of migration policy, crises can create ‘windows of opportunity’ for change, as Kingdon (2014) 
argued, when three streams converge: problem recognition (e.g. migration surges capturing 
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public attention), the availability of policy solutions (e.g. ranging from stricter controls to more 
humane approaches), and a receptive political climate. These converging streams profoundly 
shape policy framing, institutional responses and governance shifts during migration crises. 
Indeed, migration reforms often take advantage of crisis-induced openings, typically cloaked in 
pragmatic rhetoric and implemented through ambiguous, ad hoc measures (see also Sahin-Mencutek 
et  al., 2022).

Building on these studies about the crisis-change nexus (Boin & t’Hart 2022; Jessop, 2019; 
Kingdon, 2014; Sahin-Mencutek et  al., 2022), this article approaches crisis as a processual context 
characterised by uncertainties and temporal fluctuations, encompassing both planned and 
unplanned moments of formation shaped by power struggles among actors seeking to control 
the process and trajectory of change. Approaching crisis as a process becomes imperative to 
recognise crisis and responses in the plural form, where one crisis is ‘interwoven’ with other 
crises (Lawrence et  al., 2024), potentially resulting in seismic, overlapping or nested crises; in 
other words, multiple, or polycrisis. One crisis often exacerbates another, creating a cascading 
effect in which the effects of individual crises are amplified and compounded by their interac-
tions. We put specific attention on the temporal dimension as an important component in 
approaching crisis and responses as an interactive process shaped by objective and subjective 
conditions. The typology by Boin and t’Hart (2022, pp. 14–15) is helpful to capture temporal 
component, because they distinguish between ‘flash crises’ that flare up and fade quickly and 
protracted crises that simmer slowly with uncertain long-term effects. While protracted crises 
afford policymakers more deliberation time, they often breed deepening uncertainty. Such 
extended crises typically reproduce series of flash crises (or developments), as seen in pandemics, 
and become entangled with other upheavals, creating what some call ‘crises among crises’ or a 
single, overarching ‘polycrisis’ (Boin & Rhinard, 2023; Tooze, 2022).

The emphasis on the interplay of multiple crises underscores the necessity of comprehending 
policy changes as emergent outcomes of complex and dynamic processes. This approach about 
crisis helps to understand the drivers of the Turkey’s policy changes about refugee citizenship. 
different policy developments (e.g. the Turkey-EU deal of March 2016, the failed coup attempt 
of July 2016) and multiple interconnected crises (e.g. the economic crisis, the foreign policy and 
border security crisis due to the protracted Syrian war, and the prolonged ‘temporary’ stay of 
Syrian refugees) have interacted and reinforced each other, thereby shaping governance responses 
and the trajectories of policy change. As depicted generally in the relation between actual symp-
toms and underlying causal mechanisms’ in the crisis (Jessop, 2019, p. 56), Turkish case also 
reflects interwoven flash and protracted crisis, driven by complex political, economic and 
socio-spatial causal mechanisms at play. Turkey’s exceptional citizenship policy towards Syrian 
refugees should be better analyzed as part of these ongoing processes, broader geopolitical context 
in the Middle East after Arab Spring, the EU’s migration control efforts after 2015–2016 refugee 
crisis which placed Turkey at the center of EU’s externalization policy through the 2016 Turkey-EU 
deal. It is also highly related to the domestic crisis processes going on in national policy areas 
such as in foreign policy (e.g. failures in Syrian war), public policy (e.g. service provision) and 
economy (e.g. high inflation) as well as domestic politics in general, voting concerns about the 
municipal elections as in 2019.

In considering crises as a process, it is important to recognize that ineffective migration 
policies can create a conducive environment for informal practices to fill the void in times of 
crisis (Koinova, 2022, pp. 461–483). Understanding the informality requires research exploring 
‘grey zones’ (Harboe Knudsen & Frederiksen, 2015) since formal and informal policies and 
practices often operate there in parallel. There are several examples of these in the governing 
of migration in the Global South. Natter (2023) uses the term ‘ad-hocratic immigration gover-
nance’ to describe the flexibility, pragmatism and informality with which Moroccan and Tunisian 
authorities have governed immigration since the year 2000, while Stel (2021) adopts the concept 
of strategic ambiguity in explaining Lebanon’s responses to Syrian refugee flow after 2011. 
Pakistan, too, has mastered this art. Mielke (2023) introduces the term ‘calculated informality’ 
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to show how, over decades, policymakers there have excelled in practices of deregulation, ambi-
guity and opaqueness in governing the stay of Afghan refugees. For all these countries, ambiguity 
and informality offer policymakers valuable flexibility in navigating both domestic pressures and 
geopolitical shifts. Refugee citizenship processes, as part of broader migration governance and 
integration policy, often operate in grey zones where formal and informal practices coexist, 
particularly in protracted refugee situations. Turkey’s experience proves instructive in this regard. 
Before examining the Turkish case in detail, however, a review of refugee citizenship acquisition 
is necessary.

Citizenship acquisition

Citizenship defies simple definition. It weaves together legal and social dimensions, encompassing 
‘status,’ ‘rights,’ and ‘identity’ (Joppke, 2007). From a legal perspective, ‘citizenship is a legal 
relationship between a state and an individual’ (Triandafyllidou, 2015, p. 43), denoting a spec-
trum of membership with varying degrees of rights and recognition (Brubaker, 1989). Yet tra-
ditional notions of citizenship—as a mere guarantor of civic, political and social rights—face 
challenges from global migration flows and fragmenting national identities (Jenson & Phillips, 
2001). Modern scholars see citizenship as a dynamic practice (Chung, 2017, p. 431), one that 
intersects with diverse social divisions and transnational realities (Yuval‐Davis, 2007). This view 
stretches beyond nation-states, revealing citizenship as a complex tapestry of actors and inter-
actions. It shapes everything from responsibility and governance to rights and belonging (Paquet 
et  al., 2018). Such analysis examines not just legal frameworks but also practices, exploring both 
formal rules and informal norms that govern citizenship access.

The primary pathway for immigrants and refugees to acquire citizenship is naturalisation, 
which involves a formal request and approval by a government body (IOM., 2019, p. 145). The 
Refugee Convention of 1951 and the Stateless Convention of 1961 encourage states to ‘facilitate 
the naturalization of refugees and stateless persons, respectively, by expediting naturalization 
procedures and reducing the burdens and costs of such procedures’ (IOM., 2019, p. 145). States 
still jealously guard their jurisdiction over naturalisation. Since the 1980s, Western European 
nations have made citizenship contingent on proving ‘social integration’—through self-reliance, 
language proficiency and civic knowledge tests. Naturalisation thus becomes integration’s final 
prize (Barthoma et  al., 2020). For formally recognised refugees in the West, paths to citizenship 
remain relatively liberal, matching criteria for other immigrants. Yet those with temporary or 
unclear status, such as humanitarian permit holders, face thornier prospects. Refugee-hosting 
states in the Global South rarely offer clear paths to naturalisation. Citizenship remains an elusive 
prize, out of reach even for those whose families have lived there for generations (Costello, 
2017, pp. 719). Yet informal pathways have emerged in legal grey zones, from mass naturalisa-
tions to exceptional grants of citizenship and local identity certification schemes. Tanzania offers 
a telling example: in 2008, it presented 200,000 Rwandan refugees with a stark choice—return 
home or become Tanzanian citizens. Though many succeeded, the process foundered on bureau-
cratic reefs and procedural irregularities (Manby, 2021). By 2015, more than 149,000 had received 
official Tanzanian citizenship documents (Kuch, 2017, p. 468).

Sudan presents another instructive case. When more than 250,000 Syrians sought refuge there, 
the controversial Al Bashir government issued a presidential decree offering citizenship to those 
who cleared security checks (Citizenship Right, 2017). Some 4,000 Syrians were granted citizen-
ship in 2016. Yet by 2019, after a change of regime, authorities had stripped 3,500 of their new 
status—a stark reminder of how such ad hoc policies, rooted in informality, remain vulnerable 
to political winds (Citizenship Right, 2020).

In sum, refugee-hosting nations in the Global South occasionally offer citizenship through 
ad hoc, temporary measures, but these benefit only small number of refugees and migrants. 



Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 455

Such improvisations hardly substitute for proper, transparent naturalisation processes. Turkey’s 
exceptional citizenship policy for Syrian refugees stands apart—it breaks the usual rule barring 
stateless refugees from citizenship. This departure from the norm merits close study, illuminating 
both the drivers behind such decisions and their broader implications.

Methodology

This study utilises a combination of ‘communicative evidence’ sources (Jacobs and Checkel, 
2015), such as legal texts, decrees, guidelines, documents, speeches, newspaper articles, and 
interviews to trace and contextualise the formulation of Turkey’s exceptional citizenship policy 
by establishing a timeline of key events and statements. Using exploratory process tracing 
(Bengtsson & Ruonavaara, 2017), we reconstruct how this scheme emerged during a protracted 
crisis, identifying critical junctures and focal points, path dependencies, mechanisms and overall 
periodisation. Understanding how grey zones expand in migration and citizenship governance 
demands careful investigation. Given the shadowy nature of informal practices, we deployed 
multiple research tools: documentary analysis, ethnographic observation and interviews. This 
combination illuminates both the citizenship application process and its surrounding formal 
and informal practices.

A total of 33 interviews were conducted between 2021 and 2024 with Syrian refugees who 
have applied for Turkish citizenship. Interviews were conducted in three locations: Istanbul, 
Izmir and Şanlıurfa, where significant Syrian populations reside. The sample included 10 women 
and 23 men, with a majority being high-skilled professionals or entrepreneurs such as engineers 
(n = 8), teachers (n = 5), business owners (n = 3), and translators (n = 2). The sample also included 
students (n = 5) and housewives (n = 3), ensuring a variety of biographies. We employed a snow-
balling technique to recruit participants, starting with our existing contacts and expanding the 
sample through referrals from interviewees. We might have more than 33 interviews because 
few initially agreed prospective interviewees cancelled the meeting, and another withdrew after 
giving the interview; ultimately, the total amount remained at 33. Interviews ran from 45 to 
90 min, mostly in person, with three conducted online. While most conversations took place in 
Turkish and English, few required Arabic translation. Of our interview partners, twenty-five had 
secured Turkish citizenship, seven awaited decisions and one faced rejection. All interviews were 
transcribed and analysed using MAXQDA software.

In addition to formal interviews, we conducted informal discussions with a number of Syrian 
residents in three cities (Istanbul, Izmir and Şanlıurfa). These informal conversations helped 
verify our interview findings and revealed variations in how policies play out on the ground. 
Additionally, we have discussed in several times our questions and findings with one Syrian 
scholar who had master thesis on citizenship to Syrian university students.

Our study’s limitations—particularly the small sample—warrant mention. We do not claim 
to have a full representation. A larger sample, particularly including more low-skilled Syrians 
and those from remote cities, would have painted a fuller picture of the citizenship-seeking 
experience and revealed more about how this exceptional policy works in practice.

The context and formation of Turkey’s exceptional citizenship policy

Since its founding in 1923, Turkey has built its citizenship regime on strict ethnonationalist 
principles. It combines ius sanguinis with an elastic definition of Turkishness—sometimes stretched 
to embrace all ethnic groups within its borders. This ambiguity traces back to the 1924 consti-
tution, which used the territorial phrase ‘the people of Turkey’ (Article 88) (Yegen, 2004). Yet 
this inclusive approach soon gave way to a narrower vision of Turkishness, codified in the 1928 
Citizenship Law. The ethnic emphasis on being ‘Turk’ has thus been at the core of Turkish 
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citizenship policies since the beginning (Keyman & Icduygu, 2003; Keyman & Kanci, 2011; 
Kuyucu, 2005; Yegen, 2004). Accordingly, throughout the history of the Turkish Republic, nat-
uralisation has remained largely restricted to those of Turkish descent, those deemed culturally 
Turkish, or those who married Turkish citizens (Kadirbeyoglu, 2010, p. 13). Between 1923 and 
1997, Turkey naturalised some 1,686,163 immigrants, mostly from Bulgaria, Greece, Yugoslavia 
and Romania (Kirisci, 2000, p. 8). This figure includes waves of newcomers who arrived through 
various population exchanges following the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923.

The Turkish Citizenship Law of 1928 has been amended several times. While the 1964 
Citizenship Law provided some ambiguous definitions of citizenship in the direction of a ter-
ritorial understanding of citizenship, the 1982 Constitution reinforced the ethnonationalist defi-
nition, asserting that ‘everyone bound to the Turkish State through the bond of citizenship as 
a Turk’ (Article 66, 1982 Constitution). A remarkable amendment law took place in relation to 
Turkey’s EU accession process, aiming to harmonise the 2009 Citizenship Law with the European 
Convention on Nationality (Kadirbeyoglu, 2010 EUDO Citizenship Observatory).

Turkey’s Citizenship Law (Law No. 5901 of 2009) offers four pathways to acquire citizenship: 
general acquisition, re-acquisition, acquisition through marriage and exceptional acquisition. 
Unlike the standard path, which demands five years’ residence, exceptional acquisition offers a 
faster route. Article 12 of the Citizenship Law defines the criteria for extraordinary acquisition 
specified under four categories, encompassing individuals who have made ‘industrial investments’ 
or ‘who have rendered or are expected to render extraordinary services in scientific, technolog-
ical, economic, social, sportive, cultural, artistic fields and for whom a reasoned proposal is 
made by the relevant ministries’ (Article 12/a). With an amendment made on 28 July 2016 
(6735/27 Art), the scope of exceptional acquisition has been expanded to cover two new groups 
specified in Article 12/b: The first group is Turquoise Card holders, along with their foreign 
spouses and dependent children. The second group consists of foreigners who are holding res-
idence permits under Article 31(1)(j) of Foreigners and International Protection Law (Law of 
2013, No. 6458) which was amended alongside the changes in the citizenship law. Accordingly, 
this article covers foreigners who do not work in Turkey but invest in the scope and amount 
which is determined by the Council of Ministers (later changed to ‘the President’ in 2018), and 
also their spouses, minor or dependent children of their own may acquire Turkish citizenship 
exceptionally. The law also permits the naturalisation of those deemed ‘necessary’ to national 
interests (Article 12/c) and ‘recognized refugees’ (Article 12/d). The sole prerequisite is that ‘the 
individual in question does not threaten national security or public order.’ Like many European 
nations, Turkey’s one of most popular exceptional route runs through real estate investment 
programmes launched in 2016-2017 amid a period of economic turmoil. Up until 2020 the 
amendments introduced to the law (via Presidential decrees or Cabinet decisions) aimed to 
relaxed the rules and creating a smoother path to citizenship. For example, with the amendment 
made with Presidential Decision No. 106 (19.09.2018), the numerical limits determined in 2016 
for capital and real estate investments (e.g. the amount of investment lowered from 500,000 
USD to 250,000 USD) were significantly reduced. Investors were exempted from residence, 
language, and other requirements, as long as they do not pose a threat to public security. To 
facilitate the bureaucratic processes and attract foreign investors, investor offices were opened 
in Istanbul and Ankara under the Ministry of Interior.1 This liberal approach gradually shifted 
towards restrictive measures and regulations starting from 2020; for example, in 2021, the gov-
ernment restricted the most popular real estate investment option, stating that the same property 
cannot be used for another foreign applicant’s citizenship application. In 2022, due to volatile 
exchange rates, the government mandated the conversion of applicants’ US dollars into Turkish 
lira for deposit and real estate modes, and in the same year, increased the property investment 
amount significantly from 250,000 USD to 400,000 USD. Yet until 2016, when the naturalisation 
of Syrian refugees entered public debate, these exceptional channels for acquiring Turkish citi-
zenship remained largely closed to refugees. To understand the main drivers of this policy shift, 
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it is crucial to contextualize it within the broader political and socio-economic environment, 
analyzing how different policy developments and multiple crises have interacted and reinforced 
each other to shape governance responses and the trajectories of policy change.

The initial arrival of Syrian refugees to Turkey occurred in 2012–14, creating a flash crisis. 
The influx since 2012 was larger than previous immigration waves—the 310,000 Bulgarian Turks 
in 1989 and the 500,000 Iraqis who arrived between 1988 and 1991 (Kaya, 2023). Turkey’s 
open-door policy towards Syrians transformed an emergency response into a long-term gover-
nance challenge. Though the ruling JDP initially resisted calling it a crisis (Sert & Danış, 2021), 
Turkey was, in fact, witnessing what Boin et  al. (2020) call an ‘incubation period’ of a creeping 
crisis, where actual symptoms were becoming increasingly apparent. It was within this context 
of a developing crisis that the debate for providing a legal pathway to Syrian refugees in Turkey 
started with an ‘unexpected’ statement from Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan on 2 July 
2016 during a Ramadan dinner program in Kilis—a city hosting a high number of Syrians on 
the border of Syria, he said:

Turkey is also a homeland for those coming from Syria […], I believe that among our brothers/sisters are 
those who would like to be citizens of the Republic of Turkey. Our Interior Ministry has taken some steps 
toward this. They will do what they can by developing this through an office that our ministry built, and 
we will provide this support and help to our brothers/sisters with the citizenship opportunity (Sabah, 
2016).

According to news articles published directly after the first statement of President Erdoğan, 
the government had already conducted a study and screened ‘eligible Syrians’ to naturalise 
‘300,000 Syrians in total’ (Habertürk, 2019). The preparations started ‘about three months before’ 
(Milliyet 2016), at the time the EU–Turkey Statement was announced on 18 March 2016, and 
the Turkish Ministry of the Interior (MoI) sent a two-page instruction letter to the governor-
ships. According to the plan, the naturalisation process of Syrian refugees would be carried out 
under the coordination of the General Directorate of Migration Management (GDMM) and the 
General Directorate of Population and Citizenship Affairs. The Turkish Intelligence Service (MİT) 
and some other institutions were to provide support. The plan also included a ‘PR strategy’ (a 
campaign that would highlight the ‘Çanakkale spirit’—that is, when Syrians’ grandfathers fought 
shoulder to shoulder with the Turks in Çanakkale) to counter the negative perception that might 
arise in the public regarding the granting of citizenship to Syrians (Milliyet, 14 July 2016). The 
instruction letter stated that a commission would be formed in the provinces and that these 
commissions would identify people who ‘do not threaten public security’ and report them to 
the central government. The commission was also asked to identify ‘eligible’ Syrians who have 
‘brought industrial facilities in Turkey or who have achieved or are expected to provide extraor-
dinary service in scientific, technological, economic, social, sports, cultural and artistic fields.’ 
The commission report noted three targets: first, white-collar workers such as doctors and 
engineers; second, those doing technical work; and third, ‘rich’ Syrians. The aim was also to 
sell real estate, provide investment opportunities for those with money, and keep wealthy Syrians 
who wanted to migrate to European countries in Turkey. The report included a pre-screening 
of the Syrian population in Turkey; it found that there were nearly 50,000 Syrian university 
graduate refugees registered in the database. The same study also pointed out that the children 
of Syrian refugees, whose number is stated to have reached 300,000, are not directly Turkish 
citizens (as of 2016). However, they are registered as ‘Syrian refugees’ like their parents. According 
to the Turkish Citizenship Law, a child born in Turkey who cannot acquire citizenship of any 
country at birth due to his/her foreign parents can become a Turkish citizen from birth (Milliyet, 
2016). Based on this screening process, a database concerning ‘eligible Syrians’ was created in 
the MoI. It is noted by a few interviewees that even before Erdoğan’s Kilis statement, the names 
of nearly 700 families were on the lists sent to the government, indicating the feasibility checks 
of opening a policy window.
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On the same day as President Erdoğan’s statement, the hashtag #ÜlkemdeSuriyeliİstemiyorum 
(I don’t want Syrians in my country) quickly rose to the top of social media (mostly Twitter) 
in Turkey. It is not coincidental that such social media campaigns functioned in constructing 
and proliferating an exclusionary discourse against Syrian refugees (Erdoğan-Öztürk & 
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Isık-Güler 2020). However, it was evaded by a flash political crisis, the 15 July coup attempt 
in 2016 targeting the JDP. After surviving the coup attempt, President Erdoğan reiterated his 
position on exceptional citizenship at the UN Summit on 20 September 2016. However, this 
statement did not generate as much public controversy as before due to more pressing political 
issues in the country. However, opposition parties continued to contest policy change on 
citizenship to some Syrians by discussing them in the parliamentary group talks and election 
campaigns.

The main opposition Republican People’s Party (RPP) made an argument about the electoral 
calculation behind the citizenship grants. It accused the ruling JDP government of ‘importing 
voters’ (Aljazeera, 2016), pointing to tens of thousands of potential Syrian votes (Kılıçdaroğlu’s 
party group talks, 22 March 2022, 26 April 2022; 13 June 2023). Furthermore, the RPP demanded 
transparency and called for a public referendum on the issue (Kılıçdaroğlu party group talks, 
28 February, 7 March 2017). The pro-Kurdish People’s Democratic Party (HDP) shared these 
concerns, albeit with some differences. The party accused the JDP of ‘settling Syrian Arabs in 
the Kurdish populated provinces, hence both creating new surveillance techniques and treating 
refugees as a voting source’ (T24,24, 2016). Meanwhile, the far-right Victory Party (Zafer Parti), 
formed in 2021, inflated the numbers, claiming ‘the number of Syrians granted citizenship is 
1.5 million’ (BBC., 2022). As reported by the Ministry of Interior in October 2023, 237,995 
Syrians (156,987 adults and 81,008 children) had been granted citizenship (Mültecider, 2024).

Party positions mirror public sentiment on this issue, though not completely. Research indi-
cates that the Turkish public ‘reject granting citizenship for ideological reasons and on the 
grounds of a subjective nationalistic understanding of nation-state membership’ (Güney, 2022, 
p. 519). Also, the ‘universal naturalization of Syrians is not welcomed; instead, there seems to 
be consensus favoring naturalization according to socio-economic criteria’ (Atasü‐Topçuoğlu, 
2019, p. 283). Our interviews with Syrians who obtained citizenship further highlight their 
anxieties about the lack of acceptance by the Turkish public. Legal status, it seems, does not 
guarantee social inclusion. Yet even as opposition parties demanded referendums and public 
hostility mounted, the ruling JDP pressed ahead. It chose to gradually probe ‘the limits of 
acceptance among the public’ (Smith, 2018) by using legislative grey zones and deliberately 
ambiguous practices—a strategy we examine below.

Another important dimension for contextualising the development of this policy shift is 
Turkey’s relations with the EU. The announcement of the new citizenship policy in 2016 came 
amidst the ‘incubation period’ of a protracted crisis both in Turkey and Europe. Retaining 
migrants in Turkey and facilitating the settlement of Syrians became a bargaining chip between 
Turkey and the European Union, culminating in the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement. National media 
(Habertürk, 2019; Milliyet, 2016) and opposition speeches suggest the JDP crafted its exceptional 
citizenship policy to placate European demands—though the public deal never explicitly men-
tioned citizenship. The agreement’s three pillars were simpler: return irregular migrants from 
Greek islands to Turkey, resettle Syrians from Turkey to the EU, and prevent departures to 
Europe (Provera 2016). These elements raise many questions such as how would Turkey prevent 
‘departures’ and by what means? One concrete policy step taken by the government was to 
enable the integration of Syrians, such as allowing work permits to Syrians in January 2016, 
which can be seen as a precursor to the citizenship policy.

This policy shift must be understood within a broader context of interwoven temporalities 
(Jessop, 2019) reflecting the causal mechanisms shaping Turkey’s exceptional citizenship policy 
and the indeterminate outcomes of complex, overlapping processes. These include the geopolitical 
impact of the Arab Spring (in both Turkey and Syria), the eruption of the Syrian civil war, and 
the mass influx of over three million Syrian refugees into Turkey, which placed strain on the 
country’s resources and social fabric. These developments created the objective conditions of a 
crisis, where the existing status quo could no longer be maintained, necessitating change and 
creating a context of uncertainty and a ‘crisis mode’ in governance (Sahin-Mencutek et  al., 2022). 
Rather than focusing on a single ‘crisis,’ this analysis, guided by our analytical framework, 
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examines the interplay of multiple crises and policy developments that shaped the trajectory of 
the citizenship policy.

According to official figures, the naturalisation processes progressed simultaneously in the 
2017–2019 and 2019–2021 periods. Then, from 2021 to 2022, the numbers decreased significantly 
by almost half. However, the number of Syrians naturalised dropped substantially after 2021 
(Syrian Dialogue Center 2023). In the run-up to the local elections in March 2019 and the 
presidential and parliamentary elections in May 2023, it is reported that thousands of citizenship 
application files disappeared from government websites, leaving Syrians awaiting an answer for 
their applications in limbo (Al-Souria Net, 2022). The decline in approvals highlights potential 
challenges for Syrians seeking citizenship and signals a further policy shift towards prioritizing 
returns. This shift underscores the importance of examining how formal regulations and informal 
practices intertwined during the citizenship acquisition process, particularly from the perspective 
of Syrians’ lived experiences.

Formal and informal practices in the acquisition of exceptional citizenship

Ambiguity in legal and policy formulations often provides fertile ground for the emergence and 
consolidation of informal practices, particularly during periods of crisis-induced change. When 
formal frameworks lack clarity or offer conflicting interpretations, actors at various levels exploit 
these ambiguities. The expansion of the realm of informality manifested itself in various ways 
in the case of Turkey’s exceptional citizenship policy.

First of all, the steps for granting citizenship are built on an ambiguous clause in the 2009 
Citizenship Law—namely, the article on extraordinary citizenship acquisition mentioned above, 
encompassing individuals who have made an investment (or purchased a property) or who are 
deemed to have rendered exceptional services (or with the future potential to do so) in specified 
fields. Additionally, the provision allows for the naturalisation of individuals deemed essential 
for citizenship. This part of the regulation is a grey area vis-à-vis which individuals are deemed 
essential (and by whom) and on which grounds. The main prerequisite in the regulation is that 
‘the individual in question does not threaten national security or public order.’

This legal ambiguity permitted the government to select desired citizens among refugees for the 
first time. The deservingness of Syrians is somehow identified in a broader sense by referring to 
potential future contributions to the country. President Erdoğan’s statements repeatedly highlighted 
the potential positive impact of the naturalisation of highly skilled Syrians, noting that ‘there are 
many qualified people. If we do not take these people, they will go to the UK or Canada’. As 
Akcapar and Simsek (2018) have argued, citizenship emerges as a tool to integrate Syrians and 
reward skilled migrants who have economic and cultural capital. Building on this point, Ayşe 
Serdar (2023) defines the JDP’s recent policy of granting exceptional citizenship as an ‘illiberal 
inclusion,’ a selective approach favouring Syrians with skills ‘while neglecting regular migrants and 
refugees’ (Serdar, 2023, pp. 51–74). The rationale behind the government’s preference for introducing 
an ambiguous exceptional citizenship model instead of pushing for an individual naturalisation 
pathway or collective model encompassing all Syrian refugees under temporary protection is to 
give the Turkish state more flexibility to select the ‘desired’ citizens who deserve Turkish citizenship 
while excluding the undesired one based on ethnonational and class-based criteria.

Figure 1. A pplication stages.



Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 461

Under conditions of uncertainty, the notion of informality becomes more evident in the 
exceptional citizenship application process. Based on insights from our interviews, we have 
identified six critical stages in the citizenship application of Syrians as seen in Figure 1: (1) 
invitation to apply, (2) document submission, (3) face-to-face interviews, (4) home visits for 
address confirmation, (5) detailed screening and background/security check, and (6) final deci-
sion. Many of these stages involve sub-stages as well as formal2 and informal practices.

Below, we will discuss our findings around three key themes in which formality and infor-
mality interwoven: selective invitation, inconsistent procedures and lack of transparency. These 
themes exemplify how the concurrence of formal and informal practices becomes the main 
modus operandi in policy changes.

Selective invitation

Our small interview sample and other empirical research (Kadköy, 2021; Özdemir, 2022) show 
that the majority of those Syrians who applied for Turkish citizenship are either invited by the 
authorities or encouraged by different stakeholders (e.g. university teachers) to apply, but that 
the selection process remains opaque. During our fieldwork, we inquired about invitation aspect 
not only with the interviewed respondents but also with other individuals in the field. While 
the authorities’ guidelines mentioned the possibility of invitation, the ambiguity of this language 
suggests that the intention is to maintain control over the process rather than granting Syrians 
a clear right.

The evidences show that while wealth opens one path to citizenship, Turkey also seeks Syrians 
who might enrich its scientific, technological, social, sporting, cultural and artistic life, as dis-
cussed above. Yet how officials measure this ‘potential’ remains deliberately vague. The legal text 
speaks only of ‘persons whose naturalisation is deemed essential’—a phrase that is susceptible 
to subjective interpretation. This calculated ambiguity, scholars argue, enables arbitrary decisions 
and opacity, leaving officials free to exercise wide discretion (Neva Öztürk in BBC Türkce, 24 
August 2022). Examining the act of ‘invitation’ in depth is therefore crucial.

Similar to other studies (Kadköy, 2021), we found in our sample that most ‘invited’ Syrians 
appear to be university graduates and white-collar, highly skilled Syrians. The process commences 
with an invitation addressed directly to refugees, either contacting them through different medi-
ums (e.g. text messages, phone and calls) or during their visits to the migration directorate’s 
provincial branches for paperwork (such as a renewal of IDs). Our interviewees residing in 
border towns, such as Şanlıurfa, indicated that university lecturers had informed students about 
the possibility of applying. However, it is uncertain whether universities were also furnished 
with an internal formal document or if they were pointed out in the MoI’s 2016 two-page 
instruction letter to the governorships mentioned above.

For those who are not university students, some, like two engineers interviewed, stated that 
the provincial migration directorate officers invited them to apply (Interview #24; #25). Similarly, 
a business owner residing in İzmir recounted that her husband had received a telephone call 
from the officers, who informed him that he was eligible for applying for citizenship (I26). 
Some, including a few business people, indicated that they had learned about the applications 
through social media groups of Syrians. The lack of clarity about legal dimensions and ambig-
uous formulations allowed authorities’ broad discretion in choosing who receives citizenship.

Inconsistent procedures and processing times

Those Syrians invited to apply for citizenship duly completed the standard forms, prepared the 
requisite documentation and submitted it to the provincial migration management directorates. 
According to the respondents, submitting documentation appears to be a relatively straightfor-
ward process. While some applicants were required to submit only a few documents such as 
family registration books and identity cards (Interview #25), school diplomas or permits (like 
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hairdresser, café, etc.) (Interview #27, #28), others were required to submit a lengthy list of 
documents, including rental contract, a document attesting to their residence, payslips, etc. 
(Interview #24). This lack of standardisation suggests unclear guidelines or unprepared officials. 
There was a lack of clarity in the procedures filled in by intermediaries, such as bilingual lawyers 
who assisted in navigating unclear procedures.

Language requirements were equally unclear. Regarding the eligibility criteria and procedures, 
there is no requirement for strict language proficiency or test results. Only verbal confirmation 
of understanding Turkish is accepted as sufficient, which shows the informality embedded in 
the application process. Nevertheless, in recent years, applicants have been required to provide 
certificates attesting to completing a Turkish language course and their social cohesion from 
vocational training institutions.

The subsequent stage in the application process is the interview with the officials. All 
applicants were interviewed and asked similar questions regarding their profiles, plans and 
integration methods. The interview process exhibited notable variation. Some were brief and 
casual, while others were in-depth examinations of background and plans. One inter-
viewee stated:

The interview was too short. Five interviewers were in the room, and they only asked me whether I could 
cook. I said yes, and then they asked which meal I liked. I mentioned rice; they responded, ‘You should add 
a salad.’ I found the interview very absurd. I had gone very prepared and even studied Turkish history, 
considering that they might ask [about it]. However, they only asked about cooking. On that day, around 
30 people were being interviewed. All the interviews were done in 3–5 minutes. It was a very unserious 
process [but] they granted us citizenship (Interview # 28).

Our respondent (Interview #28) found the interview ‘absurd’ and ‘unserious,’ highlighting a 
mismatch between expectations and reality. The interview committee approached the formal 
interview as a checkbox exercise. However, considering the result of granting citizenship, this 
example may also demonstrate how seemingly formal procedures, like interviews, can become 
breeding grounds for informality. The informality is produced by reinterpreting the meaning of 
the procedure itself (e.g. a relaxed interview) or loosening the enforcement of a specific rule 
(e.g. overlooking a weak performance on a language test).

Further, an engineer (Interview #25) who was invited for an application in 2018 joined the 
interview five months after submitting his application. Three months after the interview, a police 
officer visited his residence. He subsequently obtained citizenship and voted in the 2023 election. 
Our fieldwork observations indicate that the processing time for citizenship applications varies 
depending on location. Applicants from smaller cities may have received results more quickly 
than metropolitan areas like Istanbul and Izmir. Despite the potential for lengthy bureaucratic 
procedures in other official matters, the process for most of the Syrians we interviewed and 
spoke with was relatively smooth. This finding suggests another indicator of informality, poten-
tially indicating a predetermined outcome. On the other hand, the interview and decision-making 
processes were not straightforward for all applicants. One engineer respondent, whose application 
was ultimately rejected, indicated that the interview atmosphere was ‘tense,’ more like an ‘inter-
rogation’ (Interview #24).

Following the interviews, many applicants were visited to verify their addresses. The interval 
between the interview and home visit also varies considerably, from three months to one year. 
In certain instances, the interviews revealed that the police had contacted the individuals in 
question by telephone but had not visited their homes. Subsequently, the applicant was subjected 
to further screening procedures, including security checks conducted by the police and intelligence.

Processing times have added another layer of uncertainty. Applicants waited anywhere from 
three months to six years, with security checks being a significant bottleneck. University stu-
dents often received faster processing than other professions, suggesting prioritisation based 
on applicant profiles. In particular, our respondents informed us that applications in Şanlıurfa 
were processed with considerable enthusiasm in 2017 and 2018. The process took less than 
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one year, from interviews and police checks to the final decision (Interview #25, Interview 
#27). It is perceived speedy. However, the process has slowed in recent years with the rise of 
anti-Syrian sentiment, political considerations during election campaigns, and shifting geopo-
litical concerns.

These inconsistencies in requirements, interviews and processing times point to a lack of 
standardised procedures and unpreparedness among officials, which resulted in a situation 
where the application process varied considerably depending on location and individual 
caseworkers.

Lack of transparency in final decisions

The process for granting exceptional citizenship to Syrians in Turkey has been shrouded in 
secrecy, raising concerns from politicians who criticised the lack of transparency and questioned 
the basis for granting citizenship to specific individuals without proper vetting or consultation 
(Kılıçdaroğlu party group talk, 12 April 2022). Furthermore, the decision-making process is not 
transparent to applicants. In our sample, some respondents (Interview #28, #30, # 31, #33, #29, 
#32) mentioned that they had not received a clear rejection of their applications. However, they 
are ‘stuck in the process during security checks’ and cannot access proper information about 
the delay despite frequent online follow-ups and visits to migration offices via online electronic 
systems.

Some applicants and researchers we talked to during the fieldwork suggested a possible ethnic 
bias, with Syrian Kurds facing longer processing times or more rejections compared to Syrian 
Arabs and Syrian Turkmen. To verify this information, we conducted eight additional interviews 
in 2024 with Syrians whose Turkish citizenship applications had been rejected or suspended. A 
Syrian Kurdish teacher reported waiting since 2018 despite having a university diploma and a 
clean criminal record. He was suspected of a second interview by the Intelligence Service due 
to his marriage to an Algerian woman (Interview #30). Similarly, a university graduate proficient 
in Turkish and working in Turkey was rejected after two years, with no explanation. Attempts 
to appeal were unsuccessful (Interview #29).

Observing formal and informal practices, such as selective invitations, inconsistent procedures, 
and limited transparency, prompts us to reconsider citizenship governance’s continuously changing 
features. Also, it invites us to reconsider the extent to which such exceptional measures or policy 
windows can be identified as crisis-driven changes in migration management. How truly 
crisis-driven are these changes in migration policy? What lessons do they offer about refugee 
citizenship beyond Europe? And can we draw broader conclusions from Turkey’s experiment? 
The following sections address these questions.

Discussion on drivers of policy change in citizenship

In this section, we revisit the concepts we introduced in the beginning, including crisis-induced 
policy changes (Boin & t’Hart 2022; Jessop, 2019), the streams of policy windows (Kingdon, 
2014), and the ambiguity concept in migration scholarship. Doing so helps us to sketch Turkey’s 
exceptional citizenship model and its broader implications.

Bob Jessop’s (2019) critical realist perspective on the crisis provided us with a conceptual 
lens to explain the recent changes in Turkish citizenship policy for Syrian refugees. Whether 
officials acknowledged it or not, the crisis manifested for all to see: 3.6 million Syrians arrived 
between 2012 and 2016, with slim prospects of either returning home or resettling elsewhere. 
It became clear that Turkish migration and citizenship governance had reached its limits and 
could not ‘go on in the old way,’ forcing a rethink of long-established policies and practices. As 
Boin and t’Hart (2022) note, protracted crises give policymakers breathing room for decisions, 
yet uncertainty often deepens and intertwines with other challenges. Turkish authorities had 
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four years to develop reception and protection policies, but integration grew more complex. The 
lengthening Syrian civil war dashed hopes of quick repatriation. Meanwhile, the EU–Turkey deal 
blocked onward migration while domestic turmoil mounted: the 2016 coup attempt, hyperinfla-
tion from 2018 onwards and 2022s devastating earthquake.

Despite the protracted and entangled crisis, the context created a ‘policy window’ for the JDP 
government. As Kingdon (2014) described, three conditions aligned to make this window. First, 
the protracted presence of a prominent Syrian refugee population was recognised as a policy 
problem instead of an emergency in 2016. Second, policy solutions, like the exceptional citizen-
ship program, offered a pathway for Syrians to gain full citizenship rights, potentially facilitating 
their integration. Third, the political climate was receptive to considering new approaches. In 
other words, there was a constitutive relationship between crisis symptoms and underlying causal 
mechanisms (Jessop, 2019). The exceptional citizenship scheme dovetailed neatly with the JDP’s 
broader agenda—namely, its neoliberal economic reform, electoral calculations, and diplomatic 
ambitions (from shaping post-war Syria to satisfying EU demands for refugee management). 
The initiative came from the government, primarily President Erdoğan, who cast it in prag-
matic terms.

As the migration governance literature mentions, formal and informal practices may operate 
concurrently in crisis moments, affording actors considerable flexibility in adapting to changes 
(Koinova, 2022; Mielke, 2023). Turkey’s approach has proved telling: rather than draft new cit-
izenship laws, the authorities exploited an ambiguous clause about exceptional citizenship—one 
that neatly sidestepped the usual five-year residency rule. Provincial officials then received orders 
to operate in legal grey zones, quietly inviting Syrians with social and economic capital to apply. 
This selective invitation system raises thorny questions: who makes the list, why and who remains 
outside looking in?

Crisis-driven policies, Jessop reminds us, offer no guaranteed outcomes: ‘how they are resolved, 
if at all, depends on the actions taken in response to them’ (2019: 49). Turkey’s exceptional 
citizenship scheme has indeed sparked fierce resistance from opposition parties and the public. 
Their criticism lays bare the electoral calculations lurking behind citizenship policy. Governments, 
mindful of voter backlash, often resort to deliberate ambiguity and ad hoc measures to deflect 
criticism and shield declining popular support. The result is that policies introduced during 
crises are implemented in ‘test’ mode, launched without long-term vision or staying power.

Despite exceptionalism, selectiveness and informalities in the process, opening citizenship to 
refugees marks what Jessop (2019) calls a path-shaping moment—a positive break from the 
status quo and Turkey’s traditional repertoires in the governance of refugee migration. Never 
before had the Republic designed citizenship rules for non-Turkish immigrants, loosening its 
traditional ethnic definition of belonging. Yet the policy’s exceptional nature, coupled with 
political threats of revocation, casts a long shadow over Syrians’ lives. Our Syrian interviewees 
view their new citizenship as potentially not ‘permanent,’ and their ‘rights’ might well be ‘revers-
ible.’ Such precarity, amplified by social exclusion, suggests that Syrians’ legal limbo persists. 
Recent events validate these fears: Our informants said that many Syrians with Turkish citizenship 
did not cast vote in 2023 local election as worrying about identified and lynched. In October 
2024, the opposition political party, called İYİ Parti (refers good in Turkish language) Party 
petitioned Turkey’s highest administrative court to strip citizenship from 238,000 Syrians (NTV., 
2024). The court has not yet concluded.

Conclusion

Turkey has crafted a deliberate experiment in strategic ambiguity—one that aligns with global 
trends toward the neoliberalisation of citizenship models. Turkey’s experience may not provide 
a universal blueprint for how prolonged crises reshape citizenship rules. Yet it is the complex 
choreography between competing interests that shapes immigrant citizenship everywhere (Chung, 
2017; Costello, 2017; Frost, 2024; Kaneti, 2022; Kuch, 2017).
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The Turkish case may contribute to the theoretical debate on citizenship regimes by revealing 
distinctive refugee citizenship models in the Global South. Western naturalisation trends and 
requirements—from liberalisation to language tests—take markedly different forms in non-Western 
contexts. In non-Western countries, policy shifts often expand grey zones through ambivalent 
structures and vague legal frameworks. The logic of ‘exceptionalism’ serves to legitimise deviant 
practices while imposing temporality on them. Migration governance’s inherent ambiguity can 
thus breed hasty, crisis-driven policy shifts. These changes emerge with little planning or trans-
parency, bearing hallmarks of policy experimentation and informality. The implications for 
citizenship rights are profound, raising tensions between durability and temporality, permanence 
and revocability. Such improvisations can reshape the very nature of citizenship itself.

The JDP’s citizenship politics follow global trends but are mainly driven by its political and 
economic agenda. The government introduced a relatively liberal citizenship policy through 
investment schemes and enabled the acquisition of Turkish citizenship by those Syrian refugees 
selected according to their qualifications. Both trajectories of citizenship can be contextualised 
within the new global trends marked by neoliberal models of citizenship. This exceptional policy 
marks a subtle but significant shift in Turkey’s citizenship model. Its traditional ethnonationalist 
approach is giving way to a broader vision of belonging, one where ethnic ties matter less than 
they once did and in which the definition of citizenship is slightly ‘de-ethnicised’ (Serdar, 2023) 
and granted selectively based on human capital.

Turkey’s mass naturalisation of Syrian Arabs marks an important departure—never before has 
the Republic absorbed such numbers of non-Turkish citizens. Yet this opening remains selective. 
The state cherry-picks its new citizens from the refugee pool, applying careful filters of ethnicity, 
religion and class, even among Syrian Arabs themselves (Serdar, 2023). Such citizenship acqui-
sition practices differ from right-based citizenship models and are dominated by pragmatic 
approaches, in which citizenship is instrumentalised as a privilege offered in a non-egalitarian 
way through exceptional clauses and non-transparent and ambiguous procedures. While the new 
amendments to the Turkish Citizenship Law of 2009 bring the Turkish case closer to these 
regularisation models, a clear pattern of neoliberalisation in the politics of citizenship can also 
be observed. This approach can be seen in the commodification of citizenship (‘citizenship for 
sale’ policies), in pragmatic, ad hoc policies and, overall, in the informalisation and devaluation 
of having rights in terms of citizenship that should be formally guaranteed by constitutional 
provisions. In the Turkish case, this global trend has been implemented with characteristic haste, 
without much calculation of the long-term effects. In our view, the past decade’s reforms in 
Turkey have set the nation on a new course, away from its traditional ethnic-based citizenship 
toward what Mavelli (2022) calls ‘neoliberal citizenship’—a model where the lines between 
members and non-members, insiders and outsiders, grow increasingly blurry.

Turkey’s exceptional citizenship policy also offers some insights into the theoretical discussions 
on the notion of ‘deservingness’ as a neoliberal strategy, which becomes the new currency for 
legitimising the new borders (Politi et  al., 2023). For the modern neoliberal state, as Chauvin 
and Garcés-Mascareñas (2012) observe, managing people matters more than patrolling borders—a 
sharp break from traditional nationalist citizenship. In this new moral economy, ‘becoming more 
‘formal’ has become a condition for present or future legal deservingness’ (Chauvin & 
Garcés-Mascareñas, 2012, p. 252). The key distinction now lies between ‘deserving’ or ‘valued’ 
members versus ‘the rest.’ Syria’s protracted refugee crisis has created a peculiar dynamic, as 
Syrians have sought stability, the ruling JDP’s pragmatic, ad hoc policies have dangled an exciting 
prospect: the chance to become ‘selected’ and ‘deserving’ members of Turkish society.

As we have discussed in this article, crises are ‘objectively overdetermined moments of sub-
jective indeterminacy’ (Jessop, 2019), creating a context for policy changes that emerge from 
complex and dynamic interactions between multiple crises and policy developments within 
interwoven temporalities. Crisis-induced changes often lead to a shift from formal to informal 
structures and practices. In citizenship policies, ambiguity is often intentionally employed to 
maintain flexibility and control over inclusion and exclusion. However, this ambiguousness can 
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also transform citizenship regimes, introducing new forms of citizenship and challenging tradi-
tional naturalisation pathways. Further research is needed to understand the factors, mechanisms 
and complex relationships shaping refugee citizenship in such contexts.

Notes

	 1.	 As of 2021, data from the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization 19,630 foreigners have received Turkish 
nationality through purchasing property since 2017. Syrians are not among the top five nationalities (Iraq, 
Iran, Russia, Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan) who acquired Turkish citizenship via these investment pro-
grammes.

	 2.	 According to the official procedures, there are eight stages in the process of acquiring Turkish citizenship (1. 
Application; 2. Technical Working Group Review; 3. Provincial Security Investigation; 4. Governorate Com-
mission; 5. File Control; 6. Archive Research; 7. Approval Process, and; 8. Registration). Source: https://www.
nvi.gov.tr/siginmacinin-vatandasliginin-iptal-edildigine-dair-haber.
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